
PH IN EA S PARKHURST QUIMBY.

By GEORGE A. QUIMBY.

T he  great interest evinced, during the last ten years, in the treat­
ment of disease through the mind, and the growing desire of a 
large number of students of the science, and others, to know in what 
manner the late I*. P. Quimby was connected with this princi­
ple of curing and what was his mode of treatment, has induced the 
writer to present, in a brief article, a sketch of the man, his life and

ideas. It is not the intention 
to make the article other than 
a plain statement of facts, 
based on personal knowledge.

In his capacity of secretary 
for Mr. Quimby during the 
last and most active years of 
his profession, in which he 
was finishing his life’s work, 
the writer is enabled to give a 
correct account of what passed 
during those years, and to pub­
lish, in the doctor’s own words, 
what his ideas were.

Phineas Parkhurst Quimby 
was born in the town of Leb­
anon, N. H., February 16, 
1802. When about two years 
of age, his parents emigrated 
to Maine, and settled in the 
town of Belfast. His father 

was a blacksmith and the subject or this sketch was one of a 
I imily of seven children.

Owing to his father’s scanty means, and to the meagre chances 
for schooling, his opportunity for acquiring an education was 
limited. During his boyhood he attended the town school a part 
of the time, and acquired a brief knowledge of the rudimentary
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branches ; but his chief education was gained in after life, from 
reading and observation. He always regretted his want of educa­
tion, which was his misfortune, rather than any fault of his.

When he became ojd enough to go to work, he learned the 
trade of watch and clock making, and for many years after engaged 
in that pursuit. Later, before photography was known, he for 
several years made a business of taking a style of portrait picture 
known as the daguerreotype. He had a very inventive mind, and 
was always interested in mechanics, philosophy, and scientific 
subjects. During his middle life, he invented several devices on 
which he obtained letters patent. He was very argumentative, and 
always wanted proof of anything, rather than an accepted opinion. 
Anything which could be demonstrated he was ready to accept; 
but he would combat what could not be proved with all his energy, 
rather than admit it as a truth.

With a mind of this combination, it is not strange that, when a 
gentleman visited Belfast, about the year 1838, and gave lect­
ures and experiments in mesmerism, Mr. Ouimby should feel 
deeply interested in the subject. Here was a new, to him at least, 
phenomenon; and he at once began to investigate the subject; 
and on every occasion when he could find a person who would 
allow him to try, he would endeavor to put him into a mesmeric 
sleep. He met with many failures, but occasionally would find a 
person whom he could influence.

At that time Mr. Ouimby was of medium height, small in 
stature, his weight being about one hundred and twenty-five 
pounds; quick motioned and nervous, with piercing black eyes, 
black hair and whiskers; a well-shaped, well-balanced head; 
high, broad forehead, and a rather prominent nose, and a mouth 
indicating strength and firmness of will ; persistent in what he 
undertook, and not easily defeated or discouraged.

In the course of his trials with subjects, he met with a young 
man named Lucius Burkmar, over whom he had the most wonder­
ful influence; and it is not stating it too strongly to assert that 
with him he made some of the most astonishing exhibitions of 
mesmerism and clairvoyance that have been given in modern 
times.

At the beginning of these experiments, Mr. Ouimby firmly 
believed that the phenomenon was the result of animal magnetism, 
and that electricity had more or less to do with it. Holding to this,
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he was never able to perform his experiments with satisfactory 
results when the “ conditions” were not right, as he believed they 
should be.

For instance, during a thunder storm his trials would prove 
utter failures. If he pointed the sharp end of a steel instrument 
at Lucius, he would start as if pricked by a pin ; but, when the 
blunt end was pointed toward him, he would remain unmoved.

One evening, after making some experiments with excellent 
results, Mr, Quimby found that during the time of the tests 
there had been a severe thunder storm ; but, so interested was he 
in his experiments, he had not noticed it.

This led him to further investigate the subject; and the results 
reached were that, instead of the subject being influenced by 
any atmospheric disturbance, the effects produced were brought 
about by the influence of one mind on another. From that time 
he could produce as good results during a storm as in pleasant 
weather, and could make his subject start by simply pointing a

finger at him as well 
as by using a steel 
instrument.

Mr. Q u im b y ’s 
manner of operating 
with his subject was 
to sit opposite to him, 
h o ld in g  both his 
hands in his, and 
looking him intently 
in the eye for a 
short time, when the 
s u b je c t  would go 
into that state known 
as the m esm eric  
s leep , which was 
more properly a pe­
culiar condition of 
mind and body, in 
which the natural 

senses would, or would not, operate at the will of Mr. Quimby. 
When conducting his experiments, all communications on the part 
of Mr. Quimby with Lucius were mentally given, the subject 
replying as if spoken to aloud.
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For several years, Mr. Quimby traveled with young Burkmar 
through Maine and New Brunswick, giving exhibitions, which at 
that time attracted much attention and secured notices through 
the columns of the newspapers.

It should be remembered that at the time Mr. Quimby was 
giving these exhibitions, over forty-five years ago, the phenomenon 
was looked upon in a far different light from that of the present 
day. At that time it was a deception, a fraud, and a humbug; 
and Mr. Quimby was vilified and frequently threatened with mob 
violence, as the exhibitions smacked too strongly of witchcraft to 
suit the people.

As the subject gained more prominence, thoughtful men began 
to investigate the matter, and Mr. Quimby was often called upon 
to have his subject examine the sick. He would put Lucius into 
the mesmeric state, who would then examine the patient, describe 
his disease, and prescribe remedies for its cure.

After a time Mr. Quimby became convinced that whenever 
the subject examined a patient his diagnosis of the case would be 
identical with what either the patient himself or some one present 
believed, instead of Lucius really looking into the patient, and 
giving the true condition of the organs ; in fact, that he was 
reading the opinion in the mind of some one, rather than stating 
a truth acquired by himself.

Becoming firmly satisfied that this was the case, and having seen 
how one mind could influence another, and how much there was 
that had always been considered as true, but was merely some one’s 
opinion, Mr. Quimby gave up his subject, Lucius, and began the 
developing of what is now known as mental healing, or curing 
disease through the mind.

In accomplishing this he spent years of his life fighting the 
battle alone and laboring with an energy and steadiness of pur­
pose that shortened it many years.

To reduce his discovery to a science, which could be taught for 
the benefit of suffering humanity, was the all-absorbing idea of his 
life. To develope his “ theory,” or “ the Truth,” as he always 
termed it, so that others than himself could understand and 
practice it, was what he labored for. Had he been of a sordid and 
grasping nature, he might have acquired unlimited wealth ; but 
for that he seemed to have no desire. He used to say : “ Wait
till I get my theory reduced to a science, so that I can teach the 
Truth to others, and then I can make money fast enough.”
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In a magazine article, it is impossible to follow the slow 
stages by which he reached his conclusions ; for slow they were, 
as each step was in opposition to all the established ideas of the 
day, and was ridiculed and combated by the whole medical 
faculty and the great mass of the people. In the sick and suffer­
ing he always found staunch friends, who loved him and believed 
in him, and stood by him ; but they were but a handful compared 
with those on the other side.

While engaged in his mesmeric experiments, Mr. Quimby 
became more and more convinced that disease was an error of the 
mind, and not a real thing; and in this he was misunderstood by 
others, and accused of attributing the sickness of the patient 
to the imagination, which was the very reverse of the fact. No 
one believed less in the imagination than he. “ If a man feels a 
pain, he knows he feels it, and there is no imagination about it/ ' 
he used to say.

But the fact that the pain might be a state of the mind, while 
apparent in the body, he did believe. As one can suffer in a 
dream all that it is possible to suffer in a waking state, so Mr. 
Quimby averred that the same condition of mind might operate on 
the body in the form of disease, and still be no more of a reality 
than was the dream.

As the truths of his discovery began to develop and grow in 
him, just in the same proportion did he begin to lose faith in the 
efficacy of mesmerism as a remedial agent in the cure of the sick; 
and after a few years he discarded it altogether.

Instead of putting the patient into a mesmeric sleep, Mr. Quimby 
would sit by him ; and, after giving him a detailed account of what his 
troubles were, he would simply converse with him, and explain the 
causes of the troubles, and thus change the mind of the patient, 
and disabuse it of its errors and establish the truth in its place; 
which, if done, was the cure. He sometimes, in cases of lameness 
and sprains, manipulated the limbs of the patient, and often 
rubbed the head with his hands, wetting them with water. He 
said it was so hard for the patient to believe that his mere talk 
with him produced the cure, that he did this rubbing simply that 
the patient would have more confidence in him ; but he always 
insisted that he possessed no “ power” nor healing properties 
different from any one else, and that his manipulations conferred 

beneficial effect upon the patient, although it was often the
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case that the patient himself thought they did. On the contrary, 
Mr. Quimby always denied emphatically that he used any mes­
meric or mediumistic power.

He was always in his normal condition when engaged with his 
patient. He never went into any trance, and was a strong dis­
believer in Spiritualism, as understood by that name. He claimed, 
and firmly held, that his only power consisted in his wisdom, and 
in his understanding the patient’s case and being able to explain 
away the error and establish the truth, or health, in its place. 
Very frequently the patient could not tell how he was cured, but 
it did not follow that Mr. Quimby himself was ignorant of the 
manner in which he performed the cure.

Suppose a person should read an account of a railroad accident, 
and see in the list of killed a son. The shock on the mind would 
cause a deep feeling of sorrow on the part of the parent, and 
possibly a severe sickness, not only mental, but physical. Now, 
what is the condition of the patient ? Does he imagine his trouble? 
Is it not real ? Is his body not affected, his pulse quick, and has 
he not all the symptoms of a sick person, and is he not really sick? 
Suppose you can go and say to him that you were on the train, 
and saw his son alive and well after the accident, and prove to him 
that the report of his death wras a mistake. What follows ? Why, 
the patient’s mind undergoes a change immediately, and he is no 
longer sick.

It wTas on this principle that Mr. Quimby treated the sick. He 
claimed that “ mind was spiritual matter, and could be changed 
that we were made up of “ truth and error; ” that “ disease was 
an error, or belief, and that the Truth was the cure/’ And upon 
these premises he based all his reasoning, and laid the founda­
tion of what he asserted to be the “ science of curing the sick” 
without other remedial agencies than the mind.

In the year 1859 Mr. Quimby went to Portland, wrhere he 
remained until the summer of 1865, treating the sick by his 
peculiar method. It was his custom to converse at length with 
many of his patients, who became interested in his method of 
treatment, and to try to unfold to them his ideas.

Among his earlier patients in Portland were the Misses Ware, 
daughters of the late Judge Ashur Ware, of the U. S. Court ; and 
they became much interested in “ the Truth,” as he called it. But 
the ideas were so new, and his reasoning was so divergent from the



popular conceptions, that they found it difficult to follow him or 
remember all he said ; and they suggested to him the propriety of 
putting into writing the body of his thoughts.

From that time he began to write out his ideas, which practice 
he continued until his death, the articles now being in the posses­
sion of the writer of this sketch. The original copy he would 
give to the Misses Ware, and it would be read to him by them ; 
and, if he suggested any alteration, it would be made, after which 
it would be copied either by the Misses Ware or the writer of this 
and then re-read to him, that he might see that all was just as he 
intended it. Not even the most trivial word or the construction 
of a sentence would be changed without consulting him. He was 
given to repetition, and it was with difficulty that he could be 
induced to have a repeated sentence or phrase stricken out, as he 
would say, “ If that idea is a good one and true, it will do no harm 
to have it in two or three times.” He believed in the hammering 
process, and of throwing an idea or truth at the reader till it would 
be firmly fixed in his mind.

The first article he wrote .vas entitled, “ Mind is Spiritual 
Matter,” and he thus explains what he means: He says: “ I
found that I could change the mind of my patient, and produce 
thereby a chemical change in the body * * * The world
makes mind intelligence. I put no intelligence in it, but make it 
subject to intelligence. * * * I call the power that governs
the mind, spirit, in this piece, not using the word wisdom; but 
you will see that I recognize a wisdom superior to the word mind, 
for I always apply the word mind to matter, but never to the first 
cause.”

In a circular to the sick, which he distributed while in Portland, 
he says that, as “ my practice is unlike all other medical practice, 
it is necessary to say that I give no medicines and make no out­
ward applications, but simply sit by the patient, tell him what he 
thinks is his disease, and my explanation is the cure. And if I 
succeed in correcting his errors, I change the fluids of the system, 
and establish the truth, or health. The truth is the cure."

In an article over his own signature, published in the Portland 
Advertiser of February 13, 1862, he says : —

“ As you have given me the privilege of answering an article in 
your paper of the n th  inst., wherein you classed me with spirit­
ualists, mesmerizers, clairvoyants, etc., I take this occasion to state



where I differ from all classes of doctors, from the allopathic phy- 
sician to the healing medium. All these admit disease as an inde­
pendent enemy of mankind. * * * Now, I deny disease 
as a truth, but admit it as a deception, without any foundation, 
handed down from generation to generation, till the people believe 
it, and it has become a part of their lives. * * * My way 
of curing convinces him that he has been deceived; and, if I 
succeed, the patient is cured. My mode is entirely original.”

Mr. Quimby, although not belonging to any church or sect, had 
a deeply religious nature, holding firmly to God as the first cause, 
and fully believing in immortality and progression after death, 
though entertaining entirely original conceptions of what death is. 
He believed that Jesus’ mission was to the sick, and that he per­
formed His cures in a scientific manner, and perfectly understood 
how He did them. Mr. Quimby was a great reader of the Bible, 
but put a construction upon it thoroughly in harmony with his 
train of thought.

His greatest desire was that the writer of this sketch should 
become interested in his work, and learn to heal the sick as he did. 
He always asserted that it was a science that he could teach, but 
that, if it were not communicated by him, others would take the 
work up and complete it. He wished the writer, after becoming 
conversant with the principles by which he cured, to fit himself 
for the lecture platform, and, as he expressed it, “ You lecture, 
’and then we will call the sick on the stage, and cure them by 
wholesale, right in public.”

It may not be out of place to state here that the writer 
did not attempt to learn to practice as Mr. Quimby did ; not 
because he could not, but for the reason that he was not at that 
time interested in the matter, and his tastes led him to adopt other 
pursuits.

Mr. Quimby’s idea of happiness was to benefit mankind, 
especially the sick and suffering; and to that end he labored, and 
gave his life and strength. His patients not only found in him a 
doctor, but a sympathizing friend, and he took the same interest 
in treating a charity patient that he did a wealthy one. Until the 
writer went with him as secretary, he kept no accounts and made 
no charges. He left the keeping of books entirely with his 
patients; and although he pretended to have a regular price for 
visits and attendance, he took at settlement whatever the patient 
chose to pay him.
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2 / 6 OLD L E T T E R S .

The last five years of his life were exceptionally hard. He was 
overcrowded with patients and greatly overworked, and could not 
seem to find an opportunity for relaxation. At last, nature could 
no longer bear up under the strain ; and, completely tired out, he 
took to his bed, from which he never rose again. While strong, he 
had always been able to ward off .any disease that would have 
affected another person ; but, when tired out and weak, he no 
longer had the strength of will nor the reasoning powers to combat 
the sickness which terminated his life.

An hour before he breathed his last, he said to the writer : “ I
am more than ever convinced of the truth of my theory. I am 
perfectly willing for the change myself, but I know you all will feel 
badly, and think I am dead ; but /  know that I shall be right here 
with you, just the same as I always have been. I do not dread the 
change any more than if I were going on a trip to Philadelphia.” 

His death occurred January 16, 1866, at his residence in Belfast, 
at the age of sixty-four years, and was the result of too close appli­
cation to his profession and of overwork. A more fitting epitaph 
could not be accorded him than in these words : —

“ Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his 
life for his friends.” For if ever a man did lay down his life for 
others, that man was P h ineas  P ark h urst  Q uimby .

As he, who in some dimly lighted hall
Sees, w'eirdly figured ’gainst the darkness’ cloak, 
Spectres that visionary thoughts provoke,

Fancies sw'ift fleeting e’en beyond recall,—
And, clutching at some vision, loses faith,

Wondering, poor dreamer, if the world has fled, 
Burying his treasures with the nameless dead, 

And he a nothing, yet, perchance a wraith ;
So I, while poring o’er these close writ lines, 

Penned by a hand that wrrote at love’s dictate, 
Ope wide the portals, rusty-hinged of late, 

Profiling, with a light that faintly shines,
The scenes now sleeping in the Past’s domain,— 
A realm of shadow's summoned up again.

OLD L E T T E R S

By SAMUEL ABBOTT.
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