
Thomsonian Medicine

Founded by Samuel Thomson
February 9, 1769 -October 5, 
1843

Emergence & 
Spread

Thomsonian medicine began in 
rural Alstead, New Hampshire. 
An uneducated farmer, Samuel 

Thomson, began utilizing natural 
remedies, similar to those of 

Indian Doctors, in order to cure 
illness in a way that he, and 

many others, thought was better 
than more traditionally trained 

doctors. It gained traction 
throughout New England and 

peaked in the 1830's eventually 
reaching New York and traveling 
to the west and south ending up 

in states such as Ohio and 
Mississippi.

Changes, Debates, 
and Controversies

Thomson was brought to criminal court in 
Massachusetts in 1809. He was charged with 
the murder of a patient who he had allegedly 

given too much lobelia. He was acquitted since 
they could not prove malicious intent, however, 
there were a few other times those practicing 
Thomsonian medicine were brought to court. 
Also, originally, Thomson was against the idea 

of medical school and the monopolization of his 
practices. Thomson was uneducated himself 

and believed that all people should be able to 
utilize his practices. Thomsonian medicine 

caused numerous debates within its 
own groups which led to the creation of eclectic 

medicine.

Emergence of Eclectic 
Forms

In 1827, Wooster Beach, a medical 
tradesman decided that Thomsonian
Medicine needed to become more 
professional. He and other Thomsonian
followers  began creating their own 
schools and books. This created a branch 
of medicine with similar roots in 
Thomsonianism, but differed in how it 
was performed and who got to practice 
it.

Lobelia- Also 
know as 'Puke 
Weed' and 
'Indian 
Tobacco' was 
Thomson’s 
herb of choice 
when it came 
to treatment.

The Patent and 
Books

After being ridiculed for his 
"quack" remedies he went to 
Washington in pursuit of 
patents for his medicinal 
practice. After obtaining 
these, Thomsonian medicine 
began to take off since it now 
had government backing. It 
also insured that Thomson 
would be getting paid for his 
treatment and that others 
could not profit from.

Thomson wrote various mnemonic poems in order for everyone to remember the 
instructions for treating patients.

What is Thomsonian
Medicine?

Based on belief that the cold plays a large role 
in illness and that it is important to return to 
the body's natural heat in order to heal. 
Utilizes plants and steam baths; does away 
with "barbaric" healing methods such as 
bloodletting. Was not a preventative form of 
medicine, was used for treatment. Was 
favorited among uneducated people due to 
simplicity (since it was made by an uneducated 
person).

The Big Question: How is antebellum medicine a story 
of both competition and agreement among medical 

approaches? 
Antebellum medicine is a mix of collaboration and competition, because 
many aspects of medicine are interwoven or influenced by each other. 
Without Thomsonian medicine, eclectics and botanics could have still 
existed, but likely would have had a very different foundation. 
Antebellum medicine evolved throughout the period by methods of 
taking medical practices seen as good and integrating different 
modalities that had not been a part of the original system. Despite his 
patent different forms of Thomsonian medicine were able to gradually 
take root. Although those in the medical field were wildly competitive 
they seemed to have an unspoken agreement on collaboration that 
allowed it as long as the originators got their rightful dues from time to 
time.

Thomsonian
Medicine is 

founded in rural New 
Hampshire by Samuel 

Thomson.
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Thomson patents his 
treatment and decides to 

sell his written works, 
medications, and a 

certificate 
of approximately $20.00

In Eastport, ME he held 
his first meeting of 

followers in order to 
create a society.

Thomsonian followers 
begin publishing books 

that plagiarized 
Thomson's work. During 
this time many meetings 

of Thomsonian
practitioners are 

occurring on local and 
state levels.

Thomsonian ideology is 
spread around New 

Hampshire, 
Massachusetts, 

Connecticut, as well 
as Vermont.

Wooster Beach decides 
to make a more 

professional version 
of Thomsonian Medicine. 

He founds Eclectic also 
known as Reformed 
Botanic medicine.

1827

Thomson is sued for libel. 
Thomson and his claims are 

supported by many of 
influential followers which 
led to acquittal. Thomson’s 

success in his court case 
leads to more support for 
the Thomsonian system.

Thomsonianism spreads to 
the South. A periodical 

called The 
Thomsonian Recorder is 

created.

Alva Curtis becomes one of 
many "Independent 

Thomsonians." He also 
renamed the Thomsonian

Recorder to Botanico- Medical 
Recorder. Any difference 

between Thomsonian and 
Independent 

Thomsonian theory came 
directly from Curtis.

Th' Emetic number 
ONE's design'd A gen'ral med'

cine for mankind, Of every 
country, clime, or place, Wide 

as a circle of our race... Let 
number TWO be used as 

bold, To clear the stomach of 
the cold; Next steep the 

coffee, number THREE, And 
keep as warm as you can 
be. A hot stone at the feet 

now keep, As well as inward 
warmth repeat, The fountain 

'bove the stream keep 
clear, And perspiration will 

appear. When sweat enough, 
as you suppose, In spirit 
wash, and change your 

clothes; Again to bed, both 
clean and white, And sleep in 
comfort all the night. Should 
the disorder reinforce, Then 
follow up the former course; 

The second time I think will do, 
The third to fail I seldom knew. Now 

take your bitters by the way,
Two, three, or four times in a day;

Your appetite, if it be good,
You may eat any kind of food.

Physic, I would by no means 
choose

To have you first or last to use;
For if you take it much in course,

It will disorder reinforce.
If any one should be much bruis'd,
Where bleeding frequently is used,

A lively sweat upon that day,
Will start the blood a better way. . .

So as the body is the tree,
The limbs are colic, pleurisy,

Worms and gravel, gout and stone,
Remove the cause, and they are 

gone. My system's founded on this 
truth, Man's Air and Water, Fire 
and Earth, And death is cold, and 
life is heat, These temper'd well, 

your health's complete.

Splits within 
Thomsonianism occur. 

Those following the 
original Thomsonian
system changed their 
name to “Botanics”. 

Reformers are absorbed 
into eclectic and Curtis’ 

Thomsonians
movements, 
respectively .

Samuel Thomson 
passes away but 
Thomsonianism 

continues in 
various forms.

A political cartoon depicting public opinion on 
Thomsonianism and the role it played in medicine.
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