Historical Notes:

A Man Called "Doss"

ROLF E. PETERS and MARY ANN CHANCE
DOSSA DIXON EVINS
1886 — 1932

During November of 1932, B. J. Palmer, William Lake
Heath and Ray Richardson were undertaking a teaching tour
of Seattle, Washington; Los Angeles, California and San
Antonio, Texas, to bring to the field practitioners the latest
developments in the Palmer Technique of Chiropractic, the
HIO System. B J . was teaching the adjusting technique;
Heath, as chief neurocalometer (NCM) technician taught
NCM classes; and Richardson, as head of the Palmer School
spinography department, taught the relevant x-ray classes.'
While at Seattle, B.J. received the news that his friend
and colleague "Doss" was very low. He immediately took
the first available flight to Los Angeles, a distance of some
1200 miles, which in those days took 10 hours. He wanted
to be able to return to Davenport as quickly as possible, i f
needed. Telephoning his son Dave, B.J. received the
distressing news that his friend had passed away. So great
was his shock, and so deep was his grief, that B.J.'s heartrending agony could not be overstated. In three tightly written
pages B.J. poured out his grief and put on record an obituary
of a man he called his friend.'
Never, in the millions of words written by B.J. in letters
and lectures, pamphlets and books, either before or after, is
any historian likely to find such an outpouring of private
emotion and grief.
But who was this man called "Doss"?

Dossa Dixon Evins was bom on 13 February 1886 in
Blodgett, a small township in Scott County, some ten miles
from the Mississippi river, in southeast Missouri, not far from
the borders of Illinois, Kentucky and Tennessee. His father,
James F. Evins, a Kentuckian of Irish descent, was a
Mississippi steamboat captain and merchant who would later
become the County Judge of Scott County. His mother, Betty
Jane (Pigg) Evins, also of Irish descent, was a native of
Missouri and was an artist and musician.^

Dossa received his public and high school education in
Missouri, and thereafter attended the University of Arkansas,
as well as Shinns and Cromwell colleges,^ studying art and
electrical engineering.^ On 18 January 1906 he married Billy
Edward Richey, of Scottish and French descent, at Carthage,
Missouri.^

Dossa became an accomplished musician and played first
comet in Arthur Pryor's band and with Merle Evans in the
Ringling Brothers' circus band.'* In addition to his music,
he was a talented commercial artist, photoengraver, theatre
manager and radio engineer, with an inventive mind and a
capacity to solve problems.^ He is credited with designing
one of the first paper doilies and inventing several musical
instruments.^
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During World War I he served in the United States Secret
Service, designed a radio receiver and discovered a highpowered radio transmitter in Mexico, which led to the
exposure of spies.^
Around this time he became afflicted with tuberculosis
and spent several years in a sanatorium. Medicine failed to
control his problem, and he was left to die, but being
inquisitive and creative, he challenged the accuracy of the
medical methods advocated for his recovery. He started to
search for and investigate other health methods in the hope
of finding a cure. In his search he came across Dr. R. S.
Marlow, a prominent Palmer chiropractor practising in San
Antonio, Texas, and became his patient. The results he
received from chiropractic adjustments created absolute
belief and confidence in the principle and practice of
chiropractic, and he decided to study this new science."
While receiving chiropractic care in San Antonio, he
noticed that Dr. Marlow was moving the back of his hand
over the patient's backbone. Always curious, Dossa leamed
that the doctor was looking for "hot boxes," areas of
paraspinal skin temperature differences that appeared to be
associated with subluxations. He reasoned that if the human
hand could detect areas of temperature variations, an

instrument should be able to detect smaller differences. He
made a drawing of his idea, built a crude model, and had it
recorded, intending to develop it some time later."
In 1920, Dossa Evins enrolled as a student at the Palmer
School of Chiropractic. During his student days Dossa and
a Dr Stiles created a spring-loaded hy-lo adjusting table, and
sometime later the motorised electric lift. These tables were
composed largely of brass and steel and presented a more
professional appearance than earlier adjusting tables made
predominantly of wood.*
Dossa also designed a variable tension spring-loaded hylo to accommodate patients of different weights. This was
patented as the Palmer-Evins table and was manufactured in
Davenport, Iowa.'
After graduation in 1922, Dr Evins established a practice
in Kansas City, Missouri, and then took up in earnest the
development of a "hot box" detector, testing it on his patients.
When happy with his efforts, but uncertain if B.J. would see
it as an adjunct, he showed it to Frank Seubold, a prominent
Chicago chiropractor, who assured Evins that B.J. would
give it a fair trial."
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Evins took his instrument to the Missouri State convention
in Jefferson City for the express purpose of demonstrating it
to B.J., but apparently fearful of rejection, he did not call
upon B.J. A short while later, Evins took his instrument to
Davenport and showed it to Frank Elliott, business manager
of the Palmer School, who in turn presented it to B.J., who,
unconvinced, decided to test the instrument. Ten months
and 500 patients later, B.J. was convinced that the instrument
did all that was claimed for it. Thus the neurocalometer, the
first scientific instrument designed to detect a subluxation,
was endorsed by B.J. Palmer, demonstrated in various
localities and field-tested by various chiropractors, including
R.S. Marlow, before being generally announced to the
profession by B. J. Palmer on Sunday evening, 24 August
1924 at the eighth annual lyceum in a lecture entitled "The
Hour Has Struck.'"

The N C M was based on the thermocouple principle of
measuring heat differentials. The original model consisted
of two detectors of four thermocouples, each mounted in a
T-shaped hand piece, connected by wires to a tabletop
metering console. As with all new inventions, continuous
improvements were made by Evins to make the instrurhent
more user-friendly. He became consulting engineer of the
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Palmer School, with a team of technicians, and took over
three classrooms for his laboratories.'

One of the early problems was the extreme sensitivity of
the instmment, which would register heat differences as small
as 1/100 of a degree Celsius, so that instructions on how to
select a room for N C M readings became Chapter 1 of the
first NCM manual published in 1925.'" Further developments
were the introduction of a handpiece to test babies and infants,
improvements to the protection of the thermocouples, to the
electrical connections, and eventually the introduction of the
Series 2 model, a self-contained handheld unit.

His research, however, was not limited to the N C M .
Having been involved with radio since his younger days, his
interests were rekindled and he became a director of the
Palmer-owned Central Broadcasting Company, and in his
laboratories conducted experiments in electronics and
acoustical devices and assisted in directing numerous
recordings and electrical transcriptions.' He also invented
an x-ray tube which was apparently years ahead in design,'
and which was in development in New York at the time of
his death.'
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Dossa loved life. In his great desire to live life like others,
he was physically careless of himself. When a new idea
came, he would work for days developing it. He would
stmggle for long hours at physical labour, even making hard
work of his recreation. His great relaxation was fishing, but
he would be out fly casting for hours. Several times since
his lungs first healed from tuberculosis, he would burst a
scar through exertion and start to bleed again. On a number
of occasions, B.J. had been able to adjust him and stop the
bleeding, constantly pleading with him to slow down, to go
carefully.'
One day, Dossa received a present from Vic Coxon: a
wonderful English cornet. Billy would not let him play,
knowing what the back pressure of air would do to his lungs,
however when Billy went to Arkansas to visit her parents,
Dossa started to play his new comet—not moderately, but
day after day, trying to recapture the virtuosity of his youth.
No one knew about it. As a result he burst an old scar and
bled for two days before B.J. found out. He checked him,
adjusted him according to the HIO system, and stopped the
bleeding. This time, however, Dossa did not regain his
strength. In his weakened condition he fell victim to
influenza complicated by bronchial pneumonia and died.
Thus, after having been given up as incurable, chiropractic
had been able to save his life, but for only twelve short
years—but what a life it had been!
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