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OLD CHEMISTRIES

Alonzo Gray's "Elements of Chemistry"

William D. Williams, Harding University

Many scientists have been inspired to pursue their ca-
reers by reading an old textbook when they were at a
very young age. A case in point is Charles Martin Hall
(1863-1914), who discovered the first practical, inex-
pensive method of producing aluminum. He began re-
search on this problem while still a student at Oberlin
College, OH. Working with homemade equipment in the
family woodshed, he found that molten cryolite would
dissolve aluminum oxide and that a carbon anode would
allow electrodeposition of metallic aluminum. On Feb-
ruary 23, 1886, at the age of 22, Hall produced the first
globules of aluminum by this method. Subsequent pat-
ents and founding of what became the Aluminum Com-
pany of America resulted in a new industry that has
touched every facet of modern life.

In 1911 Hall was presented the Perkin Medal for
his contributions in electrochemistry. His speech at that
occasion recalled his early study of chemistry (1):

My first knowledge of chemistry was gained as a
schoolboy at Oberlin Ohio, from reading a book on
chemistry which my father studied in college in the
forties. I still have the book, published in 1841. It is
minus the cover and the title page, so I do not know
the author. It may be interesting to see what this book,
published seventy years ago, says about aluminum:
"The metal may be obtained by heating chloride of
aluminum with potassium in a covered platinum or
porcelain crucible and dissolving out the salt with
water. As thus prepared it is a gray powder similar to
platinum, but when rubbed in a mortar exhibits dis-
tinctly metallic lustre. It fuses at a higher tempera-
ture than cast-iron and in this state is a conductor of
electricity but a non-conductor when cold.

Some Hall biographers mention the 1841 chemistry
book, but none has sought to identify it (2). After search-
ing through chemistry texts in use in the 1840s, the
present author has located Hall's quotation in Elements
of Chemistry by Alonzo Gray (3).

Gray's Elements of Chemistry undoubtedly influ-
enced many young students in addition to Charles Hall.
It went through forty "editions" from 1840 to 1858, with
a remarkable 28 "editions" in a two-year span, 1846 to
1848. Most of the "editions" were merely reprintings.
Only three differences in content and pagination are
found: 1840 (1st, 359 pp.), 1841 (2nd, 395 pp.), and
1848 (40th, 452 pp.). Contemporary John Griscom rec-
ommended the work as (4):

An exceedingly judicious arrangement of the facts
of Chemistry. Its consecutive order is lucid and logi-
cal. It indicates a mind accustomed to teach as well
as study. It seems to me to hold a happy medium
between the brevity which only obscures the sub-
ject, and the copious details of works too elaborate
and minute for the general student.

Little is known of the life of Alonzo Gray. Born in
Townsend, Vermont on 21 February 1808, he received
the A.B. in 1834 from Amherst and the A.M. in 1838
from Andover Theological Seminary, Andover, Mass.
From 1837 to 1843 he taught natural science, chemis-
try, botany, geology and mineralogy at Teacher's Semi-
nary, a division of Phillips Academy, at Andover. Fol-
lowing the 1844-5 school year as professor of chemis-
try at Marietta College, the remainder of his career was
spent as headmaster of two schools in Brooklyn, NY:
Brooklyn Heights Female Academy and Brooklyn
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Heights Female Seminary. He died March 10, 1860, in
Brooklyn (5).

Gray's Elements was one of several American texts
based upon that of British chemist Edward Turner's El-
ements of Chemistry (6). Silliman's American Journal
of Science noted this trend in its review of Gray's book
(7 ):

Unhappily for our reputation as advancers of science,
almost all the works on chemistry which have been
issued here have been written on the basis of some
foreign treatise. We hope the day is not far distant
when American chemists will take a high rank as
original investigators.

Gray acknowledged that his work was a compilation
from Webster, Liebig, Berzelius, and Griffin, in addi-
tion to Turner. He even listed page numbers in Turner
for further reading. He followed the same order as
Turner, but his judicious simplification of Turner's in-
timidating treatise was a welcome contribution. A sec-
ond edition was issued within a year because of "the
rapid sale of the first edition and its introduction into
several colleges (8)."

The first sentence in the book, "Science is classi-
fied knowledge," emphasized Gray's philosophy of
teaching. Indeed, a very important attribute of the text
was its eye-catching outline format. A 14-page Table of
Contents provided a detailed outline of the entire book.
That same outline was accentuated in the body of the
text with numbers, headings, and frequent changes in
type. Experiments were described to illustrate almost
every topic—always in the same small type to make them
quickly recognizable. Likewise, special paragraphs on
"Theory" followed many sections. He encouraged the
use of chemical formulas as "the most efficient aid to
clear, definite, and easy comprehension of the whole
science (9)." Because he believed that teachers should
emphasize principles rather than details, he gave more
attention to a few very important nonmetals and the im-
ponderable agents (heat, light, and electricity). The re-
maining elements, compounds, organic chemistry, and
analytical chemistry were condensed to almost outline
form.

The only personal comments in the volume that
yield an insight into Gray's personality were several brief
references to God as the "great and ultimate cause" of a
nature that is designed for the benefit of man (10). In
describing Hare's compound blowpipe, Gray added a
footnote that inferred that he had experience using the
system (11). Under the topic, "Steam Artillery," the same
argument was made for a war deterrent that has been
used about nuclear arms in our modern era (12):

A [steam] musket may be made to throw from one
hundred to a thousand balls per minute. It is greatly
to be hoped that this experiment will prove success-
ful; for, if such engines of death could be brought
into the field of battle, few nations would be willing
to settle their disputes in that way. Few would fight
in the prospect of certain death.

Gray wrote two other widely used texts as companion
works to his chemistry: Elements of Natural Philoso-
phy (1850-1875) and Elements of Geology (1853-1863,
with former classmate Charles B. Adams). His Elements
of Scientific and Practical Agriculture (1842) was one
of the earliest American books to promote agricultural
chemistry. Written for his class at Phillips Academy, it
was a critical digest of the work of European chemists,
in which the author urged the introduction of agricul-
ture as a branch of study in high schools (13). Gray ac-
knowledged the principle we now call photosynthesis
but disagreed with Liebig's theory that plants derive all
their carbon from the air. Although the book gave spe-
cial thanks to Samuel L. Dana, it was already in press
before Dana's Muck Manual for Farmers (14) was pub-
lished the same year.
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