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Germany, the Chemistry in Albertopolis conference held at the Science Museum and three meetings on Fritz Haber held 
in Berlin, Jerusalem and Karlsruhe are also included. Reports also appear on the RSCHG meeting held in March 2019 
entitled Celebrating the Centenary of IUPAC and the recent joint meeting in with the IOP History of Physics Group 
commemorating a Centenary of Transmutation.  

Finally, I would like to thank everyone who has sent material for this newsletter. I also want to particularly thank the 
newsletter production team of Bill Griffith and Gerry Moss and John Nicholson, who liaises with the RSC regarding its 
online publication. If you would like to contribute items such as news, articles, book reviews and reports to the 
newsletter please do contact me. The guidelines for contributors can be found online at: 
http://www.chem.qmul.ac.uk/rschg/Guidelines.html  

The deadline for the winter 2019 issue will be Friday 6 December 2019. Please send your contributions to 
a.simmons@ucl.ac.uk as an attachment in Word. All contributions must be in electronic form. If you have received the 
newsletter by post and wish to look at the electronic version, it can be found at: 

http://www.rsc.org/historical or http://www.sbcs.qmul.ac.uk/rschg/ 

Anna Simmons, UCL 

http://www.rsc.org/historical
mailto:robert.johnstone.14@ucl.ac.uk


 4 

ROYAL SOCIETY OF CHEMISTRY HISTORICAL GROUP NEWS 

Secretary’s Report for 2018 

T



 5 

Ambix – The Journal of the Society for the History of Alchemy and Chemistry 

February 2019, volume 66, issue 1  

Charlotte A. Abney Salomon, “The Pocket Laboratory: The Blowpipe in Eighteenth Century Swedish Chemistry”. 

Carolyn Cobbold, “Adulation or Adulteration? Representing Dyes in the Victorian Media”. 

Vangelis Antzoulatos, “Berthelot’s Pathway from Synthesis to Thermochemistry”. 

Humphry Davy Double Issue for May and August 2019, volume 66, issues 3 and 4 

Frank A.J.L. James and Sharon Ruston, “New Studies on Humphry Davy: An Introduction”. 

Hattie Lloyd Edmondson, “Chivalrous Chemistry”.  

Sharon Ruston, “Humphry Davy: Analogy, Priority and the ‘true philosopher’”. 

Gregory Tate, “Humphry Davy and the Problem of Analogy”. 

Tim Fulford, “Davy Takes to the Hills: Dialogic Enquiry and the Aesthetics of the Prospect View”. 

Jan Golinski, “ ‘The Fitness of their Union’: Travel and Health in the Letters of Humphry and Jane Davy”. 

Andrew Lacey, “New Light on John Davy”. 

Frank A.J.L. James, “Constructing Humphry Davy’s Biographical Image”. 

Davi
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FORTHCOMING EXHIBITIONS 

From Nantwich to Oxygen: Joseph Priestley’s Journey of Discovery 

Dates: 14 August 2019 – 26 October 2019 

Venue: Nantwich Museum, Pillory Street, Nantwich, Cheshire, CW5 5BQ 

Developed with support from the Royal Society of Chemistry and forming part of the International Year of the Periodic 
Table celebrations, this free exhibition focuses on the life of Joseph Priestley, the famous scientist, theologian and 
teacher who lived and worked in Nantwich from 1758-1761. For f
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(Novi Liber: Zagreb, 2001; see Ambix review, 50 (2003), 123) at the age of eighty. Although largely based on French, 
German and English secondary sources, this finely-illustrated volume of 930 pages, is distinguished by its coverage of 
chemistry’s technological and alchemical past in the near and far east (pp. 1-391), before covering the development of 
chemistry in Europe since the sixteenth century. Aware that Croatian was inaccessible to most chemists and historians, 
Grdenić planned to make a translation into English – in which he was fluent. Sadly, as he wrote to me in February 2006, 
he found the task too onerous in old age.  

William H. Brock 

Brian Glover Gowenlock (1926-2019) 

Brian Glover Gowenlock CBE, CChem, FRSC, FRSE, Emeritus Professor Heriot-Watt University, died on 17 March 
2019, aged ninety-three. He was a member of the Royal Society Historical Group for many years and took his degrees at 
the University of Manchester. He was also an honorary research fellow at the University of Exeter after he retired.  

Catalytic Converters Celebrated in New Royal Mail Stamps 

The 3-way catalytic convertor is one of the major achievements of British engineering of the last fifty years celebrated in 
a new stamp set from the Royal Mail. See https://matthey.com/news/2019/catalytic-converter
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the following table.” Further, “E



 9 

departs from the cardinal principle of his 1869 table that each element should occupy its own space; in this new table 
there are twelve elements all in the single Group VIII area. He notes that their chemistries differ from those in Groups I 
to VII, having similar atomic weights: “only small variations in the….. atomic weights of ……analogous elements (as 
with Mn, Fe, Co, Ni with Pd, Rh, Ru or with Pt, Os, Ir) have been observed”.  He further observes that “the elements 
resemble one another to the same extent as the corresponding members of V-Nb-Ta and Cr-Mo-W”. [15]. 

Mendeleev assigns osmium and iridium lower atomic weights than those given in his 1869 table, thus arriving at their 
correct chemical sequence. A number of similarities for these Group VIII elements are noted: the metals are grey and 
hard to melt; they have low atomic volumes; they condense and diffuse hydrogen; their highest oxides are easily 
reduced; only in this group do we find RO4 (Os, Ru); all give stable alkaline cyanide complexes [M(CN)6]

4-
 (Fe, Ru, 

Os),  [M(CN)6]
3- 

(Co, Rh, Ir) and [M(CN)4]
2- 

(Ni, Pd, Pt); they form similar ammine complexes (e.g. MX3.5NH3 (Co, 
Rh)) [15, 16].  

Later Adjustments to the 1871 Table 
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15. D. Mendelejeff, Ann. Chem. Pharm., 1871, Supplementband VIII, 133-229.  

16. D. Mendelejeff, Chem. News, 1879, 40, 183; a: 231-2; 243, 255, b: 267-8; 291; 303; idem. 1880, 41, 2; 27; 39; 49; 
61; 71;83; c: 93-4; 106; 113; 125. 

17. M. Laing, J. Chem. Ed., 2008, 85, 63-67; http://doi.org/b3vjgq 

18. W. Crookes, 

http://doi.org/b3vjgq
http://doi.org/fdvr39
https://www.qmul.ac.uk/sbcs/iupac/AtWt/table.gif
http://doi.org/c6wb
http://doi.org/c6pf
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manganese ore pyrolusite and crude manganese sulphate [27]. The first of these reports appeared in September 1925 
and, as for elements 85 and 87, the evidence was physical: the apparently correct X-ray spectrum. However, as before, 
the lines were very faint and occurred in a region with numerous interferences. 

Loring and Druce were not the first to claim element 75. Just months earlier, in June 1925, the German trio of Noddack, 
Tacke and Berg [28] made a claim for element 75, having obtained similarly weak X-ray signals, this time from a 
sample extracted from the mineral columbite. Unfortunately for Loring and Druce, the Germans really were onto 
something and they were able to concentrate up their sample and to prove they actually had a new element. By 1927, 
they had begun a research programme investigating its chemical properties. 

The English discovery was initially confirmed by Dolejsek and Heyrovský at the Charles University using polarography 
[29]. Their confirmation rested on a small irregularity in the polarographic signal of pyrolusite. However this also 
proved to be illusory and in 1937 Heyrovský published a correction [30]. He showed that this irregularity was an 
artefact of the polarograph and not evidence of a new element. Before that, in 1933 Hurd had published a paper in which 
he reported the results of the analysis of numerous samples of pyrolusite and showed that none contained more than 0.2 
ppm of rhenium and most contained no detectable rhenium at all [31]. This was confirmed in a subsequent, more 
detailed paper [32]. 

On balance, therefore, Losing and Druce cannot have discovered rhenium independently, or indeed at all, and it is time 
that this claim was finally laid to rest. Loring and Druce were unfortunate in that their initial evidence was no worse than 
that of Noddack et al. Both teams had only faint peaks in crowded X-ray spectra by way of evidence but, by lucky 
chance, the columbite mineral examined by Noddack et al actually did contain the new element, as they subsequently 
demonstrated [33]. In contrast, Loring and Druce’s substances contained no detectable rhenium and the peaks in their X-
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Post-war and Final Years 

After the war, Druce was able to resume his links with Czechoslovakia and to return there. In 1948, he attended events 
associated with the 600

th
 anniversary of the foundation of the Charles University in Prague, which he reported in the 

journal Nature [46]. In this year, too, he published his monograph on the chemistry of rhenium [38]. 

Early in 1950, Druce became ill, and he proved to have cancer [3, 4]. After some months of painful illness, he died in 
the Royal Cancer Hospital, Fulham, on 22 June 1950. He was just short of his fifty-sixth birthday. 

Obituaries describe Druce as quiet and unassuming, and also that he had a careful laboratory technique [3, 4]. This latter 
attribute is difficult to reconcile with the number of errors and unrepeatable results in his published papers. However, 
despite these problems, Druce carved out for himself a high place in contemporary chemistry. It is true that he made 
mistakes, or perhaps was unlucky. Either way, he had a fascinating life in and around chemistry and for that he deserves 
to be remembered. 

References 

1. Obituary, J.G.F. Druce, The Times, 24 June 1950. 

2. W.H. Brock, “Druce, (John) Gerald Frederick (1894-1950), chemist and schoolmaster”, Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography, 23 September 2004; doi.org./10.1093/ref: odbn/56159. 

3. H.V.A
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The remainder of the book deals with the most recent period at Grangemouth. The author, John Blackie, is well placed 
to do this, as he began his career as a chemical engineer in 1983 at ICI Grangemouth. He rapidly progressed into 
operations management and held a number of senior positions in the UK and abroad before returning to the Earl’s Road 
site in 2004 as a site manager and manufacturing director. He left in 2011 to pursue other business interests. He 
developed a keen interest in the history of the site, and ten years ago he published a booklet Ninety Years on the Earl’s 
Road. The present volume gives a more detailed account and brings the story up to date. There has been much change 
since the ICI demerger in 1993. A significant moment came in 1996 when Zeneca Specialities sold the remaining textile 
colours interests to BASF, thus terminating the link with the original business established by James Morton. The site is 
now under multiple ownership, with a number of companies producing a variety of products.  

The book will appeal to a wide readership. Being written by a former insider, it will appeal to many present and former 
employees at Grangemouth. The social and sporting activities provided for employees are described, and the pension 
scheme made ICI a good company to work for. The book has much to say on changing work practices, organisation and 
management, health and safety issues, etc. The impact of computers on chemical manufacturing operations is described. 
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I found Susannah Gibson’s account of the CPS and its members to be as enjoyable as it was informative. It is an 
attractively produced book and looks to be aimed at a wide audience, judging by its price, which is reasonable for a 
quality hardback. It is not over-long at 377 pages, including notes, etc., given that it is double line-spaced, making it 
easy to read. It is illustrated by means of a selection of contemporary photographs, paintings and drawings.  

References 

1. M. Longair, Maxwell’s Enduring Legacy: A Scientific History of the Cavendish Laboratory (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2016). 

2. The term, due to William Whewell, was first used in 1833.  

3. W. Whewell, On the Principles of English University Education, (London: J.W. Parker, 1837). 

4. https://www.cambridgephilosophicalsociety.org/lectures-events/lectures 
Richard Buscall 

Isabel Malaquias and Peter J. T. Morris, eds., Perspectives on Chemical Biography in the 21
st
 Century (Newcastle-

upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2019), ISBN (10):  1-5275-2275-X, Pp. 269, hardback £61.99 (Amazon 
and direct from publisher’s website, https://www.cambridgescholars.com/perspectives-on-chemical-biography-in-the-
21st-century). 

I started my chemical career at the age of eight when I was given a Lott’s Chemistry Set as a birthday present. My 
interest was supported by somewhat bewildered parents and enthusiastic (secondary) school teachers. In my early 
teenage years, I discovered the history of my subject through books which remain on my shelves, sixty years on. As I 
write this review, I see among them James Kendall’s 
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• The final section, with a nod to the location of the conference, consists of biographical papers with a Portuguese and 
Spanish connection.  They consider the work of  Sebastião Betâmio de Almeida (1817-64), a pioneer of  Portuguese 
industrial chemistry, Joaquim de Santa Clara Sousa Pinto (1803-76), associated with the introduction of gas-lighting 
(especially using illuminant  derived from  the destructive distillation of vegetable materials) and Mariano Santisteban 
(1821-86), an educationalist with an interest in  reforming the teaching of chemistry. 

Unfortunately this book is expensive and this will engender a limited appeal. Notwithstanding Woods’ account of Henry 
Moseley and a later, more reflective one on the composer/musician Alexander Borodin, I doubt if many chemistry 
history hobbyists will discern enough here to make them reach into their pockets. However, professional historians of 
chemistry will value this text which in the words of the editors “which will lead the reader through emerging questions 
round sources, and the generic problems faced by authors of biographies”. For those uncertain as to possible purchase, I 
recommend them to visit the publisher’s site at: 

https://www.cambridgescholars.com/download/sample/65105. Here they will find a full account of the contents, chapter 
by chapter, together with a twenty-two page section of text from the start of the book. Other ‘tasters’ of the beginning of 
the book are also available elsewhere online.  

References 

1. Published by Nelson in 1953. Available from £4.00 from Ebay 

2. Published by George Routledge & Sons Ltd in 1921. Available from £12.50 from Ebay 

3. Published by Macmillan & Co in 1939. Available from Ebay from £15.25 

4. P. J. T. Morris, The Matter Factory: A History of the Chemical Laboratory (London: Reaktion Books, 2016). 
Available (new) from Amazon at £18.49 

Alan Dronsfield 

Eric Scerri, A Tale of Seven Scientists and a New Philosophy of Science (Oxford: The University Press, 2016), ISBN: 
9780190232993, Pp. 264, Hardback: £23.49. 

Eric Scerri is a well-known philosopher of chemistry with a strong interest in the history of the subject, notably the 
emer04F0003>-4.68( )-1284 441.67 Te 
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EXHIBITION REVIEWS 

International Year of the Periodic Table Exhibition, St. Catherine’s College Cambridge, 12 March – 5 April 
2019 

This exhibition, curated by Historical Group member Peter Wothers, was part of the Cambridge Science Festival. 
Happily the first week of the exhibition coincided almost exactly with the 150

th
 anniversary of Mendeleev’s publication 

of his first version of the periodic table. The venue, St. Catherine’s College, is where Peter is a Fellow and Director of 
Studies in Chemistry. 

Before entering the exhibition, the visitor walked past a giant representation of the periodic table in the form of a series 
of coloured plaques, one for each element, arranged in periodic sequence on the front lawn. Once in the exhibition itself, 
the visitor was treated to a wonderful display of artefacts and documents relevant to the elements and the periodicity of 
their properties. Some of the earliest material originated from the era before the modern concept of an element evolved, 
examples being Agricola’s Vom Bergkwerck, 1557, the first vernacular edition of his famous De Re Metallica published 
the year before, and a charming early illustrated pocket book on alchemy, the Viridarium Chymicum from 1624 by 
Daniel Stolcius. Our modern concept of an element was developed by Lavoisier, and exhibited was a first edition on his 
Traité, open at the page of his table of elements. Three copies of Mrs Marcet’s highly influential Conversations on 
Chemistry 
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But with growth came tensions, in particular between the “hard line” positions of France and Belgium, both committed 
to the maintenance of the boycott, and the calls for a more conciliatory approach, voiced initially by the “neutrals” but 
soon taken up by many in the USA and even in Britain. In the face of pressure from leading figures in a number of 
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Before the structures of organic compounds were recognised, compounds could be characterised but only given a trivial 
name, perhaps just indicating a property such as acid. After the atomic weights and hence valency was sorted out it was 
possible to suggest structures. The first attempt to generate names arose from the 1892 Geneva conference but this only 
covered some simple hydrocarbons and heterocyclic systems and only one functional group. Today these rules are still 
used in, for example, the name ,-unsaturated ketones and, now for only a few cases, the use of primed numbers. 

In 1923 IUPAC formed a Commission for the Reform of the Nomenclature of Organic Chemistry. They prepared the 
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The key future decisions for IUPAC and the Trust cover how to prioritise and support the extension of the standard to 
new areas of chemical structures (for organometallics, tautomerism, and for areas of uncertainty and variability), and the 
further application of existing InChI principles (such as using InChI to encode reactions and mixtures, and how to 
provide educational resources). To support these discussions the InChI Trust organizes a rolling series of workshops to 
bring its scientific network together.  

The Centenary of Transmutation 

Joint meeting of the Institute of Physics History Group, and the RSC Historical Group 

Manchester University, 8 June 2019 

The meeting celebrated the centenary of the publication of Rutherford’s sequence of four papers entitled “Collision of 
-Particles with Light Atoms”. These ground-breaking papers were the last that Rutherford published based on work 
conducted at Manchester before he moved to Cambridge. Rutherford had left Montreal in 1907 to take up the 
Langworthy Chair of Physics at Manchester, where his predecessor as professor, Arthur Schuster, had built a new 
physics laboratory. Schuster had resigned his professorship on the condition that the post be offered to Rutherford. The 
ensuing twelve years were to see momentous developments. Rutherford’s final Manchester papers, celebrated at this 
meeting, were epochal in the development of nuclear physics.  

After a welcome from Professor Sean Freeman, current holder of the Chair of Nuclear Physics, the meeting heard five 
presentations relating to Rutherford’s four 1919 papers and their significance and impact. 

The Physical Laboratories of the University of Manchester: A Radio-Archaeological and Historical Account 

Neil Todd, University of Exeter 

This meeting to celebrate the centenary of Rutherford’s 1919 discovery of artificial transmutation was held within the 
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1906) of what we now call cold fusion. In this talk the background to Rutherford’s path to splitting the atom was 
detailed, especially those origins whilst he was previously in Canada. 

Transmutation and the History of the Nuclear Force  

Robin Marshall, Department of Physics, University of Manchester. 

The sequence of experiments carried out in Manchester during the period 1907 to 1919 heralded the beginning of the 
much-needed acceptance of the existence of a “new” force of nature, “new” in the sense that hitherto, no human knew it 
existed. This talk began with a brief and simple summary of the current understanding of the strong nuclear force and 
especially the way that the force between quarks, mediated by gluons, also manifests itself as a force between nucleons, 
mediated by meson quanta. Early nineteenth-century portents of the existence of a new force, in addition to gravity and 
electromagnetism, were mentioned and also why phenomena such as solar flares and the understanding of the age of the 
sun and earth made such a new force obligatory. Then the various Manchester experiments are considered in turn, in the 
context of the answers to two basic questions: 1. Could this experiment have observed the effects of the strong nuclear 



 27 

OTHER MEETING REPORTS 

Chemistry in Albertopolis 

A one-day conference held in the Science Museum, 11 April 2019 

The Great Exhibition (of the Works of Industry of All Nations) was an international exhibition that took place in a huge 
temporary glass-house (nicknamed “the Crystal Palace”) in Hyde Park, London, from 1 May to 15 October 1851. It was 
the first in a series of World’s Fairs, exhibitions of culture and industry that became popular in the nineteenth century. 
The Great Exhibition was organized by civil servant Henry Cole, chemist Lyon Playfair and Prince Albert. Six million 
people - equivalent to a third of the entire population of Britain at the time - visited the Great Exhibition. The average 






