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American Chemical Society

The American Chemical
Society, the world’s largest
scientific society, celebrates its
125th anniversary in 2001.
Founded in 1876 in New York
City, the Society now has 189
local sections in all 50 states,
international chapters in
Saudi Arabia and Hong
Kong, and 34 technical
divisions that bring together
scientists with interests
ranging from small business to

environmental protection.
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Chandler,
invited John Draper to become the
first president of the American
Chemical Society. “It is the unani-
mous wish of the members,” he said.
“Your name will be a tower of
strength to us.”

Founded 1876

An unheralded beginning

A wave of euphoria was sweeping
across the United States early in 1876
as the countdown to the country’s
centennial continued toward July 4.
Preliminary celebrations, such as the
Centennial of the Battle of Bunker
Hill, had already taken place a year
earlier. But the keystone event in the
celebration of the nation’s centennial
birthday would be the massive
International Centennial Exhibition
in Philadelphia, set to open on May
10. It was a time to reflect back on a
tumultuous century of political
events. More importantly, it was a
time for the United States to take its
place on the world stage, showcasing
technological achievements that
indicated a bright future for
American industry.

Although the association would be
headquartered in New York, the plan
was to create a national organization
with broader geographic appeal. |
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One of the more unusual events at
the exposition was a demonstration

by Alexander Graham Bell of a device

that allowed the human voice to be
transmitted over a wire. Bell had first
achieved that feat on March 10, with
the famous message to his assistant,
Mr. Watson. A month later, as Bell
was preparing his equipment for the
Philadelphia exposition, a small group
of chemists was quietly meeting on
April 6 at the University Building of
what is now New York University. In
contrast to the forthcoming centenni-
al exposition, this meeting attracted
no attention from the media, and the
only account of its transactions
occurred in an obscure chemical jour-
nal. That night its exhausted organiz-
er would write simply in his dairy,
“Organization of Chem. Society

in eveg.”

A synthesis of chemists

A few of those present at New York
University that evening had caught
the centennial fever several years ear-
lier. In the summer of 1874 they made
a pilgrimage to join some 70 other
chemists in the small Pennsylvania
town of Northumberland to pay their
respects at the grave of Joseph
Priestley, the English theologian and
natural scientist who had discovered
oxygen exactly 100 years earlier, on
August 1, 1774. They also celebrated
the first 100 years of modern chem-
istry, favorably comparing what
chemists and chemistry in the United
States had achieved to what had tran-
spired in Europe, where modern
chemistry was born.

Noting that chemists were not yet
formally organized, the New York
Daily Graphic reported that “if the
chemists who were at Northumberland
... had combined in certain definite
proportions to accomplis!
really the obvious purpos
merely mechanical mixture ... the
world would have cause to rejoice in
their synthesis,” for “hitherto
America had done but little for the
science, each chemist being an isolag
ed molecule giving but little show o
affinity for others.”

The camaraderie of the
Northumberland meeting did promp
some of those present to join the
American Association for the
Advancement of Science, a 28-year:
old organization that included all sci-
ences under the same umbre
However, the explosive grow
chemistry, as demonstrated by t
centennial review at Northumberland,
only reinforced the notion tha
istry could no longer be containe
a general science setting. In reacting
to that need, the New York group, le
by Professor Charles E Chandler of
the Columbia School of Mines, .
founded the American Chemical
Society at that April 6, 1876, meeting
at New York University.
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al focus

1, like many of his chemical
es, had received his advanced
chemical education in
Europe, and he came pre-
pared to form an organi-
zation patterned after
similar European soci-
eties. Chandler knew,
however, that this society
would be a decidedly
American venture, finally
giving American chemists
a cause to “rejoice in

; their synthesis.”

new society, Chandler said,
“prove a powerful and healthy
s to original research, ...
awaken and develop much tal-
‘wasting in isolation, ...
members of the association
oser union, and ensure a better
ciation of our science and its

on the part of the general

er completing a formal vote for

itution, the New York University
vants selected officers. To

the obvious choice for presi-
ould have been Chandler, who
Il known in New York because
as the city’s health commis-
e presidency would have
ward for his guiding genius

g the American Chemical
into existence. But Chandler
t ideas. Although its head-
would be in New York, the
as planned as a national
tion. That meant it needed a
- whose fame and reputation
»wn to the general public,
tract new members through-
country, and would secure

ce by established societies in
. In Chandler’s mind there was
person who was known to
and layman alike, both in the
States and abroad. That per-

w York University

hn William Draper, who
an impressive list

ents.

Physician, chemist, physicist, pho-
tographer, inventor, teacher, historian,
and social philosopher, Draper was a
true Renaissance man. Born in
England in 1811 but educated at the
University of Pennsylvania, where he
received his M.D. degree in 1836,
Draper began his academic career at
Hampden-Sydney College in Virginia,
where he was professor of chemistry
and natural philosophy. Here he
quickly established himself as an
experimentalist in photochemistry,
exploring the effect of sunlight on
plants and on the stability of various
substances, including silver halide
salts. Draper’s interest in photography
grew from this latter work because he
had discovered how to produce
images of objects on sensitized
paper but was unable to make
them permanent.

Pioneering photographer

Draper accepted an appointment in
the medical school at New York
University in 1839. Almost at the
same time that he arrived in New
York, the details of Frenchman Louis
Jacques Mande Daguerre’s new pho-
tographic process, as published in the
London Globe, arrived on a British
ship. Draper, now able to fix his pho-
tographic images, took one of the first
photographic portraits of a human
subject, something that Daguerre
considered impossible because of the
long exposure times required.

Draper was the first to photograph
the moon and was instrumental in
introducing photography into scientif-
ic investigations. As a result, Draper
figures prominently in most books on
the history of photography. While his
expertise and fame positioned him to
capitalize on commercial opportuni-
ties in the field, he did not follow that
path. Nor did he pursue financial
opportunities that would have been
available to him through patents or
other activities.



Chemist and inventor

At New York University, Draper con-
tinued his work on photochemistry,
establishing a chemical law that bears
his name and developing the
tithonometer, the first device that
allowed scientists to measure the
amount of light absorbed in a chemi-
cal reaction. At the same time in
1876 that Bell was talking to Watson
on his new “telephone,” Draper was
receiving the distinguished gold and
silver Rumford Medals from the
American Academy of Arts and
Sciences in recognition of his original
research in radiant energy. Draper was
only the eighth recipient in 80 years
to receive this honor.

A prolific writer

Draper’s first book was a chemistry
text published in 1846. When his
Human Physiology, Statical and
Dynamical appeared in 1856, it
received immediate recognition as an
outstanding textbook. In this text,
Draper adhered to a strictly chemical
basis rather than using the dominant
vital force theory, whose proponents
claimed that living systems contained
a nonchemical force that gave them
life. The book was translated into
several foreign languages and estab-
lished Draper’s authority as a chemist
in an area of medicine that had pre-
viously been taught by physicians
with little knowledge of chemistry.
Convinced that the “movement of
humanity is like the movement of
material bodies,” Draper became a
philosopher and historian in the lat-
ter part of his career, developing his
views in four major literary works.
The publication of A History of the
Intellectual Development of Europe in
1863 was acclaimed by European

Draper’s sister: a fa

After the details of the Daguerre pho-
tographic process reached the United
States in September 1839, still life
pictures were being made within a
week. Although problems of exposure
time and lighting were detrimental to
photographing a human subject,
Draper and others began experiment-
ing with human subjects, and a num-
ber of such photographs survive from
late 1839 and early 1840. Sometime
before July 1840, John W. Draper’s
sister sat for this photograph. It is one

of the earliest extant photographic

portraits. Within a short time photo-

graphic studios made it possible for
the middle class to have their portraits
preserved, something that previously
only the wealthy could afford as they

posed for artists.

This image of Dorothy Draper is a 19th-
century photographic copy of the original
plate. (Courtesy Chemical Heritage
Foundation, Chemist Club Archives)



critics as “one of the very highest pin-
nacles of intellectual achievement.”
This was followed two years later by
Thoughts on the Future Civil Policy of
America, a book that suggested the
ways that natural laws, such as cli-
mate, might affect the fate of
American after the Civil War. This
work received considerable attention
from officials in Washington, and as a
result, when Draper began to write
his History of the American Civil War,
he received generous assistance from
many of the participants, including
Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton,
who supplied many official docu-
ments, and Union General William T.
Sherman, who provided extensive
correspondence and assisted in the
final evaluation of the manuscript for
historical accuracy. The three vol-
umes published between 1867 and
1870 constituted one of the first
histories to appear about that great
conflict and for some time were con-
sidered to be the most authoritative.

ai]

Draper’s last major and most con-
troversial work, History of the Conflict
of Religion and Science, went through
20 editions in the first ten years after
it was published in 1874 and was
translated into nine languages.
Draper’s negative attitude towards
the Roman Catholic Church led the
Vatican to place this book on the
Index Librorium Prohibitorium (Index of
Forbidden Books) in September of
1876. It continues to be an important
work and was last reprinted in 1998.




Draper published prodigiously and

broadly. Nearly 100 titles are
attributed to him. For the most part, the American

Chemical Society used Draper’s name
and reputation more than they
depended on his actual participation
in meetings and programs. Draper
never chaired a monthly meeting dur-
ing his presidency in 1876. When the
American Chemical Society spon-
sored a dinner for the foreign
chemists attending the Centennial
Exhibition in Philadelphia in June
1876, the invitation went out over
Draper’s name, even though
Chandler knew that Draper would be
A famous first president =~ unable to attend.

Draper did participate in a gala
event held on November 16, 1876, at
the newly opened Chickering Music
Hall in New York City. The event,
prominently advertised and open to
the public, was billed as Draper’s
inaugural address as the first presi-
dent of the American Chemical
Society even though his term of office

It is not surprising, therefore, that
Chandler would turn to John Draper
as the first president of the American
Chemical Society. As a fellow chemist
said of Draper in 1874, “few men of
science now living in America have
been so long and so favorably
known.” Predicting the success of the
enterprise “already ensured,” i -
Chandles, on April 11,1876, invited ended in December and his replace-

I o obeoone the Bt presidens.. ™™ for 1877 had already been
- T P selected. In covering the event, the

vl New Yo‘r‘k Times r.eported that the

4 Draper society “felt that it could come up

i before the public with conscious pride
and challenge the attention of scien-

tific men to its objects and principles.”

Reading the ‘book
of Nature’

Using the title Science in America,
Draper began optimistically, “The
field of nature is ever widening before
us,” and “the harvest is becoming
more abundant and tempting, the
reapers are more numerous. Each
year the produce that is garnered
exceeds that of the preceding. In all
directions there is good hope for the
future.” Stressing that the progress of
science depended on two elements—

colleges and scientific societies—
Draper enthusiastically regaled his
audience with stories of chemistry. For
example, referring to the recent dis-
covery of a new element in the sun
but then unknown on earth, Draper
remarked, “I often look at the bright
yellow ray emitted from the chromos-
phere of the sun by that unknown
element, Helium, as the astronomers
have ventured to call it. It seems
trembling with excitement to tell

its story.”

Draper concluded his lengthy ora-
tion with a challenge to his chemical
colleagues. “Let us continue our labor
unobtrusively, conscious of the
integrity of our motives, conscious of
the portentous change which is taking
place in the thought of the world,
conscious of the irresistible power
which is behind us! ... Let us deliver
unflinchingly to others the truths that
Nature has delivered to us.”

It was on this note that the
American Chemical Society began,
embarking on a long history of growth
and achievement. The small band of
35 chemists that met on April 6,
1876, has grown to more than
163,000 chemists and chemical engi-
neers who continue to read the book
of Nature just as John Draper urged
them to do.
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