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Science News a Century Ago 

Mary Somerville at the University of Cambridge 

In the spring of 1834, Dr. William Whewell sent 
an official invitation to Dr. Somerville and his wife, 
Mary Somerville, the distinguished author of the 
"Mechanism of the Heavens", to visit the University 
of Cambridge for a week or so. Apartments had been 
arranged for them in Trinity College. Prof. Adam 
Sedgwick, the geologist, was entrusted with the social 
arrangements and general itinerary. In a letter to 
Dr. Somerville, dated April, 1834, Sedgwick, in 
characteristic vein, says :-

''My dear Somerville, your letter delighted us. I 
have ordered dinner on Thursday at 6! and shall 
have a small party to welcome you and Mrs. Somer
ville. On Tuesday you will, I hope, dine with 
Peacock ; on Wednesday with Whewell ; on Thurs
day at the Observatory. For Friday Dr. Clarke, our 
professor of anatomy puts in a claim. For the other 
days of your visit, ample employment. A four
poster bed (a thing utterly out of our regular monastic 
system) will rear its head for you, and Madame in 
the chambers immediately below my own ; and your 
handmaid may safely rest her bones in a small inner 
chamber. Should Sheepshanks return, we can stuff 
him into a lumber room of the Observatory ; but of 
this there is no fear as I have written to him on the 
subject and he has no immediate intention of return
ing. You will of course drive to the great gate of 
Trinity College, and my servant will be in waiting 
at the Porter's lodge to show you the way to your 
academic residence. We have no cannons at Trinity 
College, otherwise we would fire a salute on your 
entry ; we will however give you the warmest 
welcome we can." ("Personal Recollections of Mary 
Somerville", by her daughter Martha Somerville 
(1873).) 

American Railroad Progress 

The first American railroad to be constructed with 
the intention of using steam locomotion only was 
the South Carolina Railroad, commenced in 1827, 
but the first to be opened was the Baltimore and 
Ohio Railroad, a part of which was brought into 
service in 1830, Peter Cooper's Tom Thumb engine 
running for a short time. With the adoption of 
British practice and the importation of English 
locomotives, which were far better than the early 
American locomotives, railroad projects created in
creased interest and, by the spring of 1834, there 
were no fewer than thirty-seven incorporated railroad 
companies in the State of New York alone, having a 
total capital of nearly thirty million dollars. As in 
England, the construction of the permanent way 
presented many difficulties, and when the Philadelphia 
and Columbia railroad was built, three different 
systems were tried. On one part of the line the rails 
were laid on continuous granite sills, on another on 
stone blocks three feet apart, and on another on con
tinuous wooden sleepers. The difficulty with flat iron 
rails was referred to in a letter by Mr. A. C. Jones of 
Philadelphia written on April 15, 1834, to the editor 
ofthe JournalojtheFranklin Institute. In this letter 
Mr. Jones said that on the Little Schuylkill Railroad 
there were two locomotives plying, and during the 
course of the last season they ran off the track 
fourteen times. Wooden roads he considered the 
only proper kind for locomotives, but the trouble 

arose from the flat iron rails, 2 in. wide and i in. thick, 
being joined improperly. Such plate rails were, 
however, soon afterwards abandoned for the inverted 
T -shaped rail originally introduced by Robert 
Livingstone Stevens in 1830. 

Audubon's "Birds of America" 

The year 1834 saw John James Audubon, the 
American ornithologist, continue his visits to England 
to exhibit his bird paintings in order to raise sub
scriptions for the publication of his work on "The 
Birds of America". Early in March 1834, he left 
Charleston and passed north to Washington, Balti
more, and New York. In a letter of April 6 to Miss 
Maria Martin, Audubon wrote that he had collected 
£600 and had sent £500 to Mr. Victor in bills of ex
change to await them at London. Audubon, his wife 
and son, John, finally sailed from New York on 
April 16, 1834, in the packet North America, for 
Liverpool. In a letter written the day before he 
sailed, to Edward Harris, acknowledging receipt of 
400 dollars in advance for a copy of his book, he 
wrote : "My drawings shipped from Charleston are 
safely in the hands of Victor at London. I have 
been able to forward to him 650£ and I have 30 
sovereigns to defray expenses from Liverpool to the 
Great Metropolis. In 1824 poor J. had dreams but 
how far was I then from believing that I should ever 
have succeeded as I have ; who will believe my 
story ? Only one or two besides yourself have an 
idea of what I have undergone, but if God grants 
me life I shall publish that story, and send you 
sheets thereof as they are struck by the printer." 

Audubon brought to England all the collections 
he had accumulated in three years' travel in the 
United States and British possessions, and the 
passage to Liverpool took him nineteen days. On 
arriving at Liverpool, Audubon renewed his friendship 
with the local naturalists, though Roscoe, founder 
of the Liverpool Botanic Gardens, had died since 
his previous visit. His stay was brief and he continued 
on to London, arriving there on May 12. 

Marine Steam Engine Improvements 

With very few exceptions, all early steam vessels 
had .engines fitted with jet condensers and used sea 
water in their boilers. The principal pioneer of the 
marine surface condenser as used to-day was Samuel 
Hall, who was born at Basford, Nottingham, in 
1781 and died in 1863 at Bow in East London. 
Hall had been successful with patents for gassing 
lace and net, and was fifty years of age when he 
turned his attention to the marine steam engine. He 
took out several patents, one of his most important 
being No. 6556 of Feb. 13, 1834, for a combination 
of a circulating pump, an air pump, a tubular surface 
condenser and an evaporator. Shortly after this, on 
April 19, 1834, the Mechanics Magazine noted that 
the "well-tried favourite of the public the Prince 
Llewelyn, now plying twice a week betwixt the 
Menai Straits and Liverpool, is the first packet that 
has been fitted out on Mr. Samuel Hall's principle 
for the improvement of steam engines, consisting of 
a superior method of condensing the steam and using 
fresh instead of salt water, thereby creating a great 
saving in the boilers, and at the same time consuming 
one-third less of fuel". In spite of the many advan
tages of Hall's improvements, surface condensers 
were not used on a large scale until forty years 
later. 
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