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Early Scientific Writing in Canada

A. ViBERT DoucLas
Queen’s University, Kingston, Canada,

The forthcoming Literary history of Canada (English language) will contain one chapter
on writings in the field of science.

Prior to 1800 very little scientific writing in English was done in Canada. A few almanacs
and some practical instructions in agriculture, husbandry, dentistry and public health were
published. But by the 19th century well educated professional men came from the Bri-
tish Isles in increasing numbers as physicians, teachers, ministers of religion, army
officers and surveyors. The fauna and flora and the geology of Canada presented a fresh
field and a stimulating challenge to many of these men. Scholarly articles and a few
books on scientific subjects began to be written in Canada.

In Nova Scotia as early as 1818, the Letters of Agricola appeared weekly in the Halifax
Recorder. Their author, John Young, stimulated farmers of the Maritimes to improve
their methods, studying climate, soils, manures and advocating the application of lime
to the fields, describing the various types of occurrence of lime in Nova Scotia and how
best to prepare it for spreading. So highly were these letters regarded and so great was
their influence that they were published as a book under the same title in Halifax

in 1822. —

One manifestation of growing intellectual activity was the formation in Montreal,
Quebec and the Maritimes of Natural History Societies or Literary and Scientific Socie-
ties. The Montreal Natural History Society was founded in 1827, shortly after the Lit-
erary and Historical Society of Quebec; a museum was established and the papers read at
its meetings were published subsequently in the Canadian Naturalist. This magazine
undoubtedly helped to form the intellectual atmosphere of those early years.

In Upper Canada a similar function was performed by the Canadian Journal, organ
of the Royal Canadian Institute which was established in Toronto in 1849. Through its
public lectures, its Yournal (1852-78), and its subsequent Proceedings and Transactions,
the Institute has richly contributed to the intellectual growth of this country. In its
Centennial Volume (1949) are found ten essays on “One Hundred Years of Science” in
Canada,

The Nova Scotia Literary and Scientific Society was established in January 1859.
One of the first papers read before the Society was on the ““Fossiliferous Rocks of Ari-
saig” by the Rev. David Honeyman.

This somewhat too comprehensive society was modified in 1863 when the Institute
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Evolution and Natural Selection throughout the latter half of th.e. 19th century and far
i;lto the 2oth. The concern was of two kinds.—.unreaéo.ned opP051t10n to the new know-
ledge on the assumption that it was undermining sp1r1t'ua1 falth',.and. honest acceptar}.clc
leading to earnest and often ingenious eﬁorts to rgconcﬂe new §c1ent1ﬁc k.nowledge \; ith
biblical cosmology. In 1859, the same year in thxch The Ongm of S:becz?s appealre '12‘
London, Dr. James Bovell, M. D. published 1r.1 T'oronto Oz{t‘tlmes of Natural Theo ?g} of
which Professor Chapman wrote in the C('madzan j:?urnal,' It deserves the attinusnl‘o
all interested in the progress of Canadian literature.” In this F)ook the author, \g o be ;e-
ved “that a Being exists who through his works 'reveals himself, as an a{ut hor.u; ,18
volume,” outlined the current state of knowledge in geology, %9010\3151, a;lc p y;;ifliy,
quoting numerous authorities such as Lyell, Humboldt, Da.r\un, ; ,}1?;}159:1;“613‘ h).lz
Solly and Agassiz, stating unequivocably where he agreed or dlfferech.“ :~1 161.1 qcmﬁtiyes
sical or theological deductions. The inﬂuenci:.of Pr.. Bovell on the ;)m m;:i'ancedc ities
of the youthful William Osler (aftl?frwards Sir William Osler, M. D.) continu
actor throughout Osler’s life. ‘ '
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/e hat he revised it in 1877 and it reappear . . g1
\I;loli?:li ;CCO?‘ding to Revelation and Science. His pres‘tlge bo‘th in Car?adcz-z a;)dicle ?;iaé)t
Britain was indicated by the reception accorded to The Chain of Life in Geologic s
London 1880, 2nd edition 1885, 3rd. edition 1888. . e
During the latter half of the last ccntl'lry the 0ﬂic1al'governmen‘t1rc<131.)orrtin0 bt
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tween the disciplines of the literary men and soc1ologlsts'on .t e On‘tS R i acieatist
tists on the other, is wholly deplorable. An urgent obligation rests up
historian of science to make every effort to bridge that chasm.
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of Natural Science was founded and commenced publication in its Transactions of the
papers read at its meetings. The seventh paper for that year was by R. G. Haliburton
F. S. A., (son of Judge Haliburton, satirist) on “The Festival of the Dead,” afterward;
published in Halifax as the first part of his book New Materials for the History of Man
(1863). In this he showed that ancient and more recent inhabitants of four continents
regulated their Festival of the Dead and their date of the beginning of the new year from
the heliacal rising or the midnight culmination of the Pleiades. Haliburton communicated
theses ideas to Professor Piazzi Smith which led the latter to base one of his dates for
the construction of the Great Pyramid on the present altitude of the Pleiades at culmi-
nation relative to the inclination of a passage to the south face, up which, due to the pre-
cession of the equinoxes, the Pleiades might have been seen in B.C. 2170;

In 1862, the Principal of Queen’s University, Rev. Dr. William Leitch, published in
London a good account of the astronomical knowledge of the day with reproductions
of the Earl of Rosse’s drawings of galactic, elliptical and spiral nebulae. The tone of the
book is set by its title, God’s Glory in the Heavens. Published also in New York, it ran to
a third edition in 1866.

H. Beaumont Small was the author of The Animals of North America (Montredl 1864)
illustrated with many attractive woodcuts and written to meet “a growing desire for
further acquaintance with... the pleasing study of Natural History.”

A striking feature in our development is the early interest in Canada in the repercus-

sions of advancing scientific knowledge upon religious beliefs. One evidence of this !

GENERAL PROBLEMS IN THE HISTORY OF SCIENCE

Evolution and Natural Selection throughout the latter half of the 1gth century and far
into the zoth. The concern was of two kinds—unreasoned opposition to the new know-
ledge on the assumption that it was undermining spiritual faith; and honest acceptance
leading to earnest and often ingenious efforts to reconcile new scientific knowledge with
biblical cosmology. In 1859, the same year in which The Origin of Species appeared in
London, Dr. James Bovell, M. D. published in Toronto Outlines of Natural Theology of
which Professor Chapman wrote in the Canadian Fournal, “It deserves the attention of
all interested in the progress of Canadian literature.” In this book the author, who belie-
ved “that a Being exists who through his works reveals himself, as an author in his
volume,” outlined the current state of knowledge in geology, zoology, and physiology,
quoting numerous authorities such as Lyell, Humboldt, Darwin, Murchison, Huxley,
Solly and Agassiz, stating unequivocably where he agreed or differed with their metaphy-
sical or theological deductions. The influence of Dr. Bovell on the thinking and activities
of the youthful William Osler (afterwards Sir William Osler, M. D.) continued to be a
potent factor throughout Osler’s life.

The proponents of reconciliation of science and religion had an eloquent champion
in that distinguished and prolific Canadian scholar, Sir John William Dawson. His
classical Acadian Geology, Edinburgh and London, 1853, is far from being in the cate-
gory of an ordinary textbook. Dawson’s Archaia (Studies of the Cosmogony and Natural
History of the Hewbrew Scriptures ) Montreal and London 1860, was so widely read and
valued that he revised it in 1877 and it reappeared under the title The Origin of the

is the work of Henry Taylor which seems to have had considerable influence in Great \.g World according to Revelation and Science. His prestige bth in Can.adg and .in Gfeat
Britain. Published by Coates in Toronto 1836, it bears the title “An Attempt to Forma ( Britain was indicated by the reception accorded to The Chain of Life in Geological Time,
System of the Creation of our Globe, of the Planets and the Sun of our System.” The author London 1880, 2nd edition 1885, 3rd. edition 1888.
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gical Survey and the Department of Agriculture grew in number and in range. Scientific
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