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Introduction 
By the early eighteenth century the American colonies were well established along the 
eastern seaboard. In many respects, their economic development until this point had 
been remarkable. So, too, were the advances they had made in self-government. By 
the 1720s trade between the colonies was increasing; transport links were improving; 
the postal service was becoming more frequent and reliable and newspapers were 
circulating more widely. Relative to Europeans, most colonists enjoyed a high standard 
of living and in many towns the creation of an elite class was well under way.  

Regarding their ability to participate in and contribute to the new scientific 
thinking, however, the colonies were distinctly disadvantaged. They lacked not only 
the great libraries, universities and endowed institutions of Europe but also the 
possibility of support from enlightened patrons. Despite this, the ideas of the 
Enlightenment enthused many throughout the colonies. Great efforts were made to 
advance science not only in New England, which had been regarded as the cultural 
capital of the colonies, but also the Southern and Middle colonies, with Philadelphia – 
home to Benjamin Franklin and birthplace of the American Philosophical Society – 
taking up this challenge to great effect. Some of the subjects of the colonists’ 
enthusiasm are outlined briefly below; this is then followed by a selective bibliography 
of their works, all of which are held in the British Library. 
 
Natural phenomena: meteors, earthquakes and the transit of Venus… 
Although the colonists contributed comparatively little in the way of original scientific 
thought, they did provide significant observations and descriptions of natural 
phenomena. The transit of Venus across the sun in both 1761 and 1769 provided a 
particularly valuable opportunity. Since the 1761 transit was not observable from 
within the geographical limits of the settled colonies, Professor John Winthrop, Hollis 
Professor of Mathematics and Natural Philosophy at Harvard, travelled with two 
students and Harvard’s best apparatus to St John’s, Newfoundland. Their observations, 
together with those made by others in locations across the globe, expanded existing 
knowledge about the dimensions of the solar system. Eight years later, the 1769 transit 
could be observed throughout the colonies. In Philadelphia, under the leadership of the 
astronomer and surveyor David Rittenhouse, the American Philosophical Society 
erected three observation platforms, one of which – outside the Pennsylvania State 
House – was later used for the first public reading of the Declaration of Independence. 
Scientific observations were also made in Rhode Island, Massachusetts, Delaware and 
New Jersey. 

The observation of earthquakes, comets and meteors also provided colonists 
with an opportunity to contribute to the wider scientific community and here, too, 
John Winthrop played a major role. Up until the early eighteenth century, earthquakes 
were invariably regarded as acts of God; indeed, nearly all of the responses to the New 
England earthquake in 1727 were sermons. By the time of the Lisbon and New 
England earthquakes in 1755 this was beginning to change. For example, although 
Thomas Prince immediately chose to reprint his 1727 sermon, Earthquakes the Works 
of God and Tokens of his Just Displeasure, he added an appendix suggesting a 
secondary cause of the earthquake to be the numerous lightning rods throughout the 
city of Boston. John Winthrop then publicly countered this proposition with the 



publication of his own insights about this event, first given in lecture to his Harvard 
students. He notably described the shocks as a ‘kind of undulatory motion’ or a ‘wave 
of earth’ and decried Prince’s lightning rod thesis as proof of the contemporary fashion 
for citing “electricity” as an explanation for everything. In the subsequent newspaper 
debate between the two men, Winthrop was said by Jared Eliot to have ‘laid Mr Prince 
flat on [his] back.’ 
 
Disease and inoculation 
Not surprisingly, the cause, prevention and cure of a wide variety of diseases were the 
focus of many scientific tracts published in the colonies and during the early years of 
the Republic. In particular, the smallpox epidemic in Boston in 1721 and the yellow 
fever epidemic in Philadelphia in 1793 garnered much attention.  

Smallpox outbreaks occurred in the colonies throughout the seventeenth 
and eighteenth century; indeed, it was the introduction of smallpox by Europeans in 
the sixteenth century that decimated the indigenous population. By the early 1700s it 
was widely known that survivors of smallpox were immune to later occurrences of the 
disease. Variolation, a type of inoculation, was practised in many countries and reports 
of such practices appeared in the Royal Society’s Philosophical Transactions in the 
1710s.  

During the 1721 epidemic in Boston, in which more than 800 people 
eventually died, a passionate debate about inoculation took place. Supporting the 
practice was the Reverend Cotton Mather, whose wife and three children had died in a 
measles epidemic. Years earlier, Mather’s slave had told him how he had been 
inoculated as a child in Africa. Mather later read about smallpox inoculation in the 
Transactions. Following the outbreak of the disease in 1721, he inoculated his own son 
and, together with Dr Zabdiel Boylston, urged physicians in Boston to inoculate as 
many people as possible. Yet most of the city’s doctors, together with much of the 
population, believed instead that inoculation would only hasten the spread of the 
disease. Many regarded smallpox as part of God’s will and some argued that since 
inoculation originated in Africa, Asia and the Middle East it was a heathen practice 
unsuitable for Christians. 

The first major American yellow fever epidemic occurred in July 1793 in 
Philadelphia – then capital of the United States – and also prompted much enquiry. 
Although yellow fever is now known to be spread by infected mosquitoes, at the end 
of the eighteenth century it was generally believed that it was a contagious disease 
that originated amidst putrefying matter. Within the first month of the outbreak, one 
tenth of city’s residents had died and thousands soon fled to the countryside for safety, 
including President George Washington and most national and state officials. 

In the absence of political leadership from the legislature, the mayor’s plea 
for help was answered by several key residents. Together, they created a desperately 
needed hospital and sanatorium and a system for burying the dead. Although 
physician Benjamin Rush, signatory to the Declaration of Independence, urged copious 
bloodletting and purging as a cure for the disease, most doctors disagreed. Indeed, the 
argument about the most effective treatment would rage for several years as not only 
Philadelphia, but also Baltimore, New Haven and New York were hit by epidemics. It 
was not until 1881 that it was first proposed that yellow fever was spread by 
mosquitoes and in the 1930s two vaccines were developed, one of which is still in use 
today. The US suffered its last major outbreak of the disease in 1905. 



 
Climate, geography and the environment… 
Other scientific topics of particular interest to the colonists included the climate, 
geography and the natural environment. It soon became apparent to the early settlers 
that predictions about the North American climate could not be based upon those 
experienced at the same latitude in Europe: the bitter winters and short growing 
season of New England, which lay well south of London, were early proof of this. 
Observations about this unfamiliar weather and the new and challenging environment 
appeared in the earliest colonial writings. In particular, the authors commented upon 
their potential impact upon human health and the ability to develop the land. Not 
surprisingly, such observations continued in the writings of settlers and travellers as the 
nation continued moved westward throughout the nineteenth century. But in the 
early/mid eighteenth century the American climate was also being linked by physicians 
and natural and moral philosophers to the development of civilization itself. Clearing 
the forests and cultivating the land were regarded as actions that would not only tame 
the wilderness but also ‘civilise’ the climate, bringing it ever more in line with that of 
Europe. Evidence that the climate did actually change significantly during this time is 
hard to find; yet written records clearly show the colonists’ belief that this was so. 
Through their own labour and efforts, they perceived themselves to be carving out of 
the wilderness an environment and a climate quite different to the one that had existed 
pre-contact. They interpreted differences as encouraging signs of progress, 
permanence and the potential to thrive. 
 
Note on the Bibliography: Please note that in the bibliography that follows, the shelf-
mark for each item is given in parentheses. For most authors, birth and death dates are 
provided; however, in some cases these have not been traced. The contributions of 
those living in the American colonies to the Royal Society’s Philosophical Transactions 
are not included in this bibliography but can be consulted in the British Library Reading 
Rooms.
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sixth of April, 1819. New York: C.S. van Winkle, 1819. (MFR-3019 *10651* Reel 32:3 
DSC) 
 
Two discourses dealing with medical education in early New York. New York: 
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opossum of North America. In a letter to Professor J.A.H. Reimarus of Hamburgh. 
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1797. (G.15767); (12903.e.3); Philadelphia: The Author, 1798. (1061.d.8); (981.e.18). 
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parts of North America. London: the author, 1787. (B.321.(3)); (T.248.(1)); London: C. 
Dilly, 1787. (MFR-3009 *7072* Reel 2:6 DSC) 
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John Bartram, 1699-1777 
A journal kept upon a journey from St Augustine up the river St John’s, etc. In Stork, 
W., An account of East Florida… London: W. Nicoll, [1767]. (10411.bb.29); Third 
edition, much enlarged and improved. [In W. Stork, A description of East Florida…] 
London: Sold by W. Nicoll, 1769. (MFR-3017 *1* Reel 38: 10)  
 
Observations on the inhabitants, climate, soil, rivers, productions, animals, and other 
matters worthy of notice. Made by Mr John Bartram in his travels from Pennsylvania to 
Onondago, Oswego, and the lake, Ontario, in Canada. To which is annexed a curious 
account of the cataracts at Niagara by Mr Peter Kahm, a Swedish gentleman who 
travelled there. London: Whiston and White, 1751. (1061.g.36); (980.g.27); 
(145.a.10); (W67/0041 DSC); [Another edition] Geneva, NY: W.F. Humphrey, 1895. 
(10413.h.38). 
 
A journey from Pennsylvania to Onondaga in 1743. Barre, Mass.: Imprint Society, 
1973. (75/25737) 
 
Diary of a journey through the Carolinas, Georgia and Florida from July 1, 1765, to 
April 10, 1766. Annotated by Francis Harper. Philadelphia, 1942. (Ac.1830/3) 
 
The correspondence of John Bartram, 1734-1777. Edmund Berkeley and Dorothy 
Smith Berkeley, eds. Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1992. (YD.2004.a.1497) 
 
 
William Bartram, 1739-1823 
Travels through North and South Carolina, Georgia, East and West Florida, the 
Cherokee country, the extensive territories of the Muscogulges, or Creek confederacy, 
and the country of the Chactaws: containing an account of the soil and natural 
productions of those regions, together with observations of the manners of the 
Indians. Embellished with copper plates. Philadelphia: James & Johnson, 1791. 
(980.l.27); London: J. Johnson, 1792. (279.i.21); Dublin: J. Moore, 1793. (1603/198); 
Berlin, 1793. (RB.23.a.1404); London: J. Johnson, 1794. (G.2781). 
 
Voyage dans les parties sud l’Amerique septentrionale. Paris, [1799]. (1052.c.21) 
 
Botanical and zoological drawings, 1756-1788: reproduced from the Fethergill album 
in the British Museum. Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1968. 
(5577.100000 vol 74 DSC) 
 
 
Jeremy Belknap, 1744-1798 
The history of New Hampshire, containing a geographical description of the state. 3 
vols. Philadelphia; Boston: The author, 1784-92. (278.f.7); (278.f.8) 
 
 
Board of Overseers of the Poor, Boston 
An account of the small-pox and inoculation, at Boston in New-England, in the year 
1752. In I. Maddox. A sermon preached before his Grace Charles Duke of 
Marlborough. [1752]. (694.g.7.(6)) 



William Brattle, c.1662-1717 
Compendum logica secundum principia: D. Renati cartesii plerumque efformatum et 
catechistice propositum. Bostoni: Excusum, 1735. (MFR-3008 *3137* Reel 4:2 DSC) 
 
An ephemeris of coelestial motions, aspects, eclipses, etc. For the year of the Christian 
era 1682. Cambridge [Mass.]: S. Green, 1682. (MFR-3009 *1* Reel 16:19 DSC) 
 
A sermon at the lecture in Boston after the funerals of those excellent & learned 
divines… the Rev. Mr William Brattle, and the Rev. Mr Ebenezer Pemberton. Boston: 
Samuel Gerrish & Daniel Henchman, 1717. (1416.a.11) 
 
 
Thomas Bond, 1712-1784 
Défense de l’inoculation, et relation des progrès qu’elle a faits à Philadelphie en 1758. 
Strasbourg, 1784. (1174.f.12) 
 
 
Zabdiel Boylston, 1680-1766 
An historical account of the small-pox inoculated in New England, upon all sorts of 
persons, whites, blacks and of all ages and constitutions. London: S. Chandler, 1726. 
[Two copies.] (T.80.(2)); (1166.h.9.(7)) 
 
 
William Byrd, 1674-1744 
History of the dividing line and other tracts. [viz. “A journey to the land of Eden,” “A 
progress to the mines,” “The proceedings of the Commissioners appointed to lay out 
the bounds of the Northern Neck,” “An essay on bulk tobacco,” “Miscellaneous 
papers,”] From the papers of W. Byrd. Richmond, 1866. 2 vols. (10410.bbb.3); 
(10410.f.30) 
 
The Westover manuscripts: containing the history of the dividing line betwixt Virginia 
and North Carolina; A journey to the land of Eden, A.D. 1733; and A progress to the 
mines. Written from 1728 to 1736, and now first published. Petersburg, Va.: E. & J.C. 
Ruffin, 1841. (1431.k.7) 
 
The secret diary of William Byrd of Westover, 1709-1712. Eds. Louis B. Wright and 
Marion Tinling. Richmond, Va.: Dietz Press, 1941. (10887.h.24) 
 
 
Thomas Cadwalader, 1707-1779 
An essay on the West-India dry-gripes. Philadelphia: B. Franklin, 1745. (T.61.(2)) 
 
 
Mathew Carey, 1760-1839 
A short account of the malignant fever, lately prevalent in Philadelphia: with a 
statement of the proceedings that took place on the subject in different parts of the 
United States. Philadelphia: Printed by the author, 1793. (T.98.(7)) [And other 
editions]. 
 



 
Mark Catesby, 1676?-1749 
Hortus Britanno-Americanus: or, curious collection of trees and shrubs, the produce of 
the British colonies in North America; adapted to the soil and climate of England. 
London: printed by W. Richardson and S. Clark for J. Ryall, 1763. (MFR-3019 *1* Reel 
9:3 DSC) 
 
Hortus Europae Americanus: or, a collection of 85 curious trees and shrubs, the 
produce of North America…Together with observation on their culture. London: J. 
Millan, 1767. (452.f.14) 
 
The natural history of Carolina, Florida and the Bahama Islands: containing the figures 
of birds, beasts, fishes, serpents, insects, and plants: particularly the forest-trees, shrubs 
and other plants, not hitherto described, or very incorrectly figured by authors. 
Together with their description in English and French. To which, are added 
observations on the air, soil, and waters: with remarks upon agriculture, grain, pulse, 
roots, &c. To the whole, is prefixed a new and correct map of the countries treated of. 
2 vols. 3 pts. London, 1731-43. (44.k.7)(44.k.8); (687.l.3); (C.113.i.1) 
 
Piscium, serpentum, insectorum aliorumque nonnullorum animalium nec non 
plantarum...imagines quas Marcus Catesby in posteriore parte splendidi illius operis 
quo Carolinae, Floridae et Bahamensium insularum tradidit historiam naturalem ... 
descripsit vivis coloribus pictas edere coeperunt Nicolaus Fredericus Eisenberger et 
Georgius Lichtensteger et ad finem perduxerunt beati Georgii Wolfgangi Knorrii 
heredes. (Die Abbildungen verschiedener Fische, Schlangen, etc.) Lat. & Ger. 
Norimbergae, 1777. (1819.d.3) 
 
 
Isaac Cathrall, 1764-1819 
A medical sketch of the synochus maligna, or malignant contagious fever: as it lately 
appeared in the city of Philadelphia: to which is added, some account of the morbid 
appearances observed after death, on dissection. Philadelphia: Thomas Dobson, 1794. 
(MFR-3019 *1* Reel 29:8 DSC) 
 
 
Lionel Chalmers, 1715-? 
An account of the weather and diseases of South-Carolina. 2 vols. London: E. &. C. 
Dilly, 1776.  (43.c.23) 
 
An essay on fevers; more particularly, those of the common, continued and 
inflammatory kinds… to which is added, an essay on the crisis of those disorders. 
London: E. &. C. Dilly, 1768. (T.245.2)); (T.272.(6)); (T.60.(1)). 
 
 
Thomas Clap, 1703-1767 
Conjectures upon the nature and motion of meteors, which are above the atmosphere. 
Norwich, [Conn.]: John Trumbull, 1781. (8756.bbb.17)  
 
 



John Clayton, 1694-1773 
Flora Virginica exhibens plantas quas v.c. Johannes Clayton in Virginia observavit atque 
collegit. Lugduni Batavorum: Cornelium Haak, 1739-43. (MFR-3019 *10718* Reel 9:4 
DSC); [Another edition] 1762. (35.d.13) 
 
 
Cadwallader Colden, 1688-1776 
An explication of the first causes of action in matter, and of the cause of gravitation. 
New York: James Parker, 1745. (536.d.25.(2)); [Another edition]. London: J. Brindley, 
1746. (117.c.4); [Another edition]. Paris: Pissot, 1751. (RB.23.a.357) 
 
The principles of action in matter, the gravitation of bodies, and the motion of the 
planets, explained from those principles. London: R. Dodsley, 1751. (8707.f.6) 
 
The Colden letter books. 1760-65; 1765-70. 2 vols. New York, 1877, 78. (Ac.8425/8) 
 
The history of the five Indian nations depending on the province of New York in 
America. New York: William Brandford, 1727. (C.33.c.36) [Many other editions.] 
 
The letters and papers of Cadwallader Colden. 9 vols. New York, 1918-37. 
(Ac.8425/8) 
 
The philosophical writings of Cadwallader Colden. Amherst, NY: Humanity Books, 
2001. (m02/35948) 
 
 
College of Physicians of Philadelphia 
Facts and observations relative to the nature and origin of the pestilential fever, which 
prevailed in this city, in 1793, 1797, and 1798. Philadelphia: Thomas Dobson, 1798. 
(MFR-3019 *1* Reel 29:9 DSC) 
 
Proceedings of the College of Physicians relative to the prevention of the introduction 
and spreading of contagious diseases. Philadelphia, 1798. (T.328.(1)) 
 
 
Christopher Colles, 1738-1821 
Proposals for the speedy settlement of the waste and unappropriated lands of the 
western frontiers of the state of New York, and for the improvement of the inland 
navigation between Albany and Oswego. New York: Samuel Loudon, 1785. (MFR-
3010 *1* Reel 34:6 DSC) 
 
A survey of the roads of the United States of America. New York, 1789. 
(Maps.C.22.b.7) 
 
 
Benjamin Colman, 1673-1747 
Some observations on the new method of receiving the small-pox by ingrafting or 
inoculating. By Mr. Colman. Containing also the reasons, which first induced him to, 
and have since confirmed in him, his favourable opinion of it. Boston: Samuel Gerrish, 



1721. [Two copies]. (1174.h.22.(4)); (1174.d.46.(7)). [Another edition]. London: 
Emanuel Matthews; Richard Ford, 1722. (1174.h.22.(5)) 
 
A narrative of the method and success of inoculating the small-pox in New England. 
With a reply to the objections made against it in a letter from a minister at Boston [i.e. 
William Cooper]. To which is now prefixed an historical introduction. Dublin: George 
Grierson, 1722. (RB.23.a.1378.(1)) 
 
 
Thomas Condie, 
History of the pestilence, commonly called yellow fever, which almost desolated 
Philadelphia, in the months of August, September & October, 1798. Philadelphia: R. 
Folwell, 1799. (MFR-3019 *1* Reel 29:10 DSC) 
 
 
William Cooper, 
A reply to the religious scruples against inoculating the small-pox, in a letter to a friend. 
Boston, 1722. (RB.23.a.1378.(2)) 
 
 
William Currie, 1754-1828 
A description of the malignant, infectious fever prevailing at present in Philadelphia: 
with an account of the means to prevent infection, and the remedies and methods of 
treatment, which have been found most successful. Philadelphia: T. Dobson, 1792. 
(MFR-3019 *1* Reel 29:11 DSC) 
 
An historical account of climates and diseases in the United States of America; and of 
the remedies and methods of treatment. Philadelphia: T. Dobson, 1792. (1170.k.29) 
 
An impartial review of that part of Dr Rush’s late publication, entitled “An account of 
the bilious remitting yellow fever as it appeared in the city of Philadelphia in the year 
1793 which treats of the origin of the disease”: in which his opinion is shewn to be 
erroneous, the importation of the disease established, and the wholesomeness of the 
city vindicated. Philadelphia: T. Dobson, 1794. (MFR-3019 *1* Reel 29:12 DSC) 
 
Memoirs of the yellow fever, which prevailed in Philadelphia, and other parts of the 
United States of America, in the summer and autumn of the present year, 1798…to 
which is added, a collection of facts respecting the origin of the fever. Philadelphia: 
Thomas Dobson, 1798. (T.100.(7)) 
 
A sketch of the rise and progress of the yellow fever, and of the proceedings of the 
Board of Health, in Philadelphia, in the year 1799; to which is added, a collection of 
facts and observations respecting the origin of the yellow fever in this country; and a 
review of the different modes of treating it. Philadelphia: Budd & Bartram, 1800. 
(T.100.(6)); (T.96.(6)). 
 
 
John William Gerar de Brahm, 1717-c.1799 
The Atlantic pilot. London, 1772. (7.TAB.99) 



Jean Devèze, 1753-1829 
An enquiry into, and observations upon the causes and effect of the epidemic disease, 
which raged in Philadelphia from the month of August till towards the middle of 
December, 1793. Philadelphia: Parent, 1794. (T.176.(2)) 
 
 
Robert Dossie, 1717-1777 
Observations on the pot-ash brought from America … processes for making pot-ash 
and barilla, in North America, etc. London, 1767. (117.l.43); (1651/1397); (T.933.(14)) 
 
 
William Douglass, c.1691-1752 
The abuses and scandals of some late pamphlets in favour of inoculation of the Small 
Pox, modestly obviated and inoculation further considered in a letter to A- S-, M.D, & 
F.R.S. 2 pts. Boston, 1722. (1174.d.46.(15, 18)) 
 
A dissertation concerning inoculation of the small pox. Boston: D. Henchman, T. 
Hancock, 1730. (1174.d.46.(3)) 
 
A friendly debate, or a dialogue between Academicus and Sawny and Mundungus, 
two eminent physicians, about some of their late performances. [A reply to “The 
Abuses and Scandals of some late pamphlets in favour of inoculation of the small pox” 
by W. Douglass.] Boston, 1722. (1174.d.46.(16)) 
 
Inoculation of the small pox as practised in Boston, considered in a letter to A- S-, 
M.D., & F.R.S. in London. Boston: J. Franklin, 1722. (1174.d.46.(12)) 
 
Letters from Dr. W. D. to Cadwallader Colden of New York. Massachusetts Historical 
Society. Fourth series. Vol. 2. 1852. (Ac.8400) 
 
A letter to Dr Thomson in answer to the case of the Right Hon. T. Winnington. 
London, 1746. (1169.h.36.(5)); (117.k.32); (RB.23.a.7485.(3)); Second edition. 
London, 1746. (1419.k.18). 
 
Physic in danger: being the complain of the Company of Undertakers, against the 
Doctor T-, C-, and D- . Addressed to the College of Physicians: containing remarks 
upon the pamphlets lately published by those three gentlemen. London: J. Lowndes, 
1746. (1568/1614) 
 
Notes on copy of … W. Douglass’s Almanack for 1743, touching on the subject of 
medicine in Massachusetts before his time…Reprinted from the collections of the 
Massachusetts Historical Society. Cambridge, Mass.: J. Wilson and Son, 1884. 
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