
Physician contributions to nonmedical science:
Abraham Gesner, inventor of kerosene

CMAJ continues the series by Dr.
Swintun on distinguished physicians
who have contributed to nonmedical
science. Sponsors of the articles are
Associated Medical Services, Inc. and
the Hannah Institute for the History
of Medical and Related Sciences.

Suience and Art is a department of
CMAJ that presents medicine in
relation to the humanities; readers'
contributions, literary, serious and
humorous, are welcomed.
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Abraham Gesner...

promise the suit. About £3000 pocketed
already by the lawyers. The chief point
being, whether it be a bed of coal which
passes by a crown lease, or of asphalte or
some mineral which would not pass.

This letter from Lyell to his father-
in-law, Leonard Homer, a former pres-
ident of the Royal Society of London,
was written Sept. 12, 1852 from Gov-
ernment House, Fredericton. Gesner's
fame does not, however, rest upon his
competence as a field geologist or on
his success as a consultant. After his
failure to persuade the people of St.
John to found or nourish a museum,
he returned to the Annapolis Valley
and purchased the family farm from
his father. Here he practised medicine
and experimented with electromagnet-
ism and the distillation of coal. The
last of these studies was important. The
Scotsman, James Young (1811-1883),
had already in 1848 established the
possibility of extracting paraffin from
mineral oil and peat, which led to a
widescale manufacture of both liquid
and solid paraffins. Whether Gesner
was spurred by this, one cannot say,
but in that same year he had sold the
farm back to his father and left for
Sackville and Halifax. In 1852 his ex-
periments on the extraction of a prod-
uct similar to paraffin were sufficiently
advanced for him to patent kerosene.
Being a scholar as well as a chemist,
he had first proposed the more-truly
Greek name keroselaion (wax-light),
which was cumbrous. It led to kero-
selene and then to kerosene. The flame
from this oil was light yellow, brighter
than from the slightly heavier paraffin
and was to illuminate the homes of
America with a new brilliance. But
financial support for an extensive pro-
duction was not available in the Nova
Scotia whose mineral resources Gesner
had done so much to develop, so in
1854 he was compelled to move to
New York, where he gave his patents
to the North American Gas Light Com-
pany, which in return employed him as
its consultant chemist.

This company had great advantages
in the bituminous coal and oil shales
available to it in the United States,
which were used by the New York City
and Boston companies. By 1857, kero-
sene was available in considerable bulk
in Montreal and Toronto. By 1860,
this availability had spread to New-
foundland. The social consequences of
the development and distribution of
kerosene are immense, but fortunately
they have been well described.

That Gesner realized the importance
of his discovery is clear, and it says
much for his moral outlook that, apart
from the details of his patents, he did
not conceal his methods or results. His
demonstration in Charlottetown had
been public. In 1861 he wrote "A prac-
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tical treatise on coal, petroleum and
other distilled oils", which was pub-
lished in New York and London. A
second edition was published after his
death by his son, G.W. Gesner. In 1861
Gesner also published, in the Journal
of the Geological Society of London,
a comprehensive account "On Eleva-
tions and Depressions of the Earth in
North America
He had now two manufacturing

plants in New York City and had lived
there for 10 years, but the call of
Canada was strong, and in 1862 he
was back in Nova Scotia describing the
gold fields of the province. In his years
in the Maritimes, he had done im-
mense work to study and make public
their attractions and resources. His
many reports, books and scientific
papers form a contribution to Canada
that seems to have brought its own
reward, for of official rewards I find
no records. He contributed largely to
the knowledge of geology and resources
in the Maritimes, and there is no doubt
that he played a considerable part in
opening up these resources and attract-
ing the immigrants needed for their
development.

Around the world he must have been
known as a writer and as a scientist,
for his books and papers were numer-
ous and published in Canada, the
United States and Britain. He was a
member of several scientific societies
and an honorary member of some.
The American Civil War might seem

to have passed him by, for he was
busy in New York in its earliest phase,
though there is no doubt that his prod-
uct would play its part. Coal oil -
Gesner's kerosene - was the domestic
lamp fuel of North America by 1864.
That was the year its discoverer was
invited to be professor of natural his-
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tory at Daihousie University but this
recognition was too late; Abraham
Gesner died at Halifax April 29. 1864.

This kind of life, compared with the
literary life of physicians, may seem
pedestrian - slowly accumulating facts
and producing statistics and reports.
Why should this be exemplary in a
physician?
The answer is perhaps little to do

with the profession or the medical life
in general, but many medical men have
been (and are) acute observers. The
time of Gesner's education was partly
responsible. Medical education, with its
long list of anatomical terms and the
strongly botanical aspect of materia
medica, meant that the doctor had to
have a good memory and a fairly broad
natural knowledge. For the chemist,
and even the physicist, a medical edu-
cation was the gateway to his science.
William Morris, the Victorian poet,
could talk of "the majesty that from
man's soul looks through his eager
eyes", and education reversed the pro-

cess so that some men, through their
eager eyes and receptive minds, saw
the majesty of nature and its creation.
Francis Parkman, the Victorian educa-
tor of much influence, pleaded for the
direction of popular education - "to
the development of its (the mind's)
powers of observation, comparison,
analysis and reasoning, to strengthening
and instructing the moral sense and
leading it to self-knowledge and conse-
quent modesty."
Such must have been the education

of Abraham Gesner, for he helped to
develop the riches of nature for his
fellow men, and in inventing a new
source of illumination he transformed
the home life of a nation and helped
a thousand with eager eyes to use (not
just burn) the midnight oil.

Although for many years his mem-
ory seems to have been forgotten, it
is fitting and gratifying that the monu-
ment at his grave in Camp Hill Ceme-
tery was erected by Imperial Oil Ltd.
in 1933.E

Journal cover contest shows Canadian
physicians have photographic talent
It's fairly conventional, when announc-
ing the winner of a reader contest of
some kind, for the editors to say how
tough the competition was and how
nearly the losers came to being winners.
Our readers only have to look at our

front cover to know that the standard
of our festive season picture contest
was indeed high. And we can honestly
say that there were other photos that
gave the winner a close run.
None the less, the judges (CMAJ

editorial staff, reinforced by Ottawa
artist John Ball who designs many of
our regular covers) were unanimous in
picking "Antipollution, stars of Beth-
lehem" by Dr. Christian Hamel, a
Pointe Claire pediatrician. Dr. Hamel
submitted three photographs, all of
them superb. Mr. Ball says of the cover
photograph that it offers a great deal
of depth and texture, besides expressing
very well the festive theme.

Of the many entries, there were per-
haps half a dozen worth honourable
mentions. From Hazelton BC, Dr.
Millie Cumming, a general practitioner,
offered two delightful slides of pyjama-
clad youngsters at parcel opening time.
Madeleine Dover sent from Montreal a
photo of awesome technical compe-
tence of a pair of lighted candles. Dr.
Desmond Dwyer offered a fun picture
of a friend's wife surprised in the act
of getting a pair of diamond earrings;
think of an expressive face, an unex-
pectedly lavish gift and an alert pho-

tographer and you can imagine the
result would be good. It was, and had
we been selecting a runner-up Dr.
Dwyer might have made it. He's a busy
general practitioner in the oil sands
region.

But then, Dr. A.W. Hindmarsh of
Saskatoon might have made runner-up
too. He ventured out into the frosty
outdoors with his Topcon and shot a
delightful picture of hoar frost on a
tree branch. Saskatchewan doctors will
know the name, of course; he is a
former president of the division.
From London, Ontario came a pic-

ture by Dr. Abraham Langdon, a gen-
eral surgeon. Dr. Langdon used the
texture of cross-country ski tracks and
blended them beautifully into a com-
position of trees, shadows and distant
figures. And from Montreal, a parti-
cularly imaginative concept was by
Major Alex Steele, a resident in pathol-
ogy at McGill, who took a handcrafted
model of the Madonna and child and
lit it to give a mystic effect to the
Infant Jesus.
The final honourable mention goes

to Dr. O.J. White, an orthopedic sur-
geon in Moncton, NB, who offered a
really charming picture of his daughter
with her Christmas baby brother, well
composed and lighted.
Our thanks to these doctors and the

others who also entered. The contest
was useful and instructive - and if
our readers like the idea, maybe we'll
do it again.E
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