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THE RELATION OF CHEMISTRY TO
AGRICULTURE*

TrE dedication of a new chemical laboratory to the
service of agrieulture is an event which suggests to
the mind a variety of thoughts for reflection. When
an institution of learning replaces a structure inade-
quate to its needs by one that is larger and more mod-
ern, it simply illustrates in a very concrete way the
change from the old order to the new which is con-
tinually taking place in both the material and intel-
lectual worlds. But when, as in the present instance,.
the dedication of a new laboratory is in commemora-
tion of a former revered teacher and investigator of
agricultural chemistry our thoughts are turned back-
ward as well as forward. Almost unconsciously we
begin to reflect upon those principles of our science
which were transmitted to us by the chemists of pre-
vious generations as a basis for our own development
and as a foundation for future progress.

The year 1924, which marks the completion and
dedication of the Goessmann Chemistry Laboratory
of the Massachusetts Agricultural College, is in many
respects an anniversary in the history of agrieultural
chemistry. It was just one hundred years ago that
Justus von Liebig established his famous laboratory
at Giessen, where he began a series of epoch-making
discoveries that changed the course of chemical and
agricultural science. Going back another century to
1724, we find an English clergyman, Stephen Hales,
in the retirement of his curacy at Teddington actively
engaged in experiments to show how much nourish-
ment plants derive from the air—a group of re-
searches which were incorporated three years later in
a well-known treatise entitled, “Vegetable Staties.”
Going back still another hundred years to 1624, we
find a Belgian physician, Jean Baptiste van Helmont,
in the intervals of his medical practice at Vilvoorden,
experimenting with his newly discovered spiritus syl-
vester, or carbon dioxide. This backward glance of
three centuries, to the time when New England was
first being -settled, takes us to the very threshold of
agricultural chemistry as a science, for it was van
Helmont who by means of quantitative experiments
first pointed out the path of future progress and who,
although himself unable to become disentangled from
the obstacles of mysticism, was yet the earliest to see
an opening through the thick forest of speculation in
which the human mind had been vainly eircling about
for a period of two thousand years.

1 Address given at the dedication of the Goessmann

Chemistry Laboratory of the Massachusetts Agricultural
College, Amherst, Massachusetts, October 3, 1924.




