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BENJAMIN SILLIMAN.

OUR honored associate, Professor BENJAMIN SILLIMAN, the
founder of this Journal, whose name has appeared upon the
title page of every number, from the first until the present, is with
us no more. He died at his residence in New Haven, early
Thursday morning, Nov. 24, 1864 (the day set apart for a na-
tional thanksgiving), having reached the age of 85 years.

It becomes our duty to place on record in these pages, as an
inscription to the monument which he has himself erected, an
outline of his career and a tribute to his memory. Few men
enter life with such promise as he; fewer still sustain themselves
so evenly, and die so widely lamented.

Instraction in natural science has been his great work; and
in it he was emphatically a man of the times. Beginning when
almost nothing was known in this country of the departments
to which he was especially devoted, he lived to see them car-
ried forward to a high degree of progress, and their import-
ance everywhere acknowledged. His life, which was one of
few marked incidents, was passed in his native State, in connec-
tion with Yale College, the institution that early selected him
as one of its faculty. Two or three times he was invited to be-
come the president of colleges elsewhere, but New Haven con-
tinued his chosen home. Twice he visited Europe, first in
1805-6, in order to qualify himself for his work in life by at-
tendance upon lectures in London and Edinburgh, and by ob-
servation of foreign institutions of learning; and again, near

AM. JoUR. Sor.—8ECcOND SERIES, Vor. XXXIX, No. 11£.—Jax., 1865,

1



2 Benjamin Silliman.

the close of his life, in 1851, when he was accompanied by his
son, and made a more extended tour of observation and inquiry.
Frequent journeys in his own country made him acquainted
personally with the institutions and the men of every State,
while his habits of prompt and friendly correspondence perpet-
uated the intimacies which he formed at home and abroa«f.

Without attempting a formal biography (which the late day
of his decease renders impossible at this time), we propose to
speak briefly of Professor Silliman’s career as an officer of Yale
College, and as a man of science, and then of his personal char-
acter and influence in the community.

The Silliman family has resided in Fairfield, Conn., since the
early colonial days. Tradition says that Claudio Sillimandi,
their earliest known ancestor, was driven, in 1517, from Lucea,
Italy, to Switzerland, by religious persecution. The descendants
resided in Berne, and afterward in Geneva, whence they emi-
grated through Holland to this country about the middle of the
seventeenth century. A worthy pastor of the name, living
with his family near Neuchatel, was visited by Prof. Silliman
in 1851.

Ebenezer Silliman, the grandfather of Benjamin, graduated
at Yale College in 1727, and Gold Selleck, the father, in 1752.
The latter was a Brigadier General of militia in the Revolution,
and was entrusted for a time with the defence of the Long Island
coast. In 1775 he was married to Mary, the daughter of Rev.
Joseph Fish of Stonington, and the widow of Rev. John Noyes.
The two children of this marriage, Gold Selleck and Benjamin,
became members of the same class in college, and have main-
tained through life an intimacy peculiarly fresh -and cordial.
The younger brother, Benjamin, was born in North Stratford,
Conn. (now the town of Trumbull), August 8, 1779. The elder,
who was born in 1777, is still living in Brooklyn, N. Y.’

Throughout his active life, Professor Silliman has been iden-
tified with Yale College. He entered the institution in 1792,
graduated in 1796, became a Tutor in 1799, was appointed
Professor of Chemistry and Natural History in 1804; and in
1858, having been relieved at his own request from further ser-
vice as an instructor, he was designated, by the Corporation,
Professor emeritus. Thus, during a period of nea.tr'})y three-
quarters of a century, his name has appeared as a student and

1 Prof. Silliman was twice married: first, in 1809, to Harriet, daughter of the
second Gov. Trumbull of Connecticut, the mother of his nine children; and again,
in 1851, to Mrs. Sarah Webb, daughter of John McClellan. Five children survive
him, one son and four daughters, All are married, the eldest daughter to J. B.
Church, the second to Prof. O. P. Hubbard, the third to Prof. J. D. Dana, and the

fourth to Rev. E. W, Gilman. His descendants include twenty-three grandchildren,
besides five deceased, and two great-grandchildren.
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teacher successively on the catalogues of the college. He was
a pupil both of Dr. Stiles and Dr. Dwight, and the colleague of
the latter during eighteen years. With President Day and Pro-
fessor Kingsley he was associated for half a century and more
in the government of the institution.

In the eapacity of a college officer, he was preéminent as a
teacher. The professor’s chair, in the laboratory or the lecture-
room, was the place above all others in which his enthusiasm,
his sympathy with youthful aspirations, his varied acquisitions,
his acquaintance with the world of Nature and of Art, and his
graceful utterance, exerted their highest and most enduring in-
fluence. The minds which he aroused to the study of Nature
have become investigators and teachers in every portion of the
country, and all his pupils, whether devoted to science or to
letters, will bear testimony to the interest which he awakened
in these pursuits. They will never forget the admirable tact
with which the manipulations of the laboratory were performed,
or the brilliant experiments in chemistry which the lecturer
seemed to enjoy as if, like the class, he had never witnessed
them before. The course in chemistry, in early years, extended
through one hundred and twenty lectures. In later days it was
not so long, but was followed by a eourse in mineralogy and an-
other in geology. Here, too, Prof. Silliman had the same mag-
netic influence on his students, sending them off on long walks
about New Haven and at home to search for specimens, or to
study the phenomena of geology. The third of these annual
courses, that on geology, he gave with peculiar zest and elo-
quence. He delighted to depict the catastrophes of geological
history and to clothe the world with the plants and animals of
former days:

Professor Silliman was less concerned in the government of
the students than some of his associates; but questions were
continually arising in which his counsel was of weight. He
was prompt in rebuking every form of youthful delinqueney, yet
was never harsh or inconsiderate. No student ever left his pres-
ence feeling wronged or indignant. He would much rather sac-
rifice a rule than injure an offender. If he seemed sometimes
to be lenient, it was the leniency of a father, for his mind re-
garded the improvement of his scholars rather than the enforce-
ment of routine and discipline. His paternal lectures to the
Freshman class on morals and manners were admirable in their
influence, and many a graduate of the college will acknowledge
that his habits for life were affected by the judicious hints which
he received from his kind and sympathising teacher.

Mr. Silliman's labors began with instruction; but they did
not end there. His active and versatile disposition led him to
become interested in and to help forward whatever would con-
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tribute to the welfare of Yale College. When he went abroad,
in 1805, to fit himself for the duties of his professorship, the
purchase of books for the library was one of the duties with
which he was especially charged. He was one of the library com-
mittee until his retirement. In his own departments, not only
the Chemical Laboratory, but also the Cabinet of Minerals owed
its existence to his energy. This collection is indeed so import-
ant, that something more than the mere mention of it seems due.
About the time when Mr. Silliman was appointed a professor,
the entire mineralogical and geological collection of Yale College
was transported to Philadelphia in one small box, that the speci-
mens might be named by Dr. Adam Seybert, then fresh from
‘Werner's School at Freiberg, the only man in this country who
could be regarded as a mineralogist scientifically trained. "From
this'small beginning grew the present cabinet. In 1810, owing to
personal regard for Prof. Silliman, Col. George Gibbs deposited
with Yale College his valuable collection of minerals, and, after
it had remained open to the public fifteen years, various friends
of the college, chiefly through the instrumentality of Prof. Sil-
liman, subscribed for its purchase the sum of $20,000. Other
important aceessions were also secured through his influence,
not only from college graduates and other American gentlemen,
but from various foreign collectors.

The Clark telescope is another of the denations to Yale Col-
lege due to Prof. Silliman. This excellent glass, the best in the
country at the time of its purchase, was the means of exciting
among the students of the college unusual attention to astronom-
ical pursuits for many years after its reception. The liberal
donor, a farmer near New Haven, by this and other more im-
portant gifts, placed himself foremost among all the benefactors
of the college up to that time, and Mr. Silliman was the medium
through whom his benefactions were bestowed. The Trumbull
Gallery of Paintings, a colleetion of priceless walue, not only
as works of art but also as illustrations of American history
and biography, was secured to the college through the same
enlightened instrumentality.” The Medical Institution of Yale
College and the Sheffield School of Scienee, important branches
of the University, were both greatly aided in their beginnings
by the influential exertions put forth by Professor Silliman.
He was one of the chief founders of the Alumni association of
the college, and at their anniversaries and on other occasions, he
was, as another has said, *the standing ‘orator’ of the college,

2 It is an interesting fact that as early as 1842, Prof. Silliman, in his Alumni ad-
dress. pointed out the need of another edifice for the Fine Arts, or an extension of
the Trumbull Gallery, at no distant day. This want is about to be supplied "hiy the
liberality of an alumnus of the college. Prof. Silliman was prevented by illness,

a week before his decease, from taking a public part in the exercises of laying the
corner stone of the proposed structure.
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the principal medium between those who dwelt in the academic
shade and the great public.” Not unfrequently he was the col-
lege solicitor, asking funds for the expansion of the institution,
and never asking in vain.

Altkough his services as a college officer were great, Prof. Sil-
liman’s strongest claim to the gratitude of men of science rests
upon the establishment, and the maintenance, often under very
discouraging circumstances, of the “ American Journal of Sei-
ence.” The history of this undertaking bas already been given,
in his own words, in the introduction to the 50th or Index vol-
ume of the First series of the Journal ; and it is for others, rather
than for us, to give an estimate of his editorial services. Itisbut
just, however, to call attention to a few circumstances, which
all will regard as creditable to its founder.

He had the sagacity to foresee, as long ago as 1818, the scope
which such a magazine should take. The prospectus which Ee
then wrote is applicable almost exactly to our pages to-day.
Experience has established the wisdom of the course which he
marked out.

He maintained the Journal, from the beginning, at his own
pecuniary risk. Its publication has often been a serious finan-
cial burden, and in its most prosperous days has not yielded
a fair return for editorial labor. But it has been continued, at
this personal inconvenience, for the sake of American science,
that the labors of our countrymen might be made known abroad,
and the labors of Europeans understood in this country.

The Journal has never been used for the benefit of any party
or individual, but solely for the advancement and diffusion of
scientific truth. Its pages have been always open to free scien-
tific discussion, with truth as the single end in view.

The original investigations of Prof. Silliman are not numerous.
In the early part of his career he began with energy some im-
portant experiments and researches. He undertook a geological
survey of Connecticut; he published a paper in conjunction
with Prof. Kingsley on the famous Weston meteorite; he ap-
plied the newly invented blowpipe of his friend, Dr. Hare, to
the fusion of a variety of bodies, which were before regarded as
infusible ; he demonstrated in the galvanic battery the transfer
of particles of carbon from one charcoal point to the other;
he made scientific examinations of various localities interesting
in their geological or mineralogical aspects. But he was too
much needed elsewhere to be allowed to remain a close student
in the laboratory, or to engage with constancy as an explorer in
the field of geological research, He has probably been a more
useful man in the wider spheres of influence to which he was
called than he could have been in a life devoted to scientific in-
vestigation,
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During a considerable part of his life, he was one of the few
men in the country who could hold a popular audience with a
lecture on science. The public early knew of his capabilities,
and for many years he yielded to invitations from various parts
of the country to deliver lectures on Geology and Chemistry.
In 1833 he gave his first popular course on Geology at New
Haven, which was repeated in 1834 at Hartford and Lowell, and
in 1835 at Boston and Salem, At Boston, the audience desiring
to attend was so much larger than the largest hall would hold,
that each lecture was given twice for the accommodation of the
public. From 1840 to 1848 inclusive, he gave four successive
courses of the “ Lowell Lectures” in Boston. Besides various
other engagements in the Northern and Eastern states, he went
in 1847 by invitation to New Orleans, and on his way appeared
before crowded audiences in other cities of the South; and five
)yaears after the resignation of his professorship in college, when

e had passed his 75th year, he made the long journey to St.
Louis, in obedience to a call for a course of lectures from the
citizens of that place.

In lecturing, his language was simple—his flow of words easy,
generous and appropriate—his style animated, abounding in life-
like and well-adorned desecription, often eloquent, and sometimes
varied with anecdote running occasionally into wide digressions.
His manner was natural, and every feature spoke as well as his
mouth ; his noble countenance and commanding figure (he was
nearly six feet in height, with a well-built frame) often called
forth, as he entered the lecture hall, the involuntary applause of
his audience.

In his popular courses he often lectured on the subject of
% Geology and Genesis,” and as he was widely known not only
as a man of science, but as a sincere believer in the sacred Secrip-
tures, he greatly aided in removing from the religious world the
apprehension that science and religion were hostile in their
teachings.

Mr. Silliman found great pleasure in helping forward other
men of science. He rejoiced heartily in their progress; his
house and his laboratory were always open to receive them,
and if a friendly word or letter from him could advance their
interests, he was ever ready to bestow it. He also felt a deep
concern for the advancement of scientific investigations in every

art of the country, and whenever, in halls of legislation, or
gefore the public, the name of Benjamin Silliman would ad-
vance a useful project, it was not withheld. In more than one
instance, the foreigner, or the exile, remembers his kindness
with almost filial devotion.

Prof. Silliman’s scientific publications, apart from his contri-
butions to this journal, were chiefly text-books. He edited
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Henry's Chemistry and Bakewell’s Geology, for the use of his
pupils, and also published a work on Chemistry, in two volumes.

His long labors for science brought him honors from all parts
of the world. His name is on the roll of several of the prin-
cipal scientific Academies or Societies of Europe, and of those
of his own country. He was one of the original members of the
National Academy of Sciences, and a Regent of the Smithsonian
Institution.

Aside from Professor Silliman’s influence as an officer of Yale
College, and as a well known man of science, his personal hold
upon the community at large was remarkably strong. This was
due somewhat to the favor with which his popular lectures were
received, and to the wide circuit over which he had journeyed.
It was also owing in part to the pleasure and instruction which
were afforded by his books of travel. Twice, as we have stated,
Professor Silliman visited Europe, the interval between his jour-
neys being nearly fifty years. Both these visits led to the pub-
lication of his observations in volumes which were widely read.
The narrative of his earlier journey especially was received by
the public with great delight. Few Americans then went
abroad; and hardly any had published narratives of what they
had seen. Mr. Silliman's volumes were fascinating to young and
old,—and many were the testimonials which he received of the
interest thus awakened in European institutions and manners.
His Journal of a Tour to Canada was another contribution to the
literature of the day.

But the general influence of Mr. Silliman must be attributed
to his personal character rather than to any of what may be
termed the accidental circumstances of his life. He was a man
of vigorous understanding and sound judgment, led on, but
never carried away, by an enthusiastic disposition, glowing and
constant. With this was associated sterling integrity, which
never harbored a selfish or dishonorable purpose, but rejoiced in
doing and encouraging whatever was right. Every one could
trust him. These fundamental traits were adorned by the out-
ward qualities of affability and courtesy, or rather were expressed
in manners at once so dignified and so kind that all with whom
he came in contact were charmed at once, and on closer inter-
course were bound to him as friends for life. Such friendships
he never neglected or forgot. Even the sons and the grand-
sons of his early associates inherited a share in the regard which
he had bestowed upon their parents. Blending with and enno-
bling all these virtues, was the child-like simplicity of his Chris-
tian faith.

A character like this shines the brighter the nearer it is seen,
In his own family circle, Mr. Silliman has moved for years as
a patriarch, surrounded by his descendants to the third and
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fourth generation. The very house which he occupied has be-
come historie, reflecting in its arrangements, its family portraits,
its interesting mementos of absent friends, and its long shelves
of books, the controlling mind which has dwelt there.

In the neighborhood and town where he resided, Mr. Silliman
wags peculiarly beloved and respected. *“New Haven will not
be New Haven without him,” said more than one of his associ-
ates, as he heard of his death. His hand was always open to the
needy. He was given to hospitality. He frequently took part
in public meetings, and was actively concerned in all questions
of local improvement. He rarely, if ever, failed to discharge
his duties as a citizen at the polls, and was always ready to ex-
press his opinions on questions of public policy.

A whole-souled patriot, he viewed with the deepest interest
the complications brought into the affairs of the country by the
system of slavery. His general benevolence ever led him to
symgathize with the oppressed, and the wrongs of the African
touched him deeply. We cannot better indicate his feelings on
this subject than by quoting a few sentences from his private
journal under the date of April, 1850. After mentioning the
death of the champion of what have been called ‘“Southern
rights,” John C. Calhoun, his former pupil and friend, he gives
a brief sketch of his character, concluding as follows:

“His public career has been highly distinguished. It is, however,
very much to be regretted that he, many years ago, narrowed down his
great mind to sectional views, and that he became morbidly sensitive and
jealous of encroachment as regards the South, especially in reference to
the protective tariff and to slavery. The former prompted his efforts for
nullification, and the latter excited him to a vindication of slavery in the
abstract. He, in a great measure, changed the state of opinion and the
manner of speaking and writing upon this subject in the South, until we
have come to present to the world the mortifying and disgraceful specta-
cle of a great republic—and the only real republic in the world—stand-
ing forth in vindication of slavery, without prospect of, or a wish for, its
extinction. If the views of Mr. Calhoun, and of those who think with
him, are to prevail, slavery is to be sustained on this great continent for-
ever. I will not occupy my pages with any extended remarks upon this
subject which is now agitating the national councils, and to a degree the
pation itself. * * ¥ Tt [the great question] is in better hands than
man’s; and I trust ultimately the colored men of all races on this conti-
nent will be received into the great human family as rational beings and
as heirs of immortality.”

As soon as the atrocities in Kansas revealed the determina-
tion of the advocates of slavery to perpetuate and extend that
institution, even if they dissevered or destroyed the nation, Mr.
Silliman came out with all his youthful ardor, and with the in-
fluence of his years and reputation, as the opponent of the slave-
power. He thus became the object of personal defamation, even
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in the Senate chamber at Washington; but he still remained
firm, for he recognized in this war a slaveholder’s rebellion.
All the lofty sentiments of patriotism which were awakened in
childhood, as he witnessed the commencerent of national life,
were intensified by this struggle to maintain the Union. He
was sure that the nation would be purified by the conflict, and
liberty established through all the land.

Mr. Silliman has always been remarkable for uniform good
health, and in his later years manifested but slightly the en-
croachments of age. To the last, his form was as erect, his brow
as serene, and his features as full of life and cheerfulness as in
his earlier days; and his gait was only a little slower and more
cautious,

He continued as usual until the middle of November just past,
when he was for a few days quite unwell, probably as an imme-
diate consequence of exposure to cold in attending an evening
meeting in behalf of the Sanitary Commission. He had gradu-
ally, to appearance, regained nearly his former strength during
the following week, and, on Wednesday, was intending to join
the family Thanksgiving festival the next day at the house of
his son-in-law, Prof. Dana. On the morning of that day, Nov.
24th, he awoke early, after a night of quiet rest, feeling stronger,
as he said, than he had done for some days. He spoke with his
wife of the many reasons there were for thankfulness, both pub-
lic and private, dwelling at length upon the causes for national
gratitude, especially in the recent re-election to the Presidency
of a man who had proved himself so true, so honest, so upright
in conducting the affairs of the government as Mr. Lincoln. As
was his custom, while still in his bed, he offered up a short
prayer, and repeated a familiar hymn of praise. In resuming
his conversation, before rising, he spoke of the possibility of his
attending the public services of the day, of the happiness of his
home, of the love of his children, and, in strong terms of en-
dearment, of his wife. Just as these his last words of love were
uttered, there was a sudden change of countenance, a slightly
heavier breath and he was gone. At the advanced age of 85,
life to him was still beautiful; and not less so was its close.
His sun set in the blessedness of the Christian’s faith, to rise on
a brighter morrow.
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