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Preface

The origins of this booklet are to be found in a talk I was invited to 
give at a symposium on the popularization of chemistry held at the 
247th National ACS Meeting in Dallas, Texas, on 16-20 March 2014, 
and in my recent discovery of a 2002 booklet in the Oesper 
Collections of the University of Cincinnati by Helmut Hitz and Georg 
Schwedt entitled “Zur Belustigung und Belehrung” Experimentier-
bücher aus zwei Jahrhunderten, which highlights German-language 
books on home science experiments found in the collections of the 
Deutsches Museum in Munich (1). It quickly became apparent that the 
slides for my Dallas talk could be easily reformatted as a booklet 
similar to that of Hitz and Schwedt, albeit it one dealing exclusively 
with chemistry experiments for the home amateur rather than with 
science experiments in general.  
! As emphasized in the introduction to my Dallas talk, the topic 
of popularizing chemistry is very broad and can encompass an 
enormous range of activities, including:

! 1.! Popular public lectures, such as those by Faraday on The 
Chemical History of a Candle (1860) given at the Royal Institution, or 
those by Cooke on the New Chemistry (1872) given at the Lowell 
Institute of Boston.
! 2.! Popular surveys of chemistry, such as Marcet’s well known 
Conversations on Chemistry (1806), or Liebig’s Familiar Letters on 
Chemistry (1843), which first appeared as a series of articles in a local 
German newspaper. Indeed, Marcet’s book was originally intended as 
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a guide for young girls attending popular public lectures on chemistry 
but was also used as a textbook in the United States, thus illustrating 
how attempts to classify this literature can be ambiguous at times. 
! 3.! Popular books explaining the chemistry of everyday things, 
such as Johnston’s The Chemistry of Common Life (1855), or Lassar-
Cohn’s Chemistry in Daily Life (1909).
! 4.! Less familiar to 20th-century audiences is a series of popular 
books attempting to use chemistry to prove the existence of God and 
the truth of religion of which there is a continuous 19th-century 
tradition beginning with Prout’s famous Bridgewater Treatise of 1834 
and ending with Cooke’s massive tome on Religion and Chemistry of 
1864.
! 5.! Lastly, there is the chemistry set and its accompanying 
literature, both of which extend back to the late 18th century. Its best 
and earliest 19th-century examples include the books Chemical 
Amusement (1817) by Frederich Accum and Chemical Recreations 
(1823) by John Griffin, both of which were sold independently, 
though originally intended to accompany the chemistry sets manu-
factured by their authors.
!
! This booklet will deal with none of the above approaches to 
popularization, but rather with a sixth approach closely related to the 
chemistry set literature, namely independent books of experiments 
intended for amateur home chemists, but not necessarily intended for 
use with a chemistry set per se. This subject was suggested by a 
personal memoir I had just completed when I received a call to 
participate in the Dallas symposium that described my own personal 
experiences growing up as a boy amateur chemist and in which I had 
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reviewed the various books that I had used when building up my own 
home laboratory back in the 1950s and 1960s (2). 
! Though the Oesper Collections at Cincinnati contain many 19th 
and 20th-century British, German and French examples of this 
literature, I have restricted myself to the 45 items belonging to my 
personal library rather than to the Oesper Collections. In each case I 
show the front cover of the book in question and its publication 
information, except when the cover is plain or heavily damaged, in 
which case I show the title page instead. Following Hitz and Schwedt, 
I have also included short biographies of selected authors, though this 
has proved possible only for items appearing before 1950, and have 
also shown selected pages from the books themselves when I thought 
them of sufficient interest. 
! My personal collections do not contain examples published after 
1994. This is in part because more recent examples of this literature 
are increasingly inhibited by issues of safety and fear of law suits. As 
a result, more and more are targeted at young children rather than 
adolescents, and use simple, albeit boring, items found in the kitchen 
rather than in a true chemical laboratory (for example, item 39). On 
top of this, many are now illustrated with cartoons (see items 40 and 
45) rather than proper illustrations. As a committed boy chemist I am 
certain I would have found all of this both uninteresting and vaguely 
insulting, as I apparently also do as an adult.  

William B. Jensen    
Cincinnati, OH

October 2017
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John Joseph Griffin (1802-1877)

John Joseph Griffin was born in London but grew up in Glasgow, 
where he studied chemistry at the Andersonian Institution. After 
graduation he began, in partnership with his eldest brother, Richard, a 
publishing and laboratory supply house. In 1852 the business was 
divided, with John taking the laboratory supply portion, which he 
moved to London, and his nephew, George Griffin, retaining the 
publishing portion in Glasgow. Initially known as J. J. Griffin & Sons, 
the laboratory supply house would eventually become Griffin & 
George and, under that guise, would continue in business well into the 
20th century.
! During his lifetime Griffin would author, edit, or translate at 
least seven books dealing with various aspects of chemistry, most of 
which were published by the family firm. Item 1 was his earliest book 
and first appeared in 1823. It would subsequently go through many 
editions and expansions, of which version shown represents the 9th 
edition.
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Number 1
John Joseph Griffin

Chemical Recreations
Glasgow: Richard Griffin & Co.

1847
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Number 2
Thomas Griffiths

Recreations in Chemistry
London: John W. Parker

1850
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Frontispiece to item 2 showing Griffith’s rather unrealistic 
view of the average home laboratory.
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Number 3
Anonymous

Handbook of Amusing and Instructive Experiments
London: Cassell, Peter, and Galpin

1861
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Number 4
James Wylde

The Magic of Science
London: Charles Griffin and Company

1861
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Opening page to Wylde’s book and the section dealing 
with chemical experiments.
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John Henry Pepper (1821-1900)

John Henry Pepper was born in Westminster and educated at King’s 
College School, where he became interested in chemistry. By 1848 he 
was teaching analytical chemistry at the Royal Polytechnic Institution 
of London, where he initiated a series of popular public lectures on 
science illustrated by spectacular demonstrations. He was soon 
launched on a highly successful career as a popular itinerate lecturer, 
that would eventually take him to the United States and Australia. His 
most famous demonstration was an optical illusion known as 
“Pepper’s Ghost.” In addition to items 5 and 6, Pepper would author 
roughly a dozen books, including The Playbook of Metals (1861) and 
Cyclopedic Science Simplified (1866). However, many of his later 
books are not independent publications, but rather reprints of sections 
of his earlier books.



BOOKS OF EXPERIMENTS FOR THE HOME CHEMIST

9

Number 5
John Henry Pepper

Science Amusements for Young People
London: George Routledge and Sons

[1861?]
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A page from the section of item 5 dealing with 
chemistry experiments.



BOOKS OF EXPERIMENTS FOR THE HOME CHEMIST

11

Number 6
John Henry Pepper

The Boy’s Playbook of Science
London: George Routledge and Sons.

1866
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A page from item 6 describing the preparation of phosgene, 
which Pepper used to explain the Will-o’- the-Wisp shown in 

the lower left corner of the book’s cover.
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John Howard Appleton  (1844-1930)

John Howard Appleton in Portland Maine. While still a child, his 
family moved to Providence RI, where he later attended Brown 
University, receiving his bachelor’s degree in 1863 and a master’s 
degree in 1869. Starting as an assistant instructor in analytical 
chemistry at Brown in 1863, he advanced to full instructor in 1865 
and to Professor of Applied Chemistry in 1868 – a position which he 
held until his retirement at age 70 in 1914. He also served as the 
Rhode Island State Sealer of Weights and Measures, a term as Vice-
President of the American Chemical Society, and remained active in 
campus affairs until his death at age 86. 
! Appleton would publish about a dozen books in his career, all of 
them either textbooks related to the teaching of undergraduate 
chemistry at Brown or popularizations intended for the general public. 
Perhaps the most successful of these popularizations was his 1888 
volume, Beginners’ Hand-Book of Chemistry: The Subject Developed 
By Facts and Principles Drawn Chiefly from the Nonmetals, which 
sported hundreds of woodcuts and about a half dozen colored 
lithographs, reproductions of which are currently being sold on the 
internet. 
! Despite its title, it is unclear whether item 7 was intended primarily 
for the amateur home chemist or for use in Appleton’s chemistry 
course at Brown. All that is known is that it was used in the former 
sense by the famous American horror story writer, H. P. Lovecraft, 
who was an avid home chemist as a child and teenager.
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Number 7
John Howard Appleton

The Young Chemist
Philadelphia: Cowperthwaite & Co.

1878
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A page from item 7 describing some experiments 
with ammonia.
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Number 8
Anonymous

Der junge Chemiker
Stuttgart: Union Deutsche Verlagsgesellschaft

[1910?]
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Archie Frederick Collins (1869-1952)

Collins was not a chemist, but rather a self-taught electrical engineer 
and inventor who did pioneering work on the early development of 
radio. He is credited with more than 188 books, ranging from serious 
technical monographs on radio and wireless telegraphy to hundreds 
dealing with popular science and technology and with almost every 
imaginable hobby. In many ways he is a prototype for what will 
follow. Whereas professional, and at times even famous, chemists 
continued to author popular chemical books !throughout the 19th and 
20th centuries belonging to the first four categories discussed in the 
introduction, the same is not true of the books surveyed in this 
booklet. At best their authors might be secondary or elementary 
teachers, often with degrees in education rather than science, but most 
frequently they are without degrees and belong to a class of 
professional authors specializing in the writing of hobby books and 
other literature intended for children and adolescents. Item 9 is really a 
hybrid presentation containing only a few experiments to illustrate the 
descriptive chemistry in the text, whereas Collins’ second book on 
chemistry (item 12) is devoted solely to experiments for the home 
laboratory.  



WILLIAM B. JENSEN

18

Number 9
Frederick Collins

The Amateur Chemist
New York: D. Appleton

1919
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A page from item 9 describing the preparation of nitric 
acid and showing Collins’ drawing style.
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Sidney Gernsback (1876-?)

Born in Luxembourg, Sidney Gernsback was an older brother of Hugo 
Gernsback (1884-1967), who is well known for his pioneering 
publication, starting in the 1920s, of various science fiction pulp 
magazines, such as Amazing Stories. Hugo also published numerous 
magazines and books dealing with radio and electrical experi-
mentation that explicitly targeted the home amateur. Among his many 
publication ventures was the Experimenter Publishing Co., for which 
his brother Sidney wrote and/or edited several books, including item 10. 
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Number 10
Sidney Gernsback

A Thousand and One Formulas
New York: Experimenter Publishing Company, Inc.

1920
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A page from item 10 containing some practical laboratory tips 
for the home chemist.
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Floyd Lavern Darrow (1880-1967)

Darrow was Head of the Science Department at the Preparatory 
County Day School of Brooklyn. In addition to item 11, he also 
authored the Story of Chemistry (1927), as well as at least seven more 
popular books dealing with science, invention, and religion. Despite 
its general title, item 11 deals exclusively with chemical experiments 
and is illustrated by numerous photographs of boys in suits, ties and, 
as befits the 1920s, knickers, all of them doing chemical experiments 
at the same professional lab bench using professional chemical 
equipment, thus suggesting that all of the photographs were taken at 
the school using Darrow’s students as models.
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Number 11
Floyd L. Darrow

The Boy’s Own Book of Science
New York: Macmillan Co.

1923
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Determining the strength of an acid by titration.

79

One of the plates from Lloyd’s book showing a student in suit, tie 
and knickers performing a titration.
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Number 12
A. Frederick Collins

Experimental Chemistry
New York: D. Appleton

1930
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A page from Collins’ second book on chemistry showing 
how to construct a bench for a home laboratory.
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Number 13
Anonymous

Magic Chemistry
New York: John H. Winn

1931
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Item 13 is an anonymous oversized book of home chemistry 
experiments dating from 1931. The title given on cover differs from 
that on the actual title page (above), which reads: Book of Experiments 
for Junior Chemists; Chemical Magic, How to Make Safe Fireworks, 
Inks, and Paints, Electroplating and Electrotyping, Glass Blowing, 
Food Analysis, Household Chemistry. The triangular frame 
surrounding the ideal family on the cover, which lists the advantages 
of chemistry as a hobby, is simply repeating the mantra used by 
manufacturers of chemistry sets since the 19th century, though the 
precise distinction between “educational” and “instructive” remains 
unclear.
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Popular Scientific Monthly

Items 14 and 15, which date from 1932 and 1934 respectively, were 
both compiled by the editorial staff of the magazine Popular Science 
Monthly. This magazine was founded in 1872 and featured general, 
albeit rather academic, articles until 1915, when it changed its format 
in an attempt to appeal to the general public and the amateur science 
buff. It subsequently published occasional features dealing with 
chemical experiments, as well as practical hints for building up a 
home laboratory. This is reflected on the title page of item 14, which 
carries the subtitle: How to Set Up and Operate a Home Laboratory 
with Full Instructions for Numerous Experiments and Tests.
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Number 14
Editorial Staff of Scientific Monthly

Book of Formulas
New York: Popular Scientific Publishing Co.

1932
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Number 15
Editorial Staff of Scientific Monthly

The Home Chemist
New York: Popular Scientific Publishing Co.

1934
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A full-page drawing from item 15 illustrating various 
experiments with dry ice.
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Alfred Powell Morgan (1889-1972)

We now come to my favorite author as a young boy chemist – Alfred 
Morgan. Morgan, like Collins before him, was an electrical engineer, 
albeit in this case with a degree from MIT. Like Collins, he was 
heavily involved in the early development of radio and for a while ran 
a company called AMCO that manufactured radio construction kits 
for amateurs. Beginning about 1913 he began, like Collins, to write 
“hobby” books for young boys on such subjects as radio, electronics, 
carpentry, mechanics and even fish aquariums, all of which he 
illustrated himself. As a boy I was particularly taken by his 1941 book 
Simple Chemical Experiments (Item 17) which contained an entire 
chapter on making homemade fireworks.
! Morgan had four sons and his hobby books were originally 
written with them in mind, whence such titles as Things a Boy can Do 
with Chemistry, or A Boy’s First Book of Radio, etc. However, by the 
late 1950s such gender specific titles were becoming politically 
incorrect. This is illustrated by his book Things a Boy Can Do with 
Electrochemistry, which was first published in 1940, but reprinted in 
1959 under the revised gender-neutral title of Adventures in 
Electrochemistry (item 28). In other cases Morgan’s original drawings 
of boys performing experiments were replaced with drawings by 
commercial artists showing both boys and girls (item 21). Of the 
various chemistry books by Morgen shown in this booklet, only item 
17 dealt solely with experiments, items 16, 18, 21 and 28 being hybrid 
presentations with only a few selected experiments intended to 
illustrate the descriptive text. 
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Number 16
Alfred P. Morgan

Things a Boy Can Do With Chemistry
New York: D. Appleton-Century Co.

1940
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Number 17
Alfred P. Morgan

Simple Chemical Experiments
New York: D. Appleton-Century Co.

1941



BOOKS OF EXPERIMENTS FOR THE HOME CHEMIST

37

A selection of drawings from item 17 of both professional and home-
made laboratory apparatus.
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Number 18
Alfred P. Morgan

Getting Acquainted With Chemistry
New York: D. Appleton-Century Co.

1942
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Ira Maximilian Freeman (1905-?)

Item 19 by Mae and Ira Freeman, though more than a decade old 
when I encountered it in the 5th grade in 1958, was my first chemistry 
book. Its simple experiments used only common household chemicals 
which my mother provided from her pantry and I can recall 
performing them at the kitchen table under her supervision. Ira 
Freeman had a doctoral degree in physics from the University of 
Chicago and had authored several physics texts, as well as translating 
a classic advanced monograph by Georg Joos on theoretical physics 
(1934). He would go on to write numerous science and math books 
for children (WorldCat lists 91), many coauthored with his wife Mae. 
Other chemistry titles included All About the Wonders of Chemistry 
(1954) and All About the Atom (1955), though these were of the 
descriptive variety and, unlike item 19, did not deal with chemistry 
experiments for the home chemist.
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Number 19
Mae and Ira Freeman
Fun With Chemistry

New York: Random House
1944
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The Science Service

The Science Service was founded in 1921 as a nonprofit organization 
dedicated to informing the public of the most recent advances in 
science using popular and nontechnical language. Its best known 
publication was the Science News Letter. In the 1940s it acquired the 
Chemistry Leaflet, a publication began in 1927 by Pauline Mack as a 
pamphlet-like supplement for use in high school chemistry courses. 
The Science Service expanded this into a magazine format under the 
editorship of Helen Miles Davis and the revised title of Chemistry. 
Item 20 is an extended issue of the magazine and is an independent 
111-page booklet of chemistry experiments and plays for use in 
connection with chemistry clubs. Davis would later edit several 
separate hardcover booklets dealing with science fair projects (1951) 
and the discovery of the chemical elements (1952). About the same 
time the Science Service also published several volumes of laboratory 
experiments by Burton L. Hawk for the home chemist (See items 23 
and 24). These were advertised in Chemistry magazine, to which I had 
won a subscription at a local science fair while still in junior high, and 
I eagerly ordered copies of both for my home lab.
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Number 20
Helen M. Davis

The Chemistry Show Book
Washington DC: The Science Service

1949
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Number 21
Alfred P. Morgan

First Chemistry Book for Boys and Girls
New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons

1950
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Number 22
Nelson Beeler & Franklyn Branley

Experiments in Chemistry
New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Co.

1952
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Number 23
Burton L. Hawk

The Chemistry We Use
Washington DC: The Science Service

1953
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Number 24
Burton L. Hawk

Organic Chemistry for the Home Lab
Washington DC: The Science Service

1956
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Kenneth M. Swezey (1905-1972)

Item 25 by Kenneth Swezey was the product of a column on “Home 
Chemistry” that Swezey ran in the magazine Popular Science 
Monthly, starting around 1944. We have already noted two books from 
the early 1930s (items 14 and 15) based on articles in this magazine 
and a similar column was run by one Raymond B. Wailes from 1932 
to 1940, though I am unaware that his columns were ever made the 
basis of a book. The Swezey book was directed primarily at high 
school students and is illustrated with excellent photographs. Other 
books of science experiments by Swezey included After-Dinner 
Science (1948), Science Magic (1952), and More Science Magic 
(1971).
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Number 25
Kenneth M. Swezey

Chemical Magic
New York: McGraw-Hill Publishing Co.

1956
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A typical page from item 25. Most of the photos feature teenagers 
dressed in suit jackets using professional chemical equipment.
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Number 26
Elizabeth K. Cooper

Discovering Chemistry
New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company

1959
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Number 27
Nathan Feifer

Let’s Explore Chemistry
New York: Sentinel Books

1959
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Number 28
Alfred P. Morgan

Adventures in Electrochemistry
New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons

1959
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An illustration from item 28 highlighting Morgan’s superb 
drawings of home-made laboratory equipment.



WILLIAM B. JENSEN

54

Number 29
Morris Goran

Experimental Chemistry for Boys
New York: John F. Rider

1961
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Number 30
Philip Corona

The True Book of Chemistry
Chicago: The Children’s Press

1962
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Number 31
Lazer Goldberg

Chemistry
New York: Golden Press

1962
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Number 32
Jacqueline Harris Straus

Lets Experiment! Chemistry for Boys and Girls
New York: Harper and Brothers

1962
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Number 33
Robert Brent and Harry Lazarus

The Golden Book of Chemistry Experiments
New York: Golden Press

1963
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Every page of item 33 is heavily illustrated, including the above 
example dealing with experiments with hydrocarbons.
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Number 34
Earnest H. Coulson, A. E. J. Trinder, and Aaron E. Klein

Test Tubes and Beakers: Chemistry for Young Experimenters
Garden City: Doubleday and Company

1963
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Number 35
Edward L. Palder

Magic with Chemistry
New York: Grosset & Dunlap

1964
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Number 36
Charles A. Gray

Explorations in Chemistry
New York: E. P. Dutton & Co.

1965
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Number 37
H. Charles Woodruff

Fascinating Experiments for Young Chemists
New Augusta: Editors and Engineers Ltd.

1965
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Number 38
Virginia L. Mullin

Chemistry Experiments for Children
New York: Dover Publications, Inc.

1968
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Number 39
Nathan Shalit

Cup and Saucer Chemistry
New York: Grosset & Dunlap Publishers

1972
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Number 40
Jane Chrisholm and Mary Johnson

Introduction to Chemistry
London: Usborne Publishing Ltd.

1983
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Number 41
Robert C. Mebane and Thomas R. Rybolt

Adventures with Atoms and Molecules, 3 Vols.
Aldershot: Enslow Publishing, Inc.

1985-1991
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Number 42
O. M. Olgin

Experiments without Explosions
Moscow: Mir Publishers

1986
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A page from item 42 showing a very clever way of making 
insulated carbon electrodes for electrolysis using 

graphite pencils.
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Number 43
Janice Pratt VanCleve

Chemistry for Every Kid
New York: John Wiley & Sons

1989
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Number 44
Janice Pratt VanCleve

A+ Projects in Chemistry
New York: John Wiley & Sons

1993
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Number 45
Louis V. Loeschnig

Simple Chemistry Experiments with Everyday Materials
New York: Sterling Publishing Co.

1994






