A discourse on the life and character of Thomas Addis Emmet :
pronounced, by request, in the New-York city-hall on the first day of
March, 1828 / by Samuel L. Mitchill.

Contributors

Mitchill, Samuel L. 1764-1831.
National Library of Medicine (U.S.)

Publication/Creation
New-York : Printed by E. Conrad, 1828.

Persistent URL

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/g8xq99a8

License and attribution

This material has been provided by This material has been provided by the
National Library of Medicine (U.S.), through the Medical Heritage Library. The
original may be consulted at the National Library of Medicine (U.S.) where the
originals may be consulted.

This work has been identified as being free of known restrictions under
copyright law, including all related and neighbouring rights and is being made
available under the Creative Commons, Public Domain Mark.

You can copy, modify, distribute and perform the work, even for commercial
purposes, without asking permission.

Wellcome Collection

183 Euston Road

London NW1 2BE UK

T +44 (0)20 7611 8722

E library@wellcomecollection.org
https://wellcomecollection.org



http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/mark/1.0/

WZ

|00
Eéﬂ’i\-ZN\

O 2o













A DISCOURSE

ON THE

LIFE AND CHARACTER OF

THOMAS ADDIS EMMET.

= —

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN,

Oxe of my friends, who lately returned after an absence of
several years in foreign travel, was so struck with the alter-
ations made in the circle of his acquaintance, by death,
during the time he was away, that he exclaimed, “ verily the
generations of men, pass away like leaves on the trees. I
look in vain for many persons, whom I formerly met in the
streets and public places, and when I inquire for them, I am
informed that they are no longer inhabitants of this world.”
“ Yes, said I, soit is ; though you and myself survive the thir-
ty years assigned as the mean term of life’s duration, and
should, like the white pine and the live oak, ren.ain verdant
for a century or more, we must come to the ground at last.
Even those trunks which are capaple of standing a long time
after death, monuments of majestic ruin, or decaying gran-
deufs will at lq’ﬁjglh find {he common level.” Tell, said he,
some facts concerning the exit of men from the stage of bemg,
whose society you once enjoyed, but will enjoy no more.
Within a brief season, 1 answered, John B. Coles, William
Bayard, William P. Van Ness, Pierre C. Van Wyck, and
Samuel F. Dana, have taken their departure. What is the
fate of the gentlemen with whom you served in the assembly,
during 1798—97 John Swartwout, William Denning, James
Hunt, Ezekiel Robins, P. 1. Arcularius and George Warner,
have closed their mortal career. Have any of the select
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Argonautic party, with whom in 1809, you circumnavigated
Long Island, terminated their days? Daniel D. Tompkins,
John Broome, Jonathan Williams, John Bullug, Peter Cur-
tenius and Caleb Brewster, have left us. Where are the
citizens with whom you were associated in the duties of the
New-York Hospital? Jotham Post, Matthew Clarkson,
Robert Bowne, Thomas Eddy, Archibald Bruce, Jacob
Sherred, Jonathan Little, James S. Stringham, Valentine
Seaman and John C. Osborn,no longer frequent the place.
How many of the literary club, which formerly assembled at
your house, have gone to the grave! Elihu H. Smith, Ed-
ward Miller, Charles B. Brown, John Wells and Anthony
Bleecker. How fares it with the gentlemen, who labored
with you in the service of Columbia College, when you was
a professor there? William S. Johnson, Samuel Provoost,
John H. Livingston, Gershom Seixas, Alexander Hamilton,
John Kemp, Peter Wilson and Elijah D. Rattoone, besides
others, have been taken away by that executive agent ; who,
however he may be eluded for a while, never fails eventually
to arrest the body ; who is so inexorable, as in no case to ad-
mit to bail; and who is so vigilant, that he was never charged
with suffering an escape.

Cease, said I, and ask me no more such questions ; T will
give you a piece of mournful intelligence, without a further
query. An eminent citizen generally respected and even be-
loved, has recently closed his eyes in death. The members
of the profession, to which he belonged, have put on badges
of mourning, in consequence of Thomas Addis Emmet’s de-
mise, on the 14th day of November, 1827, in the sixty-fourth
year of his age.

That event, said he, excited strong sensation ; there was
a very numerous and respectable attendance at the funeral -
1 wish I knew something more about him; as you were ac-
quainte-.cél with l?im,perhapa you can inform me. If you will,
I shall listen with attention. Treplied, that I did possess a
few scraps and fragments, which, for his gratification, 1
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would’ communicate. "The recital was substantially as
follows.

In Octoher, 1784, T found T. A. Emmet at the univer-
sity of Edinburgh. He had, in the September preceding,
received the degree of doctor in medicine, in due form;
pursuant to a decree of the faculty, and an order of the aca-
demic senate. The velvet cap had been put upon his
head, by the distinguished principal, William Robertson.
He staid there during the winter, which succeeded his
graduation, for the purpose of further improvement. Gen-
tlemen who can afford it, and are not pressed immediate-
ly into business, not unfrequently do so. I soon became
acquainted with him, I even sought an introduction, for he
was in high consideration among the students, and he
was reputed by the professors and seniors, as having per-
formed his exercises, and gone through the prescribed
course of study, with more than common ability.

The statutes impose upon a candidate for the doctorate,
among other tasks, the publication of a dissertation upon
some professional subject, in the Latin language. Mr. E.
possessing a taste for chymistry, had defended at the so-
lemn examination, a cowmposition de aere _fizo vel acido
aereo : the production, upon which professor Black had
founded much of his well-earned fame. Experimenters
had proceeded at that day, far enough to ascertain, that it
was an air, fixed in, or attracted by other bodies, as by
chalk, for example; and they had proved that it was of an
acid quality, capable of changing the purple of itmus to
red. But they had not discovered that its basis was ele-
mentary charcoal, nor, that in correct nomenclature, il
ought to be called carbonic acid. The performance was
considered to have been his own, and not the work of one
of those useful hirelings, who prepare exercises for the dull
and lazy.

As to the stile, it was deemed a good specimen of mod-
orn latinity, and in regard to the matter, it was reckoned
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one of the best inaugural tracts. Mr. Smellie, one of the
printers to the University, a good naturalist, and a fair
judge of literary and scientific matters, had made a selec-
tion of those collegiate pieces that went through his hands,
which he published in a volume, from time to time, under
the title of Thesaurus Medicus. Emmet’s dissertation,
has the honour of being re-printed, and preserved among
the choice articles there. 1 procured one of the original
copies, and as | have lately refreshed my memory, by ex-
amining it in my library, I will give you a sketch of its
contenis. '

The dissertation states, that it is Chymico-Medical.
His motto on the title page 1s quoted from Virgil.

Audite 0 mentibus ®quis ;—neve h®c¢ nostris spectentur ab annis, qua ferimus,

The first section or chapter, contains the history of the
substance, as it was understood forty-seven years ago.
That his diligence may be duly appreciated, it becomes
me to tell you, he quotes the English philosophical transac-
tions, and the writings of Priestley, Cavallo, Falconer, La-
voisierand Bergman, as reigning authorities. He likewise
manifests his acquaintance with the labours of Percival,
Nooth, Black, Macbride and Pringle, to whom he makes
becoming references and acknowledgments. (p. 1—14.)

In the next division of his subject, he examines the * na-
ture of the Aereal Acid,” and after an elaborate discussion
of the matter from the facts and opinions before him, he
concludes his enquiry, by observing, like a candid, modest
and sensible man, (p. 45.) “if I should be required to give
“ a theory of the Aereal Acid, I should not venture to doit
“al present; we are probably ignorant of many qualities
“ belonging to the gases; but further removed from an ac-
“ quaintance with their peculiarities and constitutions.
“ This, however, I will venture to assert, that fixed air,
“ asfaras| can judge, approaches as nearly to a simple
* substance, as any gas, or any acid, and in the two cases,

“we are equally unacquainted with their constituent
“ ingredients.”
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The third part of his discussion, is directed to the em-
ployment of the Aereal Acid in medicine. (p. 46.) Here-
in he exhibits a summary of its use in gangrene, diseases
of the stomach from a defect of vigour, in putrid typhous
fever, in angina maligna, in confluent small pox and putrid
measles, in consumption of the lungs, in dysentery and in
scurvy, after the manner of an industrious enquirer, who
had exerted every effort that health, opportunity and assi-
duity could apply, for the elucidation of the subject.

The capital city of Seotland, abounds in Societies, com-
posed mostly of the higher order of students, who meet for
mutual improvement. Several of them are so well admin-
istered, asto have acquired considerable property, and
have become corporate bodies. The Royal Medicalis one
of these, in which memoirs are read and debated. M.
Emmet was a conspicuous orator in these discussions.
He was thought to be one of the best speakers, if not the
very best. He was sufficiently esteemed, to be chosen
one of the four presidents. It was a regulation, that a
part of the discussion in the order of business, should be in
L.atin, and herein, perhaps Mr. Emmet excelled every per-
son who took the floor. His knowledge was various, his
memory retentive, his ideas methodical, and his utterance
umpressive.

There was another society in which he appeared to
great advantage. in these juvenile pursvits. This was the
Royal Physical Society. The objects of this association,
were virtually, the same with the former. A new hall had
been constructed, and a formal inauguration ordered. Dr.
Fmmet, one of the presiding officers heretoo, was appoint-
ed to deliver the discourse. This he executed much to the
satisfaction of his audience, in the Latin tongue; although
in the preface of the pamphlet he informs the reader, that
it was but a work of three days (tridui opus.) The copy I
possess of this tract, is noted as having been received from
the author. I recollect, almost as well as if it was yester-
day, his attitude and manner, and the motion of his right
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hand which grasped a roll. You rationally expect an
epitome of 1it.

It was pronounced early in December, and printed by
request, almost immediately after. © He has a bold and
animated exordium, in which he congratulates the mem-
bers, on devoting themselves to Concord as well as to Es-
culapius. The society had been formed of two other so-
cieties ; one called the Physical, and the other the Chirur-
gical. He felicitates them on the union; and compares
their junction to two streams making a large river, which,
flowing with a full current, would impart perpetual fer-
tility to the fields of medicine. He adverts to the pay-
ments they had made ; the sums remaining unpaid; and
the means of extricating themselves from debt, by the
subscriptions of the generous. In addressing the ordinary
members, he urges in forcible terms, the cultivation of the
Latin tongue. In recommending temper and modera-
tion, he advises to adorn the brows with laurel, provided
the laurel, like the branch torn from Polydorus, (as told
by Virgil) does not issue blood. And on the conducting
of their discussions, he compares the discreet conflict of
opinion, to the motion imparted by the angel to the foun-
tain of Bethsaida; by which agitation, the persons who
used it, went away invigorated and healed. He next
addresses the senior fellows; and afterwards the profes-
sors of the university, in polite and respectful terms. In
his peroration he tells the members, that he does not wish
that society to surpass all the trees of the grove, and op-
press them by its bulk, but that like the tree dreamed of by
Mandane, when the gods foretold the birth of Cyrus, it
would spread its branches far and wide; that distant nations
might be refreshed by its shade; and the society might be
respected, wherever medicine flourished, or philosophy
was esteemed. If I am not mistaken in my remem-

brance, I have given you an outline of this neat and happy
performance,
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There was a third society, to the presidential chair of -
which he was elevated. This was the association for the
promotion of Natural History. Its patron and pattern
was Professor John Walker; who after having studied
medicine, betook himself to theology, and preached to a
congregation in a neighbouring parish. From this good
and learned man, I derived interesting knowledge. On
a visit to the little island Inch Keith, in the Frith of Forth,
he showed me the nest of the Eider-duck (Anas molis-
sima) made of the exquisitely soft down derived from her
body for the purpose; and the univalve mollusca, (murex
purpurea ?) affording a juiceequal to the puiple of Tyre.
He explained to me the geognostic constitution of the vast
basaltic columns, near Arthur’s seat in the King’s Park;
and illustrated to my comprehension, the genera and spe-
cies of vegetables that we found in our rambles thiough
the fields and gardens of Mid-Lothian. 1Itis one of the
delightful incidents of my communication to you, to recal
the time long gone, and alas! to return no more, when 1
was taught to read the pages of Nature’s admirable book,
with Emmet, by such an able and amiable instructor as
Walker.

I believe T am correct in remarking, that the distine-
tion and praise he obtained while yet at the university,
operated upon me as incentives to industry, after a model
so conspicuous and admired, with the hope of gaining
similar rewards.

There was yet another society, called the Speculative,
to which he belonged, and over which he also became a
presiding officer. The exercises here were of a different
character from those of the others; inasmuch as they em-
braced almost every subject except physical; natural and
medical science. The whole extent of politics, meta-
physies, economics, literature and history, were consi-
dered at the meetings.

Where he obtained his boyish education, in what par-
ticular seminary, and under what instructors, are matters

B
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But, a different destiny awaited him. His elder bro-
ther, a barnster in Dublin, was removed by a premature
and unexpected death. A vacancy was thus produced,
which it was judged he could advantageously fill. He
had surmounted the labour of acquiring one profession. He
had, on this occasion, the resolution to attempt a second.
He determined to undertake the study of the law, and to
qualify himself for the duties of the bar.

Starting immediately for London, intelligence was soon
received, that he had entered one of the inns of court, and
was an attendant at the Old Bailey and Westminster-
Hall. The universities of Oxford and Cambridge had
long neglected the important business of teaching the com-
mon law of England, and, though Sir William Black-
stone and Dr. Woodeson have achieved great matters, as
professors, their labours were performed at a modern era.
When the king’s courts of law ceased to be itinerant, and
justice was administered, not by the sovereign in person,
but by judges of his appointment, the seat of justice now
became stationary, drew counsellors, solicitors, attornies,
and all other officers around them. Thither came,of course,
clients, plaintiff and defendant, witnesses, jurors, and every
individual necessary for the trial of an issue, and there
necessarily were gathered the gentlemen who wished to
acquire speculative and practical information about ac-
tions, suits, pleas, issues, judgments, executions, and the
whole of their multifarious science. In that vicinity was
gradually formed the great school of law. For the com-
mon law could be learned in the common pleas and king’s
bench: criminal law, at the sessions and police offices:
fiscal law in the exchequer: equitable law in the court of
chancery: canon law, as far as admitted, in the spiritual
courts: civil law, as far as needed,in the admiralty courts;
and parliamentary law in the houses of lords and commons.

Tn the midst of these institutions, it is not wonderful that
Mr. Emmet in a short time qualified himself .fur his new
employment. They who consider his previous attain-


















17

zenslhip, in a moderate time. From the mothent of vour
landing, you have the perfect protection of the law. You
can enter upon employments and receive rewards. Even
during the state of alienism, you may readily obtain legis-
lative permission to hold real estate. The elective fran-
chise is liberally extended, and you may not only be elec-
tors, but be candidates if you please. Come, and let us have
the aid of your learned men, in our schools and colleges;
of your professional men in their respective departments ;
of your technical men, in arts, trades and manufactures;
and of the rest of you, in contributing your useful labour
to construct houses, improve streets, prepare roads, exca-
vate canals, drain the marshes, and cultivate the fields.
Here is plenty of employment ; and the man that works, is
sure of being well fed and paid.

It was at length concluded to send these gentlemen, I
believe about twenty, to Fort George, in Scotland, for
confinement. Thither they were conveyed, and detained
for about two years and a half, until the peace of Amiens
was concluded. The power of France was no longer
dreaded, and the insurgents were quelled. 1t was con-
¢luded that a very few of the prisoners might return home.
The rest of them, the majority, were put on board a fri-
gate, and conveyed to the river Elbe.  After being landed
at Cuxhaven, near Hamburgh, they were left to take care
of themselves in foreign countries, while a bill of heavy
pains and penalties was passed by the parliament, in case
of their return. During the long and tedious confinement
in Fort George, it is reported of Mr. Emmet, that he ap-
plied himself with close attention to the study of algebra,
and became thereby a proficient in that abstract science.
An idea may be entertained of the strictness vffith which
the prisoners were guarded by the fullnwin.g recital. Mrs.
Emmet made several applications to the Irish government
for leave to visit her husband. This was uniformly re-
fused. She afterwards renewed her application to the

higher authorities in London. And there she succeeded
o
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He had, as T before observed, been distinguished at Edin-
burgh, for his speeches, in the debating societies, to which
he belonged. Earnestness was a remarkable trait of his
eloqu_ence. He was intent upon the subject of his consi-
deration. He knew how to be argumentative, where the
theme admitted or required it, and when he pleased, he
could indulge in declamation. His tone and accent, were
generally cogent and forcible, and bordered sometimes on
the vehement. The motions and gestures which accom-
panied the utterance, increased its potency and effeet.
His countenance had a corresponding action, and mostly
evinced the deep interest he took in the cause. There was
a peculiarity in his utterance, different from that of any
other public speaker I ever heard. Even so long ago, he
appeared to have studied the subject of discussion, more
diligently, than most of his cotemporaries. Consequently
he could fortify it with the science of facts and observa-
tions, and embellish it with the literature derived from books
and conversations. He could command ample stores of
words and ideas, and bring them to bear on the question.
All these qualities which distinguished his earher exerci-
ses, were increased and improved by study and time, and
put in requisition for his duties at the bar. Their joint ope-
ration, rendered him a valuable counsellor, who would not
trifle with his client’s business, nor permit it to suffer by
indifference orneglect. He had a frankness and candour,
which rendered him very estimable in society. To the
junior members of the profession, he was remarkable for
a polite and conciliatory course of conduct. He entered
with so much fervency and talent, into the work he under-
took, that he, in due season, took his station among the
most eminent of the profession. He was retained in many
very impurtant trials, both civil and eriminal, and tl+1e res-
putation of a moral and honorable man. secured to him the
confidence and attachment of his employers. |

Inthe year 1812, he was appointed attnmey-genea-a] of
the state: but in the conflict of party, and the strife of
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was published in a collection made by his friend and fellow
sufferer, the learned and accomplished William James
Mac Neven, at New-York, in 1807, under the title of
Pieces of Irish History, illustrative of the conditition of the
Catholics of Ireland, of the origin and progress of the poli-
tical system of the United Irishmen, and of their transac-
tions with the Anglo-Irish Government. Tt commences
with the ridiculous and contemptible character, as he terms
it, of the Irish Parliament in 1789 and 1790, and termi-
nates with the executions for bhigh treason, of Messrs.
Welden, Hart, Kennedy and others, 1795.

He states the condition of the religious sects, consisting
of Protestants and Catholies, the former divided into mem-
bers ot the Anglican Church, and the .dissenters. The
latter were the descendants of the primitive lrish, or of
thuse early settlers whom the reformation had identified
with the aboriginal inhabitants ; while both the former had
been in their origin, foreign colonists, introduced and en-
riched in consequence of long continued massacres and
warfare, and various tyrannical and oppressive acts, by
which the native Irish had been systematically dispossessed
or extirpated, and the dependence of their country on ano-
ther state, permanently secured. The inquirer, who seeks
information concerning the associations called United Irish-
men ; the proceedingsin Dublin and Belfast, their failure,
and the exhibition of the grievances in London ; the peep-
o-day boys, the defenders, and the history of the various
factions, clubs and conventions, up to 1803, when the
French sent a confidential agent to Ireland, with offers of
succour, if it would attempt to liberate itself from the ene-
my, will find the proceedings very well sketched here.
With the account of these matters, is interwoven much of
individual occurrence, and local detail. After relating the
capital executions of Jackson and O’Connor, and proceed-
ing to the point already noticed, he seeinsto have become
weary with the task, to have placed his pen in the ink-
horn, and never to have marked paper with it again, on

that subject.
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years indulzed the hope of rendering the colony of
Venezuela, independent of the Spanish monarchy. He
went to Europe, and solicited from court to court,the means
of effecting his object. Being in France at the time when
A peace was concluded with Spain, a demand was made
for his person; but the French authority determined to
permit his escape. He fled to England : and was sup-
posed to have obtained, by some means, funds for the ex-

pedition. He thence repaired to New-York, completed
 his outfit, and sailed with his armament to join the friends
and patriots who had invited him to South America. Wil-
liam S. Smith was indicted as an accomplice, under the
act of Congress, declaring it penal for a citizen to set on
foot military enterprizes, against a nation with which our’s
was at peace. Mr. Emmet was one of his counsel ; and
his speech on summing up the evidence, occupying more
than sixteen pages, affords probably, a just view of his ta-
lents as an advocate. I might easily extract from it, as
the book is now lying before us ; but these would lengthen
a communication, growing, I fear, too prolix already. I
may venture, however, to say, that in consequence of the
excellence of this speech, the more important portions of
it have been transferred to the pages of the fourth volume
of that interesting compilation, entitled American Elo-
quence. :

It has been observed that Mr. Emmet has not made
material additions to literature, nor important contribu-
tions to science. Had he adhered to medicine, it is very
probable he would have been conspicuous as an auth_nr.
But after abandoning his original pursuits, and performing
the labour of acquiring a new profession of a very diﬁ'erfmt
cast and character, he almost necessarily separated him-
self from natural and physical scienc:a-_ When after-
wards, he became entangled in l_rish _pohtms and prosecu-
tions, it could not be expected his mind should engage in
philosophical investigation or lﬂ:m.wd research. Then
again, the migration to the Continent of Europe, the
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