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The BSHS Outreach and 
Engagement Committee are 
pleased to announce the host 
institutions for this year’s BSHS 
Engagement Fellowship. The 
institutions are: UK Antarctic 
Heritage, Framework Knitters 
Museum, and the Old Operating 
Theatre.

The scheme funds the place-
ment of a Master’s or PhD 
student to support the work 
of small and local museums, 

archives, galleries and libraries 
whose collections connect to 
themes in the history of science, 
technology, engineering, and 
medicine.

Keep an eye out for more infor-
mation on how to apply to be an 
Engagement Fellow at one of 
these three amazing institutions 
on the BSHS website at 
www.bshs.org.uk. •

Engagement Fellowships

Jen Farquharson, 
Editor

It’s been a thrill to produce 
my first solo issue as editor for 
Viewpoint. I come from a back-
ground in mental health history 
and today, when I’m not reading 
fascinating articles for Viewpoint, 
I work in heritage, focusing on 
bringing stories to new audiences. 
Which is exactly what I hope to do 
during my editorship. 

I hope that we’ll be able to work 
with those who we haven’t had 
much opportunity to work with 
before, including community 
groups and schools. We’ll do our 
best to represent marginalised or 
hidden voices is HSTM, and we’ll 
explore the importance of the 
discipline, today. And, of course, 
we’ll continue to do what we love: 
shining a light on some of the 
most fascinating episodes from 
our history.

This issue explores the transna-

tional history of science, medi-
cine, and technology. This part 
of our past, which continues to 
have an impact and shape our 
future, is not one of isolated 
countries or persons. Instead, 
it’s part of an international com-
munity of scientists, physicians, 
engineers, mathematicians, and 
so many others. 

In this issue Pankoj Sarkar 
delves into the international 
experiences and relationships 
which shaped the work of 
bacteriologist Robert Koch. 
Clare Griffin tells us about the 
world of medicinal plants, as 
seen from Moscow. Damilola 
Adebayo looks at the interna-
tional influences behind the first 
electrical appliances showroom 
in Nigeria in the 1920s. Kersten 
Hall provides insights into a new 
translation of Gregor Mendel’s 
1866 paper on pea genetics.

Enjoy our book excerpt from 
‘The Scientific Imagination in 
South Africa’ by William Beinart 
and Saul Dubow, exploring how 
science and technology made 
modern South Africa. And finally, 
meet the editor in this issue’s 
interview.

We heartily encourage sub-
missions from all – not just 
BSHS members – and always 
welcome feedback, comments 
and suggestions from our 
readers. 

Let us know what you think of 
our latest issue on Twitter 
@BSHSViewpoint or by email. 
Contributions to the next edition 
should be emailed by Friday 13 
August to viewpoint@bshs.org.
uk.   
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The annual conference of the 
BSHS will be held virtually for the 
very first time, this year. 

The virtual conference will 
take place between Tuesday 
13 and Thursday 15 July 2021. 
There will be a formal confer-
ence for members of the BSHS 
each morning followed by a 
public program in the afternoon/
evening. 

The decision to make the 
conference a virtual event comes 
after the uncertainty of 2020. 
The impact of COVID-19 on our 
ability to host knowledge-shar-
ing events, as well as its wider 
impact both professionally and 

personally, meant that the Soci-
ety opted for the most accessi-
ble format this year, to ensure 
all participants who wanted to, 
could attend. 

You do not have to be a mem-
bers of the BSHS to attend the 
conference. However, attendees 
are welcome to join the Soci-
ety for discounts on further 
conferences. See our member-
ship page for details, including 
subsidised rates for anyone who 
is at a financial disadvantage. 
Visit www.bshs.org.uk/confer-
ences or follow @BSHSNews on 
Twitter.  •

BJSH Themes out now
The papers in the Open 

Access, 2020 issue of BJHS 
Themes, are available to down-
load from the Cambridge Core 
website. The fifth volume of 
Themes explores ‘Learning by 
the book: manuals and hand-
books in the history of science’. 
Articles include:

Karine Chemla. Reading in-
structions of the past, classifying 
them, and reclassifying them: 
commentaries on the canon The 
Nine Chapters on Mathematical 
Procedures.

 Matteo Martelli. Ancient 
handbooks and Graeco-Egyptian 
collections of alchemical recipes.

Jennifer M. Rampling. Reading 
alchemically: guides to ‘philo-
sophical’ practice in early modern 
England. 

Marta Hanson. From under 
the elbow to pointing to the 
palm: Chinese metaphors for 
learning medicine by the book.

Elaine Leong. Learning med-
icine by the book: reading and 
writing surgical manuals in early 
modern London.

Boris Jardine. The book as 
instrument: craft and technique 
in early modern practical mathe-
matics.

Federico Marcon. The book as 
fieldwork: “textual institutions” 
and nature knowledge in early 
modern Japan. 

Staffan Müller-Wille, Giuditta 
Parolini. Punnett squares and 
hybrid crosses: how Mendelians 
learned their trade by the book. 

Anna-Maria Meister. Ernst 
Neufert’s “Lebensgestaltung-
slehre”: formatting life beyond 
the built. 

Mathias Grote. Total knowl-
edge? Encyclopedic handbooks 
in the twentieth-century chemi-
cal and life sciences. 

Stephanie A. Dick. Coded 
conduct: making MACSYMA 
users and the automation of 
mathematics.

Angela N. H. Creager. Recipes 
for recombining DNA. A history 
of molecular cloning: a laboratory 
manual.

   See the issue now at www.
cambridge.org/core/journals/
bjhs-themes •

WELCOME  |  NEWS 

Are you our next assistant 
editor?

We are recruiting an 
assistant editor for 
Viewpoint. The role is 
a great opportunity for 
someone looking to 
get more experience in 
editorial and publishing 
work. 

The assistant editor 
supports the editor 
in producing three issues of 
Viewpoint per year. In addition to 
researching and commissioning 
work, they will help to ensure 
the magazine is produced to the 
highest standard. 

The role is flexible and fully-re-
mote. Applicants should submit 

a CV and cover letter outlining 
why they want to take on the role. 
Applications should be submitted 
to the editor by Friday 16 July 
2021, at viewpoint@bshs.org.uk.

For more details, visit out web-
site: www.bshs.org.uk/publica-
tions/viewpoint.  •
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Robert Koch, the German scientist 
and founder of the science of 
bacteriology, undertook several 

research voyages, visited numerous 
research laboratories, and met 
scientific peers across the continents 
to understand, exchange, and share 
research expertise. This research laid 
the foundation of a new era in medical 
science and our understanding of the 
causes of diseases – better known as 
germ theory. 

From Germany to India
Before his scientific expeditions 

abroad, Koch travelled across his 
native Germany, visiting most of 
the country’s research centres and 
laboratories. These trips eventually 
motivated him to undertake his own 
scientific research into diseases. 
Despite passing the state medical 
examination in 1866 in Hanover, 
Koch struggled to find a stable job. 
He started his first medical practice 
at Hamburg General Hospital, which 
gave him first-hand experience of 
cholera. Although Koch left that job 

The research voyages of Robert 
Koch: a new era in medical science.

world-famous name in infectious 
diseases, he was requested by the 
British Empire to go to South Africa 
to aid the investigation. Whilst Koch 
was there, the situation worsened 
in India. Thus Koch paid his second 
visit to India in 1897. Koch observed 
that the cattle plague epidemic which 
he was investigating in South Africa 
was in many ways similar to India. 
Since he had already made significant 
progress in South Africa, his past 
experiences enabled him to deliver a 
solution in India within a very short 
time. 

Collaboration and tensions
But he didn’t work alone. Koch’s 

vaccination methods were thoroughly 
investigated by bacteriologists Alfred 
Lingard and Leonard Rogers at the 
Imperial Bacteriological Laboratory, 
Muktesar, India, to determine its 
suitability and application to the 
Indian climate and socio-cultural 
conditions. Once it was established 
that the vaccine had the potential to 
prevent the cattle plague epidemic, 

due to low pay, it gave him valuable 
insights which would prove useful 17 
years later when he went on a scien-
tific expedition to Egypt and India to 
investigate cholera epidemics.  

From the late 19th century, Koch 
visited Egypt, South Africa, Ceylon 
(now Sri Lanka), India, Japan, 
Indonesia, Italy, France, England, 
and the United States, to understand, 
investigate, and conduct research on 
the causes of diseases like anthrax, 
cholera, tuberculosis, typhoid fever, 
malaria, septicaemia, sleeping-sick-
ness, cattle plague (also known as 
rinderpest), and so on, which were 
costing millions of human and animal 
lives. 

These expeditions marked the 
beginning of a new era in the history 
of infectious disease. As the cattle 
plague ravaged South Africa, India, 
and beyond, there was a growing 
concern that it could devastate the 
British as well as other European 
colonial empires. Numerous inquiry 
commissions were sent to investigate 
and, since by this time Koch was a 

Pankoj Sarkar explores the travels of bacteriologist Robert Koch, and the international 
experiences and relationships which shaped germ theory.
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his methods were taught to veterinary 
doctors, assistants, and professionals. 
Although Koch’s vaccine was suc-
cessful, there were some hurdles to 
overcome, including pushback from 
certain sections of Indian society. 
People objected to the single serum 
method of vaccination due to its 
short-term effects. The double serum 
method, meanwhile, was more diffi-
cult to administer and vaccinations 
took place in laboratory settings.  
Not only did the extraction and 
injection of rinderpest blood offend 
the caste prejudices of cattle owners, 
but they also experienced financial 
losses whilst their cattle recovered. 
Bacteriologists did their best to 
address these and other concerns, 
and the number of rinderpest related 
cattle deaths were drastically reduced. 
Koch’s vaccination methods were 
also tested, experimented with, and 
applied in Russia, Turkey, and Sudan 
in the late 19th century.

The trials of travel
Creating and applying vaccinations 

with international success was not an 
easy task to accomplish. Koch faced 
various odds and hostile situations 
along the way. Learning how to 
navigate and act accordingly in such 
circumstances were significant factors 
behind the success of a scientific 
expedition; Koch’s were no exception. 
He suffered from malaria, fatigue, 
and other sicknesses, which we can 
see from his various letters. 

In a letter to his wife Emmy, daugh-
ter Trudy, and his brother, Koch 
wrote about his life, and the places, 
people, cultures, and situations he 
encountered in Egypt, India, and 
other parts of the world during his 
scientific expeditions. In his long 
letters to his daughter Trudy, Koch 
wrote in such a way that Trudy could 
learn about places in Asia beyond her 
geography books. He described how 
he prepared his bed with mosquito 
netting so that he could sleep at night 
and protect himself. He sent Trudy a 
mosquito along with flowers, stamps, 
and souvenirs, so that she could learn 
the pros and cons of travel, research 
and the wider world.  

Despite all these sacrifices and 

odds, he continued his research 
voyages, and what he discovered and 
contributed within his relatively 
short life as he died only at the age 
of 66, ensured that his name went 
down in the annals of medical science 
and humanity. Koch’s discoveries and 
research increased human life span by 
more than 20 years according to some 
research, as infectious diseases were 
the primary causes of death in the 
past. The global average life expec-
tancy in the 1800s was not more than 
30 years. By 2019, this had risen to 
73 years. Surviving up to the age of 5 
and then celebrating a 40th birthday 
therefore, was a big deal even in the 
mid-19th century.   

Even in the late 19th century, Koch 
delivered pioneering success for treat-
ing the deadly infectious diseases, 
tuberculosis and rinderpest. Yet still 
people are at risk from these diseases. 
In 2019 more than 1.4 million people 
died from TB. Only recently, in 

2011, the World Health Organisation 
declared a global eradication of cattle 
plague. It indicates that even though 
more than half a century ago Koch 
delivered ground-breaking success 
in vaccinations, it took a long time 
to combat the diseases. As the entire 
world is going through the crisis of 
the deadly infectious disease Covid-
19, Koch’s legacy has become much 
more relevant and it has again given 
a reason and reminder to take lessons 
from the past as well as from present 
experiences, as in many cases, diseases 
trasmit from animal to human and 
vice-versa. History could repeat in 
crude ways and its devastation could 
be way beyond our imagination. 

Pankoj Sarkar
Tata Institute of Social 

Sciences

SCIENTIFIC EXPEDITIONS

Above Portrait of Robert Koch. Credit: Wellcome Collection. CC-
BY-4.0.



Harvard University - Houghton Library / Remezov, Semen Ul'ianovich, 1642-ca. 1720. Khorograficheskaya kniga [cartographical sketch-book of Siberia].  MS Russ 72 (6). Houghton Library, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass.
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Some documents can be so 
unusual, so unexpected in their 
contents, that a single paragraph 

can rewrite our ideas of a place or 
a period. One such document was 
composed in Moscow in the 1530s by a 
Greek Monk named Maxim Grek:

And ancient people did not 
know, or did not want, to travel 
through Gadir; modern Spanish and 
Portuguese people, sailing in great 
ships with much danger, have recently 
– 40 or 50 years ago, at the end of the 
seventh millennium – [done so] and 
found many islands, some empty, and 
a great land called Cuba, the extent 
of which is not known by those who 
live there. Finding this, they travelled 
around the whole southern land, 
even to the East of the Winter Sun, 
to India, to the seven islands known 
as the Maluku [Islands], in which 
grow cinnamon and cloves and other 
fragrant aromatics, which until now 
were not known to a single human, 
and now are all known to the king of 
the Spanish and the Portuguese.

If we think of 1530s Moscow, we 
might think of gold-spired churches, 

East of the winter sun: global trade 
and medicinal plants. . . . .  

but the geography of this text is 
more complicated, showing us how 
early modern authors sometimes 
found their rapidly changing world 
confusing. Grek rewrites Columbus’ 
story, sending him around a southern 
land and into the East, to India and 
the Maluku Islands or Moluccas. 
This sounds more like the travels of 
Ferdinand Magellan, who circumnav-
igated the globe by sailing west from 
Iberia and rounding South America 
to reach South East Asia in 1519, 
sometime after the date Grek gives 
us. Grek’s text is then not a perfect 
account of any actual voyage of this 
period. Rather, it is an accidental 
fiction, a mistaken mixing together 
of two Western European attempts to 
access the priceless medicinal plants 
of the Americas and South-East Asia 
by sailing west. 

Grek was not alone in his confu-
sion about the geographies of early 
modern European voyages. Columbus 
in fact aimed to get to East Asia 
when he sailed west and accidentally 
encountered the Americas. Europeans 
struggled to understand how this 
new location related to the world 
they knew, if it was a part of Asia 

European traders, Tsars and 
Patriarchs. Of the Russian Empire, we 
would likely think of Siberia, Central 
Asia, or even that stretch of North 
America now called Alaska but once 
known as Russian America. Amongst 
the early modern Russian Empire’s 
foreign contacts, we would list China, 
Persia, England, the German Lands. 
In none of these imaginings do the 
medico-botanical riches of Cuba and 
the Maluku Islands play a big role.

Yet play a role they did. The tricky 
and sometimes contradictory narra-
tive of Grek’s short text shows how 
early modern Moscow became linked 
by texts and objects to both these far-
flung islands.   

A great land called Cuba
Grek tells a romantic tale of brave 

voyagers sailing into the dangerous 
unknown and stumbling upon natural 
medico-botanical treasures. Taking 
place in the late 15th century (what 
Muscovites called the end of the 7th 
millennium), the journey was from 
Gadir – another name for Cadiz – to 
Cuba. At first glance, Grek’s text 
looks like a description of the early 
voyages of Christopher Columbus, 

Clare Griffin introduces us to the world of medicinal plants as imagined by a Greek monk in 
early modern Moscow.
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or a totally separate place, a source 
of familiar Asian medico-botanical 
goods, or of some unknown treasures. 
We do not know Grek’s sources for 
his text, what language they were 
in or how they understood and  
recounted these key events of early 
modern Iberian colonialism, so we 
cannot know if the confusion was 
Grek’s alone or one which he inher-
ited. 

The inhabitants of Cuba, we are 
told in Grek’s text, were unable 
to explain to the Spanish and 
Portuguese the size of their land. 
Early interactions between Native 
Americans and the European invad-
ers were often difficult because of 
the fundamental language barrier 
between the two groups. European 
sailors brought their impressions 
back to Iberia, which were described 
and debated in various texts and lan-
guages across Western Europe before 
one or more of them fell into Grek’s 
hands. Early European impressions 
of the Americas therefore, were the 
product of a massive trans-continen-
tal game of telephone. No wonder 
Grek was confused.

Fragrant aromatics
The odd geography of this text is 

not the most important thing about 
it. Instead, we can see something 
vital about what Europeans thought 
of both the Americas and South East 
Asia and, perhaps, why the two places 
were conflated by Grek.

Grek tells us of the value of the 
Maluku islands from the mercenary 
European standpoint: they were the 
origin of the hugely valued spices 
for which they were once named, 
spices then prized as much as for 
their medicinal properties as for their 
use in flavouring food. However, 
although the Spice Islands, as early 
modern Europeans called them, were 
where the cinnamon and cloves Grek 
mentioned grew, those spices were 
hardly unknown by the 1490s or 
1530s; both had been traded across 
Afro-Eurasia for centuries. 

The key here would seem to be the 
other “fragrant aromatics” Grek men-
tions. From the earliest invasions of 
the Americas, Europeans developed a 

taste for various local plants. Tobacco 
leaves were, then and now, used as a 
recreational drug, but in Grek’s era 
there was also a rising interest in 
American medicinal plants.

The botanical wealth of the 
Americas quickly took on a near-
mythic reputation in Europe, with 
accounts describing the Americas 
as full of natural wonders. One 
particularly dramatic tale was that 
Columbus’ men were on the edge of 
rebelling after sailing the Atlantic for 
so long. Columbus then caught the 
scent of sassafras, a tree indigenous 
to the south-east coast of North 
America, convinced his crew that 
they were close to land, and so 
averted the mutiny.

Although the natural riches of the 
Spice Islands were not believed to 
quell insurrections, they were also 
highly prized in Europe. Grek’s odd 
little tale wound together the geog-
raphies of the Americas and Asia. 
It also united the botany of those 
regions, conflating two places famous 
for prized natural commodities into 
one fantastical garden.

Global botanicals
Grek put the valuable plants of 

South East Asia and the Americas 
together in a text; before long, other 
denizens of Moscow would combine 

them in medical recipes. The East 
Slavic lands had been importing 
Asian spices for generations. Less 
than a century after Grek wrote his 
text, they would also be regularly 
importing American medicinal 
plants.

Indeed, one of their favourites 
was the plant that supposedly saved 
Columbus from a watery end. The 
root of the sassafras tree was used 
by Native American nations like the 
Timucua, who lived in what we now 
call Florida, to make a medicinal tea 
against fever; that tea is still used by 
Native Americans today. The French 
and then the Spanish took this 
knowledge and this tree from them, 
and the latter sold it across Europe as 
the latest miracle drug.

Muscovites also enthusiastically 
took up this new trend for American 
botanical medicaments. They were 
imported into Russia from the early 
seventeenth century and used by 
the elite of the Empire. When Tsar 
Mikhail Fedorovich lay dying in 1645 
his doctors prescribed for him a 
remedy combining the Timucua’s sas-
safras with South East Asian cloves, 
Chinese rhubarb, and North African 
senna. 

Some of these plants came to 
Moscow via Western Europe; others 
took a different route. Merchants 
from Armenia, in the Caucasus 
mountains, and Bukhara, in Central 
Asia, played a key role in Russia’s 
foreign trade with the East. Indian 
merchants were so important to 
the Moscow court that they were 
not only commonly asked to source 
Asian goods for the court but also 
sometimes to acquire American com-
modities as well. 

Moscow sat at the very centre 
of the global trade in botanicals, 
perfectly placed to extract medicinals 
both from a great land far out in the 
West, and a small group of islands to 
the East of the Winter Sun.

Clare Griffin
Nazarbayev University

MEDICAL BOTANY

Above Chapter on cinnamon from a 16th-
century Slavonic translation of the 1492 
“Gaerde der Sundheit,” Garden of Health. 
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After Thomas Edison successfully 
invented a commercially-viable 
electric lightbulb in 1879, 

the electric light became a defining 
symbol of modern life. Unlike previous 
Western technologies which took sev-
eral decades, or even centuries, after 
their invention to diffuse into Africa 
(such as the railway), the electric light 
arrived within a few years. In 1882, 
Kimberly in South Africa, famous for 
its diamond mines, became the first 
African town, and the second metrop-
olis in the world after Philadelphia, to 
have electric streetlights. 

Other African towns, including 
Lagos, followed during the next 
decade. Around 1889, the British 
colonial administration in Lagos began 
to seriously consider replacing their 
palm oil-powered streetlights with 
electric ones. The first electricity 
plant, with 30 kilowatt (kW) capacity, 
was installed in 1898 after years of 
indecision about how it should be 
financed. By 1923, the total installed 

The wonders of electricity: electrical 
exhibitions in 1930s Lagos.  . . .  

significantly from 1933 onwards.

 Socio-economic context
The first generator was installed in 

1898 to supply power to newly-fitted 
electric streetlights. The motive was 
for beautification and crime control 
since brighter lights meant reduced 
policing costs. Domestic consumers, 
mainly European government officials 
and a few wealthy Nigerians, were 
also supplied. Demand for electric 
lights in the backstreets led to addi-
tional investments in the installed 
capacity during the 1900s. By the 
1910s, complains about inadequate 
domestic supply in the ‘native’ areas 
of the island were rife in the local 
press, but the colonial government 
could do very little about this due to 
the impact of the First World War. 
Between 1919 and 1923, the govern-
ment extended the capacity in Lagos 
by constructing Nigeria’s first central 
power station.

Unfortunately, the cost of elec-

capacity in Lagos had increased to 
3,600 kW - sifficient at the time to 
supply the entire town, including gov-
ernment offices, homes, streets, and 
the port. While Lagos is now Nigeria’s 
(and Africa’s) most populated urban 
area, its original island land mass was 
less than two square miles, with about 
68,000 total inhabitants according to a 
1918 estimate.

Yet, the presence of electricity did 
not mean access, especially for the 
local residents of Lagos. This article 
tells a little-known story of how the 
colonial government organised an 
electricity exhibition in 1930 and 
opened a permanent appliances 
showroom in 1933 to promote the 
consumption of electric currents 
within the African community. The 
colonial Public Works Department 
(PWD) was inspired by the successes 
of such showcasing of the wonders 
of electricity in Europe and North 
America. The showrooms achieved the 
desired results, as energy uptake rose 

Damilola Adebayo tells us how transnational inspiration contributed to the commissioning of 
the first electrical appliances showroom in Nigeria.
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tricity supply from the new station 
was more than the average monthly 
wage of most of the local residents, 
many of them unskilled workers 
(labourers, cleaners, market stall 
attendants, messengers, etc). The 
average monthly cost for basic 
domestic electricity supply (payment 
for two lamps) in the 1920s, was £1 16s 
(or £1.80 in post-1971 British decimal 
currency). The average monthly wage 
of the unskilled worker in Lagos 
was £1 12s 6d (or £1.63). To boost 
demand, the colonial government 
reduced the prices of electricity per 
unit (kilowatt-hour) for different 
consumer groups in 1929. In partic-
ular, it created a “flat rate” category 
which cut the cost of basic domestic 
supply from £1 16s (£1.80) to 4s (£0.20) 
per month for the poorest consumer 
category. Inspired by developments 
in Western societies, the government 
also introduced a series of promo-
tional programmes to demonstrate 
the uses of electrical appliances to the 
people of Lagos. 

Showcasing electricity
In 1928, while the review of energy 

charges was ongoing, the Director of 
Public Works advised the government 
that a showroom should be built 
where practical demonstration could 
be given and consumers would be 
encouraged to install appliances 
and fittings in their homes. The 
showroom proposal was not a racist 
attempt by the PWD to display 
Western technological superiority 
and modernity before fascinated 
natives. It was a product of the time. 
During the 1920s, domestic electri-
fication was not mature enough to 
gain technological momentum—many 
electrical home appliances were not 
yet invented or were new. In Western 
societies, especially in the United 
States, publicly and privately-funded 
projects to promote the adoption of 
electrical appliances continued into 
the 1950s.

The PWD believed that, with 
advertising, Lagos had the potential 
to see a ‘large increase in [the] con-
sumption’ of electricity. The PWD 
placed Lagos in the same category 
as other overseas cities where 
showrooms had been successfully 
operated during the 1920s. These 

included Halifax, Canada, where, 
within six weeks of opening the 
showroom, there were 100 applica-
tions for electric cookers; the crown 
colony of Hong Kong; Dunedin in 
New Zealand; and even Leicester in 
England.

Historians of Lagos will not be 
surprised by this comparison. The 
desire of Lagosians for access to the 
new electrical modernity tapped 
into an already existing culture of 
the conspicuous consumption of 
European goods. By the 1910s, Lagos 
was known as the ‘Liverpool of West 
Africa’ where the consumption of 
the latest ideas, fad, and inventions 
from overseas - facilitated by the port 
and the local press - became a feature 
of colonial modernity. In fact, poor 
residents often borrowed from pro-
fessional lenders ‘for public shows’.

The government approved the 
showroom proposal. Pending the 
construction of the showroom, how-
ever, the PWD was asked, in 1929, to 
organise a small exhibition to show 
the wonders of the latest electrical 
appliances. The exhibition took place 
at Glover Hall - a public building - 

ELECTRIC EXHIBITIONS

Above Lagos Street, circa 1930. 
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from 25 January to 3 February 1930. 
The public was admitted free of 
charge while firms paid a rent for 
their exhibition stands. The events 
were open to all, although evidence 
suggests that the morning session 
(from 9.30 am to 11.30 am) of the first 
two days was reserved for government 
officials only. However, the officials 
were also welcome to attend other 
sessions of the exhibition. Some of 
the items presented included electric 
light fittings, hairdryer, linen cup-
board heater, electric geysers, electric 
kettle, and boiling rings. Boiling 
rings were especially targeted at ‘the 
small African consumer’ who may 
not be able to afford the geysers and 
kettles. The appliances and fittings 
were arranged in a series of miniature 
rooms that were set up in the hall.

Unfortunately, at the end of the 
exhibition, few sales were recorded. 
The appliances were probably 
unaffordable to both the European 
and African population alike because 
of the impact of the ongoing global 
economic downturn (the Great 
Depression). The remaining items 

should be made available to the pub-
lic for hire for a small monthly fee. 
An ‘Assisted Wiring Scheme’ was also 
launched which transferred the cost 
of wiring and installation of the hired 
appliances to the government. 

Through showroom exhibitions 
and providing a cost-effective oppor-
tunity to experience the world of 
electrical appliances, the government 
anticipated that consumers would 
realise the ‘benefits and economics 
which may be derived from the “elec-
tric home”’. There were more than 
1,000 items for hire in 1935, increasing 
to nearly 3,000 by 1943. The hiring 
system was profitable. The average 
annual return on money invested in 
the appliances for hire was 21 percent. 
Electrical appliances exhibitions con-
tinued beyond the colonial period, 
well into the 1970s.

Damilola Adebayo
Cambridge University

were sold to the public at 75 percent 
of their original prices. However, 
this did not deter the government 
from completing the showroom that 
was already under construction. The 
permanent showroom, sited on Broad 
Street, the central business district 
of the colonial period, was opened in 
January 1933.

Legacies
Despite the initial disappointment 

of 1930, the Lagos electricity under-
taking began to reap the benefit of 
showcasing appliances and fittings 
from 1933. By mid-1933, the adverse 
impact of the Great Depression was 
wearing off. The sales of electric 
appliances picked up. The stores were 
running out of stock. By January 1934, 
there was a waiting list for Frigidaire 
refrigerators. Both the government 
and the private-sector could not 
meet the demand. The government 
also introduced a new hiring system. 
Recognising that not all Lagosians 
could afford brand new products, 
the PWD proposed that appliances 
demonstrated in the showroom A
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What was Mendel really up to 
when he published a paper in 
1866 about experiments with 

pea hybrids? Would he be flattered to 
find himself revered as the founder of 
modern genetics and the discoverer of 
the gene today? 

Mendel’s intentions have been 
debated since historian Robert Olby 
argued that he never intended to 
uncover the laws of heredity, but to 
explore the mechanisms of evolution 
and how new species arise. Olby 
even went so far as to argue that the 
evidence for a particulate unit of 
heredity is actually quite slim. But, the 
publication of a brand new translation 
of Mendel’s paper may well bring 
fresh new perspectives and insights 
to this debate. The translation is a 
collaborative work between myself 
and Staffan Müller-Wille which began 
over ten years ago with the support of 
the BSHS. After first appearing on the 
BSHS website, the printed translation, 
along with a detailed commentary 
and forewords by historian Professor 
Patricia Fara and Nobel laureate Sir 
Paul Nurse, has now been published by 
Masaryk University Press and edited 

by Dr. Ondřej Dostál, of the Mendel 
Museum in Brno.

This is by no means the first trans-
lation of Mendel’s work. Why then 
did we feel it was time to produce a 
new translation of this classic paper in 
what seems to be an already crowded 
market? We certainly do not think 
that any of the existing translations 
are particularly problematic, nor do 
we consider ours as the definitive one 
that should replace earlier ones. What 
really makes our new translation novel 
is that, in addition to being presented 
along with the original German text 
nearly every sentence is accompanied 
by a detailed commentary that offers 
linguistic insights and historical 
context. What we thus wanted to 
offer is a window onto the original 
German text for those who know little 
or no German at all. Publishing the 
translation online offered fantastic 
new possibilities for cross-referenc-
ing. The editorial staff at Masaryk 
University Press have done a great job 
of transferring these features into a 
printed version. We hope that because 
of this, our translation will serve as 
an invaluable resource for making up 

Kersten Hall discusses a new, authentic translation of biologist Gregor Mendel’s 1866 research 
which formed the basis of modern genetics.

one’s own mind about how best to 
translate Mendel. 

Copies of the new translation, 
which also includes facsimiles from 
Mendel’s original manuscript, can 
only be ordered online at the Masaryk 
University shop: https://munishop.
muni.cz/en/catalog/books/experi-
ments-on-plant-hybrids-00000079554.

Kersten Hall
Masaryk University

BOOK EXTRACT

Translating Gregor Mendel.



From the 16th century onwards, 
marvels and curiosities reported 
by European travellers and 

explorers fed the European imagina-
tion. By the mid-18th century, and 
following the publication of Linnaeus’s 
ordered system of classification, South 
Africa was becoming an important 
site for botanical and zoological explo-
ration by visitors with a scientific 
bent. The Cape’s natural endowments, 
notably its thousands of plant spe-
cies, as well as the region’s diverse 
fauna, attracted sustained attention. 
The quest for scientific order also 
prompted speculation about the 
country’s repository of ancient fossil 
and hominin remains. By the early 
20th century there was accumulating 
evidence that the country may have 
constituted the ‘cradle’ of modern 
human evolution.

South Africa was at key moments 
a significant incubator and testing 
ground of innovation, which had 
profound social and economic effects 
on the country. In the 19th century, 
improved agricultural technology 
underpinned exports of wool and 

ostrich feathers. Devastating new 
rifles developed for European warfare 
helped to change the balance of power 
in favour of colonial regimes. The 
mineral revolution of the late 19th 
century created the impetus for the 
final conquest of African societies and 
launched a phase of rapid industriali-
sation. This necessitated developments 
in applied geology and the chemistry 
of gold extraction. Mining delineated 
scientific practice in related fields 
from electrification and explosives 
to medicine and this shaped and 
thickened the web of science in South 
Africa. Some older strands, such 
as botany and geology, thrived and 
economic growth as a whole in the 
first half of the 20th century generated 
momentum in fields such as veterinary 
medicine and oil from coal technology. 
Key advances were often a response 
to urgent economic and technolog-
ical requirements, but the scientific 
imagination was also more exploratory 
with respect to curiosity-driven fields 
such as astronomy, palaeontology, and 
wildlife conservation.

As a crucible of racial politics in 

Special excerpt: the scientific 
imagination in South Africa.
William Beinart and Saul Dubow explore science and technology in the complex society of 
South Africa. From astronomy to zoology, they show how scientific knowledge shaped South 
Africa’s peculiar path to modernity.

the 20th century, South Africa has 
long been seen as a social laboratory 
for the study of ‘race relations’. Its 
complex peopling and diversity gave 
birth to two powerful nationalisms 
– Afrikaner and African – which 
have both impacted profoundly on its 
scientific as well as political trajectory. 
White South Africans were also car-
riers of a darker intellectual tradition 
– the attempts to justify racial segre-
gation in scientific terms. In the rela-
tively brief era of African nationalist 
rule after 1994, the state has espoused 
more universalist and developmental-
ist goals and the segregationist drive 
to account for differences in kinds of 
humans has yielded to an emphasis on 
common humankind.

The rise of segregation and apartheid 
established an extreme system of racial 
division that for many years excluded 
the bulk of the population from 
scientific training and opportunity. 
Nevertheless, black people were always 
carriers of knowledge: indigenous (or 
local, vernacular) knowledge informed 
their medical, veterinary, botanical, 
environmental, and linguistic prac-
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indigenous knowledge.
Scientists, especially those who 

were educated elsewhere, often saw 
their work through eyes trained in a 
global, comparative frame. Although 
there were notable contributors to 
pure and abstract sciences, a higher 
proportion of original work in South 
Africa emerged out of field sciences, 
that is from observation born of the 
desire to comprehend the country’s 
natural phenomena. We evaluate the 
contributions made by relatively 
well-known individuals and illuminate 
some of those whose work has been 
overlooked. This includes self-trained 
specialists whose knowledge and 
enthusiasm fed into fields such as 
botany. We are also alert to the scien-
tific associations in which they par-
ticipated. Such institutions were key 
building blocks of colonial identity 
and deserve to be seen as additional 
constitutive elements in national and 
ethnic imaginaries.

At another level, the scientific 
imagination refers to what Sheila 
Jasanoff calls ‘socio-technical imagi-
naries’. These move beyond the ideas 
or visions of brilliant individuals to 
encompass broader collective views 
capable of ‘uniting members of a social 
community in shared perceptions of 
futures that should or should not be 
realized’. We concur with Jasanoff that 
the role of science and technology in 
national imagining has been underes-
timated by comparison, say, with cul-
tural and linguistic production, whose 
importance to ‘imagined communities’ 
has received sustained attention.10 In 
this book we focus on the impact of 
science in conceptions of national and 
ethnic identities. This had important 
implications for shaping the bounda-
ries of political and social belonging 
and, reciprocally, in determining and 
legitimating grounds for exclusion or 
marginalisation.

While there is little evidence of 
scientists in South Africa imagining 
social utopias or dystopias, they were 
certainly active in conceiving how 
society could be shaped or improved. 
The relatively close proximity of 
scientists to politicians often gave 
individual scientists special leverage. 
In a country as divided as South 

travellers interspersed authorial obser-
vation with hearsay and vernacular 
ideas. Patrick Harries has illustrated in 
detail the botanical and entomological 
work of Swiss missionary Henri Junod 
in Mozambique and the Transvaal in 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
Junod became an authority on but-
terflies, many of which were collected 
by skilled African assistants such as 
diviner Elias Libombo. Interview-
based research still draws on local 
knowledge. Following the political 
transition in the 1990s, there has 
been renewed scientific and political 
interest in what was specifically called 

tices, and their cultural traditions too. 
Especially in the period before the 
20th century, these knowledge systems 
were absorbed and appropriated in 
published texts by amateur and profes-
sional scientists, often with inadequate 
attribution.

All knowledge organises or system-
atises information and observation, 
and in this sense has been ‘cooked’ or 
processed. There are no hard and fast 
boundaries between science and indig-
enous or local knowledge. Especially 
in the 18th century, when scientific 
training and discrete disciplines were 
in their infancy, texts by scientific 

BOOK EXTRACT
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Africa, this implied controversial 
interventions in the social domain 
geared to the defence or modification 
of racial privilege. But there were also 
important periods when the medical 
sciences, for example, were a reposi-
tory for imagining radically alternative 
futures. Immediately before Afrikaner 
nationalists came to power in 1948, a 
broadly integrative, developmentalist 
conception of liberal progress (with 
African nationalist and socialist vari-
ants) was elaborated. Elements of this 
developmentalism were repurposed in 
techno-nationalist ways to feed apart-
heid conceptions of white supremacy 
and autarchic self-reliance. In the 
postapartheid era, non-racial visions 
combined the discourse of universal 
human rights with hopes that partic-
ipation in global science might bring 
broader social benefits as well as inter-
national standing. Such claims were 
counterposed by appeals to indigenous 
knowledge and a suspicion of Western 
science as an agent in maintaining, 
rather than eroding, existing racial 
hierarchies.

Who were the scientists? Until the 
mid-20th century, they were mostly 
European men born or trained outside 
of the country. Although they came 
from many different backgrounds and 
countries, including France, Germany, 
the Netherlands, Switzerland, and the 
United States, British-born scientists 
predominated. Many became key 
figures in government departments, 
institutions, and universities. These 
patterns of migration are, in them-
selves, clues to the globality and con-
nectedness of South African science. 
As professional and scientific edu-
cation gradually expanded in South 
African universities from the interwar 
years, English- and Afrikaans-speaking 
white South African-born scientists 
filled rapidly expanding opportunities 
in the state and universities. In the 
apartheid era (1948–1994) Afrikaners 
were favoured in state employment 
and benefitted from the mushrooming 
of new universities. 

White women had few opportunities 
to train or to work as scientists in 
the 19th century, although a few, 
such as Mary Barber, managed to 
educate themselves and contribute as 

non-employed specialists to scientific 
endeavour. In the first half of the 20th 
century, a limited number were able 
to forge scientific careers, especially 
in the field of botany. Opportunities 
for black scientists were highly 
constrained. Jotello Soga trained as a 
vet in Scotland and was able to find 
government employment in the late 
nineteenth century Cape. Institutions 
such as Lovedale and Fort Hare pro-

vided science courses for a small num-
ber of black students, and some were 
recruited to teach in African schools 
or gained medical qualifications in the 
United States and Britain. But the rise 
of segregation excluded the bulk of 
the population from any opportunity 
to develop as professional or research 
scientists until posts were introduced 
in segregated universities during the 
apartheid era.

DIGITAL RESOURCESBOOK EXTRACT

Further information

The Scientific Imagination in South Africa 
(Cambridge University Press, £22.99) by William 
Beinart and Saul Debow will be available from May 
2021 in paperback and hardback formats. The title is 
due for release in paperback this June. 

For more information and to purchase a copy, visit 
www.cambridge.org.

Cover image: Royal Observatory, Cape 
Town, c.1857, as seen from Black River 
(with main building rotated for effect), 
originally published in Illustrated London 
News 21 March 1857 in black and white. 
Credit: Ian Glass and Auke Slotegraaf. 

‘Viewed locally and globally, the history of science in South Africa 
is an astonishing mix of achievement and conflict that is difficult for 
even experts to understand. At last, two of the region’s finest historians 
have produced a synthetic account that makes this fascinating story 
intelligible to amateurs and specialists alike.’

Keith Breckenridge, University of the Witwatersrand

‘In exploring fields of scientific knowledge developed in and about 
South Africa, The Scientific Imagination provides a welcome, exciting 
and fresh synthesis of South African history. Clearly written and 
expertly integrated, acclaimed historians William Beinart and Saul 
Dubow recover and reconceptualise neglected themes in our past 
while suggesting fascinating new historiographical directions.’

Jane Carruthers, University of South Africa

‘In this magisterial account of the place of South Africa in the global 
history of science, William Beinart and Saul Dubow have once again 
demonstrated why they are the leading historians of South Africa. As 
they point out, the scientific endeavour in South Africa has always been 
political, from the early days of European forays into the region in the 
fifteenth century to the dawn of a nonracial democracy in 1994. Written 
in that learned and lucid style that defines their work, this will set the 
standard by which future accounts of the history of science in South 
Africa are judged.’

Jacob Dlamini, Princeton University
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INTERVIEW

How did you get into the history of 
science?

I used to live next to an old Vic-
torian psychiatric hospital, and 
decided to do my undergrad dis-
sertation on it. From there, I just got 
really interested in the history of 
mental health and psychiatry. It’s 
fascinating to learn where we’ve 
come from and how far we have to 
go. 

Which historical person would you 
most like to meet?

Jean Sinclair. She was the medi-
cal superintendent of Haddington 
Asylum during the First World War. 
It wasn’t uncommon for women 
to be employed in medical roles in 
psychiatry, especially when com-
pared to the medical field, but it was 
very uncommon for them to enter 
into a position as high as that. Jean 
was promoted from Head Matron, 
likely because of the amount of men 
who had left or been conscripted to 
the Front. I would love to know more 
about her and how she saw her 
successes, and the role of women in 
psychiatry - from the women them-
selves. So few of those accounts 
exist. 

If you did not work in the history 
of science, what other career 
would you choose?

I grew up wanting to be an 
archaeologist. I used to watch hours 
and hours of documentaries on 
the pyramids of Ancient Egypt and 
the ruins of Greece and Rome. So 
maybe that. Or run a bakery. Either, 
or...

What has been your best career 
moment? 

Being able to take my love for 
history and science, medicine, and 
technology, out of academia. I truly 
love research, but there’s something 
about being able to take that history 

about every day experiences of 
health and sickness. How did these 
experiences change from place to 
place, between genders and social 
groups? How were these experi-
ences seen by those considered 
‘normal’ by society? Also, seeing 
how moments in time fundamen-
tally changed these perceptions 
- like mental disorder after the First 
World War - and how this changed 
how people received and accessed 
healthcare is endlessly fascinating. 
And it’s a history that also makes 
us question how far have we really 
come? 

What advice would you give to 
people just starting in the history 
of science?

It’s such a wonderful, multi-fac-
eted, varied discipline, and there 
are so many connections we, as 
historians, can make with oth-
ers. My advice would be to talk to 
people - other reachers, students, 
professionals, groups. You never 
know what kind of ideas or projects 
will come out of those relation-
ships. Some of my favourite work 
has involved working with people 
I would never have expected, after 
just having a chat.  •

Jen Farquharson, Viewpoint editor. Content Officer with Historic Environment Scotland.

Viewpoint Interviews...

and introduce the wider public to it 
that is just *chef’s kiss*.

And worst? 
I use ‘worst’ loosely, but my first 

ever paper rejection! We all go 
through it, but when it happens for 
the first time it can be a bit upset-
ting. But the feedback I got from 
it was geninely helpful and the 
reviewers were lovely about it. I’ve 
heard horror stories about reviewers 
but luckily I haven’t come across the 
dreaded ‘reviewer 2’ in my time.

What would you do to strengthen 
the history of science as a disci-
pline?

There is so much about the history 
of science, medicine, and technology 
we don’t know. And a lot of it exists 
outside of universities. We need to 
connect more with communities, 
public historians, and the wider pub-
lic to keep uncovering these parts 
of our history that people can really 
connect to. 

I would love to see more HSTM in 
schools, too. Get them hooked whilst 
they’re young!

What are you working on just 
now?

I work in heritage, specifically 
architectural history and build-
ing conservation. We’re figuring 
out how to bring this to the public 
online, including online exhibitions, 
iBooks, and VLEs. It’s been such a 
good opportunity to reassess how 
people access heritage and history 
and open what we do to as many 
people as possible. Space and 
geography shouldn’t be an obstacle 
for people to immerse themselves in 
those kinds of experiences. 

You specialise in health history 
– what about it do you like the 
most?

It’s a history from the bottom. It’s 
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