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ACQUIRING BOOKS

BILLINGS' appetite for books was always greater than his means, and he
tried in every way possible to obtain the most for his money. He purchased

European imprints from or through Continental book agents because their
prices were cheaper than American dealers charged.1 He did not buy second
or later editions of recent works unless there was an imperative reason for
doing so.2 He bawled booksellers out when, in his opinion, they asked higher
prices than he thought publications were worth. On one occasion he wrote to
bookseller L. W. Schmidt, New York: "I must remark that I think your prices
a little high. From most booksellers I get a discount. . . . If you continue to
invoice me at full retail price I shall have to purchase elsewhere."3 At times
he offered less than catalog prices, hoping that if publications were not sold to
other buyers the bookseller would be willing to accept Billings' terms.4

Billings also bought volumes from physicians, advertising in journals for
works that were difficult to obtain.5 Having a fairly accurate idea of the current
market value of secondhand medical works, owing to his constant perusal of
catalogs, he sometimes disappointed sellers by low offers. Richard J. Dunglison
refused Billings' offer of $135 for 165 volumes of dictionaries from the estate
of his father, Robley, and auctioned them in Philadelphia.6 F. Peyre Porcher,
Charleston, South Carolina, offered to sell eleven 16th century books (Galen,
Celsus, Hippocrates, etc.) that he had bought in Florence, Italy, many years
earlier for $250. He sent them to Washington for Billings to examine. Billings
replied with a check for $175, telling Porcher to accept or return the check.
Porcher, needing money "in these times of hardship" agreed "with a pang of
regret."7

Billings browsed through bookstores when he visited Philadelphia, Balti-
more, New York, Boston, and other cities on official business or to attend
meetings of medical societies. While in Philadelphia in early 1871 he stopped
at Peter Doyle's shop and purchased a volume which, unknown to him, was
wanted by Samuel Gross, a noted surgeon and biographer. When Gross learned
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that Billings had beat him to the book his grief was so great that sympathetic
Doyle wrote Billings:8

Your venerable friend Dr. Gross is in great tribulation about one of the books
you bought on Saturday. The book 'Schroder's Dispensatory' he had inquired
for some time since. Upon receiving it about two weeks ago, I immediately
wrote to the doctor mentioning the fact and the price. Not having heard from
him I inferred that he did not want the book, or did not care to pay my price
for it. On Monday Dr. Gross called and was very much disappointed to find
the book sold. This afternoon the doctor called again, and so lamented the loss
of that treasure of Med'l Science that I promised to write and state the facts of
the case to you, though I did not think that he could fairly claim the book

Billings felt so sorry for Gross that he surrendered the folio; at least there is
no evidence in the Library's invoices and register that it received a copy at
this time. A year later Billings managed to obtain another copy of "The Dis-
pensatory of that most famous, &c, chemist, J. Schroder" for $20, and it now
rests in the History of Medicine Division.9

Billings wrote interesting, readable, sincere letters, and through his cor-
respondence he became friendly with physicians who lived states away and
who never met him. He encouraged them to donate publications to, or exchange
with, the National Medical Library by appealing to their patriotism and pride
in their profession. One physician who became infected with Billings' love for
the Library was Adams Jewett of Dayton, Ohio, who began scouting for books
in 1872. Jewett searched through the libraries of dozens of physicians in Dayton
and other towns, sent Billings lists of desirable works they owned, and brought
about donations and exchanges. He talked with widows of physicians and ar-
ranged sales of their books to the Library. Sometimes the widows had already
disposed of the books, as Jewett reported:10

Dr. Blodgett a very respectable practitioner died a good many years ago having
a large number of med. books wh came into the hands of a daughter who kept
them for years out of regd to her father, & doubtless dusted them regularly twice
a year at housecleaning time, but finding them at last too much in the way she
sent them to the papermill this season. I went in pursuit hop'g to find something
for you, but too late.

Embarking on a steamboat trip on the Ohio and Mississippi rivers with his
wife, Jewett carried along Billings' want-lists and went to book stores when the
vessel tied up at St. Louis, Davenport, and Denmark. Traveling to Troy, Ohio,
to attend a funeral he also hunted books and he talked with physicians whose
names he sent to Billings as potential donors or exchangers. On a visit to
Davenport, Iowa, he looked over libraries of physicians, and sent donated
pamphlets and lists of the libraries' contents to Billings. He continued to assist
until he died in 1874.

A compilation of those persons from whom Billings received books reads
like a Who's Who in American Medicine.11 Among them were:

Edmund Andrews, a founder of Chicago Academy of Sciences and North-
western University Medical School
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James Armsby, a founder of Albany Medical College
Richard Arnold, president of Georgia State Medical Association
John Ashhurst, Jr., president of College of Physicians, Philadelphia
Robert Battey, president of American Gynecological Society
Agrippa Bell, editor and leader in the American public health movement
Henry I. Bowditch, a founder of Boston Medical Library Association and chair-

man of the Massachusetts Board of Health
William Brodie, editor and president of American Medical Association
Francis Brown, compiler of medical directories of New England
Charles Brown-Sequard, international physiologist then living in New York

City
Gurdon Buck, president of New York Pathological Society
Charles Burnett, president of American Otological Society
Swan Burnett, president of Medical Society of the District of Columbia
James Chadwick, a founder of American Gynecological Society and Boston

Medical Library

Sor teon G e n e r a l ' s Of f ice

An eaHy bookplate designed to display the donor's name. On the book-
plate was also recorded the accession number and location of the volume
in the stacks.
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Stanford Chaille, member of the National Board of Health and dean of the
medical department of Tulane University

Julian Chisholm, teacher and Confederate Army surgeon
Meredith Clymer, president of the Neurological Society of New York
Granville Conn, president of New Hampshire Medical Society
Elliott Coues, noted ornithologist
Jacob Da Costa, president of College of Physicians of Philadelphia and Asso-

ciation of American Physicians
John Dalton, president of College of Physicians and Surgeons, New York
William Dawson, president of American Medical Association
Dorothea Dix, reformer in the treatment of the insane
Pliny Earle, president of American Medico-Psychological Association
George J. Engelmann, president of Southern Surgical and Gynecological So-

ciety and of American Gynecology Society
John Gray, president, New York State Medical Association
Samuel Green, notable collector of medical books and medals and president

of American Numismatic Society
Samuel Gross, president of American Surgical Association and of the Inter-

national Medical Congress of 1876
Allan Hamilton, alienist and leader in the study of mental disorders
Isaac Hays, editor and one of the three great medical journal collectors of his

day
Morris Henry, editor and organizer of the New York City Ambulance Service
John Hodgen, president of American Medical Association
Edward Holmes, president of Rush Medical College
James Hutchinson, president of Philadelphia Pathological Society
John Jackson, vice-president of American Medical Association
Abraham Jacobi, often referred to as the father of American pediatrics
Thomas Kirkbride, president of Association of Medical Superintendents of

American Institutions for the Insane
William McPheeters, president of the Medical Association of the State of Mis-

souri
S. Weir Mitchell, neurologist and widely read author of historical novels
William Mussey, donor of the Mussey Medical and Scientific Library to the

city of Cincinnati
Robert Newton, president of the State Eclectic Medical Society of New York
William Osier, writer, book collector, one of the original faculty of Johns Hop-

kins Medical School, and Regius Professor of Medicine at Oxford
Joseph Parrish, president of the American Association for the Cure of Inebriates
John Peters, president of the Medical Society of the County of New York and

of New York Neurological Society
F. Peyre Porcher, president of the Medical Society of South Carolina
Samuel Purple, one of the foremost medical book collectors of his day and

president of New York Academy of Medicine
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John Rauch, president of the American Public Health Association
James Reeves, president of the American Public Health Association
John Riley, teacher and textbook writer of Washington, D.C.
Thomas Rochester, president of New York State Medical Society
Lewis Sayre, president of American Medical Association
Moritz Schuppert, the surgeon who introduced antiseptic surgery into the

South
John Scudder, noted eclectic physician of Ohio
Nicholas Senn, president of American Medical Association
George Shrady, prominent medical journalist of New York
Andrew H. Smith, president of New York Academy of Medicine
Nathan R. Smith, president of Medical and Chirurgical Faculty of Maryland
Stephen Smith, first president of the American Public Health Association
Edward R. Squibb, founder of the pharmaceutical firm that bears his name
Lewis Steiner, president of American Academy of Medicine
Edward Stevens, editor, teacher, and president of Ohio State Medical Society
Francis Stribling, a founder of the Association of Medical Superintendents of

American Institutions for the Insane
Joseph Toner
John Vattier, president of the Academy of Medicine, Cincinnati
Edward Warren of Baltimore, teacher, editor, and surgeon in the Confederate

and Egyptian Armies
William Henry Welch, famous pathologist
James P. White, president of Medical Society of the State of New York
Horatio Wood, editor, and president of Philadelphia Neurological Society
Thomas F. Wood, editor and a founder of the American Public Health Asso-

ciation
John Woodworth, Surgeon General of the Marine Hospital Service (later, Public

Health Service)
David Yandell, president of American MedicalAssociation

Billings not only obtained donations through correspondence and scouts,
he charmed persons whom he visited into surrendering their treasures. Henry
Crecy Yarrow, an Army surgeon, had "occasion to mourn the loss of quite a
number of valuable books which, when shown to Doctor Billings as curiosities,
nothing would do but they must be presented at once to the Surgeon General's
Library."12 And Oliver Wendell Holmes, recalling a visit by the Librarian,
remarked, "Dr. Billings is a bibliophile of such eminence that I regard him as
a positive danger lo the owner of a library, if he is ever let loose in it alone."13

By no means every physician in the country rushed to the Library's aid.
When one compares the seemingly large number with whom Billings corre-
sponded to the approximately 64,000 physicians recorded in the census of 1870
(and more in later decades) it is evident that only a small proportion concerned
themselves with the Library. Yet, those who contributed publications, and
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Firs* page o/ Kinsei isetsu (Modern Medicine News), started by Stuart El-
dridge in Japan, 1874. Eldridge sent this copy, with his handwritten title page,
to Billings.

their influence when it was needed, included a large proportion of leaders in
American medicine.

In addition to attracting gifts from physicians of national prominence, the
Library over the years received donations from or made exchanges with phy-
sicians of whom we know scarcely more than their names because they pub-
lished little or nothing and were not active in societies. The Library also re-
ceived gifts from physicians of other countries, the most generous of whom
may have been Thomas Windsor of Manchester, England, who began pre-
senting books in 1874, and continued to do so all his life.14

In an effort to obtain publications from countries that did not have a well-
developed book trade, Billings sought help from travelers, emigrant physicians,
anyone who could serve his purpose. Receiving a request from Reverend Till-
man C. Trowbridge, an American missionary, for Medical Department pub-
lications to be sent to Central Turkey College, Billings took the opportunity
to ask Trowbridge to keep an eye open for Arabic and Turkish works for the
Library.15 Learning of the existence of the American Baptist Mission Press in
Rangoon, Burma, Billings asked F. D. Phinney, the superintendent, to obtain
native medical writings.16 When Stuart Eldridge, a former Civil War officer,
librarian of the Department of Agriculture, and teacher of anatomy at George-
town, settled in Japan where he helped establish medical schools, hospitals, a
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medical journal, and practiced medicine, Billings corresponded with him and
obtained a mannequin, skulls, and other items for the museum, and hundreds
of books, journals, and manuscripts for the Library.17 Getting a plea for a copy
of the Medical and Surgical History from B. W. Green, a former Confederate
naval surgeon who had settled in Argentina after the War, Billings sent one of
the few remaining volumes, hoping to induce Green to assist the Library.
Because of a revolution and the indolence of shippers in the southern hemi-
sphere it took 2 years for the books to reach Green. As Billings foresaw, Green
felt obligated to send South American literature.18

REPORTS OF HEALTH AGENCIES

Billings desired reports of asylums, hospitals, sanitariums, quarantine sta-
tions, boards of health, voluntary sanitary associations, and other bodies con-
cerned with personal and public health, particularly for the statistics and other
special information which they contained and which did not find its way into
journals, texts, or reference works. Learning that booksellers could not supply
him, he wrote to physicians connected with or residing near health organiza-
tions. He proceeded blindly at first because there was no bibliography of health
reports. He had no way of knowing what institutions issued reports, other than
by hearing or reading about certain publications.

One of the first physicians Billings contacted was Horatio C. Wood, Jr., a
prominent teacher whom he had met in Philadelphia military hospitals during
the war. He mentioned that the Library was "considerably deficient in respect
to reports on prisons" and asked Wood to obtain reports of Pennsylvania jails
for him.19 Other correspondents in the early 1870's included Edward H. Van
Deusen, superintendent of the Michigan Asylum for the Insane, who sent
literature on his institution, and Edwin M. Snow, superintendent of health,
Providence, who promised to supply reports.20

Billings also turned to his brother officers for help. He wrote to Assistant
Surgeon M. J. Asch, Chicago; Surgeon Bernard J. D. Irwin, Fort Wayne,
Michigan; Assistant Surgeon J E. Semple, Fort Porter, Buffalo; Surgeon John
F. Randolph, New Orleans; former Surgeon Joshua Simpson, Baltimore, and
others asking them to visit nearby health officials and obtain reports for the
Library. Asch managed to obtain a single volume containing reports of the
Chicago Board of Health for 1867, '68, and '69, with a history of sanitation in
Chicago from 1833 to 1870. "This is the only thing in the way of this sort of
literature that I can get track of in Chicago," he told Billings. Randolph mailed
a volume of pamphlets and stated that the New Orleans Board of Health, Charity
Hospital, Howard Association, and medical colleges "have nothing." Irwin sent
only a report on the Detroit House of Correction, telling Billings that the city
"never had a Board of Health until a month ago, consequently there has been
no publication on the sanitary condition of the city." Semple could not obtain
anything in Buffalo. Simpson visited the city controller of Baltimore and re-
ceived promises but apparently no pamphlets.21
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B. F. Stevens sent 350 copies of this letter to medical institutions in
Great Britain.
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Obtaining reports of European health agencies was equally difficult. Billings
did not yet know European physicians (he would know many later) and he did
not have any regular correspondents other than his few book agents. He re-
quested his agents to obtain reports from local institutions, and to advdertise
for reports issued in other areas. Accordingly Gustave Bossange asked Parisian
authorities for reports, and had a circular printed and distributed throughout
French provinces.22 Triibner & Company and B. F. Stevens mailed form let-
ters to institutions in Great Britain.21

Another means by which Billings sought to obtain reports issued in foreign
countries was through the assistance of United States consular officials. He first
attempted to employ a consul as a book scout in March 1871 when he sent
Medical Department publications to William Thomson, consul in Southampton,
England, and took the opportunity to ask Thomson for assistance:24

We desire to obtain for the library of this Office, all pamphlets or reports
relating to Insane, Asylums for Blind, Deaf & Dumb, Idiots &c, Quarantine
Officers, Board of Health, and reports on Prisons, and of Prison Inspectors, and
find some difficulty in procuring such from England as they are not sold and do
not come in the way of Book sellers. Any assistance which you may be able to
render in this respect will be gladly received and fully appreciated by this office.

Billings did not call on consuls often at first, but later he came to depend
on them for assistance in countries, among them Spain, Mexico, Russia, and
Venezuela, from which he had difficulty obtaining publications. He also asked
consuls to obtain and deliver exchanges, provide information on publishers and
publications, and help him find reliable foreign booksellers.

The collecting of pamphlets gained momentum rapidly. Within a few years
the existence of the Library was known to most of the medical profession in
the United States, Canada, and even Europe, and Billings began to receive
reports voluntarily. But during his term in the Library he never stopped prod-
ding officials in charge of health agencies, hospitals, and institutions to send
their publications.

DISSERTATIONS

Among the nonmonographic, nonperiodical literature that came to Billings,
like flotsam and jetsam on the current of books and journals, were health laws
and ordinances, hospital plans, diplomas, newspaper clippings, almanacs, and
blank forms issued by health departments and other government agencies.
Billings accumulated but did not purchase these unless there was need for a
specific item. One unusual publication that he did seek was the student dis-
sertation or thesis required of candidates for the medical degree.

Billings felt that dissertations had four uses: they were sources for history
of medicine, particularly for the light they shone on schools and teachers; they
contained accounts of cases or investigations; they were useful in biography,
especially German theses which often contained an account of the student; and
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the early programs for theses often contained an introduction, in the nature of
an article, by a professor.25

It is doubtful that many librarians agreed with Billings' high estimate of the
usefulness of dissertations. Billings said that their value was "usually under-
estimated, "which was another way of stating that other librarians and physicians
considered them "for the greatest part not very important publications."26

Acquiring a complete collection of dissertations was difficult because tens
of thousands had already been published, hundreds were printed every year
in Europe, only a small edition of each was printed, they were not intended
for the book-trade market, and secondhand booksellers generally ignored them.

Billings began to accumulate dissertations at least as early as 1868 when he
asked Gustave Bossange to try to obtain for him a large number of volumes of
theses of the Medical Faculty of Paris.27 Thereafter he obtained American and
European dissertations by gift, exchange, purchase, and deposit from Library
of Congress28 and SmithsonianInstitution—the latter on one occasion deposited
3,000 dissertations it had received through its book agents in Europe and
probably was relieved to be rid of them.

Billings accelerated his buying of dissertations in 1872. L W. Schmidt, a
New York bookdealer with transatlantic connections, located several large lots
in Europe. He offered one group of 450 dissertations for $100, or 300 each if
bought individually; additional groups of 3,600 and 1,000, and a gigantic group
of 48,113 at 50 each if all were taken.29

By mid-1873 Billings had many American theses, all the Paris theses, a
large proportion from the schools of Strassburg, Montpellier, and Berlin, and
smaller holdings from other European universities.30 He urged his European
agents to search for them. In May 1873 he told Felix Fliigel, "from this date
on I wish arrangements to be made to secure for this library one copy of each
medical dissertation of all the German universities."31 A short time later he
reiterated to Fliigel, "I want to get all that appear in [the] future, for I mean
to make this library as complete as I can."32

On Billings' instructions Flugel corresponded with German universities to
try to obtain a copy of every dissertation, but he was unsuccessful because
students paid for the printing of their dissertations and therefore owned them.
An official of the University of Berlin informed him: "a regular donation of one
copy of each medical dissertation can neither be ordered by the faculty nor by
the academical senate."33 Billings even tried to persuade a janitor at the Uni-
versity of Berlin to act as his agent in collecting theses for the Library for the
sum of 20 marks a year, but the arrangement failed.34

Billings was moderately successful in obtaining dissertations through ex-
change, including 202 from University of Zurich,35 110 from University of
Groningen,36 79 from University of Greifswald,37 917 from University of Mun-
ich,38 124 from University of Wiirzburg,39 and copies from the universities of
Rostock, Freiburg, and Halle.40

Despite his efforts Billings was not able to obtain all the medical dissertations
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Richard J Dunghson of Philadelphia assisted Billings by placing this
two-page advertisement free in Dunghson's Ready Reference List for
Physicians (1876) Note that Billings called the collection the "National
Medical Library "
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that had been published in America and Europe before he began collecting,
or those that were published each year thereafter. Nevertheless, during his
long tenure as Librarian he accumulated a vast number, increasing from ap-
proximately 40,000 theses in 1875, to 40,524 plus 1,385 volumes each containing
many theses in 1885, to 57,187 plus 1,762 volumes in 1895. This was the largest
such specialized collection of any library in the United States, perhaps in the
world.41

MUTUAL AID THROUGH EXCHANGES

To conserve funds for purchases Billings did his best to obtain books, pam-
phlets and journals by exchange with organizations and individuals. At first he
did not have many commercial publications to exchange (later the storage areas
would overflow with duplicates and triplicates) but he did have Medical De-
partment publications. From 1870 onward there were copies of the monu-
mental, multivolume Medical and Surgical History of the War of the Rebellion,
eagerly sought by medical libraries here and abroad, and by thousands of regular
army, volunteer, and contract Civil War physicians. There was a supply of
authoritative, highly regarded "circulars" or monographs on aspects ofmilitary
medicine written by Woodward, Otis, Billings, and other officers, among them
A Report on Amputations at the Hip-joint in Military Surgery, Report on
Epidemic Cholera in the Army of the United States During the Year 1866, Plan
for a Post Hospital of Twenty-four Beds, Report on Barracks and Hospitals
with Descriptions of Military Posts, and Report of Surgical Cases Treated in
the Army of the United States from 1865 to 1871. There were copies of research
pamphlets and articles written by scientists in the museum—in 1872 museum
workers published at least 20 pamphlets and articles. He had reproductions of
photographs and photomicrographs taken in the museum. After 1872 there was
the Catalogue of the Library of the Surgeon General's Office, and after 1873-
74 a three-volume catalog, the largest American medical catalog of its time,
greatly desired by American and foreign medical libraries, medical schools,
and university libraries.

In proposing an exchange Billings customarily made a favorableimpression
by offering a gift of the Library's latest catalog and perhaps another recent
Medical Department publication. Illustrative of his approach is the letter he
sent to Alfred Purdy, president of a medical group named the New York Journal
Association:42

I send you this day for the Library of the Journal Association a copy of the
catalogue of our Library and a paper on cancer. The Library now contains nearly
or quite 18,000 vols and may be considered as a good foundation for a National
Medical Library. This being the case we are specially desirous of making it
complete in American medical literature, and I call your attention to it in the
hope that you will assist us to carry out this purpose, the importance of which
I need not enlarge upon. What we especially desire is to get old medicalpam-
phlets, addresses, theses, medical college announcements &c and to complete
our files of American medical journals. I send a list of Journals showing what
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we have. I presume the journal association must have many duplicates, as we
have, and hope that an exchange can be arranged with mutual benefit. Any
package may be sent to the Chief Med'l Purveyor 126 Wooster St, or to Wm
Wood & Co to be sent to us. All duplicates will be returned and proper returns
made as soon as the nature of your wants are known.

The demand for the Medical and Surgical History and the large catalogs
far exceeded the supply, and Billings doled them out in a miserly fashion. To
a request from T. Apoleon Cheney for the History, Billings replied: ". . . the
work will be issued from this office only in exchange for other works for the
Lib, and to those who can furnish most of such jours &c required will the most
liberal exchanges be made."43 When Sewell Green asked for a copy of the 1872
catalog, Billings drew up a form letter to be used thereafter in answering all
such requests:44

Yours of reed. In reply I have to say that but a limited edition of
the C. has been printed & that it is designed only for working purposes, & to
procure exchanges from Libs etc, and that none can be spared to individuals
unless for the purpose of procuring donations of rare books elc.

It is probable that Billings wrote to every medical and large public, state,
and society library in the country in search of exchanges. The remains of his
correspondence show he communicated with the libraries of New York Hos-
pital, College of Physicians of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania Hospital, Medical
College of Ohio, Starling Medical College, Johns Hopkins, Massachusetts Medical
Society, Hahnemann Medical College, Medical and Chirurgical Faculty of
Maryland, American Antiquarian Society, Boston Athenaeum, Boston Public
Library, Boston Medical Library, Buffalo's Grosvenor Library, Massachusetts
Historical Society, New York Historical Society, Harvard University, Brown
University, and the state libraries of New York, Wisconsin, South Carolina,
Michigan, and New Hampshire.45

Billings arranged exchanges with European organizations, libraries, and
persons through correspondence and during his trips abroad. His procedure
was to ship a crate of publications, along with a list of names of recipients and
packet of letters addressed to the recipients, to one of his agents, who distrib-
uted the volumes and letters. Upon sending a case of catalogs and other pub-
lications to Gustav Bossange, Paris, Billings instructed him 46

The catalogues and pamphlets are put up in packages, addressed, and accom-
panied by letters to parties for whom they are intended. The letters should be
sealed by you after having read them. You will observe from the letters referred
to that it is my object and desire to procure for the Library such old pamphlets,
reports, lectures, etc, as cannot be obtained in any other way, and especially
to complete our files of medical journals published in France, Belgium, etc. I
have requested that anything of the kind to be forwarded in pursuance to the
letter may be sent through you, and in this connection I ask that you will urge
the matter and endeavor to procure from the parties addressed everything that
you know will be of value to such a Library as this is designed to be.
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Sending a case of books to Felix Fliigel, Leipzig, Billings admonished him
thus:47

The Medical and Surgical History of the War of which I have sent you 24 copies
for distribution is an expensive book and the number printed being limited I
shall be able to send you but few copies. . . . I wish them so employed as to
produce the best exchanges for our Library which is now the largest medical
collection in this country and which I am trying to make as complete as possible.

Among the medical societies to which Billings sent publications, and which
reciprocated, were those of Edinburgh, London, Marseilles, Aachen, Lille,
Bologna, Modena, Berlin, Frankfurt am Main, Cologne, and Cracow.48

Billings considered exchanges as a means of assisting other libraries. Ar-
ranging a trade with Achille Chereau, librarian of the Faculty of Medicine,
Paris, Billings wrote: "This office will be most happy not only to forward its
own publications but to render assistance in making the Library of the Faculty
complete in American medical literature. . . . personally I shall be glad to be
of service to you by collecting and forwarding American medical books and
periodicals."49 Among the libraries that Billings aided were Parkes Hygiene
Museum, University College, London, which requested American reports on
hygienic subjects;'50 the Philadelphia College of Pharmacy and Science, whch
wanted to fill gaps in its file of journals;51 the Medico-Legal Society of the City
of New York;52 and the German department of health, which desired reports
of U.S. state boards of health.53 Not having all the publications desired by the
library of the Faculty of Physicians and Surgeons, University of Glasgow, Bill-
ings wrote to the Boston Medical Library to see if it had the works among its
duplicates.54

Billings also helped by giving advice on bibliography, classification,35 book-
sellers,56 design of libraries,37 and the content of libraries.58 To Norman Bridge,
librarian of the recently formed Chicago Medical Press Association, he sent
instructions for indexing, samples of index cards, names of suppliers of storage
boxes for pamphlets, and a list of journals.59 To the librarian of Worcester,
Massachusetts, Medical Society, which had 500 volumes and $700, Billings
suggested additions to the library.60 To the Waterbury, Connecticut, Medical
Association, ready to spend approximately $1,000 to add a medical section to
the local public library, he gave advice.61 To the Massachusetts Medical-Legal
Society, which asked what journals it should subscribe to, Billings sent a list.62

Exchanges helped Billings develop every area of the Library's holdings. He
received transactions, proceedings, journals, dissertations, books, and reports
from American and foreign libraries. He obtained many of the rare 17thcentury
and early 18th century medical pamphlets and theses now in the Library. But
he was not always successful; although he obtained 56 pamphlets, 1771-1832,
and medical theses of University of Pennsylvania graduates, 1792-1807, plus
9 books, 1773-1838, from Pennsylvania Hospital, he failed to pry loose the
hospital's only copy of James Tilton's Economical Observations of Military
Hospitals, Wilmington, Delaware, 1813, from the cagey trustees.63
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BEGINNING THE PORTRAIT COLLECTION

It is not known when the Library acquired its first engraving, etching,
lithograph, caricature, drawing, painting, or photograph of a medical subject,
but Billings was collecting portraits routinely by the early 1870's.64 "I am en-
deavoring to make this library as complete as possible," he wrote Henry March
in 1874, "I also wish to collect portraits . . . of American physicians."65

Billings obtained photos of many of the prominent physicians of his time
by asking for them, sometimes sending his own photograph in exchange.66

Occasionally the Library received portraits as a gift; Alfred E. M. Purdy, editor
of The Medical Register of New York and Its Vicinity, contributed a bundle of
portraits in 1874.6Y But generally Billings purchased portraits from collectors
and booksellers in small or large lots at prices of 10, 15, or 20 cents each. G. W.
Foster, Sing Sing, New York, apparently a collector for at least a portion of his
career, offered to sell or exchange for duplicate publications a lot of between
800 and 900 portraits.68 J. H. Pooley, Columbus, Ohio, sent 160 portraits, for
whatever price Billings was willing to pay, apparently 200 apiece.69

The largest collection that Billings bought was that of Cornelius Wilhelm
Hendrik van Kaathoven, auctioned in Amsterdam on December 1 and 2, 1879.
Billings obtained approximately 6,000 of Kaathoven's portraits for about 150
each. But in his eagerness to acquire this splendid collection Billings momen-
tarily forgot that it would wipe out about one-tenth of his year's funds. "This
purchase . . . so crippled me in the purchase of books," he recalled, "that I
made up my mind I would not spend any more of the library funds in that
direction except in a very small way."70

But in 1885 the magnificent collection of 12,000 portraits, mainly of phy-
sicians and naturalists, gathered by Heinrich Wolff of Bonn, Germany, was
placed on the market and Billings forgot his resolution. He sought desperately
to acquire the collection. He considered advancing $1,000 out of his own pocket
toward the purchase.71 He tried, through S. Weir Mitchell, to persuade the
College of Physicians in Philadelphia to agree to buy at 250 each the 3,000
duplicate portraits the Library would own if it acquired Wolff's collection, thus
replenishing part of the Library's expenditure.72 He attempted to buy only a
portion of the collection.73 But other persons were interested in these portraits,
whose artists included Diirer, Holbein, and Rembrandt, and the collection
was acquired by the Leavenworth family of Syracuse, New York, by whom it
was presented to Syracuse University, in whose Rare Book Collection it now
reposes.74

A few years later Billings was offered 1,120 portraits of physicians, ancient
and modern, American and European, by the firm of G. E. Stechert for $400,
or about 350 apiece, but again the Library could not afford it.75 "It is my purpose
to make this collection as complete as the means which are at my disposal will
permit,"76 wrote Billings in 1886 referring to the Library's portraits, but his
means were never sufficient.
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The first photograph believed
to have been presented to the Li-
brary, 1867. Sir William Fergus-
son, 1808-1877.

Allied to portraits and pictures on paper were medical scenes and likenesses
of physicians on medals. The Library acquired its first medals as gifts. In 1886
when Billings requested permission to buy medals at an auction, the Secretary
of War wanted to know why medals should be in a library and asked what
appropriation would be used to pay for them. Billings defended medals by
pointing out their relationship to medical history, but apparently he decided
to forestall any further criticism by transferring the medal collection to the
museum.77

MANUSCRIPTS AND LETTERS

Although there is no evidence that Billings was interested in history of
medicine during his early years, either he had a latent feeling for the subject
or he acquired a taste for it. One of his initial decisions was to collect source
materials of history: "Mss and letters bearing on the history of American med-
icine and physicians are of course valuable and there is no more appropriate
place to file them," he wrote to A. W. Woodhull, a prospective donor in 1872.78

Letters of prominent physicians and manuscripts of medical interest, in-
cluding student lecture notes, texts, speeches, and collections of recipes, did
not come Billings' way very often, but he obtained what he could. His friend
William Lee of Washington presented manuscript lectures and speeches on
medical subjects delivered by Joseph Roby at Dartmouth and University of
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Letter in the History of Medicine Collection. Addressed to "The Honorable
Joseph Jones, Esq. of Congress at Philadelphia," the letter reads:

Head Quarters Sep. 9th, 1730
Dear Sir:

I have heard that a new arrangement is about to take
place in the Medical Department, and that it is likely, it
will be a good deal curtailed with respect to its present
appointments,

Who will be the persons generally employed I am not
informed, nor do I wish to know; however I will mention
to you, that I think Doctors Craik and Cochran from their
services, abilities and experience, and their close
attention, have the strictest claims to their country's
notice, and to be among the first officers in the estab-
lishment.

There are many other deserving characters in the
medical line of the army, but the reasons for my men-
tioning the above gentlemen are, that I have the highest
opinion of them, and have had it hinted to me that the new
arrangement might possibly be influenced by a spirit of
party out of doors [i.e. partisan politics], which would
not operate in their favor. I will add no more than
that I am

With the most perfect respect
Dear Sir

Your most obedient servant
G. Washington

Maryland medical schools, 1840 to 1856.79 The Library received from friends
other manuscripts, among them an account of the yellow fever epidemic at
Wilmington, North Carolina, 1862, and case-books containing the medical pa-
pers of Frank H. Hamilton.80

On one occasion Billings tried to obtain some correspondence of John Mor-
gan, founder of the University of Pennsylvania's medical school in 1765, the
first medical school in British North America, but he was unsuccessful,81 Never-
theless Billings picked up what he could, as he mentioned to Leon de Fort of
Paris: "From time to time as I have met with them, I have secured and placed
in this L[ibrary] autograph letters of distinguished physicians and surgeons."82

Eighteen seventy-one and seventy-two were exciting years in the Library's
childhood. During that brief period Billings developed every method that he
and his successors would use for obtaining books, journals, reports, disserta-
tions, and other literary materials. Publications arrived at a rapid rate, and on
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one of the days in the early 1870's the Library slipped into first place as the
largest medical library in America The cataloging of publications in 1874 re-
quired three large volumes, a decade earlier it had been done in a small
pamphlet. The Library had accumulated so many of the ordinary Ameican
medical books that Billings was finding it difficult to obtain those he did not
have.83 By 1875 the Library contained approximately 75 percent of all the
periodical literature that had ever been published, it possessed by far the most
voluminous collection of pamphlets, about 40,000, and was twice the size of
the second largest medical library, that of the College of Physicians, Philadel-
phia 84 "Nothing is so remarkable in the development of medical libraries as
the extraordinarily rapid growth of the Library of the Surgeon General's office,"
remarked an observer, "like Jonah's gourd it came up in a night "ss

Notes

1 Letter, Billings to Adams Jewett July 15,
1872, "I prefer as a rule not to purchase foreign
books in this country, because I can get them
easily and much more cheaply abroad' MS/C/
81

Invoices sent by Billings' agents listed the
author, short title, price, and sometimes other
information about publications he purchased
The Medical Department's monthly abstractsof
disbursements also contained this information
The invoices and abstracts are in NLM A few
examples of his purchases in the 1870's are Par-
acelsus, De Cleyne Chirurgie, 1568, 87 20, Hip
pocrates, Prolegomena, 1597, $1 95, Antomus
Busenmus, In Cl Golem Pergamem Librum De
Inequali Intempene Commentarn, 1553, $9 30,
Boyle, Apparatus ad Htstoriam Naturalem, 600,
Thomas Sydenham, Opera Medico, 1735, $1 15,
Thomas Bartholm, Twee Hondert Cetal, 1657,
$1 50, Johannes Mesue, Opera Medtcinalta,
1471, $31 40

2 Letter, Billings to Jewett, June 28, 1872,
"as I must get all the new books + take all the
M J 's [medical journals] I do not have a great
amt to sp for exa editions" MS/C/81

3 Letter, Billings to Schmidt, Dec 15, 1871
MS/C/81

Angry at Mackay Brothers, New York, Bill
ings wrote "I regret that it should not have been
thought proper to ask a reasonable price for the
pampfhlets] as probably 200 of them are not in
this library and it would have saved me some
trouble in procuring them I have no doubt how-
ever that I shall be able to procure all of them
that I want at not to exceed 25 cents each"
letter, Billings to Mackay Bros , Feb 15, 1872
MS/C/81 For another example see letter, Bill
ings to E P Boon, Roxbury, Mass , June 23,
1884 MS/C81

4 Letter, Billings to Bailhere, Aug 14, 1882
MS/C/81

5 Among the periodicals in which he adver-
tised was New York Medical Record, 1872, Can-
ada Lancet 1873, and American Practitioner 1873
Unfortunately advertisements were discarded
when old journals were bound in NLM and most
other medical libraries, and copies of Billings
ads are difficult to locate No records were kept
of responses to the ads and there is no way of
knowing how many publications they brought
in, but at least they alterted readers to the ex-
istence and needs of the infant library and may
have led persons to contribute

6 Letters, Dunghson to Billings, Sept 23,
Oct 3, 1872 MS/C/8]

" Letters, Porcher to Billings, July 15, 21,
Sept 27, Oct 5, 9, 12 Billings to Porcher, Julv
23,1872 MS/C/81 Another example of Billings'
offer of low prices was his dealing with H A
Ford of Leonardtown Md , letters, Ford to
Billings, July 10, Aug 2, 13, 14, Sept 19, Oct
5, Billings to Ford, Aug 7, 1872 MS/C/81

8 Letter, Doyle to Billings, Jan 3, 1871 MS/
C/81

9 Johann Schroder, Complete Chymical
Dispensatory London, 1669 The title in
the text above is copied from the invoice The
book was accessioned as no 14,845, sometime
after Feb 15, 1872 (most volumes listed in the
old registers do not have a date of acquisition)
Voucher no 10, abstract of disbursements, mu-
seum and Library appropriation, shows that the
book was sold to the Library on Mar 25, 1872

10 Quote is from letter, Jewett to Billings,
July 20, 1872 This and many other letters Jew-
ett wrote to Billings between 1872 and 1874 are
in MS/C/81

Dorothy M Schullian, "Adams Jewett and
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John Shaw Billings, Partners in Acquisition,"
Bull Med Lib Assoc 49 443-9 (1961)

11 Partial lists of donors and exchangers re
siding in the United States and other countries
are m Index-Catalogue, 1 series, vol 16, 1895,
pp iv—ix, and Catalogue of the Library vol 3,
1874, pp [in]—vi Names of other donors may
be found in Billings correspondence

12 Yarrow, Military Surgeon 60 172 (1927)
13 Garrison, Billing-*, 217-8
14 Dorothy M Schullmn, "Thomas Windsor,

Benefactor of the Army Medical Library," Bull
Med Lib Assoc 38 135-144 (1950)

15 Letters, Trowbridge to the Surgeon Gen-
eral, June 23, 28, 1875 Trowbridge to Billings,
June 23, 28, 30, Julv 6, 1875, Jan 29, 1877,
Billings to Trowbridge, July 2 1875 MS/C/81

16 Letter, Phmney to Billings, Nov 28 1884
MS/C/81

'" Correspondence of Eldndge from 1871 to
1893 is m MS/C/81

18 Letters, Green to Woodward, May 20,
1873, with attached replv by Billings, Green to
Billings Sept 16, 1875, Feb 3, July 23, 1879
MS/C/81

19 Letter, Billings lo Wood, Jan 20, 1871
MS/C/81 This is the earliest letter in Billings'
correspondence asking for help obtaining re-
ports Wood obtained several reports, according
to letter, Wood to Billings, Jan 30 MS/C/81

20 Letters Van Deusen to Billings, Mar 1
1871, Snow to Billings, Mar 7, 1871 MS/C/81

21 Letters, Simpson to Billings, Feb 9, Mar
28, Asch to Billings Feb 21, Irwm to Billings,
Feb 26, Semple to Billings, Mar 18, June 13,
Randolph to Billings, Mar 11, 1871 MS/C/81

22 Letters, Bossange to Billings, Oct 31, Dec
12, 1871 NLM

23 Letters, Billings to Trubner & Co , Sept
1, Trubner to Billings, Sept 23, Oct 5 (with
list of institutions circularized), Oct 9 (with copy
of form letter), 1871 NLM Letter, B F Ste
vens to Billings, Sept 24, 1878, with form letter
attached MS/C/81

24 Letter, Billings to Thomson, Mai 3, 1871
MS/C/81

25 Billings opinions on dissertations are given
in his chapter, "Medical Libraries in the United
States," in the Bureau of Education special re
port, Public Libraries in the United States of
America, part 1, 1876

26 The latter quotation was the opinion of
physician, philologist bookseller Felix Flugel
letter, Flugel to Billings June 22, 1873 NLM

27 Letter, Billings to Bossange, April 16, 1868
NA

28 The Library received hundreds, or per-
haps a few thousand, irom Library of Congress,
but it is not possible to ascertain the number

because pamphlets and dissertations were to-
taled together Letters, T Gill to Billings, Mar
(n d ), Billings to Gill, Mar 12, 1872 MS/C/81
In the Catalogue of 1872, pamphlets and dis-
sertations from Library of Congress may be
identified by the letter C

29 Letters, Schmidt to Billings, Mar 31, Apr
7, May 8, June 30, Sept 20, 27, Oct 9, Billings
to Schmidt, Sept 19, 1872 MS/C/81

30 At the time Billings published the Cata-
logue of 1872, the Library had 700 bound vol-
umes of Pans, Montpelher, and Strasburgdis-
sertations

31 Letter, Billings to Flugel, May 2, 1873
NLM

32 Letter, Billings to Flugel, July 10, 1873
NLM A Treichel, a philatelist of Berlin, Ger-
many, heard of Billings' wants and sent him
dissertations and pamphlets, requesting U S
stamps in return letters, Treichel to Billings
July 29, 1874, June 12, Dec 28, 1875 MS/C/
81

33 Letter, Flugel to Billings, transmitting
letter from University of Berlin, Oct 18, 1873,
accompanied by translation made in SCO NLM

34 Letters, Billings to Flugel, June 15, 1878,
June 29, Aug 2, 31, 1882 NLM Billings also
asked Flugel to have copied from records of
principal German universities, at the Library's
expense, lists of names of medical graduates so
that he would know of gaps in his collection,
and be able to arrange and bind his copies Let-
ters, Billings to Flugel, May 2, July 10, 1873
NLM

35 Letter, Billings to librarian, University of
Zurich, Oct 27, 1874 MS/C/81

36 Letter, University of Gronmgen to Bill-
ings, Nov 30, 1874 MS/C/81

37 Letter, University of Greifswald to Bill
ings, Jan 25, 1874 MS/C/81

38 Letter, librarian, University of Munich to
Billings, June 20, 1876 MS/C/81

39 Letter, Univesity of Wurzburg to Bill-
ings, Dec 1, 1877 MS/C/81

40 Letters, University of Rostock to Billings,
Oct 3, 1874, University of Freiburg to Billings,
Sept 30, 1876, University of Halle to Billings,
Dec 31, 1874 MS/C/81

41 Figures are from the Billings chapter,
"Medical libraries in the United States," pub-
lished in 1876, and the annual reports of the
Surgeon General for 1885 and 1895

42 Letter, Billings to Purdy, May 16, 1872
MS/C/81

43 Letter, Billings to Cheney, Apr 26, 1872
MS/C/81

44 Letter, Billings to Green, May 16, 1872
MS/C/81 On this letter Billings wrote "In ans
to all letters (official and other) "
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45 Names of some of the societies, univer-
sities, libraries, and organizations which con-
tributed to the Library by exchanges of gifts are
in Catalogue of the Library, vol 3, 1873, pp
vi—x, and Index-Catalogue, first series, vol 16,
1895, pp ix—xiv Joseph E Garland, The Cen-
tennial History of the Boston Medical Library,
1875 to 1975, pp 30-32

* Letter, Billings to Bossange, Apr 11, 1874
NLM

47 Letter, Billings to Flugel, May 2, 1873
NLM Lists of recipients of catalogues, histo-
ries, and other publications are in the corre-
spondence of Billings and Flugel, NLM A
careful record was kept of recipients of volumes
of the Index-Catalogue, 1880 onward

48 Some letters of acknowledgment from so-
cieties are in Billings' correspondence, MS/C/
81

49 Letter, Billings to Chereau, May 24, 1884
MS/C/81 See also letter, Billings to Hahn of
the Paris faculty, April 8, 1885

50 Letters, G V Poore to Billings, Mar 27
Apr 27, 1877 MS/C/81

151 Letter, Librarian PCP to Billings, June 1,
1875 MS/C/81

52 Letters, M Eller to Billings, Feb 24, Mar
29, 1877 MS/C/81

53 Letter, Struck to Billings, Feb 3, 1882
MS/C/81

54 Letters, Librarian, Faculty of Physicians,
to Billings, Aug 2, 1882, Billings to Bowditch,
Boston Medical Library Association, Sept 9
MS/C/81

55 Letters, Bngham to Billings, July 7, 19,
Nov 14, 18, 1882 MS/C/81 John W Farlow,
History of the Boston Medical Library, pp 204-
205

56 Letter, D W Cathell to Billings, Oct 6,
1887 MS/C/81

" Letter, J H Larned, Young Men's Li-
brary, Buffalo, to Billings, Feb 4, 1884 MS/C/
81

58 Letters, Billings to Melvil Dewey, Co-
lumbia University, Nov 13, 1886, Dewey to
Billings, Nov 10 MS/C/81

59 Letters, Bridge to Billings, May 5, June
12, July 3, 23, Sept 29, 1877 MS/C/81

60 Letters, L Wheeler to Billings, Feb 3
17, 24, 1880 MS/C/81

61 Letter, A North and E McDonald to
Billings, Mar 19, 1880 MS/C/81

62 Letter, F W Draper to Billings, Oct 17,
1883 MS/C/273

63 Letters, J Turnpenny to Billings, Apr 3,
7, 10, 15, Bilhngs to Turnpenny, Apr 4, 11,
1872 MS/C/81

64 Alex Williamson presented a photo of Sir
William Fergusson in 1867 (letter, Bilhngs to

Williamson, Nov 6, 1867 NA),but there seems
to be no way of ascertaining whether or not this
was the first

65 Letter Bilhngs to March, Oct 10, 1874
MS/C/81

66 For example, photos were sent by Baron
Fehx-Hippolyte Larrey, Pans (letter, to Bill-
ings, Dec 28, 1874 NLM),T Lauder Brunton,
London (letter, to Billings Jan 25, 1877 NLM)
and C Muller, Budapest (letter, to Billings, Nov
3,1894 NYPL) Billings sent a group of photos
of himself to Felix Flugel, his agent m Leipzig,
for distribution in 1877 (letter, to Flugel, Feb
24, 1877 NLM)

w Letter, Purdv *o Bilhngs, Sept 8, 1874
MS/C/81

68 Letter, Foster to Bilhngs, Nov 4, 1881
MS/C/81

69 Letters, Pooley to Bilhngs, Nov 4 24,
1881, Bilhngs to Pooley, Nov 22, 1881 MS/C/
81

"° Letter, Bilhngs to J H Pooley, Nov 22,
1881 MS/C/81

"' Letters, Billings to E Wolff, Germany,
Nov 13, Dec 27, 1886 MS/C/81

~2 Letter, Bilhngs to Mitchell, Jan 13, 1887
MS/C/81

"3 Letter, Billing' to E W Leavenworth
Dec 10 1886 MS/C/81

74 Lvtt I Gardner, L G Wells, "The Wolff-
Leavenworth Collection of Engraved Portraits
at Syracuse University," Bull Hist Med 35
175-7 (1961)

75 Letters, Stechert to Bilhngs, Aug 18, 1894
Fletcher to Stechert, Aug 20, 1894 MS/C/81

76 Letter, Billings to E W Leavenworth
Dec 10, 1886 MS/C/81

77 Letter, Bilhngs to Surgeon General Mur-
ray, Feb 13, 1886, vvilh endorsement by Sec-
retary of War, letter, Bilhngs to Surgeon Gen-
eral, Feb 26 MS/C'81 It is noteworthy that
the military establishment was so small in 1886
that the Secretary of War became involved in
such matters

Correspondence between Billings and two
of his advisors on medals, William Lee and
Horatio Storer, is m MS/C/81

A Allemann, "The Collection of Medical
Medals in the Army Medical Museum, Bull
Med Lib Assoc 7 5-7 (1917-18)

78 Letter, Billings to Woodhull, May 13 1872
MS/C/81

79 Letter, Lee to Billings, Dec 5, 1889 MS/
C/81

80 Letters, Harvey E Brown to Billings, June
30, July 25, 1872 MS/C/81 The manuscript on
yellow fever is MS/fB/30

Letter, D A Davi» to John B Hamilton,
with endorsements and reply of Bilhngs to J B
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Hamilton, Apr. 1, 1888 MS/C/81. Hamilton's M Table of principal medical libraries on p.
notes, case reports, correspondence, memo- 182 of Billings' chapter, "Medical libraries in
randa, and other documents are filed under MS/ the United States," in Bureau of Education Spe-
B/184. cial Report, Public Libraries in the United States

81 Letters, Surg. John Campbell to E. Spra- . . . , Part 1, 1876.
gue, filed under date Aug. 17, 1877: MS/C/81.

82 Letter, Billings to de Fort, Apr. 4, 1893: ^ Archibald Malloch, in Celebration of the
MS/C/81. Centennial of the Library of the Medical and

83 Letter, Billings to H. A. Ford Aug. 7, Chirurgical Faculty of the State of Maryland,
1874: MS/C/81. 1830-1930 (1931), p. 8.
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