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AN ACCOUNT OF THE LIFE OF THE AUTHOR.
DR. GARNETT was born at Casterton, near Kirkby Lonsdale,
Westmoreland, on the 21st of April, 1766. During the first fifteen
years of his life, he remained with his parents, and was instructed
by them in the precepts of the established church of England, from
which he drew that scheme of virtue, by which every action of his
future life was to be governed. The only school education he received during these early years, was at Barbon, a small village near
his native place, to which his father had removed the year after he
was born. The school was of so little consequence, that its master
changed not less than three times during the space of seven or eight
years, and the whole instruction he received, was comprehended in
the rudiments of the English grammar, a small portion of Latin, and
a little French, together with the general principles of arithmetic.
His bodily constitution was from the beginning weak and susceptible; he was unequal to joining in the boisterous amusements of his
companions, while from the liveliness of his disposition he could
not remain a moment idle. To these circumstances we are, perhaps,
to attribute the uncommon progress he made in every branch of
knowledge to which he afterwards applied himself.
Whilst a schoolboy, the susceptibility of his mind, and a diffidence of character connected with it, caused him to associate very
little with his schoolfellows: he dreaded the displeasure of his preceptor, as the greatest misfortune which could befal him The moment he arrived at home, he set about preparing his lesson for the
next day; and as soon as this was accomplished, he amused himself
by contriving small pieces of mechanism, which he exhibited with
conscious satisfaction to his friends. His temper was warm and
enthusiastic; whatever came within the narrow circle of his early
knowledge he would attempt to imitate. He saw no difficulties before hand, nor was he discouraged when he met with them. At the
early age of eleven years, he had somewhere seen a dial and a quadrant, and was able to imitate these instruments, nay, with the assistance of the latter, and the small knowledge of arithmetic and trigonometry, which he had then obtained, he formally marched out
with his younger brother, and rudely attempted to measure the
height of a mountain behind his father's house. When he was nearly
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fifteen years of age, he was, at his earnest desire, put apprentice to
the celebrated mathematician, Mr. Dawson, of Sedbergh, who was
at that time a surgeon and apothecary. This situation was peculiarly
advantageous to him, on account of the great mathematical
knowledge of his master, by whom he was instructed in the different branches of this science; and, notwithstanding his constant employment in necessary business, his ardent pursuit of professional
information, and his extreme youth, in the course of four years, he
became well acquainted with mechanics, hydrostatics, optics, and
astronomy. He afterwards applied himself with energy to the study
of chemistry, and other subjects, with which it was thought expedient that he should be acquainted, previously to attending the medical lectures in the University of Edinburgh. Strongly impressed with
a sense of the value of time, he was indefatigable in the pursuit of
knowledge: by a concurrence of fortunate circumstances, his talents
had become so flexible, that he succeeded almost equally well in
every subject to which he applied himself; but of chemistry he was
particularly fond, and from this time it became his favourite study.
During the four years of his apprenticeship, his conduct was in
every respect highly commendable; he was assiduous, he was virtuous. His pursuit after general knowledge was restrained to one
object only at a time; he had advanced far in the abstruse sciences;
his inclination for study was increased: when in the year 1785, he
went to Edinburgh with a degree of scientific knowledge, seldom
attained by young men beginning the study of medicine. He became
a member of the Medical and Physical Societies, where he soon
made himself conspicuous, and of the latter of which, he was afterwards president.
Well acquainted with the first principles of natural philosophy, he
had considerable advantages over his contemporaries; and his superiority was soon acknowledged. He was not, however, on this
account inclined to remit his industry; he attended the lectures of
the ablest professors of the day, and more particularly those of Dr.
Black, with the most scrupulous punctuality, and endeavoured to
elucidate his subject by every collateral information he could obtain.
He avoided almost all society; and it is said, he never allowed himself, at this time, more than four hours sleep out of the twenty four.
The famous Dr. Brown was then delivering lectures on his new
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theory of medicine. Dr. Garnett, fired with the enthusiasm of this
noted teacher, and struck with the conformity of his theory to the
general laws of nature, became one of the most zealous advocates of
his doctrine; and from this period, he took, during the remainder of
his life, every opportunity of supporting it.
During two summers he returned to Mr. Dawson at Sedbergh,
passing the intervening winters in Edinburgh: about this time he
wrote the essay, which, in the year 1797, he published under the
title of a Lecture on Health, which very neatly and perspicuously
explains the fundamental parts of the Brunonian theory of medicine: in September 1788, he published his inaugural dissertation de
Visu, and obtained the degree of M.D. Very soon afterwards he
went to London, to pursue his professional studies, which he continued to do with the greatest perseverance: he attended with unceasing diligence the lectures of the most eminent lecturers, and he
sought practical knowledge in the chief hospitals of the metropolis
with the most ardent zeal; so that whilst he gained information to
himself, he set an impressive example to his contemporary medical
students, who in the delusive pursuits of a great city, are too apt to
neglect the objects their parents had in view in sending them to the
capital. Having finished his studies in London, Dr. Garnett, in 1789,
returned to his parents. At the time he left London, he had lost none
of his ardour; still he continued indefatigable and observant. He had
been flattered and respected by his fellow students, and praised by
his seniors; and his previous success animated him with the strongest expectation of future advancement. At this time, it is supposed,
he wrote the justly admired Treatise on Optics, which is in the Encyclopaedia Britannica. Soon after his establishment as a physician,
at Bradford, in Yorkshire, which took place in the year 1790, he
began to give private lectures on philosophy and chemistry. He
wrote his treatise on the Horley Green Spa; and in a short time,
gained a deserved character of ingenuity and skill as a chemist, a
physician, and a benevolent member of society. Bradford did not
afford scope for his practice as a physician, equal to the sanguine
expectations he had formed; and he was induced to change his situation.
In the year 1791, therefore, he removed to Knaresborough, intending to reside at that place during the winter, and at Harrowgate
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during the summer. This plan he put in execution till the year 1794;
his reputation rapidly increased, and his future prospects appeared
cheering and bright. He continued to apply himself very closely to
chemistry, which was now decidedly his most pleasant and interesting study. He endeavoured to apply his various knowledge to practical purposes, and in many instances was peculiarly successful. No
sooner had he arrived at Knaresborough, than anxious to investigate every thing in the neighbourhood, which could at all affect the
health of the inhabitants, he began to analyse the Crescent Water at
Harrowgate; which he did, with all the accuracy a subject so difficult could admit of; and in 1791, he published his treatise upon it.
The same spirit led him, in 1792, to analyse the other mineral waters
at the same place of fashionable and general resort, the detail of
which he published in the same year. These publications became
generally read, and gained him a very extensive reputation. The late
Dr. Withering, whose knowledge on these subjects could not be
disputed, before he had seen his general analysis of the Harrowgate
Waters, said, that "excepting only the few examples given us by
Bergman, the analysis of the Crescent Waters was one of the neatest
and most satisfactory accounts he had ever read of any mineral
water." But his exertions were not confined to professional and scientific pursuits; laudably desirous of advancing knowledge
amongst every branch of the community, he formed the plan of a
subscription library, which has, since 1791, been of great convenience and utility to the inhabitants of Knaresborough. Far from joining in the opinion which has so much prevailed in modern times,
that it was sufficient to aim at general utility, he lost no opportunity
of doing good to every member of society. He greatly promoted and
encouraged the making of the pleasure grounds and building on the
rock, called Fort Montague; and he instructed and assisted the poor
man, who is called the Governor, to institute a bank, and to print
and issue small bills of the value of a few halfpence, in imitation of
the notes of the country bankers, but drawn and signed with a reference of humour to the fort, the flag, the hill, and the cannon. These notes, the nobility and gentry, who during the Harrowgate season crowd to visit this remarkable place, take in exchange for their
silver, and by these means the governor, who is a man of gentle and
inoffensive manners, has been enabled, with the assistance of his
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loom, to support himself and a numerous family, and to ameliorate
their condition, by giving education to his children.
No station in life escaped his benevolent attentions. In order to
benefit John Metcalf, who is perhaps more generally known by the
name of Blind Jack of Knaresborough, he assisted him to publish an
account of the very singular and remarkable occurrences of his life,
during a long series of years, under the heavy affliction of total
blindness; by the sale of which, this venerable old man derived a
considerable contribution towards his subsistence.
Whilst at Harrowgate, Dr. Garnett obtained the patronage and
protection of the Earl of Rosslyn, then Lord Loughborough, who in
the year 1794 built a house for him, which for the future Dr. Garnett
meant should be his only residence; it was not long however before
he discovered that his situation at Harrowgate was but ill calculated
to forward his liberal and extended views. At this place he had
small opportunities of attaching himself to his favourite sciences; in
the winter months he was without literary society, and it was not
for his ardent spirit to remain inactive. About this time also, he
formed the idea of going to America, where he thought he might
live both honourably and profitably as a teacher of chemistry and
natural philosophy. All these circumstances were floating in his
mind, when in the year 1794, about the end of July, at the instance
of a medical friend, who resided in London, he received as boarders
into his house, which was kept by his sister, Miss Catharine Grace
Cleveland, daughter of the late Mr. Cleveland, of Salisbury Square,
Fleet Street, who was recommended to the use of the Harrowgate
waters, together with her friend Miss Worboys. To all who were
acquainted with the prepossessing exterior of Dr. Garnett, the liveliness of his conversation, the urbanity of his manners, and his general desire of communicating knowledge to whomever he saw desirous of gaining information, it will be no surprise, that a mutual
attachment grew up between him and his inmate, Miss Cleveland, a
young lady possessing, in all respects, a mind similar to his own,
and who must have felt a natural gratification in the zeal with
which the company of the person, on whom she had placed her
affections, was sought by all ranks resorting to this fashionable watering place, where every one thought himself most fortunate who
sat nearest to him at the table, and where he enlivened the circle
15

around him with his conversation, which was not only instructive,
but playfully gay, and entertaining, ever striving to amuse, and
always successful in his attempts. The Doctor now began to project
plans of happiness, which he had only before held in idea. Previous
to his visitors leaving Harrowgate, which was towards the latter
end of December, he communicated to Miss Cleveland his intention
of going to America. At first she hesitated about accompanying him;
but finding his resolution fixed, she at length consented. From this
time, till the beginning of March 1795, he continued deliberating
upon and maturing his plan. He now departed from Harrowgate,
and followed the object of his affection to her mother's residence at
Hare Hatch, Berks. He was married to her on the 16th of March, and
a fortnight afterwards returned to Harrowgate, to dispose of the
lease of his house, and his furniture. Having again joined his wife,
he then went to London, where he purchased apparatus for his
lectures, and after visiting his parents, he proceeded to Liverpool, in
order to obtain a passage to America.
Whilst he was thus waiting for the opportunity of a vessel to
transport him across the Atlantic, he was solicited by the medical
gentlemen at Liverpool, to unpack his apparatus, and give a public
course of lectures on chemistry and experimental philosophy. At all
times desirous of diffusing the knowledge he had acquired, and
eager to fulfil the wishes of his friends, he complied with their request, and entered upon a plan, which in the end completely overturned the scheme he had for several months been contemplating
with such ardent hopes of happiness and prosperity. No sooner had
he been prevailed upon, than he set about getting every thing ready
for his lectures, and after a single week's preparation; he commenced his course. The deep interest he took in his subject, the anxiety he showed to make himself understood, and the enthusiastic
hope he constantly expressed of the advancement of science, had a
remarkable effect upon his audience; and his lectures were received
with the most flattering marks of attention, and excited the most
general applause and satisfaction. In a short time, he received a
pressing invitation from the most eminent characters at Manchester,
to repeat his course in that town. This invitation he accepted, and,
encouraged by the success he had just experienced, he postponed
the idea of leaving his country. He arrived at Manchester about the
16

middle of January 1796, and began his lectures on the 22nd of that
month. Before his arrival, not less than sixty subscribers had put
down their names, the more strongly to induce him to comply with
their wishes, and many more had promised to do it, as soon as his
proposals were published. Notwithstanding he was thus led to
expect a large audience, and had procured apartments, which he
imagined would be sufficiently spacious for their reception, he was
obliged, for want of room, to change them not less than three times
during one course. With such success did the career of his philosophical teaching begin, and with such extreme attention and respect was he every where received, that he used afterwards to mention this period, as not only the most profitable, but the most happy
of his life. On the 24th of February, his wife was brought to bed of a
daughter, the eldest of the two orphans who have now to lament
the death of so valuable a parent, to deplore the loss of that independence which his exertions were certain to have raised them, and
to rely on a generous public for protection, in testimony of the virtues and merit of their father.
After this time Dr. Garnett repeated nearly the same course of lectures at Warrington and at Lancaster; to both which places he was
followed by the same success.
Whilst he was in this manner exerting himself for the general diffusion of knowledge, his fame spread with the delight and instruction he had every where communicated to his audience. The inhabitants of Birmingham wished to have the advantage of his lectures;
and he also received a most pressing invitation from Dublin, where
a very large subscription had already been formed. It was his intention to have accepted of the latter invitation, but previous to his
departure for Ireland (from whence he had even yet some thoughts
of emigrating to America) he was informed of the vacancy of the
professorship in Anderson's Institution, at Glasgow, by his friend
the late Dr. Easton of Manchester, who strongly urged him to become a candidate. As this situation must inevitably destroy all his
future prospects, he for a long time hesitated; but Dr. Easton having
informed the Managers of the Institution, that there was a possibility of their obtaining a professor, so eminently qualified as Dr. Garnett, they, after making further inquiry concerning him, offered it to
him in so handsome a manner, that, although the situation was by
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no means likely to be productive of so much emolument as the plan
of life he had lately been pursuing, he yielded to their proposal,
strengthened as it was by the earnest solicitation of Mrs. Garnett,
who felt considerable apprehension at the thoughts of going to
America, and consented to accept of the professorship.
He began his lectures at Glasgow in November 1796, and a short
account of them may be found in his Tour to the Highlands, vol. ii.
p. 196. The peculiar clearness with which he was wont to explain
the most difficult parts of science, together with the simplicity of the
terms he employed, rendered his lectures particularly acceptable to
those who had not been initiated in the technical terms, generally
used on such occasions. Every thing he delivered might easily be
understood by those who had not previously attended to the subject; and of consequence, all who had been disgusted, or frightened
by the difficulties they had before met with, or imagined, were eager to receive his instructions; and the audience he obtained, was
much more numerous, than either the trustees, or himself, had
deemed probable.
When the session was completed, he repaired to Liverpool for the
purpose of fulfilling a promise he had formerly given to his friends,
to repeat his course of lectures in that town. Mrs. Garnett, in the
mean time, remained at Kirkby Lonsdale, where he joined her as
soon as his lectures were finished. He spent the latter part of the
summer chiefly in botanical pursuits, and returned to Glasgow in
the autumn, when he made known his intention of practising as a
physician. Fortune continued to favour him, his reputation increased, and he rapidly advanced towards the first professional
situation in Glasgow.
In July 1798, he began his Tour to the Highlands, an account of
which he published in 1800, and having returned to his duties in the
Institution, the success of his lectures suffered no interruption, but
whilst he was reaping the benefit due to his industry and his talents,
his happiness received a blow, which was irrecoverable, by the loss
of his wife, who died in child birth, December the 25th 1798: the
infant was preserved. The sentiments of Dr. Garnett on this occasion
will be best expressed in his own words, in a letter to Mr. Ort, of
Bury in Lancashire.
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"Glasgow, January 1st. 1799.
"Oh my dear cousin, little did I expect that I should begin the new
year with telling you that I am now deprived of all earthly comforts;
yes, the dear companion of my studies, the friend of my heart, the
partner of my bosom, is now a piece of cold clay. The senseless
earth is closed on that form which was so lately animated by every
virtue; and whose only wish was to make me happy.
"Is there any thing, which can now afford me any consolation?
Yes, she is not lost, but gone before: but still it is hard to have all our
schemes of happiness wrecked: when our bark was within sight of
port, when we were promising ourselves more than common felicity, it struck upon a rock: my only treasure went to the bottom, and I
am cast ashore, friendless, and deprived of every comfort. My poor,
dear love had been as well as usual during the two or three last
months, and even on the dreadful evening (christmas eve) she
spoke with pleasure of the approaching event. My spirits were elevated to so uncommon a pitch, by the birth of a lovely daughter,
that they were by no means prepared for the succeeding scene; and
they have been so overwhelmed, that I sometimes hope it may be a
dream, out of which I wish to awake. The little infant is well, and I
have called it Catharine, a name which must ever be dear to me,
and which I wish to be able to apply to some object whom I love; for
though it caused the death of my hopes, it is dear to me, as being
the last precious relic of her, whom every body who knew her esteemed, and I loved. I must now bid adieu to every comfort, and
live only for the sweet babes. Oh! 'tis hard, very hard. "THOMAS
GARNETT." "To Mr. Ort, Bury, Lancashire.
The affliction Dr. Garnett experienced on the death of his wife,
was never recovered. On all occasions of anxiety which were multiplied upon him, by reason of his exquisite sensibility, he longed for
the consolation her society used to afford him; and although his
susceptibility to the action of external causes, would not allow him
to remain in continued and unalterable gloom and melancholy, yet
in solitude, and on the slightest accident, his distress returned, and
he despaired of the possibility of ever retrieving his lost happiness.
Had it not been for his philosophical pursuits, and the duties of his
extensive practice, which kept him almost constantly engaged, it
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may be doubted, whether he could at this time have sustained the
load of sorrow with which he was oppressed.
The circumstances which remain to be mentioned are few. From
the death of his wife, Dr. Garnett may be considered as unfortunate;
for although a fair prospect opened before him, a series of occurrences took place, which neither his state of mind, nor his constitutional firmness enabled him to support.
At the time of the formation of the Royal Institution of Great Britain, in London, Count Rumford wrote to Dr. Garnett, to whom he
was then an entire stranger, inquiring into the nature and economy
of Anderson's Institution, Glasgow; the plan of the lectures given,
&c. &c.; and after hinting at the opportunities of acquiring reputation in London, he finally proposed that Dr. Garnett should become
lecturer of the new Institution. With this proposal, arduous as was
the task, to deliver a course of lectures on almost every branch of
human attainment, Dr. Garnett complied, relying on his acquirements, and the tried excellence of his nature; and conscious that no
difficulty could resist the indefatigable exertions which on other
occasions he had so successfully applied. Flattered by the honour
and respect he conceived to be paid to his abilities and qualifications; pleased with the prospect of more rapidly accumulating an
independence for himself and his children; and animated with the
hope of meeting with more frequent opportunities of gratifying his
thirst after knowledge, his spirits were again roused, and he looked
forward to new objects of interest in the advancement of his favourite pursuits. In the enthusiasm of the moment, he was known to say,
that he considered his connexion with the Royal Institution, from
which the country had a right to expect so much, as one of the most
fortunate occurrences of his life. On the 15th October 1799, he informed a special meeting of the Managers of Anderson's Institution,
of his appointment to the Professorship of Philosophy, Chemistry,
and Mechanics, in the Royal Institution of Great Britain, and on that
account requested permission to resign his situation. The resignation of a man, whom all loved and revered, was reluctantly, though,
as tending to his personal advancement, and the promotion of science, unanimously accepted by the meeting; he was congratulated
on his new appointment, and thanked for the unremitting attention
he had paid to the interests of Anderson's Institution, ever since he
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