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Unitarian Tninister, nanit'd Joscjih Priostlcy. who was vory

fond of making ch(!niioal experiments in his spare time,

particularly with gases and things that would yield gases;

and someone, knowing his fondness for examining now
substances in this connection, sent him a sample of this red

calx of mercury, or red prccii)itate, as it was called. On the

1st of August, 1774, a very important date in the history of

chemistry, he heated some of it in a vial, and what was his

amazement to see little drops of more ry prodnci d fn\ the

sides of the vial just ahovf> the heated j)art and an iiivisilile

gas bubbling off from a tube lilted to the vial aad dipping

under water. He had broken the re*! precipitatv up into the

orighial mercury and the something else from the air which

it had combined with when " burned," and the most striking

property of the gas he found to be that it wouid cause a

glowing splinter of wood, when plunged into it, to burst into

flame and bum with great briUiancy.

ExpXBiMEKT.—In a hard-glass test-tube place a gram or two of mer-

curic oxide (red precipitate), and heat carefully. Note the appearance of

drops of mercury on tlio upper part of the walls of the tube where they

are not very hot. Introduce into the tube immediately after heating a

ijrlov. ing splinter (not flaming) of wood. What hai)pcii.s ? Is the gas

coming off combustible, or docs it support combustion ? How does it

compare with air in this regard ?

In accordance with a theory held at that time, Priestley

called the gas " dephlogisticated air," but it was afterwards

n; med oxygen by the great French chemist Lavoisier, who
also showed that the weiglii of the rod preci[)itate exactly

equalled that of the mercury plus that of the oxygen :

Calx of mercury = mercury + oxygen.

This same sort of thing has since been sliown to be true in

the cases of the other calces and water and carbon dioxide,

as we shall see later.


