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Asa Fitch, Townend Glover, Thad-
deus Harris, C. V. Riley, Benjamin 
Walsh—these are names most of us 

would connect with the rise to prominence 
of agricultural entomology in nineteenth-
century America. Students hear these names 
in entomology courses or lectures, or they are 
familiar with the names from bonus ques-
tions asked during ESA Linnaean Games.

Conner Sorensen (1995) in Brethren of 
the Net: American Entomology, 1840–1880 
treated the work of Fitch, Glover, Harris, 
Riley, and Walsh and recognized nine other 
early leaders in agricultural entomology:  
Albert Cook, Stephen Forbes, William Le- 
Baron, Joseph Lintner, Manley Miles, Al-
pheus Packard, Francis Sanborn, William 
Saunders, and Cyrus Thomas. These early 
workers, in addition to their passion for 
natural history and interest in insects affect-
ing agriculture and horticulture, typically 
grew up in families tied to business, law, 
medicine, teaching, or theology and studied 
medicine, theology, or other traditional 
professions. Many devoted spare-time hours 
to insects before they left their original oc-
cupations for employment as entomologists 
(Sorensen 1995).

We would add a 15th name to Sorensen’s 
(1995) list of important 19th-century 
contributors to agricultural entomology 
in North America: Simon Snyder Rathvon 
(1812–1891) of Lancaster County, Pa. That 
few entomologists are familiar with his ac-
complishments is hardly surprising. Neither 
Mallis (1971) in American Entomologists nor 
Sorensen (1995) mentioned Rathvon. He has 
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received only cursory treatment in the four 
major books on entomological history—all 
emphasizing the discipline’s practical aspects 
(Sheppard and Smith 1997)—that appeared 
in the 1930s: A History of Applied Entomol-
ogy (Somewhat Anecdotal) (Howard 1930), 
A History of Entomology (Essig 1931), The 
Pioneer Century of American Entomology 
(Weiss 1936), and Fragments of Entomo-
logical History (Osborn 1937). Weiss (1936) 
said little about Rathvon, dispatching him 
as another Pennsylvania entomologist active 
before 1865. Moreover, following his death, 
no full obituary was published in an ento-
mological journal; only Entomological News 
(four lines; Anonymous 1891) and Insect 
Life (10 lines; Riley and Howard 1891) ran a 
notice of his death. The most extensive 19th-
century accounts of Rathvon’s life and work 
appeared in nonentomological works (Harris 
1872, Goding n.d., Sener 1890). Calvert’s 
(1930) biographical sketch, based largely on 
Sener (1890), is the only substantial material 
on Rathvon published in an entomological 
journal. The last historical treatment of S. S. 
Rathvon appeared in Pennsylvania History 
(Winpenny 1990). 

Simon Rathvon’s entry into entomol-
ogy did not follow the route of most other 
early North American entomologists—that 
is, a classical education leading initially 
into medicine or theology (Sorensen 1995, 
Sheppard and Smith 1997). His contribu-
tions to American agricultural entomology 
might not have been as seminal as those 
of the early practitioners who were closest 
to him in age: Benjamin Walsh (b. 1808), 

Asa Fitch (b. 1809), Townend Glover (b. 
1813), and William LeBaron (b. 1814). In 
addition to being self-taught, Rathvon never 
held a paid entomological position like his 
more esteemed contemporaries did. His ac-
complishments, however, were impressive, 
especially so, considering the “burdens and 
frustrations that consistently robbed him of 
peace of mind” (Winpenny 1990).

Despite the dearth of information pub-
lished on Rathvon in entomological sources, 
a wealth of his material is available to his-
torians. He left an autobiography (“loose 
sheets”), written between March 1852 and 
February 1860,1 and a diary, written between 
January 1861 and March 1888,2 detailing 
his life. This modest entomologist deserves a 
full biography. Here we highlight the life and 
work of Simon Rathvon and hope that this 
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1 Rathvon’s “Autobiography” of 774 pages (some are 
missing) is in the Archives of the Lancaster County 
Historical Society, Lancaster, PA. 
 
2 In the late 1970s, Rathvon’s “Diary” of 121 pages 
was in the North Museum when it was part of Franklin 
and Marshall College, Lancaster, PA. The diary cannot 
now be located in the independent North Museum of 
Natural History and Science (Alison Eichelberger, pers. 
comm., February 2005). Winpenny (1990: fn 44) noted 
that the diary is in the Archives of the Academy of Nat-
ural Sciences, Philadelphia. In March 1967, Franklin 
and Marshall did present microfilm of the diary to the 
Academy of Natural Sciences. This copy, part of collec-
tion 758 in the academy’s archives, unfortunately is not 
in a format that can be viewed in a microfilm reader. A 
print-out of the diary is available as part of collection 
758 (Eileen Mathias, pers. comm., April 2005). Since 
April 2005, the Franklin and Marshall Archives and 
the North Museum each have a copy labeled “S. S. 
Rathvon (1812–1891) Diary 1861-1888 from the Col-
lection of the Academy of Natural Sciences, copy taken 
from photographic negative of diary (original lost?).”
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sketch demonstrates why Riley and Howard 
(1891) could say that our science is indebted 
to Rathvon’s “many important discoveries” 
and refer to the scientific knowledge and 
“great powers of observation” of a “propa-
gandist and popularizer of entomology.” 

Rathvon was among the first editors of 
an agricultural journal to invite growers to 
submit specimens of insects, which he would 
identify and expound on in his monthly 
columns on entomology. His writings of the 
1860s and 1870s, stressing a broad approach 
to pest suppression, contain many of the 
elements now regarded as key to programs 
of successful insect pest management. His 
efforts to make the citizens of his county 
more knowledgeable about insects might be 
considered an early example of what now 
represent extension and outreach activities.

A Childhood Unprosperous
Simon Rathvon was born on April 24, 

1812, at Marietta, Lancaster County, Pa. His 
father, Jacob, was known as the “Gunsmith 
of Marietta” (Autobiography, July 27, 1873, 
pp. 93–94). Catherine Myers, his mother, 
was a native of neighboring York County. 
Simon considered the ancestral homeland to 
be Germany, but biographers used the final 
“g” of the original family name (Rathfang 
or Rathfong) to support Switzerland as the 
fatherland (Harris 1872). 

An absence of parental harmony helped 
make Rathvon’s childhood “cheerless, cold, 
unprosperous, uninviting and destitute of 
genuine brotherly or sisterly affection.” 
He experienced hard labor at the age of 8 
or 9 when his father, his gunsmithing busi-
ness declining, was forced to leave home 
to augment the family’s income. Feeling 
compelled to keep his brothers, sisters, and 
mother supplied with food, he piled shingles 
along the Susquehanna River. The money 
he earned allowed him to purchase butter, 
corn meal, and molasses for the family 
larder (Autobiography, March 26, 1854, p. 
152; Oct. 25, 1857, pp. 498–499; May 18, 
1857, p.449).

When Simon was 10, he took up farm 
labor, which with his work along the Susque-
hanna between the end of harvest and begin-
ning of cornhusking, was to occupy much 
of his boyhood. He recognized that he had 
such brief respite from his labors that he was 
more familiar with children’s games from 
the pastimes of his companions than from 
his own experiences. He later recalled being 
“boxed about” from place to place from 
the age of 10 to 15, such experiences mostly 
erasing the “home feeling.” Yet he often 
longed to return, only to find that “home 
did not seem to be there.” He “rather liked 
labor better than being at home and going 
to school” (Autobiography, Jan. 21, 1856, 

p. 310;  Oct. 1857, p. 497; Jan. 21, 1856, 
pp. 305, 316).

What formal schooling Simon obtained 
was “casual and intermittent at best” (Kinsey 
1986). At 7 or 8, he spent two quarters in a 
day school where he learned the alphabet and 
how to spell in one syllable (Harris 1872, 
Goding n.d.). After a three-month interval, 
he attended another school for two quarters, 
making no more than “very ordinary prog-
ress” (Harris 1872). During his final two 
quarters, in a third school, he progressed more 
in one month than in all his previous quarters. 
He completed his schooling being able to read, 
write, and cipher as far as compound addition 
(Harris 1872). Subsequently, when he would 
leave home to work on local farms, no provi-
sion was made for continued schooling. He 
characterized his schooling as “of that rough 
and uncouth kind, which leaves so ragged a 
surface on the mind and manners, as a long 
life can scarcely wear down to a genteel pol-
ish” (Autobiography, Jan. 21, 1856, p. 299; 
Aug. 17, 1857, p. 479). 

Apprenticeship—the Art and Mystery 
of Tailoring

At 15, having worked much of the previ-
ous 5 years and become alienated from his 
home, Simon was faced with choosing an 
occupation. Farming was not a possibility. 
He lacked the “hardihood” to withstand the 
hot summers and cold winters, and he had a 
slight build, “too light to be a ploughman.” 
Although desirous of learning a trade, he did 
not know what it should be; in fact, its nature 
was immaterial to him. On July 9, 1827, he 
began a 5-year apprenticeship to learn “the 
art and Mystery of tailoring” (Autobiogra-
phy, Jan. 20, 1856, p. 295; Jan. 21, 1856, pp. 
311, 317; Diary, July 9, 1882, p. 119). 

Rathvon would make tailoring his life’s 
work. In September 1832, he opened a shop 
in Marietta. He found it difficult to make a 
living as a self-employed tailor (Winpenney 
1990). Over the next 16 years, he worked 

in his own shops or for others in Lancaster, 
Marietta, and Philadelphia before locating 
permanently in Lancaster in 1848. He had 
been invited by Frederick J. Kramph, a 
merchant tailor, to serve as his foreman and 
bookkeeper. Rathvon took over the business 
in March 1859 following Kramph’s death 
(Harris 1872, Rathvon 1880). In 1870, 
Rathvon asked his long-time employee Mi-
chael Fisher to become his partner (Diary, 
Oct. 3, 1880, p. 96), establishing “Rathvon 
and Fisher, Merchant Tailors and General 
Clothiers” (Kinsey 1986) (Fig. 1). Upon 
Fisher’s death, Rathvon entered the tailoring 
department of the store that his (Rathvon’s) 
son George F. opened in Lancaster.3

Rathvon, at times, regretted having be-
come a tailor, but he was inclined to think 
that it provided a means of “accomplishing 
more for music, body, and soul than might 
have been attainable in any other calling.” 
Though never fully convinced that this was 
so, he at least was satisfied that his condition 
would not have been any better in another 
occupation (Autobiography, Jan. 21, 1856, 
p. 317). Tailoring, in the words of Winpen-
ney (1990), simply “was what Rathvon did 
for a living. It was something he tolerated.” 

Intellectual Stirrings
During his apprenticeship, Rathvon was 

loaned books from the private libraries of 
two of Marietta’s luminaries (Harris 1872, 
Winpenny 1990). In October 1832, about 
a month after he opened his tailor’s shop 
in Marietta, a dramatic association—the 
Marietta Thespian Society or “Old Thes-

3 Dr. S. S. Rathvon dies, Lancaster Daily Intelligencer, 
March 19, 1891.  
 
4 “Autobiography,” Feb. 26, 1856, p. 321; “My Of-
ficial Record,” p. 1, Franklin and Marshall College 
Archives, Lancaster, Pa. His official record is a 14-page 
(1–12 + 0,00) summary of his membership in civic or-
ganizations and scientific societies and offices held from 
1831 to 1887. The first page (p. 0) of “My Official 
Record” was figured by Kinsey (1986).

Fig. 1. Rathvon and 
Fisher’s tailor’s shop, 

ca. 1875 (sign enlarged 
in inset), on North 

Queen St., Lancaster, 
PA (Courtesy of the 

Lancaster County 
Historical Society, 

Lancaster, PA).
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pian”—was organized. Rathvon and Samuel 
S. Haldeman, who also was 20 years old, 
became members.4 Haldeman would be-
come a prominent natural historian, with a 
specialty of malacology, as well as a geolo-
gist and philologist (Mallis 1971); he played 
a key role in Rathvon’s development as an 
entomologist. 

Participation in the Marietta dramatic 
society apparently boosted Rathvon’s self-
esteem. It also brought to light his literary 
deficiencies. His later scientific and literary 
accomplishments first received impulse 
from the thespian society, which afforded 
him “new planes of thought, new avenues 
of intelligence, and new standpoints for 
meditation” (Harris 1872). According to 
Rathvon, the society also created a dislike 
for the “dull routine of business affairs that 
has been one of the characteristics of my 
whole after life” (Autobiography, Oct. 1, 
1853, p. 121).

When the society ceased to provide 
intellectual stimulation for Haldeman, he 
helped lead its transformation (1837) into a 
lyceum of natural history. Rathvon, elected 
to membership in 1840 (My Official Record, 
p. 8), was one of the curators. The new or-
ganization began to assemble a library and 
a collection of birds, fossils, and minerals 
(Harris 1872, Barber 1885). Rathvon be-
came interested in herpetology, ornithology, 
and mineralogy in his spare time (Meginness 
1903), becoming inoculated with the “min-
eral fever” (Rathvon 1884).

The orchestra of “Old Thespian,” which 
evolved into the Amateur Band of Marietta 
in 1833 (Rathvon 1881), gave Rathvon ad-
ditional opportunities for social interaction. 
He acknowledged that the band, along with 
the thespian society and lyceum, “all were 
schools of instruction”…that “constituted 
pretty much all the effective schooling I have 
ever had.”5 

Early Interest in Natural History
Nature fascinated young Simon. When 

he was 7 years old, his mother sent him to 
the store for vinegar. He was surprised to 
find the container he purchased teeming 
with undulating worms or “eels,” and upon 
returning it to the store, he was ordered out 
by an angry grocer. His mother, unconvinced 
that the vinegar was full of worms, consid-
ered him “a falsifier or an idiot.” Another 
recollection at age 7 was watching ‘hair-

worms’—“Gordians”—swimming in a small 
pool along a public road (Rathvon 1884).

An interest in insects had been evinced 
even earlier. In June 1817, at age 6, Simon’s 
father led him into an open area near their 
house to show him the “Seventeen-year 
locust” (Rathvon 1871a). With thousands 
of the periodical cicadas [Magicicada sep-
tendecim (L.)] swarming over low shrubs, 
the boy could not resist catching some. 
He put about a dozen cicadas into his red-
leather hat and clapped it on his head. On 
returning home and removing his hat, he 
sent his mother and some of the neighbors 
into a “first-class terror.” After his mother 
brushed off the insects and trampled them 
on the floor, she told her boy that the bugs 
“could, and would sting, and that the sting 
was fatal” (Rathvon 1884).

The parsleyworm or black swallowtail 
(Papilio polyxenes F.) provided the next 
entomological experience for Simon. On a 
parsnip plant, the 9-year-old boy noticed a 
“worm,” that when touched, would throw 
out two yellowish “tentacles” and emit 
a disagreeable odor. He put it in a paper 
box, and when he tried to show it to some 
other boys several days later, the worm had 
disappeared. Attached to the underside of 
the lid of the box was an unknown, lifeless 
object—a “thingumbob.” A week later, 
intending to show the object to friends, 
he found instead a large black-and-yellow 
butterfly. To his disappointment, no one 
believed that the butterfly had any con-
nection with the other object, which had 
become “somewhat mutilated.” Although 
Simon thought that the two objects were 
related, the others remained skeptical. To 
his dismay, the next chrysalis he confined 
in a box yielded a parasitic wasp, an ich-
neumonid, rather than another butterfly 
(Rathvon 1884).

Other insects that piqued the boy’s inter-
est were mud wasps (Sphecidae), which he 
observed gathering pellets of mud and at-
taching them to a rafter. He discovered that 
a wasp occasionally brought a spider and 
pushed it into the mud cells (Rathvon 1884). 
A boyhood pleasure was driving grasshop-
pers into a stream and watching them being 
eaten by fish (Rathvon 1863).

The Rathvons apparently did not encour-
age their son’s interests in natural history. 
His next experience with insects did not take 
place until 1842.

Howard (1930) referred to Rathvon 
as a “born naturalist.” Rathvon, how-
ever, claimed he did not inherit “a predi-
lection for natural science; nothing of the 
kind.…Doubtless some men inherit strong 
proclivities towards certain pursuits, but I 
don’t think I did for the natural sciences.” 
He continued, “there was not hereditary 

predisposition involved in it, as it is merely 
imitation, and the result of years of slow, 
patient and persevering labor” (Rathvon 
1884).

Infection by an Entomological Virus
Howard (1930) devoted only a sentence 

to Rathvon’s initiation of serious work in 
entomology, noting that it began when S. S. 
Haldeman discovered that his friend Simon 
had an interest in insects. Rathvon’s entry 
into entomology began at age 30 when 
Haldeman visited him at his tailor’s shop in 
Marietta. Several key events preceded that 
meeting with Haldeman. 

In the summer of 1842, as Rathvon sat 
in his shop plying the needles of his trade, 
he gazed out the back window, which 
overlooked a weedy vegetable garden. His 
eyes were drawn to a large flowering wild 
parsnip (Pastinaca sativa L.), the umbels of 
which were resting on the sill. Likely while 
“brooding in discontent” over his “forlorn 
condition” (Autobiography, Nov. 2, 1852, p. 
21) and contemplating escape from his many 
social and moral obligations, he became 
intrigued by the large number of wasps and 
other insects that visited the flowers when 
the sun shone on the plant. Coleopteran and 
dipteran diversity at the flowers was much 
less than hymenopteran. 

At the time, Rathvon had not become 
acquainted with any entomologists, but he 
had read St. Pierre’s Studies of Nature, in 
which similar observations on insects visiting 
this umbellifer were mentioned. Determined 
to learn how many different insects were 
visiting the plant, he collected the various 
species, mainly wasps, impaling them on a 
“slab of cork with common tailor’s needles” 
(Rathvon 1880). This fired him with enthu-
siasm. He was delighted to find that he had 
collected more species than St. Pierre had 
(30 spp.), although Rathvon later realized 
he had overestimated that number owing to 
sexual dimorphism and intraspecific varia-
tion (Rathvon 1884).

His spirits buoyed by the collection of 
insects from parsnip flowers, he continued 
his “embryotic” studies. A short time later, 
while walking along the banks of the Chique-
salunga (Chiques or “Chickies”) Creek, he 
encountered two men who were shooting 
frogs. One had just shot the head off a frog, 
and he drew Rathvon’s attention to the frog’s 
tossing about even though its head had been 
shot off. Rathvon, seeing that something 
within the frog was causing the movements, 
opened its stomach. Inside were three large 
beetles, one of which was still alive; he col-
lected the adults and impaled them on pins 
when he got home (Rathvon 1884). 

It was soon after this that Haldeman 
visited Rathvon in his shop in Marietta, and 

5 Lancaster Examiner and Herald, Mar. 2, 1870; 
“Grantellus Papers and Miscellaneous Writings of S. 
S. Rathvon,” Franklin and Marshall College Archives, 
Lancaster, Pa. The Grantellus Papers, seen by A.G.W. 
in the late 1970s, can no longer be located in the 
Franklin and Marshall Archives. Some of the material 
might later have been placed in boxes of the Linnaean 
Society Collection (MS 13) (Christopher Raab, pers. 
comm., March 2005).
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he noticed the small collection of insects. He 
said the beetle from the frog was a scarab, 
Xyloryctes satyrus (F.) [now X. jamaicensis 
(Drury)]. He invited Rathvon to visit him at 
his home at “Chiques Rock” to see his collec-
tion of Coleoptera. That, of course, Rathvon 
did at the first opportunity, for he had been 
inoculated with the “virus of entomology” 
(Rathvon 1884).

In an 1843 letter to the lepidopterist J. G. 
Morris, Haldeman commented that “there is 
a tailor in Marietta who has quite a taste for 
entomology.”6 On his next visit with Rath-
von, Haldeman brought three volumes of the 
Library of Entertaining Knowledge, which 
treated the “study, collection, history and 
habits of foreign insects” (Rathvon 1880).  
Haldeman later presented these volumes to 
his friend, along with other entomological 
books and insect pins (Barber 1885). Rath-
von read them “through and through, and 
they became as interesting … as the most 
sensational novels” (Rathvon 1880).7 

Rathvon as Entomologist
Like Asa Fitch (Barnes 1988), B. D. 

Walsh (Sheppard 2004), and certain other 
early North American entomologists (Mallis 
1971), Rathvon conducted his entomologi-
cal work in relative isolation. He regularly 
corresponded with and visited Haldeman. 
The coleopterist J. L. LeConte sometimes 
was present during such visits. Haldeman 
on such visits. Rathvon appreciated “their 
many acts of kindness … and their taking 
“an interest in my progress in natural his-
tory.” Haldeman introduced Rathvon to 
“other men of science” (Autobiography, July 
24, 1853, p. 90).

Occasional correspondents included the 
dipterist Baron R. von Osten Sacken and 
the Swiss hymenopterist Henri de Saussure 
(Rathvon 1880). Rathvon also was a cor-
responding member of several professional 
societies and submitted letters to the Practi-
cal Entomologist, edited by Walsh, and the 
American Entomologist, edited by Walsh and 
C. V. Riley (Sheppard 2004). 

The extent of Rathvon’s interaction with 
other entomologists, however, was less than 
that of Walsh, who corresponded not only 
with LeConte and Osten Sacken, but also with 
other eminent North American workers such 
as H. A. Hagen, S. H. Scudder, and P. R. Uhler. 
Moreover, Walsh corresponded with the re-
nowned English naturalist Charles Darwin, 
supporting and even contributing to Darwin’s 
evolutionary theory (Sheppard 2004). 

Publications. Henshaw’s (1896, 1898) 
bibliography of important contributions to 
American economic entomology listed 30 
papers by S. S. Rathvon. Winpenny (1990) 
commented that Rathvon’s spare-time writ-
ings, numbering in the thousands (Goding 
n.d.), were impressive but not easily quan-
tified. This is particularly true of his non-
entomological writings, which often were 
unsigned or appeared under pseudonyms 
such as Grantellus. His entomological 
contributions, scattered in agricultural and 
horticultural magazines, state government 
publications, and local newspapers, gener-
ally were written under his own name. He 
sometimes did use pseudonyms, including 
Solanium for an article on potato beetles 
(Rathvon 1874c). His papers on insects 
appeared in journals and magazines such 
as the American Entomologist, Field and 
Forest, Gardeners’ Monthly, Lancaster 
Farmer, Practical Entomologist, Practical 
Farmer, and Prairie Farmer and usually 
included illustrations that apparently were 
his own. 

It would be difficult to compile a list of 
his entomological publications because he 
did not leave a list of his writings. Henshaw’s 
(1896, 1898) figure of 30 papers for Rathvon 
includes only two in the Lancaster Farmer, 
but more than 30 papers were published in 
that journal alone. 

Rathvon’s entomological publications, 
perhaps numbering in the hundreds, con-
vey his intention of providing information 
that would help growers deal with insect 
problems. Rathvon considered farming the 
most honorable profession and would have 
engaged in “experimental farming” had his 
health allowed. From his work as a boy, he 
understood the nature of farming and its 
problems (Autobiography, Jan. 20, 1856, 
pp. 294–295).

Rathvon expressed his entomological phi-
losophy in a letter to F. W. Goding (n.d.): 

After the abatement, or modification, of my 
early ambition to collect and possess perfect 
specimens of the different species of insects.…I 
became impressed with thoughts of their uses, 
their abuses, their histories and habits, and their 
economic relations to human interests—and 
especially to the interests of the agricultural 
world. I therefore never, in a special sense, became 
a mere describer of new species (indeed I had not 
time),8 their external forms, their anatomical 

structures, their classification, etc., but rather 
what they did either good or bad; under what 
form they did it, when, where and how, and what 
was necessary for their destruction. This thought 
was suggested by an apparent demand for that 
kind of information; at the same time I did not 
ignore scientific entomology, but regarded it as a 
basis to economic entomology.

An example of Rathvon’s adherence to 
“scientific entomology” is his appreciation 
for the need to use scientific names. “To 
render entomology practical we must have 
regard to its scientific nomenclature; because 
its subjects are too numerous, and the Eng-
lish language with all its wealth, is too poor 
to find significant common names for all of 
them” (Rathvon 1874b).

Rathvon’s philosophy reflected the trend 
of entomology in mid-19th-century America. 
Agriculture was expanding rapidly, and en-
tomologists were turning from assembling 
insect collections and naming new species 
to investigating insect life histories to aid 
farmers and horticulturists (Sorensen 1995, 
Sheppard and Smith 1997). Howard (1930) 
stated that Rathvon and B. D. Walsh began 
to write on economic entomology in 1860, 
noting that Rathvon previously had pub-
lished on insects “to a slight extent.” 

According to Howard (1930), Rathvon’s 
only previous work was published in an 
1854 paper on the cottony cushion scale 
(Icerya purchasi Maskell). Howard should 
have referred to the cottony maple scale 
[Neopulvinaria innumerabilis (Rathvon)]. 
A paper on this insect9  is the only pre-1860 
publication mentioned by Henshaw (1896). 
A year earlier, however, Rathvon (1853a, 
b) had initiated a series of articles, “Ento-
mological Contributions,”10 for the Farmer 
and Artizan, an agricultural and technical 
monthly that emphasized Maine and other 
northeastern states. He published the articles 
only because of the “repeated solicitation of 
others.” Eventually, though, he considered 
revising and publishing the articles in book 
form, or arranging them so that, upon his 
death, they could be published to benefit his 
family and the community at large.11 The 
Lancaster Farmer, from February 1879 to 

6 S. S. Haldeman to J. G. Morris, Nov. 8, 1843 
(Haldeman Collection 73, Archives of the Academy of 
Natural Sciences, Philadelphia). 
 
7 Rathvon eventually accumulated a library of almost 
1,000 volumes (Winpenny 1990).

8 The description of a few insect species is credited to 
Rathvon, including the cottony maple scale, Neopul-
vinaria innumerabilis (Rathvon); he also described 
Lecanium acerella Rathvon, now considered a junior 
synonym of N. innumerabilis (see also note 9). In 
Diptera (Chyromyidae), Rathvon is credited with 
validating the name “Musca Ochrapesus,” which was 
synonymized with Chyromya flava (L.) by Sabrosky 
(Proc. Entomol. Soc. Wash. 60: 134–135, 1958).

9 Rathvon’s original description of Neopulvinaria innu-
merabilis (as Coccus innumerabilis) has been attributed 
to 1854 in the Pennsylvania Farm J. 4: 256–258. As 
suggested in an editor’s comment, the name might 
have been validated earlier in 1854 (or in 1853) in 
Rathvon’s article in the Inland Daily, a Lancaster (Pa.) 
newspaper (1853–1857). We have not been able to find 
such an article. 
 
10 At least a third paper of the series (not seen) was 
published. 
 
11 “Autobiography,” “Mar. 26, 1852, p. 59. Winpenny 
(1990: fn 59), thus, seems accurate in having specu-
lated that Rathvon’s book was merely proposed and 
was to be an anthology of his articles.
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December 1884 (when publication ceased), 
carried an advertisement for his proposed 
essays on injurious and beneficial insects. 
The work was to be published when he had 
obtained enough subscriptions to cover the 
cost (Fig. 2). 

Rathvon later commented on the need for 
a great work on American entomology—one 
that would exceed Harris’s A Report on 
the Insects of Massachusetts, Injurious to 
Vegetation (1841) and contain descriptions 
and figures of beneficial insects, as well as 
pests. Coverage of injurious species and 
their natural enemies was needed to make 
the subject “a complete and harmonious 
whole” (Rathvon 1861). He often pointed 
to the practical value of distinguishing plant 
feeders from predators: for example, injuri-
ous stink bugs [Euschistus spp.] from simi-
lar-appearing predatory stink bugs [Podisus 

of United States Entomologist (Goding n.d.) 
while Townend Glover temporarily left fed-
eral service (Howard 1930).

Despite feelings of inadequacy as an 
entomologist, Rathvon would comment on 
articles that appeared in journals of agricul-
tural entomology. When it was stated in the 
Practical Entomologist (Vol. 2, p. 38) that 
the bagworm [Thyridopteryx ephemerae-
formis (Haworth)] was not known to attack 
fruit crops in orchards, he replied that in 
Lancaster County, Pa., the pest feeds on fruit 
trees, especially apricot and quince (Rathvon 
1867). Editor B. D. Walsh responded by 
saying he had had to rely on published in-
formation rather than his own observations 
because the insect was unknown in Illinois. 
Readers, therefore, “will be much obliged 
to Mr. Rathvon for the…correction” (Walsh 
1867). Rathvon’s (1869a) comments on 
the habits and identity of North American 
yellow jackets were received favorably by 
the editors of the American Entomologist. 
Another time, disputing Harris’s conten-
tion that the treehopper Thelia bimaculata 
(F.) (Membracidae) develops at least partly 
underground, he stated that the immatures 
are found on vegetation and might not go 
into the ground (Rathvon 1871a). 

Editors sometimes felt that Rathvon’s 
letters did not clarify existing knowledge. 
For example, in commenting on bot fly 
(Oestridae) larvae as the cause of castration 
in squirrels (American Entomologist (Vol. 1, 
No. 5, p. 86), Rathvon (1869b) reported the 
emergence of larvae from the kidney region 
of a squirrel rather than from its scrotum. 
Editors B. D. Walsh and C. V. Riley, however, 
noted that Rathvon’s observations failed 
to contradict the claim of oestrid-induced 
castration. They pointed out that in such 
a small animal three larvae probably could 
not develop in the testicles without also con-
suming other body parts. In retrospect, even 
Rathvon’s limited observations were relevant 
because bot flies no longer are thought to 
emasculate their mammalian hosts (Timm 
and Lee 1981).

Rathvon also did not refrain from cas-
tigating entomological work he considered 
inferior. Volume 5 of the Natural History of 
New York, treating its insect fauna (Emmons 
1854), was criticized by Fitch, Haldeman, 
LeConte, and other entomologists (Barnes 
1988, Sorensen 1995); however, Rathvon 
offered some of the more vituperative com-
ments. Referring to deficiencies such as the 
poor quality of the illustrations (some were 
unrecognizable under the names referenced 
or were mere caricatures), reliance on the 
British literature, misidentification of spe-
cies, inaccurate biological information, 
and failure to distinguish destructive from 
beneficial insects, he pronounced Emmons’s 

(1854) treatise a “misappropriation of 
public money” and a disgrace to the state 
of New York. The work amounted to a 
“miserable literary and scientific abortion” 
(Autobiography, Apr. [before Apr. 18], 1855, 
pp. 224–226). A review, differing slightly 
from what he wrote in his autobiography, 
appeared in the Pennsylvania Farm Journal 
(Rathvon 1855). 

Editorship. In January 1869, Rathvon 
initiated the Lancaster Farmer12 (Fig. 3), a 
monthly journal that would serve the agri-
cultural needs of a county that at that time 
led the nation in market value of its farm 
products (Winpenny 1990). Such a journal, 
according to Rathvon, “is essentially—or 
ought to be—a depository of the thoughts, 
experiences and knowledges of its readers, 
its contributors and its patrons, among the 
agricultural classes.…The functions of the 
editor are necessarily those of letters—a 
collector and arranger of the external gar-
ments which clothe the ideas of practical 
cultivators” (Rathvon 1875).

Entomology was to be covered promi-
nently in the new journal. Editor Rathvon, 
in the journal’s first issue, predicted a period 
in the U.S. economy “when some knowledge 
of Entomology will be deemed absolutely 
necessary to the successful pursuit of Agri-
culture and Horticulture among our people” 
(Rathvon 1869c). He invited growers to 
submit insects, injurious and otherwise, for 
identification, with notes on the circum-
stances of collection. In turn, they would 
receive replies through his monthly columns 
on entomology.

Each issue of the Lancaster Farmer 
carried Rathvon’s contributions. In the 
entomology columns, Rathvon was “at his 
best as a scientific writer” (Goding n.d.). 
His writings revealed “great powers of 
observation” as well as “much scientific 
knowledge and a clear-headed practicality” 
(Howard 1930).

Even though a year’s subscription was 
only $1.00, it became difficult to sustain 
the journal. The free advice Rathvon 
continued to provide in local newspapers 
might have undercut subscriptions to his 
own journal (Winpenny 1990). Rathvon 
expressed concern with the lack of progress 
made in imparting practical knowledge to 

Fig. 2. Advertisement in the Lancaster Farmer 
for Rathvon’s proposed book on economically 
important insects (Courtesy of the Lancaster 
County Historical Society, Lancaster, PA).

12 The Lancaster Farmer was not treated by Demaree 
(1941) in his review of American farm journals because 
coverage ended with 1860. It was included, however, 
in a list of North American agricultural periodicals 
published from 1810 to 1910 (Stuntz 1941). Winpenny 
(1990: 145 and fn 54) was incorrect in stating that the 
Lancaster Farmer became a quarterly in 1874; begin-
ning with volume 7 (1875), the format was increased 
in size to a quarto (Rathvon, “My Official Record,” 
p. 6). Winpenny (1990: fn 56) implied that advertise-
ments began in 1875, but volume 1, number 1 (January 
1869), and all subsequent numbers carried advertise-
ments.

spp.] (Rathvon 1874a). 
Rathvon never published the book that 

would have represented a major contribution 
to applied entomology. As Goding (n.d.) 
observed: “Had he received assistance from 
the state authorities, as he was encouraged 
to think would be the case, his great work on 
the injurious insects of Pennsylvania would 
have been published several years ago, and 
your state would have been instrumental in 
bringing out as did her sister state [Massa-
chusetts], a classic work on entomology.”

The only payment Rathvon ever received 
for his entomological work was for two 
articles published in the U.S. Agricultural 
Reports for 1861 and 1862 (Rathvon 1862, 
1863). In October  1861, he was invited by 
the Bureau of Agriculture of the U.S. Patent 
Office to prepare an article for the 1862 
Report, for which he would be paid $5/page. 
As always, he felt unqualified for the task 
but thought he might produce as valuable 
an article as could better-paid writers (Di-
ary, Oct. 6, 1861, p. 24. By contributing the 
reports, Rathvon, in effect, filled the position 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ae/article/52/1/36/2726883 by guest on 16 M

ay 2023



American Entomologist  •  Volume 52, Number 1 41

the farming public. From the beginning, he 
had expected cooperation from readers and 
reiterated that “we still expect…the coopera-
tion of our rural patrons” (Rathvon 1875). 
Through the years, Rathvon contributed 
more than $1,00013 to keep the journal go-
ing (Winpenny 1990), but it was not enough. 
Publication ceased in 1884. A disappointed 
Rathvon acknowledged that local agricul-
turists “preferred to worship other gods,” 
but he did not identify them (My Official 
Record, p. 6). It was obvious, though, that 
an important one was tightfistedness (Win-
penny 1990).

Affiliation with Scientific Societies. In an 
1863 entry in his diary, Rathvon wrote: 

I am astonished on enumerating the…Societies 
of which I am member, and the positions I hold 
in them, all requiring more or less of what time 
I am able to divert from the duties of my usual 
vocation; but not one of which have the least 
emolument attached to them, and most of them 
involving a yearly outlay of from one to seven 
dollars. I have not in a single instance sought a 
membership in any of the associations, and in 
most of them have not desired it. —Diary, July 
21, 1863, p. 49 

In allowing himself to become involved 
in societal affairs, Rathvon yielded to the 

wishes of others. The societies with which 
he was affiliated included the Entomological 
Society of Philadelphia (later the American 
Entomological Society) and Davenport 
(Iowa) Academy of Sciences (corresponding 
member); Horticultural Society of Philadel-
phia and Pennsylvania Fruit Growers Society, 
which became the State Horticultural Asso-
ciation (Professor of Entomology); Lancaster 
County Horticultural Society (entomolo-
gist); and Fruit Grower’s Society of Eastern 
Pennsylvania (entomologist and honorary 
member) (Goding n.d., Harris 1872, Calvert 
1930). 

A scientific association Rathvon did 
enjoy was that with the Linnaean Society of 
Lancaster, which he helped found in 1862.14  
The numerous papers he presented at the 
society’s monthly meetings revealed his 
diverse interests in natural history. Subjects 
of his talks and written remarks included 
the American cuckoo, skunk, groundhog, 
paleontological specimens, and shell heaps 
(Kinsey 1986). 

The Linnaean Society, crucial to Rath-
von’s development as an entomologist, 
allowed him to interact at meetings and on 
collecting trips with others who shared a 
passion for natural history. One such kindred 

spirit was his friend Jacob Stauffer (Rathvon 
1871b), one of the society’s founders and 
a gifted botanist and entomologist (Har-
ris 1872). For Rathvon, whose vocation 
brought little or no pleasure and whose wife 
did not appreciate or encourage his avoca-
tion, the Linnaean Society was a “source of 
inspiration” (Winpenny 1990).

A society that appears not to have ex-
tended membership to Rathvon was the 
Entomological Society of Pennsylvania, the 
first American group formed exclusively for 
the study of entomology (Sorensen 1995). 
This small, informal society first met in 
August  1842, the year in which Haldeman 
stimulated Rathvon’s interest in entomology. 
Haldeman, who had suggested formation of 
the society, was elected vice-president. The 
five original members met several times a 
year at the home of a member (Wheeler and 
Valley 1978, Sorensen 1995).

Why did Haldeman not ensure that his 
friend and fellow Mariettian participate in 
the newly formed society? Sorensen (1995) 
explained that the society’s main goal was 
to advance the knowledge of American 
insects by publishing taxonomic works; its 
focus was insect systematics rather than 
applied entomology. The group also was 
not interested in making the general public 
more knowledgeable about insects and 
excluded those who looked upon insects 
merely as objects of beauty. As Sorensen 
(1995) pointed out, the society “clearly did 
not include all those who could have been 
members.”

Did Haldeman never recommend his 
friend Rathvon for membership in the En-
tomological Society of Pennsylvania? If he 
did, perhaps the group felt Rathvon lacked 
a requisite knowledge of insect taxonomy. 
Members might have felt that associating 
with amateurs would harm their reputa-
tion, thereby hindering recognition by Eu-
ropean entomologists (Sorensen 1995). Yet 
an obscure member of the society, the Rev. 
Solomon Oswald, also lacked experience 
in entomology (Wheeler 1981a, Sorensen 
1995). Or did Rathvon, who was just begin-
ning to study insects, decline an invitation 
to join the group because he considered 
himself unworthy of membership? His au-
tobiography and diary do not shed light on 
this question.

Even though the Entomological Society 
of Pennsylvania did not embrace agricul-
tural entomology, John G. Morris, one of its 
prominent members, suggested in 1846 that 
the group publish a well-illustrated work on 
the noxious insects of America. The society, 
however, failed to act on Morris’s proposal 
(Sorensen 1995). Rathvon, who later wanted 
to publish such a work for Pennsylvania, had 
yet to publish on economically important 

13 Rathvon’s son Linnaeus, then publisher of the 
Lancaster Farmer, appealed to subscribers to pay 
their subscriptions so that the editor (S.S.R.) could 
be reimbursed for money he had paid for envelopes, 
ink, paper, and stamps, as well as his labor (Lancaster 
Farmer 10: 145, 1878).

Fig. 3. Title pages from the Lancaster Farmer, edited by Rathvon: (A) Vol. 1, No. 1; (B) Vol. 7, No. 
1, when the journal became a quarto (page size increased) (Courtesy of the Lancaster County 
Historical Society, Lancaster, PA).

14 The Linnaean Society evolved from the old com-
mittee on natural history of the Historical, Mechani-
cal, Agricultural, and Scientific Association, which 
merged with the Athaeneum (“My Official Record,” 
p. 9; anniversary address to the Linnaean Society by 
Rathvon, Feb. 1866, Linnaean Society of Lancaster, 
Pa. [Collection, MS 13, Box 2, Franklin and Marshall 
College Archives]).
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insects. By the time he began to publish, 
the Entomological Society of Pennsylvania 
was winding down, having achieved in 
1853 its main objective: publication of F. E. 
Melsheimer’s catalog of American beetles 
(Sorensen 1995).

Insect Collecting and Collection. Beyond 
his boyhood experiences with insects, Rath-
von seems not to have described his insect 
collecting in detail. He did mention that on 
a walk with his two youngest sons in May 
1862, he carried a collecting bottle. Though 
not intending to “entomologize,” he never-
theless secured beetles of several families. 
Years earlier, he had decided to concentrate 
on the Coleoptera and to collect insects of 
other orders only collaterally (Diary, May 
18, 1862, p. 41; Autobiography, Nov. 13, 
1857, pp. 526–527). He collected specimens 
from Pennsylvania mainly in southwestern 
Lancaster County and northeastern York 
County: the Susquehanna Valley “near 
Marietta and hills on both sides of the river 
from Bainbridge to McCall’s Ferry” (Cal-
vert 1930). He preferred to call the study 
of Coleoptera “Coleoptrology,” which he 
considered more convenient, though less 
learned, than Coleopterology (Grantellus 
Papers and Misc. Writings).

Rathvon housed his specimens in unique 
cases he built from material at hand; “no 
part…was originally intended for the pur-
pose to which it is devoted.” Tailor’s crayon 
boxes, lined with the inner wrappers of 
sewing silks, served as cases. The outside 
coverings of the cases were made from 
tailor’s brown Holland (unbleached linen 
fabric) and the backs from scraps obtained 
from a local bookbinder and a shoemaker.15  
Calvert (1930) described Rathvon’s cases as 
tight-fitting boxes, 25.3 × 33 × 6.75 cm, with 
glass tops. He usually worked on his insects 
during “intervals which a laboring man may 
be enabled to appropriate apart from his 
usual occupation.” In the winter of 1855, 
he completed 20 cases (Autobiography, Mar. 
12, 1855, p. 211; Oct. 30, 1859, p. 739).

Suffering from depression, Rathvon 
sometimes found it difficult to work on his 
collection, or on entomology in general. 
About five months after the American Civil 
War had begun, he commented that with a 
year’s worth of work to do on his collection, 
he would delight in attending to it. “Yet I 
have not the heart to begin in these times of 
war and civil commotion in our country” 
(Diary, Sept. 9, 1861, p. 18). 

In February 1856, Haldeman, having 
turned to fields of study other than entomol-
ogy (Mallis 1971), gave Rathvon his foreign 

insects and entrusted his long-time friend 
with his North American specimens. The 
Haldeman material included the collection 
of Nicholas Hentz of Alabama (Autobiog-
raphy, Feb. 26, 1856, p. 321), who early 
in his career had worked on Coleoptera 
before he began to study spiders (Mallis 
1971, Sorensen 1995).

To Rathvon’s dismay, the Haldeman 
collection was not as complete as he had 
anticipated and was in poor condition. He 
thought of reneging on his commitment to 
care for it but felt indebted to Haldeman 
for past favors and realized that LeConte 
also was interested in the collection’s pres-
ervation. When Rathvon returned to Lan-
caster after picking up the collection from 
Haldeman, he had to engage an omnibus 
to take the insects to his house. The driver 
managed to give them “such a jolting as 
they would not get in going from one end 
of the state to the other on the Rail Road.” 
Many specimens were destroyed. Others 
he subjected to oven heat to kill pests 
(“moths”) that infested the collection, but 
such treatment rendered specimens brittle 

and easily broken. Rathvon told Haldeman 
that repairing the bottoms of drawers and 
arranging the insects properly would have 
to wait till next winter.16 

Rathvon eventually purchased the re-
mainder of Haldeman’s collection “for 
about what the cases cost” (Rathvon 1880).  
The Rathvon collection, numbering about 
10,000 species, consisted mainly of Cole-
optera from Africa, Asia, Australia, Europe, 
North America, South America, and the 
West Indies (Rathvon 1884). The collection 
at one time was included in the museum 
maintained by the Linnaean Society. The 
collection currently is in the North Museum 
of Natural History and Science in Lancaster, 
Pa. (Fig. 4).

Calvert (1930), who visited the Rathvon 
collection in June 1925 when it was housed at 
Franklin and Marshall College in Lancaster, 
stated that it occupied 100 boxes.17  Accord-
ing to Calvert (1930), most of Rathvon’s 

15 “Autobiography,” Oct. 30, 1859, p. 739. Color 
photographs of three cases from the Rathvon collection 
were included by Kinsey (1986).

16 Rathvon to S. S. Haldeman, July 5, 1856 (Haldeman 
Collection 73, Archives of the Academy of Natural 
Sciences, Philadelphia).

Fig. 4. Rathvon’s insect collection: (A) One of his homemade cabinets; (B) Drawer 21-40 opened, 
with a case removed; (C) Close-up of case, showing treehoppers (Membracidae), fulgorid 
planthoppers or “lanternflies” (Fulgoridae), and cicadas (Cicadidae) (Courtesy of the North 
Museum of Natural History and Science, Lancaster, PA).
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specimens bear circular blue labels, 4 mm 
in diameter, that lack lettering. Many also 
bear numbers, and some have locality labels. 
Rathvon maintained a numerical catalogue 
corresponding to numbers assigned to speci-
mens. The catalogue, however, appears to 
have been only partially completed and was 
lost after his death (Calvert 1930).

Rathvon the Man
Rathvon (Fig. 5) described himself as 5 

feet, 8 inches tall and weighing 134 pounds, 
with straight dark gray hair and bluish gray 
eyes (Autobiography, Apr. 25, 1853, p. 67). 
Goding (n.d.) referred to him as spare, of less 
than average size, with auburn hair mixed 
with gray. A slight build, as we mentioned 
earlier, kept him from becoming a farmer. 

In 1834, Rathvon married Catharine 
Freyberger (Harris 1872). Almost from the 
beginning, Simon realized the marriage was 
a mistake (Autobiography, Mar. 26, 1854, 
p. 152). They had 11 children, seven sons 
and four daughters; three died early in life 
(Winpenny 1990).  

Rathvon slept only a few hours each night. 
When finished with tailoring, he would work 
in the study of his house on North Queen 
Street. He generally read, wrote, or worked 
on insects until at least 11:00 p.m. or mid-
night, and often until 2:00 or 3:00 a.m. Only 
when his health deteriorated in later years 
did he restrict spare-time work to the hours 
before midnight (Harris 1872).

In personality, Rathvon was quiet and 
unobtrusive (Sener 1890), traits that made 
him particularly uncomfortable when he 
worked briefly as a salesman for his brother 
in early 1837. His disgust with the job trig-
gered severe depression. Rathvon referred 
to himself as “an active, quiet worker” 
(Autobiography, March 6, 1852, p. 53; My 
Official Record, p. 0).

Recurring nonentomological themes in 
the writings of this complex, introspective 
man, in addition to despondency, were 
religion,18 his unhappy marriage, lustful 
dreams, and deafness that began in 1841, 
about a year before Rathvon began to study 
entomology. He wondered if his bouts of 
depression, dating from childhood, might 

be hereditary. Another possible cause was 
the accident he had sustained as a child, 
one that involved a possible brain contusion 
or skull fracture. He asked: “Has this had 
anything to do with these periodical attacks 
of depression?” (Diary, June 2, 1867, p. 61). 
We wonder if the accident was even the cause 
of his deafness.

Winpenny (1990) suggested that Rath-
von’s “inner torment” had little or no effect 
on the “outer man.” Perhaps reflecting on 
his plight and entering private thoughts in 
his autobiography and diary were cathartic. 
In any case, it appears that days spent tailor-
ing generally were followed by nights spent 
studying or working on insects.

A Measure of the Man and his 
Entomology

Simon Rathvon died at the age of 78 years 
on March 19, 1891 (Lancaster Enquirer, 
March 21,  1891). He had been drawn to en-
tomology not with the intent to make a name 
for himself, or gain honors, but because it 
afforded “pleasant amusement, recreation, 
and information.” In the beginning, he did 
not anticipate any practical value accruing 
from his insect studies (Diary, Feb. 28, 1862, 
p. 35). Though never secure or convinced 
of his own worthiness, he was held in the 
highest esteem by Lancaster’s citizens and 
had won the respect of eminent American 

entomologists. In his favorite group, Cole-
optera, LeConte named three insects in his 
honor—that is, species bearing the name 
rathvoni.19 

Champion of High Morals. Possessing 
exceptional integrity and adhering to high 
moral standards, Rathvon attained, in the 
words of Harris (1872), “the perfection of 
manhood.” Despite his protestations, he 
had held several prominent civic positions. 
He was accorded honorary membership in 
the Diagnothian Literary Society of Franklin 
and Marshall College and the Page Liter-
ary Society of the State Normal College at 
Millersville (now Millersville University) 
(Harris 1872).

In June 1878, Rathvon received what 
might have been his greatest honor: an 
honorary doctorate from Franklin and 
Marshall.20 He was lauded not only as an 
entomologist of state and national reputa-
tion, but also as an exemplary citizen: 

As a public benefactor no one goes further 
than he in unselfish, effective and beneficial 
labor to promote the general welfare, and as a 
private citizen no man walks our streets to whom 
all classes of citizens more cordially unite to do 
honor and for who [sic] they have higher respect 
than Professor S. S. Rathvon, Ph.D. —Grantellus 
Papers and Miscellaneous Writings 

Advocate of Applied Entomology. As an 
entomologist, Rathvon was a product of his 
times: an adherent of the discipline drawn to 
insects partly because of spiritual reasons. 
Those who espoused a philosophy of natural 
theology saw insect adaptations and diver-
sity as evidence of the Creator’s handiwork 
(Sheppard and Smith 1997, Sheppard 2004). 
Rathvon considered science and philosophy 
to be “the handmaids of religion” (Autobiog-
raphy, Dec. 16, 1855, p. 281). He considered 
it “truly wonderful to behold the ample 
provision that an overruling Providence has 
made for the purpose of keeping the animal 
kingdom in an orderly equilibrio” (Rathvon 
1853b). Although well read, he appears not 
to have commented on Darwin’s (1859) book 
on the origin of species in his published writ-
ings or reflections in his autobiography or 
diary. Among early economic entomologists 
in America, only a few, namely Walsh and 
Riley, supported Darwin’s theory of evolu-
tion (Sorensen 1995, Sheppard and Smith 
1997, Sheppard 2004).

19 Patronyms include the coccinellid Anatis rathvoni 
(LeConte) (described in Myzia), scarabaeid Lichnanthe 
rathvoni LeConte, and carabid Nebria rathvoni LeConte 
(now considered a subspecies of N. gebleri Dejean).

Fig. 5. S. S. Rathvon (from Sener 1890; 
courtesy of the Lancaster County Historical 
Society, Lancaster, PA).

20 Rathvon characteristically downplayed the honor 
(“My Official Record,” p. 11) but soon added “Ph.D.” 
after his name on letterhead stationery for the Lan-
caster Farmer and in the advertisement in that journal 
for his proposed book on noxious and beneficial insects 
(Fig. 2). We consider the addition of “M.D.” after his 
name in an earlier article (Rathvon 1871a) to represent 
an editorial error.

17 The Rathvon Collection, including the Halde-
man and Hentz material, is no longer as extensive as 
described by Calvert (1930). In February 2005, the col-
lection appeared to contain fewer specimens than it did 
in the late 1970s when one of us (A.G.W.) examined it.  
 
 
18 In 1850, Frederick Kramph, the merchant tailor 
who was Rathvon’s employer, introduced his employee 
to the philosophy and theology of the Church of the 
New Jerusalem. Rathvon was drawn to the doctrines 
of Emanuel Swedenborg, renowned 18th-century 
philosopher and scientist (Harris 1872) and apparently 
attracted to a church that “prided itself on its intel-
lectual respectability” (Winpenny 1990).
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He apparently did not advocate the importa-
tion of European parasitoids to help control 
Old World pests in North America, as did 
Fitch, Riley, Walsh, and several other early 
entomologists (Sorensen 1995).

Rathvon’s ability as a keen field observer 
is further revealed by his reluctance to ac-
cept the notion that the tarnished plant bug 
[Lygus lineolaris (Palisot de Beauvois)] was 
responsible for causing the rot (late blight) 
of potatoes that precipitated the great Irish 
famine of the mid-1840s. In 1858, it was 
suggested in Scientific American that this 
plant bug is the primary cause of potato 
rot. Along with T.W. Harris and Asa Fitch, 
Rathvon argued against that possibility. 
He intended to read his rebuttal before the 
Lancaster City and County Horticultural 
Society but apparently did not do so. Years 
later, he briefly noted that the bug does not 
cause potato rot (Rathvon 1871a). The ar-
guments he entered into his autobiography 
(Autobiography, May 27–June 19, 1859, pp. 
701–705) demonstrate greater familiarity 
with the bug’s habits than either Harris or 
Fitch (Wheeler 1981b).

For someone who lacked much classroom 
education, Rathvon was a remarkably good 
writer. He had a large vocabulary and could 
convey ideas to his readers in readily under-
stood language (Goding n.d.). An example 
of his lucid writing is the description of a 
caterpillar observed defending itself from at-
tack by a parasitic fly by “flourishing the fore 
part of his body, like an expert fencer would 
his broadsword…to ward off his enemy” 
(Rathvon 1861). His writings, however, were 
marred by misspellings and typographical 
errors (some probably occurred during type-
setting) and sometimes technically flawed. 
For example, he used “larva” as a singular 
and plural noun, and he once referred to 
pupae as “pupas” (Rathvon 1853a, b). In 
an early paper, he used “nympha” to re-
fer to the pupal stage of insects (Rathvon 
1853b). His insect higher classification 
sometimes was inaccurate, such as placing 
green lacewings (Neuroptera: Chrysopidae) 
in the Hemerobiidae (as “Hemerobiadae”) 
(Rathvon 1861). 

The life history information Rathvon 
provided generally was accurate, although he 
incorrectly thought that all, or nearly all, true 
bugs (Hemiptera–Heteroptera) overwinter 

Rathvon’s comments about pest suppres-
sion have a contemporary ring. Pointing out 
that apples produced in Lancaster County 
were inferior to those brought in from New 
York and Ohio, he urged orchardists to pay 
more attention to insects that can affect the 
quality and quantity of the crop. He noted 
that “entomologists need the co-operation 
of practical fruit growers, agriculturists, 
domestic economists and operative machin-
ists, and these together need the co-operation 
and encouragement of local governments” 
(Rathvon 1871b). Earlier, he had proposed 
that insect injury to fruit trees had increased 
because of the rapid destruction of forests 
and their insect inhabitants. He theorized 
that a “large number of wood-boring, leaf-
destroying, and fruit-puncturing insects that 
at one time confined their operations to the 
forest trees, are now found in abundance on 
our fruit trees” (Rathvon 1861).

Rathvon’s skill as a field observer is 
manifest in his publications, particularly 
newspaper articles and replies to readers of 
the Lancaster Farmer who submitted insect 
specimens or questions about insects. For 
example, farmers and horticulturists were 
told that severe winters do not necessarily kill 
injurious insects (Rathvon 1887). He noted 
that coleopteran species with more pro-
tracted larval periods are those that are less 
abundant (Rathvon 1862). He also watched 
a male and female dung beetle [Dichotomius 
carolina (L.); as Copris carolina L.] “rolling 
a large and undigested cherry that they had 
appropriated from a deposit of human excre-
ment,” various species of crickets feeding on 
animal carcasses in company with carrion 
beetles (silphids), and thousands of ground 
crickets feeding on a dead calf (Rathvon 
1862, 1863). Observations of oviposition 
by the periodical cicada led him to conclude 
that the eggs cannot be deposited in trunks 
of trees or limbs larger than a female is able 
to grasp with her legs and gain leverage 

sufficient to make the “necessary incision 
in the branch to receive the eggs” (Rathvon 
1871a). 

Beneficial insects particularly interested 
Rathvon. Observing cannibalism by the 
wheel bug (Arilus cristatus (L.); as “Reduvius 
Novendrius”) (Fig. 6), he thought that if such 
behavior was not exceptional, it suggested 
that a third or a half of the population pro-
vides for the remainder until the bugs can 
obtain their own food (Rathvon 1877). His 
suggestion presages modern work that has 
established the adaptive value of cannibalism 
(e.g, Polis 1981, Elgar and Crespi 1992).

Rathvon encouraged growers to learn to 
distinguish pestiferous insects from natural 
enemies of pests and species that merely are 
innocuous, noting that now-harmless insects, 
in a few years, could become destructive 
when their numbers increase (Rathvon 1863). 
Growers also were told to refrain from the 
wanton destruction of beneficial species. In 
his opinion, most agricultural and horticul-
tural journals did little to emphasize those 
insects that are of “incalculable benefit” to 
growers (Autobiography, May 22, 1857, pp. 
469–470). Yet, in the case of the Colorado 
potato beetle [Leptinotarsa decemlineata 
(Say)], he advised a grower, who had submit-
ted specimens of a natural enemy, not to relax 
control measures because the pest’s reproduc-
tive potential was much greater than that of 
its predator (Rathvon 1874d). 

Like many other 19th-century entomolo-
gists, he gave growers few specific suggestions 
for taking advantage of natural enemies. For 
the roundheaded appletree borer (Saperda 
candida F.; as S. bivittata Say), whose wild 
host is hawthorn, he did suggest that apple 
orchards be surrounded with hawthorn 
hedges to attract the beetles and allow birds 
to feed on them (Rathvon 1862). He believed 
that “for every apparent evil in nature the 
Creator had provided a remedy, and birds 
are the insect destroyers” (Rathvon 1876).21  

Fig. 6. Wheel bug, Arilus cristatus (Reduviidae), illustrated by Rathvon (1871a).

21 Rathvon’s encouragement of agriculturists to learn to 
distinguish insect “friends” from “foes” was consistent 
with the “balance-of-nature” concept popular among 
mid-nineteenth century entomologists. The balance 
(or economy) of nature, in Sorensen’s (1995) words, 
“presupposed a beneficient, orderly God who had 
created the world of plants and animals with natural 
checks and balances and who continued to regulate it 
through these mechanisms.” Important in this concept 
was the “relation of birds to crops and insects”—the 
“bird question” (Sorensen 1995). 
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as adults (Rathvon 1871a). This inaccuracy 
can be excused because North American 
entomologists at the time had devoted little 
attention to the bionomics of the largest 
family of heteropterans, Miridae, and were 
biased by knowing that the most common 
and widespread species (Lygus lineolaris) did 
overwinter as an adult (Wheeler 2001).

An Entomologist to be Noted  
Almost unknown to today’s entomolo-

gists and accorded only scant attention 
in the major histories of North American 
entomology, Rathvon might not have been 
fully appreciated by 19th-century work-
ers. Lintner (1891) remarked that he was 
“not now frequently quoted.” Among the 
greatest world entomologists of the nine-
teenth century—those born between 1790 
and 1815—Marlatt (1898) included Fitch, 
Glover, Harris, LeBaron, and Walsh as 
the only American applied entomologists. 
Though probably not their entomological 
equal, Rathvon ranks as one of the greatest 
early promoters of agricultural entomology 
in North America and advocate of a broad 
approach to pest suppression. His emphasis 
on the importance of distinguishing benefi-
cial from innocuous and injurious insects and 
appreciation of the need for applied ento-
mologists to work not only with growers but 
also to enlist the aid of economists and local 
governments are principles central to modern 
integrated pest or crop management.

Rathvon was not the only early American 
entomologist to endure hardship. For a time, 
Thomas Say had to live on a dime a day to 
pursue his entomological interests; and B. D. 
Walsh, upon arriving in the United States, 
became a farmer, working himself “like a 
horse” (Sheppard 2004). Yet Rathvon faced 
more obstacles than did most other early 
American entomologists. In commenting 
on Rathvon’s career, Sener (1890) stated: 
“Perhaps there is no instance in America of 
such an incessant, self-sacrificing pursuit of 
knowledge, under adverse circumstances, 
as his has been.…With his ardor and ap-
plication, but for adverse surroundings and 
obstacles, a high niche in the temple of fame 
would have been his. With all his difficulties 
which beset his pathway he outstripped oth-
ers more favorably circumstanced.”

Rathvon’s role in the rise of applied ento-
mology in 19th-century America might have 
been viewed differently had the Common-
wealth of Pennsylvania created the position 
of State Entomologist for him and the Ento-
mological Society of Pennsylvania extended 
membership and encouraged him to prepare 
a well-illustrated manual on noxious and 
beneficial insects. Provided an opportunity, 
he likely would have written a series of use-
ful annual reports as Pennsylvania’s state 

entomologist, as well as produced a monu-
mental work on economically important 
insects that would have surpassed Harris’s 
(1841) acclaimed report on the noxious in-
sects of Massachusetts. Given that scenario, 
it probably would be unnecessary for us to 
suggest that Rathvon be added as a 15th 
name to Sorensen’s (1995) list of the most 
influential nineteenth-century agricultural 
entomologists. The name Rathvon already 
might long have stood with the names 
Fitch, Glover, Harris, Riley, Walsh, and 
those of the nine other early workers that 
Sorensen (1995) identified for the period 
1840–1880.
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