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The controversy of the Moulin-~ignon jaw:
 

the role of Hugh Falconer
 

PATRICK J. B OYLAN 

The Piltdown 'early man' fraud has been extensively discussed and debated 
over the past twenty-five years in a range of both scientific and more 
popular studies, but there has been little modern discussion of the alleged 
finds at Moulin-Q.:!:!ignon and Menchecourt near Abbeville, northern 
France, in terrace gravels of the Somme, in 1863, even though 'L'affaire 
Moulin-Q!:!.ignon' was in many ways a direct parallel and predecessor of the 
Piltdown forgeries, as has been pointed out by Kenneth Oakley, who first 
exposed Piltdown, and Ronald Millar, who examined the similarity between 
the Moulin-~ignonand Piltdown scandals in his examination of the Pilt 
down fraud.\ 

The 'planting' of evidence was not of course a new problem of the mid
nineteenth century. Antiquarians in particular had been troubled by frauds, 
forgeries and dubious evidence for centuries. 'Pious' or 'miraculous' reli
gious frauds were common in most parts of the world, and fraud for finan
cial gain was by no means uncommon in the days when much geological 
collecting relied mainly on what was sometimes termed 'the silver hammer' 
-sixpences and shillings (or their local equivalent) offered to impoverished 
quarrymen for choice cabinet specimens, and the emergence of an active 
international market in antiquities and in geological and natural history 
specimens in the second half of the eighteenth century increased the risk of 
such frauds. In considering alleged frauds in the field of scientific discovery 
a further possibility is that 'evidence' might be fabricated in order to en
hance the reputation of the discoverer or to support a particular argument 
or viewpoint in a controversy. An even more sinister counterpart ofdishon
esty of this kind is the deliberate fabrication of evidence in order to dis
credit an opponent or his work or opinions. Finally, in analysing a scientific 
fraud or forgery the possibility that the incident began as a straightforward 
practical joke (which perhaps misfired) must also be borne in mind. As with 
the Piltdown forgeries, an investigation of the Moulin-~ignoncase is far 
more than a detective story. In both cases the two most likely explanations 

K. P. Oakley, Frameworks for dating fossiL man, 2nd edn., London, 1966, p. 3; R. Millar, 
The Piltdown Men: a case ofareha.eolog,cal fra.ud, London, 1972, esp. chapIer v!. 

L 
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are the same: deliberate fraud by the inner circle of discoverers or an 
attempt to discredit the cognoscenti for being convinced, even briefly, by 
what should have been in each case an easily detectable fraud. However, 
both offer a less likely third possibility-financial gain by the quarrymen in 
the case ofMoulin-~ignon;a practical joke that went wrong in the case of 
Piltdown. 

The reaction to the discoveries at Moulin-~ignonalso throws light on 
the different national styles of scientific organisation and investigation and, 
possibly, the effect of political factors in the relationship between Britain 
and France. The French scientific establishment, represented by the Institut 
and the Academie des Sciences had ignored the growing body of evidence on 
the antiquiry of man that the amateurs of Abbeville had been putting for
ward from the 1830s, in the same way that the similar evidence from the 
various local workers in Kent's Cavern, Torquay, was not accepted by the 
English scientific establishment of the Royal Society, the Geological Soci
ery, and the British Association between r826 and r858. The French scient
ific establishment was heavily institutionalised compared with the more 
individualistic tradition of British science, and, having only recently ac
cepted the (genuine) evidence of the great antiquity of man in the Somme 
gravels, reacted defensively and bureaucratically to the attack on the authen
ticity of the Moulin-~ignon'finds'. The quasi-legal method of investiga
tion initiated by the French institutions presented the Royal Society, which 
was asked to participate, with a problem in finding a suitable team ofBritish 
participants. Moreover, in response to the Anglo-French 'Cobden' commer
cial treaty of r860, by the time of the Moulin-O!:!ignon affair a conscious 
effon was being made to improve cultural relations between the two coun
tries. The initial denunciation of the alleged finds by British scientists was 
clearly regarded as contrary to this new spirit of friendship and cooperation, 
and the (short-lived) acceptance of the finds as authentic by the British 
participants in the Anglo-French investigation was regarded as something 
more than a purely scientific achievement. Another interesting aspect of the 
affair was the apparently inconsistent attitude of the British workers who 
attacked the authenticity of the Moulin-O!:!ignon finds, since they were 
some of the leading advocates of the case for the great antiquity of man, and 
had argued only four years earlier for the acceptance of the original Somme 
Valley evidence. There was in fact no inconsistency here: it was precisely 
because of their convictions in respect of the antiquity of man that they 
wished to avoid any possibility of association with a forgery which, on 
exposure, might have set back the advancement ofknowledge in this field by 
a matter of years, possibly decades. 

The recent rediscovery and cataloguing of a substantial collection of 
letters and other papers of one of the principal British geologists involved, 
Hugh Falconer (1808-1865), in the Falconer Museum, Forres, Moray, Scot
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land,2 throws new light on the role and attitudes of Falconer in the spring 
and summer of 1863 as the MouIin-~ignoncrisis evolved. Falconer had 
qualified as a medical doctor in Edinburgh, where he also attended the 
natural history and geology courses ofJameson, the botany course of Gra
ham and the divinity course of Chalmers. After entering the medical service 
of the East India Company in 1830, he undertook only a single tour of 
military duty in India before being appointed to take charge of the Botanic 
Garden at Suharnpoor in northern India, where his achievements included 
the successful establishment of tea growing in India. He also quickly estab
lished himself as an outstanding explorer and taxonomic botanist, and as one 
of the world's leading vertebrate palaeontologists. His work on the fossil 
vertebrates of the Siwalik Hills earned him a world-wide reputation by the 
time he was twenty-nine years old, with the award of the Geological Soci
ety's highest honour, the Wollaston Medal. Returning to England on sick 
leave in 1842, Falconer carried out a wide range of scientific work, which 
further enhanced his reputation within the Brit.ish scientific community, 
before returning to India in 1847 as Superintendent of the Calcutta Botanic 
Garden. On his retirement in 1855 he settled in London and continued his 
scientific work, particularly on the taxonomy of fossil mammals, and played 
a leading part in the activities of the scientific institutions, notably as a Vice
President of the Royal Society and as Foreign Secretary of the Geological 
Society. 

The collection at Forres includes eighteen original letters written in 1863 
from Falconer to his favourite niece, Mrs Grace McCall (a widow who later 
married J oseph Presrwich (18 I 2-1 896), one of Falconer's closest geological 
collaborators). It seems likely that the whole collection of Falconer Papers 
at Forres was gathered together by Grace (Lady Prestwich) who seems to 
have been contemplating a full biography of FaIconer 3 when Prestwich 
died, after which she concentrated her efforts on the biography of her late 
husband.4 Grace made some of her own letters available to Charles Murchi
son for his short biographical sketch,s and the collection also contains copies 
of some of Falconer's most important letters to Joseph Prestwich and John 
Evans, the archaeologist and geologist. A few quotations from these two 
series ofletters have also been published in passim by Lady Prestwich,6 and 

Z See P.]. Boylan, The Falconer papers, Forres, (a limited edition catalogue with a biographi
cal introduction), Leicestershire Museum Publications, 96 New Walk, Leicester, l.El 6TD, 

1977. The original material is now in the Moray D.e. Record Office, Forces, Moray, Scotland. 
All quotations from items in the collection are cited below in the form 'FPF' tOgether with the 
catalogue number' assigned in the above catalogue. J Boylan, op. cit. (2), p. v. 

< G. Prestwich, Life and letters ofSrr]oseph Prest-wlch, Edinburgh, J899. 
, e. Murchison, 'Biographical sketch of the author', in H. Falconer, Palaeontological mem

Olrs,2 vols., London, 1868, i, xxiii-liii. 6 G. Presrwich, op. cit. (4). 
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by J oan Evans 7 who found the originals in her father's papers on the death 
of her stepbrother, Sir Arthur Evans. 

Altogether in twenty-five of the original and copy letters at Forres, Fal
coner writes of the Moulin-~ignon controversy: perhaps most revealing 
are a series ofletters to Grace McCall written day by day during the meeting 
of the Anglo-French commission established by the Institut and the Acade
mie des Sciences to investigate the Moulin-~ignonfinds. In addition, Fal
coner's own writings during the evolving crisis, 8 the official accounts of the 
Anglo-French commission 9 and a paper on Moulin-~ignonwritten in the 
summer of 1863 but not published in his lifetime,lo taken with the letters at 
Forres, make possible a reconstruction of Falconer's growing concern and 
alarm about an event that clearly caused him great personal distress and 
which could have destroyed public credibility in the abundant genuine finds 
ofvery early flint implements in the Somme gravels. 

The discoverer of the controversial jaw was Jacques Boucher de Creve
cceur de Perthes, who was born in Rethel, France, in 1788. He moved to 
Abbeville as a child, and it was there that he eventually succeeded his father 
as the local Directeur des Douanes in 1825. From that year he remained 
in Abbeville, dividing his time between public administration and private 
study and writing until his death in 1868. Although best known for his 
important work as an amateur geologist and archaeologist, he was active in 
many other fields, including social affairs, with publications entitled De 
!'education du pauvre: quelques mots sur celle du riche (r842) and De la 
femme dam l'hat social, de son travail et de sa remuneration (1840), literary 
works, various essays on the creation and on the progression of life (1839
41), and on spontaneous generation (1862). In addition he established or 
promoted local literary and scientific societies in several towns of northern 
France, of which the grandly named Societe Imperiale d'Emulation d'Abbe
ville, which he served as Founder-President for many years, was the most 
prominent, and served as the principal vehicle for the promotion of his 
scientific and other views. However, he was never fully accepted into the 

7 J. Evans, Time and change: the story of Arthur Evans and his forebears, London, 1943, 
pp. 115-18 . ' H. Falconer, letters in The Times, 25 Aprilr863 and 21 May 186}. 

9 Milne-Edwards, 'Note. Sur [es resultals foumis par une enquete relative a['authenticite 
de la decouverre d'une machoire humaine et de haches en silex, dans le terrain diluvien de 
Moulin-~ignon', Compt. Rend. Acad. Sei., 1863, liv, 921-39 (18 May); reprimed in Boucher 
de Perlhes, Antiquites celtiques et antediluviennes, 3 vo[s., Paris. 1864. iii, pp. 179-93; H. 
Falconer, G. Busk and W. B. Carpenter, 'An account of the proceedings of Ihe lale conference 
held in France to inquire Lnro the circumstances auending the asserted discovery of a human 
jaw in the gravel at Moulin-~ignon, near Abbeville, including lhe proces verbaux of the 
sittings with nOlCS thereon', Natur. Hist. Rev., 1863, xi, 423-62; French version: A. Delesse, 
'La machoire humaine de Moulln de ~ignon', Mem. Soc. Anthropol. France, 1863, ii, 37-68. 

10 'On the evidence Ln the case of the comrovefled human jaw and flim-implements of 
Mou[in-~ignon',in Falconer, op. cit. (5), ii, 601-25. 
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national scientific establishment represented by the Irzstitut and the Acadi
mie in the way that the Royal Society readily accepted into fellowship the 
equivalent British middle-class amateurs such as Prestwich and WiIliam 
PengeIly ofTorquay. By ]863 Boucher de Perthes had been finding Palaeo
lithic flint hand-axes (haches [sic]) in the old upper terrace gravels of the 
Somme valley around Abbeville for more than thirty years but, as in Britain, 
little notice was taken of these finds until the late 18 50S. Hugh Falconer is 
generally regarded as the first leading British geologist to investigate Bou
cher's finds seriously, during a visit to Abbeville in the autumn of 1 858 when 
he <became satisfied that there was a great deal of fair presumptive evidence 
in favour of his [Boucher's] many speculations regarding the remote an
tiquity of these industrial objects and their association with animals now 
extinct'.l1 The first season of his work in Brixham Cave, Torbay, Devon, in 
1858 had proved the contemporaneity of man and extinct large mammals in 
Britain. 12 Prestwich followed Falconer in April 1859, accompanied by John 
Evans, and confirmed Falconer's findings, seeing a worked flint still in situ at 
a depth of seventeen feet in undisturbed gravel, possibly the specimen 
shown in two original photographs in the Falconer Papers. 13 

In the spring of 1863 Lyell published his Antiquity of man in which the 
real contribution of Falconer (and of Prestwich and Evans) was almost 
completely ignored,14 greatly distressing Falconer: <I must keep my temper, 
for a serious onslaught. What a grumpy old Uncle you have got! Like 
an infuriated Toro - first having an encounter with Huxley - then goring 
Owen and his jackall-and then driving his horns into the porcelain ware of 
Sir c.L.! There will be a grand wash ofcrokery [sic] !'15 In addition his health 
was failing and he was temporarily estranged from members of his family 
and consequently living alone in London. 16 

Falconer was touring France wben, on 9 April 1863, Boucher de Perthes 
announced that at the end of March a workman from the gravel pit at 
Moulin-~ignon-Ies-Abbeville had brought him a flint implement with 
a fragment of bone containing a human molar, and on 28 March a human jaw 
had been found in the same terrace, thirty-three metres above the River 
SommeY Prestwich and Evans were in AbbeviIIe to investigate Boucher's 

11 .J. Evans, The ancient stone implements ofBritain, 2nd edn., London, 1897, p. 527· 
'2 Discussed in detail by.J. W. Gruber, 'Brixham Cave and the anriquity of man', in M. E. 

Spiro (ed.), Context and meaning in anthropology, New York, 1965, pp. 373~402. 

D FPF 382 and FPF 383, by A. Faure, Maison speciale de phorographies anistiques, Passage 
du Commerce IJ & 14, Amiens. 

14 See W. F. Bynum, 'Charles Lyell's Antiquity of man and its critics',]. Hist. Bio!., 1984, 

xvii, 153-87. 
" Falconer re G. McCall, 8 Feb. [1863], FPF 91. 
16 Falconer to G. McCall, 8 Feb. [t863], FPF 91, and 28 April [1863], FPF 1I7. 
17 L'Abbevillois, 9 April 1863, reprinted in Boucher de Perthes, op. cit. (9), pp. 583-4. 
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claim on I r April,lB and on 13 April Falconer, who was in Paris, wrote to 
Prestwich: 

I have seen Lartet who has shown me a drawing of the lower jaw human 
(from Abbeville) and a section of the locality where found. There are 
certain questionable matters in the case which require to be cleared up. 
We are going to see it at Abbeville. Be therefore cautious in expressing 
any opinion till we meet ...19 

Falconer travelled to Abbeville the same day and wrote from there to 

Prestwich on r6 April: 

All right about the lower jaw, human. I have examined it severely and 
described it. It is not only fossil, but I believe ofa race different from any 
known European race! However I say this with reserve as I have no 
recent jaws of the human race to compare with. I take with me a frag
ment of human jaw found at Menchecourt. ~atrefages came yesterday 
from Paris and carried off the Moulin-~ignon jaw ...20 

Two important points should be noted. First, Falconer had been convinced 
by the arguments that the jaw showed allegedly primitive features which he 
discussed in his letter to The Times published nine days later. Second, 
although Boucher's original account, as published in L'Abbevillois on 
9 April, implied that the original 'detached molar' and the jaw found on z8 
March were from the same site (Moulin-~ignon), Falconer's letter of 16 
April attributes this to a quite different site (probably of a different age in 
the terrace sequence) at Menchecourt. Boucher had been collecting from the 
terrace gravels for more than twenty years but no human bones had been 
found: the extraordinary coincidence of two such finds in one week (prob
ably from two different sites) ought to have raised more than a little suspi
cion, especially ifBoucher de Perthes was offering zoo francs (fifteen weeks' 
pay for the local quarrymen) for the first human bone in situ as has been 
alleged.21 

W. B. Carpenter (a leading invertebrate zoologist and a Vice-President of 
the Royal Society) was back in London by 16 April after examining the jaw 
in Abbeville and spoke immediately to the Royal Society declaring the find 
to be authentic and quoting Falconer (without his permission) in support. 22 

Falconer returned to London on 18 April and immediately began a detailed 
investigation of both the separate tooth that Boucher had let him bring to 
England and of his detailed drawings and measurements of the Moulin
~ignon jaw itself. After more than thirty years of brilliant taxonomic 
work, first in botany and more recently in vertebrate (especially mamma

lS G. Prestwich, op. cit. (4), p. 179. (. FPF 3p. 
2e FPF 318. 21 R. Munro, Archaeology and/alse antiquities, London, 1905, p. 33. 
12 C. Murchison in Falconer, op. cit. (5), ii, 602. 
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lian) taxonomy, Falconer was too experienced to rely on the textbook 
drawings and descriptions of skull characteristics, and quickly turned to 

a friend who had a large collection of medieval and later human skulls 
from a churchyard at Clerkenwell, London. This population produced jaws 
showing all the allegedly 'primitive' characters of the Moulin-~ignon jaw 
(four allegedly 'Eskimo' features plus what was described as a 'marsupial
like' feature, sometimes found in Australian aborigines). 

On sawing through the 'detached molar' he found that it was quite 
unfossilised and apparently comparatively modern, still retaining fresh gela
tine. More seriously the tooth seemed to have been artificially coloured (as 
had the jaw which 'yielded a dirty white colour' when washed). Moreover, 
Prestwich and Evans had reported that all of the flint 'haches' allegedly 
associated with the human finds were modern forgeries. z3 Evans had already 
expressed his doubts to Boucher: 'Found M. Boucher de Perthes in a great 
state of excitement over a human jaw which had been found in a black seam 
at Moulin-~ignon which has been marvellously prolific lately ... doubt 
the whole affair and hurt poor old Boucher's feelings considerably.'24 On 
.2 3 April Falconer wrote to Evans: 'I have sent a letter to the "Times" -and 
I think-from the august auspices under which it has been sent they will 
give it insertion.'25 This long letter was published in The Times (which made 
room for it by dropping the daily Law Report) on .2 5 April and set out in 
detail the events of the previous four weeks. Falconer commented publicly 
on the sudden upsurge in the number of specimens of various kinds
especially spurious flint implements -being found: 'The number which 
turned out was marvellous, but the terrassiers were handsomely paid for 
their findings, and the crop of flint-hatchets became in like degree luxuri
ant.' He then described the jaw, his comparative anatomy work on the 
sample of British jaws, and the character of the 'detached molar' which had 
'proved to be qrtite recent; the section was white, glistening, full of gelatine 
and fresh-looking'. Falconer concluded: 

There was an end to the case. First the flint hatchets were pronounced by 
highly competent experts (Evans and Prestwich) to be spurious; sec
ondly, the reputed fossil molar was proved to be recent; thirdly the 
reputed fossil jaw showed no character different from those that may be 
met with in the contents ofa London churchyard. The inference which I 
draw from these facts is that a very clever imposition has been practised 
by the terrassiers of the Abbeville gravel pits -so cunningly clever that it 
could not have been surpassed by a committee of anthropologists enact
ing a practical joke ... The break down in this spurious case in no wise 

ZJ Falconer, 'The reputed fossil man of Abbeville', The Times, 25 April r863, p. r I. 
" John Evans inJoan Evans, op. cit. (7), pp. r [6-[7. 2S FPF 36) F. 
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affects the value of the real evidence, now well established, but it incul
cates a grave lesson of caution.16 

On the day this letter was published, Falconer wrote to Evans: 

Throughout, I contended that all the flint haches-twenty of them-that 
I took over from the Couche Noire were modern, and I never yielded 
the point. How those that tumbled out, when we were there, got in, 
I cannot say, nor can I explain the mysterious history of the antecedents 
of the jaw. 

But from its characters, which are irreconcileable with antiquity, or 
with it having lain long in a bed of iron or manganese, I deny that it can 
be older than the modern period. 27 

By this time Falconer must have received the two letters dated 19 April 
and 20 April 1863 that Boucher de Perthes subsequently published,2s and 
which confirm that the 'detached molar' was from a different site at Men
checourt, from which additional specimens of animal bones had just been 
obtained in the presence of Nicholas Brady (son of Sir A. Brady, a promi
nent member of the Geological Society), who was bringing the additional 
evidence back to England fo~ Falconer to see. 

On about 27 April Falconer received a further extremely long letter from 
Boucher dated 26 April, also published: 'Dear Doctor, The rumours in 
England about the falsification of flints at Abbeville are contrary not only to 
truth but also to reason .. .' He vehemently denied Falconer's allegations 
against the quarry workmen: 'No, a thousand times no, that is impossible.'29 
After detailing the distinguished support that he was receiving in France, he 
claimed that the workmen had rejected the jaw and teeth as worthless, and 
that 'without Mme. Dufour they would never have been found'. He con
cluded with an extraordinary story (which, incidentally, shows the degree of 
popular interest in the discovery): 

Meanwhile, our spiritualists in Paris are calling up the fossil man of 
Abbeville. An eye witness writes to me, with all seriousness, that during 
a spiritualist seance which took place last Thursday, 23 rd April, the 
fossil man declared that the disaster which caused his death, twenty 
thousand years ago, crushed him between two stones before depositing 
his jaw where I found it, and that his name was Yoe etc.... The deceased 
antediluvian did not seem to bear a grudge against me: that is generous, 

2<, Falconer, op. cit. (23)' 21 FPF }63 E.
 

28 Boucher de Perches, op. cit. (9), pp. 609-13.
 
" Ibid. ('Cher docteur, Les bruits qui courenc en Anglererre sur la falsification des silex a
 

Abbeville, non-seulement som contraires ala verite, mais ils le sont ala raison .. .') (Acknow
ledgement is due to L. J. Jordanova and Roger Huss for help wich the translations.) 
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for in my book on Masks, I wrote an article against spirits and spiritual
. 30Ists ... 

Falconer was greatly disturbed by events: 

I am absolutely alarmed to peruse Boucher de Perthes' letters-first 
from their acreage and next from the desolation of feeling they display. 
But the most serious part of the Case is that ~atrefages gave a commu
nication to the French Academy on Monday last backing up Boucher de 
Perthes' memoir and citing me several times. I wrote to Lartet on Tues
day and Wednesday, to get him to put him and ~atrefages on their 
guard - but too late. Futther by a letter received this morning from 
Lartet I learn that Delesse had examined one of the flints and considered 
the brown hematite spots to be veritable marks ofantiquity! and he gave 
the same opinion regarding the jaw l But Lartet has his suspicions -in 
unison with ours)1 

However, the publication of the letter in The Times prompted Falconer's 
niece, Mrs Grace McCall, to write to him, and he replied to her in a letter, 
marked 'Private', on 28 April: 

Thanks for your affectionate note. I know that my letter in the 'Times' 
wo.uld give you all some gratifieation ... But there is no rose without 
a spine. It has put me in conflict with the French Academy. ~atrefages 

gave a communication on Monday last to the Institut-affirming the 
authenticity of the specimen, mainly on my first mistaken impressions
for I was deceived at the outset- by first appearances, but not ... when 
I went seriously into the evidence. The truth has been spoken out and 
I spoke it. Fancy what discredit would have been thrown on the subject 
had the expose been made by the enemy-such as Soapy Sam [Bishop 
Samuel Wilberforce]! We would have been regarded as simpletons open 
to be practiced [sic] upon by the flimsiest imposition: and the whole 
subject would have been put back quarter of a century. I confronted it
and I find the course has been good ... Poor dear Boucher is desole. 
Perfide Albion! I do believe he has turned his face to the wall, but I hope 
to curse God and die. Oh that you were here as a buffer to toil through 
the acreage of his compositions, and to sustain the pang of his wounded 
feelings! .. .J2 

30 Ibid., pp. 613-17. (,Pendanr ce temps, nos spiristes [sic] de Paris evoquent l'homme 
fossile d'Abbeville. Dans une seance de spiritlsme qui a eu lieu jeudi dernier, 23 avril, m'ecrit 
un temoin oculaire et le plus serieusemem du monde, l'homme fossile a declare que le 
catadysme qui a cause sa mort, il y a vingt mille ans, l'avait broye entre deux pierres avant de 
deposer sa tnachoire it l'endroit ou je I'ai trouvee, et que son nom etair Yoe ete. ... Le diJunt 
amediluvien n'a poinr paro avoir de rancune contre moi, c'esr de la generosire, car dans mon 
livre des Masques, j'ai fait un article contre les esprirs et les spiristes .. .') 

J( 32Falconer to J. Evans, 27 April 1863, FPF 363 G. FPF t 10. 
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The next day he wrote to John Evans: 

Our dear friend Boucher is beside himself. I have had to pay a shilling 
extra postage this morning on a letter from Abbeville-all written docu
ments. Further-on Monday week ~atrefages gave a communication 
to the Academy of Sciences, affirming the authenticity of the jaw- and 
chiefly from the strength of my asserted convictions! Lyell-Boucher
Dr. Carpenter-the French Academy-and Mr. Alfred Taylor-all upon 
me at the same moment. What shall Pedide Albion do? Could you 
contrive to bury me in the Biddenham Pit? and what would suit you to 

go to Bedford? I do feel as if a slight dose of burying alive would be 
rather a wholesome diversion ... By a letter from Lartet Delesse after 
careful examination of~atrefages hatchets believes them to be ancient: 
and he finds the same marks of authenticity-in the jaw. I have had 
letters from ~atrefages and Lartet. A dreadful position altogether.33 

Boucher continued to write despairing letters to Falconer, but these were 
presumably too emotional (or repetitive) for him to reproduce in his 1864 
volume. Falconer gave the latest news in a letter to Evans on 5 May r863: 

Nicholas Brady has made his appearance with a fresh consignment of 
8 flint implements from 'Moulin ~ignon'. At once examining them 
I pronounced 6 to be modern fabrications: two being veritable ones that 
may have come out of anywhere. Prestwich examined them two hours 
afterwards and gave precisely the same verdict 6 spurious 2 real. They 
were sent over by Boucher or rather with his assent as 'pieces justifica
tives' to confound us. 

I am sorry to tell you that Boucher is very unwell. The Brady's report 
seriously of him. He has taken the matter sorely to heart. His notes to 
me are unreadable from their severity. They are peppered over with 
daggers 'vous m'avez donne un coup funeste' [You have struck me 
a mortal blow.] etc. 

I wish you would send me your false hache from 'Moulin ~ignon' 

and any true ones. I shall be obliged to go over to Paris this week to see 
to the matter or rather confront it. ~atrefages, Delesse and Desnoyer, 
according to Lartet maintain the authenticity of the haches found by 
~atrefages (one of them at least) and of the jaw ...34 

As Charles Murchison put it a few years later: 'Men of science in France 
and England were suddenly placed at direct issue on a grave and important 
point of great general interest.'35 The leading French workers proposed that 
Boucher's finds and claims should be examined dispassionately in a quasi
judicial manner under the auspices of the Institut, Academie des Sciences and 

.lJ 29 April [863, FPF 363 H. H FPF }63 l. 
" Murchison in Falconer, op. cir. (5), ii, 602. 
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Royal Society by a joint Anglo-French commission of inquiry. Later the 
same day Falconer wrote a second letter to Evans: 

Since writing you Dr. Carpenter called with a cartel from M. ~atre
fages. I am invited to go over and do battle in the matter of the Moulin 
~ignonjaw. 

Carpenter pro and I con start by the mail train on Friday next the 8th 
for Paris and to remain Saturday and Sunday. We meet ~atrefages, 

Lartet, Delesse and Desnoyer. You and Prestwich are invited also. One 
of you must come. I do not think Prestwich can: you therefore must. 
Arrange it between you. 

Any how send me your forged 'Moulin ~ignon' hache-and any 
help you can give me. Reply by return and oblige.J6 

The same day he also wrote to Prestwich: 

Make your arrangements instanter. Dr. Carpenter has called on me with 
a formal cartel from ~atrefages, challenging me, you and Evans to go 
over to Paris, and do battle about the Moulin-~ignon human jaw. 
I have written to Lartet accepting. Carpenter as 'avvocato di Diavolo' i.e. 
pro and I con start by the mail train of Friday next 8th. for Paris. Either 
you or Evans must come. He cannot-you can. Get ready, Oh Gravel 
sifter! and send me anyhow all your forged Moulin-~ignon haches. 
Try and get Alfred Tylor to deliver up his oneY 

The following day, 6 May, Falconer wrote again to Evans, pressing him 
again to join the commission and dismissing a suggestion that 'G.B.' (pre
sumably George Busk) would be an adequate replacement that Evans had 
presumably made: 

Prestwich has sternly decided against going, notwithstanding my mov
ing implorations - and unless you come Albion is consigned to mortifi
cation and defeat. Let me have a reply quickly-saying that you are 
coming. We leave on Friday by the mail train ... Your deference to and 
laudation of G.B. as so competent and able a judge are not to be en
dorsed. I give you up 138 

The joint Anglo-French commission opened on Saturday, 9 May 1863, 
and Falconer outlined the arrangements and the first day's deliberations in 
a letter from Paris to Grace McCall the following day: 

Yesterday at I I I called at the Mohl's saw him but he is laid up with fever 
then to Lartet and the Jardin des Plantes. We got Milne-Edwards who is 
half English to preside as moderator and formed our deliberative bench 
thus. 

.17 FPF 354 A . 
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President and Modtr. M. Milne Edwards
 

French assessors English assessors
 
1. OEatrefages 1. Falconer 
2. Lartet 2. Dr. Carpenter
 
3· Delesse J. Busk
 
4. Desnoyer 

Secretary et Redacteur du prods ·verbal. Delesse
 
other French Savants present
 

1. M. Buteux }
'Abb' B to represent M. Boucher de Perthes 

2. L e ourgeot 
3. M. Gaudry 
4. M. Milne Edwards fils 

We have been met in the best possible spirit and are going thoroughly 
into the Case. We sat till 5 p.m. yesterday, it was the outlying points we 
went into-in order to establish certain facts as a basis for judgement on 
the real points of the case. I do not think that we have lost any ground 
and I have confidence from the present aspect of the matter, that we shall 
establish our case. But I am open to Conviction and will give a true and 
honest verdict to the best of my convictions. That letter to the Times has 
been like a bomb shelp9 

The members of the commission covered a wide range ofscientific expertise. 
The president, Hemi Milne-Edwards (1800-1885), was the son of an Eng
lish colonist from Jamaica. He was born in Bruges, although he opted for 
French citizenship when Belgium became independent. He was a good 
example of the kind of broadly based'environmentalist' discussed by Lud
milia Jordanova in her contribution to this volume: medically trained in 
Paris, he worked in zoology and his first major appointment was as profes
sor ofhygiene and natural history in the Ecole Centrale des Arts et Manufac
tures, four years after being awarded the Academie's prize in experimental 
physiology in 1828. He subsequently established an international reputation 
in the physiology and comparative morphology of marine invertebrates 
during his tenure of the post of professor ofentomology (which covered all 
arthropods) in the Jardin des Plantes. At the time of the Moylin-OEignon 
affair he had fairly recently transferred to the chair of mammalogy at the 
Museum in the Jardin des Plantes following the death of Geoffroy Saint
Hilaire. 

The other French participants covered a wide range of scientific interests, 
the outstanding figures being OEatrefages, Lartet and Delesse. J. 1. OEa
trefages (I 810-1892) first studied mathematics, physics and chemistry at 
Tournon and then medicine at Strasbourg. He was closely associated with 

3? FPF 85. 
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Milne-Edwards in studies of the invertebrates and other marine biological 
work from 1840 to 1855 when he was appointed (with the support ofMilne
Edwards) to the chair in the natural history of man in the Museum d'His
toire Naturelle, although his work on invertebrates continued. As an 
anthropologist he was an anti-Darwinian, concentrating on comparative 
human morphology and on the unity of the human species and the non
simian origin of man. Edward Lartet (1801-1871) qualified as a lawyer and 
then managed his family estates in the Gers district of south-east France 
where he became interested in palaeontology, working on the fauna of the 
local Tertiary and ~aternary. In 1836 he discovered the first specimen of 
Pliopithecus, the first fossil anthropoid ape to be recognised, and he then 
turned to the search for fossil human remains. Moving to Toulouse he 
carried out many excavations on prehistoric sites of the Perigord including 
(with the Englishman, Henry Christy) the classic Upper Palaeolothic sites 
of La Madeleine, Le Moustier and Les Eyzies in 1863. He was elected the 
President of the first International Congress of Archaeology and Prehistoric 
Anthropology, held in 1867. His only academic appointment was as profes
sor of palaeontology in the Museum d'Histoire Naturelle in 1869, and he 
soon had to give this up because of ill-health. A. E. Delesse (1817-188 I) was 
educated at the Ecole Polytechnique and joined Elie de Beaumont and Du
frenoy at the Ecole des Mines, where he worked first on the preparation of 
a catalogue of collections of geological maps, travelling extensively in Eu
rope, studying geology at the same time. After a period in the chair of 
mineralogy at Besanyon he returned to Paris, first to the Sorbonne, then the 
Ecole Normale Suphieure and, in 1864, to the Ecole des Mines to teach a new 
course in agriculture, drainage and irrigation. Subsequent work included 
major studies of hydrology and the geology of the ocean floor. 

The British 'jurors' at the enquiry were also a diverse group in terms of 
their interests and experience. Apart from Falconer, the best known was 
W. B. Carpenter (1813-1885)' He had qualified in medicine at University 
College, London, and continued his studies at the Edinburgh Medical 
School. He first made his mark in the field of physiology. At the age of 
thirty-one he became Fullerian Professor of Physiology at the Royal Insti
tution and was also elected a Fellow of the Royal Society. He soon held 
a number of other posts in London, including the forensic medicine chair at 
University College and the Swiney lectureship in geology at the British 
Museum, and finally served as Registrar of the University of London from 
1859 to 1876. In addition he was a great all-round naturalist, making major 
contributions in the fields of marine zoology, especially studies of the 
foraminifera and crinoidea. Through a range of more popular scientific 
works and cyclopaedia contributions, and his attacks on contemporary 
pseudo-scientific cults such as phrenology, spiritualism and mesmerism, he 
developed a wide popular following, particularly amongst more progressive 
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amateur naturalists. An active Unitarian, he did not entirely accept Darwin's 
views on evolution, arguing that the theory of natural selection did not 
destroy traditional theistic arguments of Design in creation. George Busk 
(I 807-r 886) also qualified in medicine (as an articled student of the College 
of Surgeons) and served as a surgeon in the Navy from 18F to 1855. On his 
retirement he devoted himself to his natural history interests. (He had been 
elected to the Linnean Society in 1846 and an FRS in 1850.) He was prima
rily interested in microscopy (he was a founder of the Microscopical Society 
in 1839 and its President in 1848 and 1849) and, apart from his recent 
election to the Council of the Royal College of Surgeons and his following 
as a popular editor of the Natural History Review, appears to have had no 
relevant experience at the time of the Moulin-~ignoncommission. One 
can understand Falconer's concern at the nomination of such a 'lightweight' 
as a British representative. However, Busk subsequently travelled with Fal
coner to investigate the Gibraltar fossil man finds, and developed an interest 
in comparative osteology, describing the animal bones in the Brixham Cave 
excavation report. He was a founder council member of the Anthropologi
cal Institute, and its President in 1873 and 1874

Subsequently the British contingent was augmented with the arrival of 
Joseph Prestwich (1812-1896), who was at the time still running his family's 
wine merchant business in the City of London. After a year at University 
College, London, where he was particularly attracted to science, he joined 
his father's business at the age of eighteen, and continued his studies pri
vately in his own time. Concentrating on geology, he soon attracted notice 
as a promising geologist with two papers on the geology of Coalbrookdale 
read to the Geological Society. He subsequently specialised in the Tertiary 
geology of the London area and of southern England, at the same time 
carrying out pioneering work in hydrology, which resulted in a memorable 
paper on the water supply of the London area (1851) and his subsequent 
election to the Royal Society. He was one of the pioneers of the study of 
fossil man, participating in the Brixham Cave excavation in 1858 and giving 
a classic paper to the Royal Society in May 1859 supporting the claim of 
Boucher de Perthes to have found humanly-worked tools in association 
with extinct animals, such as mammoths, in the ancient terraces of the 
Somme. He became President of the Geological Society in 1870, and in the 
Same year married Grace McCall, Falconer's niece and confidante. In 1874, 
two years after his retirement from business and at the age of sixty-two, he 
accepted the chair of geology and mineralogy at Oxford (originally estab
lished by Buckland) on the death ofJohn Phillips. (Since he had no academic 
qualifications whatsoever, Prestwich was hastily awarded an MA degree by 
the University on taking up his appointment.) His great scientific strength 
lay in careful and systematic stratigraphical research, recording and collect
ing. Philosophically, Prestwich adopted an actualist position-accepting 



The controversy of the Moulin-QJ!:.ignon jaw 

much of Lyell's uniformitarian arguments, certainly in terms of process, but 
arguing against a strict uniformity of force or effect, in favour of a position 
that accepted larger scale natural forces from time to time. In his later years 
he spent much of his time seeking evidence for a large-scale early ~ater
nary flood which, he postulated, had covered much of England and north
ern Europe: evidence which has again been the subject of some geological 
controversy in the mid-1970S. 

The first day of the Anglo-French commission's deliberations, together 
with the second full-day session, consisted almost entirely of a detailed 
examination of the recently found flint implements from Moulin-O!lignon, 
a comparison of them with established specimens from other sites around 
Abbeville, and consideration of the criteria that should be used for distin
guishing forgeries. 40 Falconer wrote to Grace about the second day on r r 
May, and told her that Prestwich had changed his mind and had unexpect
edly arrived: 

I wrote you a short note yesterday just as I was starting for the Commis
sion. Mr. Prestwich, to my great relief made his appearance suddenly and 
quite unexpectedly, a powerful reinforcement to our array. We sat from 
r r am to 6 [12 pm. fighting every part of the evidence sternly on the 
outlying points. Today is to be our final sitting-and then we go to 
Abbeville. We go into the characters of the jaw today. I shall be obliged 
to return to Paris for a few days to do some work with M. Lartet, and 
then I shall return straight to London. Last night after the Seance was 
over we all dined 16 or 18 at M. Milne-Edwards. We have not lost ground 
so far, and my impression is that we shall hold our own-but that 
remains to be seen ... The affair ofAbbeville is being discussed in all the 
French papers ... M. Mohl is suffering from feverish attacks. I have not 
seen Madame. In fact I have been unable to do anything-or go any
where on account of this terrible affair of the fossil man ofAbbeville ...41 

The third session opened with an examination of the earliest find, the 
'detached molar' from Menchecourt that Falconer had studied in London. 
This was rapidly dismissed on grounds that are, in the literal sense, quite 
incredible: 

But on this subject M. de ~atrefages remarked that there might be 
some uncertainty on the siting of this piece, because M. Boucher de 
Perthes had several human teeth, found in the same formation, on differ
ent spots around Abbeville, and that the savant, having taken all the 
objects out of their respective boxes at the same time to show them to M. 
Falconer feared he did not put each article back in its place, which could 
have led to an error in the Labelling of the boxesY 

'0 Milne-Edwards, op. cit. (9), pp. 182-4. " FPF 86. 
<2 Milne-Edwards, op. cit. (9), p. 184. ('M~is 11 ce sujet M. de ~atrefages fit remarquer qu'j[ 
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The idea that Boucher could have 'lost' this unique first specimen which he 
had been searching for over a period of more than thirty years-or put it in 
the wrong box, and consequently given Falconer the wrong specimen for 
investigation during his April visit-is too far-fetched for words and, cou
pled with the extraordinary coincidence of rwo separate finds in a single 
week after such a long period of collecting, must have deeply disturbed 
those who were already sceptical. Moreover, whereas Falconer had merely 
accused the quarrymen of fraud, ~atrefages' clumsy excuses might be 
interpreted as implicating Boucher de Perthes himself: at the very least they 
implied quite extraordinary carelessness on his part. 

The commission then turned to the Mou1in-~ignon jaw itself, and at 
Falconer's insistence, in the presence of all participants, Busk sawed across 
the jaw immediately in front of the second molar. The staining on the 
outside of the jaw was easily washed off, the interior of the jaw produced 
traces ofa fine grey sand-quite different from the Moulin-~ignonmatrix. 
The sawn bone and tooth was relatively fresh, with the dentine ofthe root of 
the tooth 'perfectly white, fuU of gelatine, and in no respects different in 
appearance from that of a recent tooth'.43 Falconer also produced the collec
tion of jaws from the London churchyard mentioned in his letter to The 
Times for comparison with the Moulin-~ignon jaw.44 

Falconer again described the previous day's proceedings to Grace in a let
ter written at 5 am on 12 May: 

This morning I am about to start with the Commission for Abbeville. 
Yesterday we went into the evidence of the jaw itself- and I am happy to 
tell you that not one character was made out to our conviction justifying 
us to consider the jaw as an authentic fossil. 

Prestwich, Busk and myself held to this and some of the French 
advocates were utterly shaken in their faith. For we detected [the Eng
lish did] in the interior of the jaw, irresistible evidence-of an anterior 
prolonged sepl1-lture: i.e. that the jaw had undergone one burial before it 
found its way into the 'Black-Bed' ofMoulin ~ignon. You will at once 
perceive to what this necessarily leads. But as the Commission has not 
drawn up its report we must express ourselves with reserve. Virtually the 
case is at an end. My friend Lartet, a profound palaeontologist admits 
the evidence of imposture. 

You will have no conception of the interest excited by the subject in 

pouvait y avoir quelque incertitude relativemem au gisement de cette piece, parce que M. 
Boucher de Perrhes possedait plusieurs dents humaines trouvees dans le meme terrain, sur 
dlff"erents points des environs d'Abbeville, el que ce savant, ayant retire tous ces objels de leurs 
boites respectives pour les montrer en meme temps a M. Falconer, eraignair de n'avoir pas 
remis chaque chose asa place, ce qui pouvait avoir oecasionnee quelque errenr dans l'applica
lion des etiquettes fixees sur ces memes bolles.') 

<3 Falconer, op. cit. (5), p. 615. " Milne-Edwards, op. cit. (9), p. 187. 
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Paris. It is known that we are here, and near the Jardin des Plantes we are 
pointed out as les "audaces anglais" [sic]-who question etc. The French 
made the most determined stand up fight throughout, and combatted 
every point ofevidence, even the plainest and every position taken up by 
us. But, to no avaiL 

The Case has become a "Cause Celebre". Do not let what I have told 
you get published, except that you are quite authorised to say, that the 
English [illegible? savants] after going fully into the case saw no evi
dence to warrant the belief that the jaw was an authentic fossil or to 
shake their original opinion. 45 

After spending two days in Abbeville (without Prestwich, who had 
returned to England), the commission concluded its proceedings. Milne
Edwards prepared an immediate report for the Acadimie des Sciences in 
addition to the full proces verbal that was being prepared by Delesse. Fal
coner back in Paris, wrote a letter marked 'Private' to Grace on 14 May: 

I returned from Abbeville last night. The Commission is at an end. After 
a determined russle of five days, the case has gone against us. But the 
evidence was so strong in our favour- that till the last day it seemed as if 
the day was ours. The French Secretary was even discussing with me the 
terms in which the non-authenticity of the jaw could be most easily let 
down! I told you about getting whitish grey sand inside, when the jaw 
was sawn across, a very strong looking proof of previous sepulture. The 
other appearances were all in Conformity. But in the long run matters 
were against us and I am glad that they did, as truth alone was our 0 bject. 
I enclose a copy of my final conclusion. Busks was in other words- but 
practically to the same effect, we believe the jaw to have been found 
naturally where it was got, and think that there was not fraud in the 
Case: but that the jaw is not of any great antiquity. Presrwich's convic
tions went entirely with the French. He felt crushed by the evidence of 
the last day. I am very much done up. One night-the last-I did not 
sleep a wink. But I made up for it last night. We have parted from the 
French on the best of terms-and in the best spirit. They admit our 
fairness, the absence of any spirit of advocacy or partisanship - and that 
we had the very best grounds for our suspicions. Therefore, my good 
Deductive, do not be cast down although your Uncle has been con
cerned as a loser in a "Cause Celebre". When the evidence is given and 
the whole tale is told, I question if any judge or jury in England would 
admit the authenticity of the jaw. Yet I do, and I will do my best to 
support it.46 

With this letter was enclosed a copy of a certificate signed by Falconer, 
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marked 'not to be used', and dated 'Abbeville 13th May 186}': 'I am of 
opinion that the finding of the human jaw at Moulin-~ignon is authentic: 
but that the characters which it presents taken in connexion with the Condi
tion under which it lay, are not consistent with the said jaw being of any 
very great antiquity.'47 The next day (15 May) Falconer amplified his views 
in a further letter marked 'Private' to Grace: 

I am just about to leave for London by the mail train ... Do not be cast 
down. I still maintain that the jaw is not of remote antiquity-and I will 
tell such a fine tale to the British public as will make John Bull furious 
that I admitted authenticity offinding to any extent. But the honor of an 
amiable old gentleman and the susceptibility of a fiery nation were 
concerned. Fancy, the tooth in the jaw was nearly as fresh-as the 
detached tooth of" Times" notoriety! All this for your own discreet ear. 
Do not blab or say anything, lest 1 should be compromised. Never, 
I believe, in the history of Science, was such a perplexed and incompat
ible case heard of ... Keep this note-or return it to me as a voucher of 
Lartet's opinion.48 

Clearly, Falconer was far from being satisfied by the outcome of the 
proceedings, but this is not reflected in the report of Milne-Edwards to the 
Acadbnie three days later: 

All the members of this gathering of friends embraced the same opinion. 
Dismissing any idea of fraud, they recognised, in the most candid way, 
that there no longer seemed to be any reason to call into question the 
authenticity of the discovery made by M. Boucher de Perthes of a hu
man jaw in the lower part of the large deposit of gravel, clay and pebbles 
of the Moulin-~ignon quarry.49 

The formal conclusions of the commission were as follows (all the French 
members plus Prestwich adopting all four clauses): 

1.	 The jaw in question was not fraudulently introduced into the 
Moulin-~ignon quarry; it was previously in the place where M. 
Boucher de Perthes found it on 28th March last. This conclusion was 
unanimously adopted. 

2.	 Everything suggests that the deposition of this jaw was contempo
rary with that of the pebbles and other materials which make up the 

<7	 Ibid. <S FPF 89. 
" Milne-Edwards, op. ciL (9), p. 192. ('Tous les membres de cette f1iunion d'amis adopte

rent la meme opinion. Ecanant toute idee de fraude, ils om reconnu, de la maniere la plus 
franche, qu'it ne leur paraissait plus y avoir aucune raison pour revoquer en doute l'autenti
cite de la decouverte faite par M. Boucher de Perthes d'une machoire humaine dans la 
panie inferieure du grand depot de gravier, d'argiJe et de cailloux de la carriere de Moulin
~ignon.') 
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clay-gravel mass called the 'Black Bed' which rests immediately on 
the chalk ... Messrs Falconer and Busk reserve their judgement ... 

3.	 The flaked flints in the form of axes, which were presented to the 
meeting as having been found around the same time in the lower parts 
of the Moulin-~ignon quarries are mostly, if not all, quite authentic 
... Mr Falconer reserves his judgement. 

4.	 There is no sufficient reason to doubt the contemporaneity of the 
deposit offlaked flints with the jaw found in the Black Bed ... Messrs 
Falconer and Busk ... wish to reserve their judgement. 

Falconer entered a note of reservation in the terms stated in his letter to 

Grace of 14 May (see above), while Busk added the following: 

Mr Busk desires to add, that although he is of opinion judging from the 
external condition of the jaw, and from other considerations of a more 
circumstantial nature, that there is no longer reason to doubt that the jaw 
was found in the situation and under the conditions reported by M. 
Boucher de Perthes, nevertheless it appears to him that the internal 
condition of the bone is wholely irreconcileable with an antiquity equal 
to that assigned to the deposits in which it was found.50 

In his own account of the proceedings, written in 1863 but not published 
in his lifetime, Falconer explained clause by clause the exact meaning of his 
note of reservation: 

The first clause of my verdict 'that the finding of the human jaw at 
Moulin-~ignon is authentic' was intended to absolve the workmen 
from the imputation ofhaving fraudulently introduced the bone into the 
bed, when no direct proof could be adduced to support it; while by the 
second clause it was meant to express my opinion that the bone was not 
of fossil antiquity, i.e. not reaching further back than some date in the 
modern period ... a wider meaning appears to have been attached to my 

'0	 Falconer, op. cit. (5), pp. 62I~2. 

('I.	 La machoire en question n'a pas ete introduite frauduleusemenr dans la carriere du 
MouJin-~ignon; die existait prealablemem dans ['endroir ou M. Boucher de Penhes l'a 
[[OUVe le 28ieme 'uars demier. Cene conclusion a ere adopte a l'unanimi[e. 

'2. Tour tend afa ire penser que le depot de cene machoire a ete conremporain de cdui des 
cailloux et autres materiaux qui constituent l'amas argiolo-graveleux, designe sous le nom 
de "Couche Noire"laquelle repose immedia[ement sur la craie ... MM. Falconer et Busk 
... reservem leur opinion ... 

'3· Les silex raiUes, en forme de haches, qui ont ete preSenteS a la reunion comme ayant ete 
trouves vers la meme epoque dans les parties inferieures de la carriere du Moulin
~ignon, sont pour la pIupart, si non rous, bien authemiques ... M. Falconer ... reserve 
son opInIon. 

'4.	 II n'y a aucune raison suflisanre pour revoquer en doute la con[emporaneire du depor des 
silex taillees avec celui de la machoire trouvee dans la Couche Noire ... MM. Falconer et 
Busk ... desirent reserver leur opinion.') 
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use of the term 'authenticity of finding' in the communications ... by 
Milne-Edwards and M. ~atrefages on the r8th of May than I intended 
the words to convey. They did not include an admission of the 'authen
ticity of the jaw' as a true fossil bone ... from first to last I entertained an 
adverse opinion on this head ... I now believe that I committed an error 
of judgement in not reserving my opinion on all the moot points, instead 
of reserving it upon three only. I must bear the blame which this admis
sion carried with it, considering how strong my negative convictions, 
founded upon the intrinsic evidence, were. I have since carefully re
viewed the facts and opinions set forth in the 'proces-verbaux', and 
submitted to the closest examination the numerous suspected flint ha
ches, yielded by the 'black seam' and ferruginous gravel of Moulin
~ignon immediately before the Conference and while it sat there; and 
the result is an irresistible impression, that there is some mysterious 
complication in the case which remains to be solved.51 

Falconer wrote to The Times for a second time, and this was published on 
2r May r863' Referring to his April letter denouncing the Moulin-~ignon 

jaw and associated finds, he withdrew his allegations offraud by the quarry
men, but was otherwise very cautious: 

[The jaw] ... has since undergone an investigation at Paris and Abbeville 
by a joint commission ofFrench and English men ofscience, throughout 
which it maintained the same perplexed and contradictory character, not 
to be surpassed, in some respects, at least, by any cause celebre on 
record. But I am happy to say that upon one point, which it was of the 
last importance to clear up, the commission, French and English, were 
unanimous -namely that the discovery of the remarkable human relic in 
situ, in the gravel pit of Moulin-~ignon, was authentic, and that no 
imposition had been practiced [sic] by the workmen in the case. As an 
inference to the contrary on the part of myself and my scientific friends 
was distinctly expressed in my former letter, I am desirous that there 
should not be the slightest reserve in withdrawing it. What now remains 
to be established is the precise age of the relic. This part of the case is still 
involved in obscurity, and so beset with contradictory and, apparently, 
incompatible evidence that its satisfactory solution is at the present 
moment of the utmost difficulty ... 

He continued by giving an account of the events of April and of the 
meetings of the commission in Paris at the end of which: 

So far, no point had been established to shake the confidence of the 
English members on the soundness of their doubts ... Two, at least, of 

j1 Falconer, op. cit. (5), pp. 622-3· 
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the four French members frankly and openly admitted the effect which 
the evidence yielded by the section ... of the jaw had produced on their 
views; and had the inquisition been carried no further it is probable that 
the result would have been a verdict of 'not proven' ...52 

However, during the subsequent visit to Abbeville they had seen a most 
convincing demonstration in the Moulin-~ignon gravel pit where work
men digging in apparently undisturbed gravels, under the supervision of 
members of the eommission, produced five haches, four ofwhich were very 
similar to the allegedly modern forgeries. This demonstration greatly de
moralised the 'opposition' on the commission, and all signed the formal 
conclusions reproduced above subject to the reservations detailed by Milne
Edwards. Despite this Falconer was still convinced that 'the question of the 
antiquity of the relic still remains to be determined'. He added, in a post
script, that Carpenter 'had been sufficiently impressed ... to have come to 
doubt his original belief in the authenticity of the jaw'.53 

The day that this letter was published, Falconer wrote to John Evans 
expressing his growing doubts, and asking Evans to intervene: 

The fossil aspects of the jaw have been exhausted. All depends now upon 
the proof of where it was found-and of what age the deposit. But it is 
otherwise as regards the haches. I believe that they are determinable by 
their inherent character-and that all the 'black seam' lot are of a com
paratively modern character. I have again gone carefully over the evi
dence of the whole lot which I took to Paris and with the disastrous 
experience of my last visit to Abbeville find my convictions hold to the 
determination that they are not of the old type- but of a more modern 
character. You are the Achilles in this walk of the Strife and you are 
bound to come forward in some shape or other-to speak to the faith 
that is in you and upon which others have relied. I have an excellent lot 
of material but in a few days they will all be dispersed-among the 
various owners. You have seen my letter to the 'Times' -where I have 
held fast-where others have backslidden. You are bound to come for
ward. 54 

The following day, 22 May, Falconer wrote again to Evans saying that 'the 
flint haches maintain their modern aspect', and continuing: 

But a good solid letter would come with more effect from you as you 
have not been compromised by any change of opinion-and you could 
therefore lay it on handsomely on these villanous personations of antiq
uity. You must be quick about it-ifyou do anything. Further Prestwich 
says you and he think of going again to Abbeville. In that case you must 

;2 Falconer, 'The human jaw of Abbevdle', The Ttmes, 2I May r86}, p. IT. 

" Ibid. " FPF 363 L. 
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attack the cliff of the Graviere horizontally from the top downwards 
along an extent of 5 feet wide by 30 feet long taking up the deposits like 
sheets of paper as we did in the Brixham Cave. In that case-nothing 
could escape your observation. It would be a crucial test. I have no faith 
in the vertical mode of attacking the cliff Nothing is seen in situ-or 
only in a sham fashion. Din this well into Prestwich's ears. I have not yet 
forgiven him.55 

On 23 May, Falconer wrote again to Evans again asking him to attack the 
authenticity of the haches regardless of the possible effect on Falconer's own 
reputatIOn: 

Lay on therefore-and write without mercy-the haches me and Prest
wich-especially-arrange with P. about coming out with an article and 
do not lose time about it for the Athenaeum or Times. I shall be trnly 
glad to see you when you can come -for really I am sorely afflicted at 
the result arrived at.56 

Falconer was by now convinced that the demonstration for the commis
sion at Moulin-Q.!;!ignon was the most spectacular fraud of all, and on 25 
May he wrote to Prestwich: 

Remember, throughout, I denied the authenticity of all the haches, 
shown in Paris from the 'black bed' Brady's, your own, mine, Q.!;!atre
fage's. To that opinion I still adhere. How those tumbled out before the 
Commission, or how they got in I cannot say. I insist merely that they 
are not ancient. Further I do not admit the antiquity of the jaw. The 
fresh characters etc. are utterly irreconcilable with that. I do not believe 
that it goes further back than some date in the modern periodY 

In his next letter to Evans, on 29 May, Falconer was even more explicit 
about his belief that the whole 'Affaire Moulin-~ignon' was a major fraud, 
and doubts were now being expressed in France: 

I am more convinced than ever that there is some terrible mystification 
in the Moulin Q.!;!ignon case. Elie de Beaumont is denouncing it (at two 
meetings of the Academy) as as modern as a turf-bed and likely to yield 
Gallo-Roman Coins. Prestwich yielded too readily. But I have a strange 
notion that a £10 note, well applied, might elicit some secret knowledge 
that might dispel the obscurity. I wish you and Lubbock and Austen 
would try to see if there is the means of applying this very effective 
means of investigation-in certain cases. 1 will join with you in a contri
bution ... P.S. Presrwich is too good to have such a hint even broached to 

him. I therefore apply to yoU. 58 

;, FPF 36} M. '. FPF 363 N. '7 FPF 3HB..
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In June, Falconer received Delesse's draft of the proces verbaux and spent 
a great deal of time working on this, adding many detailed notes, and 
preparing an English translation for the Natural History Review.59 Falcon
er's retraction of his allegations of fraud greatly improved relations with 
France, and Boucher de Perthes wrote to him on 4June following Falconer's 
(apparently unexpected) unanimous election as an honorary Association 
Member of the Abbeville Societe d'Emulation, of which Boucher was Presi
dent. Boucher commented: 

The case of the ja·w, as the learned and witty Dr. Carpenter calls it has 
given you much anxiety, as it has to me too; but I comfort myself 
because it has not affected your friendship for me nor mine for you ... It 
is pitiable to see passion expended on such matters, which should remain 
in the peaceful realm of science; but many people, both in France and 
England, have turned it into a partisan matter: hence aU the anger.60 

By this time, however, Evans had found clear evidence that one MouJin
~ignon specimen was a blatant forgery, with clear marks that it had been 
manufactured with the aid of metal tools. Evans summarised this in his 
notebook on 3 I May: 

Vasseur picking at the foot of the bank, in the presence of Lubbock, 
Flower, and J. E. dislodged from the face of the couche noire from under 
a few inches of talus a hatche ofoval form which was carefully picked up 
without touching its surface. On examination the surface, which was 
black and showed a slightly metallic lustre, showed the marks of fingers 
with which it has been smeared with the colouring matter. Vasseur 
havingfound the implement soon after gave up the search.61 

Further investigations by British workers followed in June and on 20 June 
Falconer wrote to Evans: 

I have now got Keeping's letter addressed to Prestwich with his final 
report. He reports all his findings as being 'plants' 

No. 1-3 June-a 'plant' well laid
 
2 found in his absence
 
3-4 June @ 6 inches above the chalk gravel
 

disturbed from a foot round-to his own conviction in working 
-and got the specimen in the centre of the plug. 

S9 See nore (9). 
60 Boucher de Penhes, op. cit. (9), pp. 625-6. ('ee proces de la machoire, comme le nomme 

le savant et spiritUel docteur Carpeuter vous a donne bien de I'ennui, et amoi aussi; mais je 
m'en cousole, puisque vous m'avez garde votre amirie, comme je vous ai garde la mienne ... IJ 
est pitoyable de voir la passion se menre dans de teIJes questions, qui doivent rester dans le 
domaine pacifique de la science; mais hien des gens, en France comme en Angleterre, en om 
fait une affaire de pani: de la ram de colere.') 61 Joan Evans, op. cir., (7), p. It S. 
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No. 4-4th June-found by himself-after returning from dinner-[il 
legible] gr0und disturbed a 'plant' wants Evans to examine the 
smear. 

No. 5-5 June: hadpre·viously observed a crack-the crack then filled 
up-(next morning) worked on it discovered the flint and the 
crack reappeared behind it! a 'plantissime' 

No. 6- 5June found in his absence
 
No. 7-6thJune-a 'plant' -found by himself
 

Concluded: 'I have every reason to believe that aU the specimens 
I have brought from Moulin-Q!:1ignon were placed there on purpose for 
me to find.' 

I do hope and trust that you will publish Keeping's experience. It is 
too much to expect it of Prestwich who is very unhappy at the facility 
with which he leapt into the arms of credulity and delusion. I am in an 
equally bad way- but it relieves me to see your neighbour overcome.62 

The next day Falconer commented to Prestwich: 'Many thanks for the 
perusal of Keeping's sensible report. The grounds of suspicion are thick as 
autumnal leaves in Vallombrosa.'63 Ev-ans reported Keeping's findings in the 
Athenaeum, and all the British workers, including Prestwich, had with
drawn their support from the Moulin-Q!:1ignon 'discoveries' by the time the 
proces ·verbaux was actually published at the beginning ofJuly, as Falconer 
made clear in a letter to John Evans dated 10 July: 

I have just got back from Edinboro'. I saw your thunderer in the Ath
enaeum well done Keeping. Poor dear Mr. Prestwich will make all the 
world believe that the notes of his opinion given to the Conference in 
the abstract of his letter are his current views! and nobody could hit the 
spurious haches harder than he does.64 

Boucher de Perthes devoted the greater part of the third volume of his 
Antiquities, published in 1864, to a defence of Moulin-Q!:1ignon (which by 
that time was supposed to have produced over one hundred human fossil 
remains) with reprints ofvarious papers, correspondence and so on.65 How
ever, within two or three decades, even in France, there was no longer any 
enthusiasm for the Moulin-Q!:1ignon finds, and it was suggested that the jaw 
had originally come from a Neolithic (or possibly Iron Age) burial in the 
Abbeville region that (after the surface had been artificially coloured) had 
been fraudulently 'planted' at Moulin-Q!:1ignon.66 Oakley indicates that 

62 FPF 363 R. 6J FPF J 54. 
•• FPF 36} $. ., Boucher de Perthes, op. cit. (9). 
66 Munro, op. cir. (21), pp. J4-5; see also K. P. Oakley, 'The problems of man's antiquity', 

Bull. Brit. MU5. (Nattfy. HIS!.) Geol. Ser., 1964, ix, 85-155 (Ill-I}). 
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modern tests confirm that the jaw was sub-fossil (not completely fresh) and 
has suggested a Neolithic dateP 

It is not the purpose of this paper to speculate on who might have been 
responsible for the series of frauds, but there is no doubt that this was quite 
a sophisticated venture, calling for something close to Falconer's hypotheti
cal 'committee of amhropologists enacting a practical joke' rather than the 
humble 'terrassien' indicted in his first letter to The Times. 

Aspects of the deception certainly worried Falconer and the other British 
members of the commission very much, and the lame excuse suggested by 
~atrefages in respect of the Menchecourt 'detached molar' (and the appar
ent attempt in some quarters to pass this off as a Moulin-~ignon specimen) 
must have led them to wonder whether Boucher himself, or at least someone 
very close to him, was implicated. Falconer in particular paid generous 
tribute to the outstanding importance of Boucher's genuine finds in the 
Somme terraces, and there is a hint in his remark about 'Soapy Sam' Wilber
force,68 quoted above, that he might have considered the possibility that the 
fraud was a deliberate attempt to discredit Boucher de Perthes and his work 
on the antiquity ofman. 

The quasi-legal response from the French scientific community to the 
(largely if not wholly) British allegation of outright fraud was an interesting 
and very unusual one. Some English commentators (especially Charles Mur
chison) and the president of the Anglo-French commission suggest that at 
least part of the reason for this approach was to preserve and foster relations 
between the scientific communities of the two countries. A somewhat simi
lar approach was adopted four years later in investigating forged documents 
purporting to show that Pascal had priority in terms of scientific discovery 
over Newton. In the case ofMoulin-~ignon however the procedure was, 
in relation to this interpretation of the objectives of the Institut and 
Academie, a failure. In part at least this failure was due to the commission 
drawing back at almost the last moment (during the visit to Abbeville) after, 
according to Falconer's private letter of 14 May, even the Secretary (Delesse) 
was discussing the form ofwords in which the authenticity of the jaw could 
be rejected with the minimum public damage to Boucher's sensibilities and 
reputation. Clearly the visit of the commission to Abbeville (minus 
Prestwich who had to return to London) is the key to the failure of the 
commission. Possibly Boucher's desolation in the face of the allegations 
convinced the members of Boucher's personal innocence in the matter and 
they therefore did not pursue the (much m,ore likely) alternative that some
one other than Boucher was the local forger. The other, more important, 
factor was the very spectacular demonstration of the 'discovery' of items of 

'7 K. P. Oakley, Frameworks for datmg fossil man, London, 1966, p. 334. 
•• FaJconerw G. McCall, 28 April 1863,FPF !I 7. 
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the kind condemned by Britain's researchers, Prestwich, Falconer and John 
Evans, from apparently undisturbed ground, in the presence of the members 
of the commission. 

The principal participants in the work of the commission covered a wide 
range of specialisations, mainly developed from an initial medical training. 
However most had little current experience or standing within the field of 
mammalian palaeontology or archaeology: Falconer was the only vertebrate 
palaeontologist and (of those who attended all the sessions) Lartet was the 
only one with a claim to expertise within archaeology. It seems clear that the 
main issue debated by the commission was not the authenticity of the jaw 
and the detached tooth as such but rather the character and of disposition of 
the disputed haches. There was only limited discussion of the anatomical or 
other features of the Moulin-~ignonjaw itself, and the majority seem to 
have given little attention to the two most damning pieces of evidence: the 
indication of artificial colouring and the evidence from the matrix and 
inclusions that the jaw could not possibly have come from the 'black band'. 
Also, the commission would not wait for proper chemical analyses of the 
bone and matrix, despite Falconer's insistence on the necessity of this. 
Moreover, the very first 'find' -the Menchecourt 'detached molar' -was 
simply withdrawn on the grounds that no one was sure that the specimen 
given to Falconer by Boucher less than three weeks after its 'discovery' 
was the correct tooth! Finally, when the commission inspected Moulin
~ignon, no proper excavation (using the techniques developed by Fal
coner, Prestwich and Pengelly in Brixham Cave from r858 to r860) was 
carried out. Instead a large gang of workmen excavated back the vertical 
quarry face and obligingly 'found' four fake haches and one genuine one 
(probably imported from a different site) in the presence of members of the 
commISSIOn. 

Even those who were originally quite convinced were soon overwhelmed 
by the improbability of the spate ofhuman bones and flint implements from 
Moulin-~ignon and nearby pits in gravels of different geological ages, 
especially since the same implement types were being 'found' in deposits of 
very different ages, as was noted by Prestwich in October 186}.69 Boucher 
continued to press the authenticity of the Moulin-~ignon and Menche
court finds to his death in r868, with varying degrees of support from the 
French scientific and archaeological community, but within a decade or so 
Falconer's condemnation of the finds was completely accepted on both sides 
of the Channel. 

Overall, there are striking similarities between the Moulin-~ignon and 
the Piltdown frauds-the extraordinary coincidence of not one, but two, 

69 J. Presfwich. 'On the SeCf!On ar Moulin ~ignon, Abbeville, and on the peculiar charac
ter ofsome of the flint implements recently discovered there', ~art.J. GeaE. Soc. Lond., 1864, 
xix, 497-506 (505). 
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finds within the same area and within a comparatively short period of time, 
the use of sub-fossil skull fragments artificially coloured, the presence of 
unrelated supporting 'finds' and, above all, the fact that the' discoveries' 
provided support at the crucial moment for current geological or anthropo
logical theories and predictions (the antiquity of man in the case of Moulin
~ignon, the simian-like ancestry of man in the case ofPiltdown).7° 

Despite its inauspicious precedent in these many respects, the investiga
tors of the Piltdown finds actually carried out fewer tests on their material 
than did the members of the Moulin-~ignon commission: in particular, 
tests for artificial colouring and for residual gelatine (which Falconer con
sidered quite crucial in 1863) were not carried out on the Piltdown bones 
until 1950, nearly forty years after the first specimen was found. What is 
more, the perpetrator of the Piltdown fraud achieved the success that Fal
coner and his colleagues denied to whoever was responsible for 'L'affaire 
Moulin-~ignon'. 

70 This issue is currently being explored in greater detail by the author. For an abstract see 
P. J. Boylan, 'Museum specimens as sacred objecrs: the contrasting treatment of the Piltdown 
fraud of I9t2 and that of Moulin ~jgnon. 186)', in Program and abstracls, j2nd Annual 
pta.lns Anthropologu:al Conference and 65th Texas Archa.eological Society Annual Meeting, 
Lubbock, Texas, November 2-6, 1994. pp. )6-7. The full paper is in preparation. 
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