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Geological communication in the Bath area 

in the last half of the eighteenth century 

HUGH TORRENS 

I am as delirious as ever, still preferring a coal-pit or stone quarry to the Bath 

Assembly, or a Court Ball. l 

[E. M. da Costa to Ralph Schomberg of Bath, 1761J 

Introduction 

Records of geological activity in the Bath area in the last half of the eight
eenth century are certainly relatively sparse.2 There are two main reasons for 

In collecting material for a srudy of [his narure one quickly inC\lrs numerous debts w [he 
many librarians and archivists who so courteously look after and aid access w the collections 
in their care. My debtS to these people are SO many that I cannot name them here but must 
single out the three inStitutions in Bath itself without which this paper could not have been 
written and thank especially John Kite and all the staff of the Bath Reference Library, Bob 
Bryant of the Bath Record Office and Philip Bryant of Bath University Library, as well as my 
own University Lihrary and archivist (1an Fraser) for similarly valued help. Joan Cliff did 
wonders in typing my illegible manuscript. 

For stimulating discussion and help on specific points I also thank Vicwr Adams, Robin 
Atthill, Jim Beill1ett, David Bick, Gavin Bridson, Warren Derry, Desmond Donovan, Joan 
Eyles, D. G. Hickley, Hal Moggridge, Roy Porter, Ian Rolfe, R. E. Schofield, John Thackray, 
Anthony Turner, and Michael Walcot. 

I J. Nichols, Illustrations of the literary history of the eighteenth century, vol. iv, London, 
[822, p. 769. 

2 At the conference in 1977 out of which this volume arose, Alex Keller discussed the 
carefully preserved multi-volume correspondence of the naturalist and fossilologist, E. M. da 
Costa (1717-1791). He rightly claimed this allowed, because of its complete narure, a study of 
those interested in fossils at this time as a group, and nor just as individuals. This paper has the 
same aims for much of the same period but is framed instead round one place, Ba[h in 
Somerset (now Avon). Any study of this type is fraught with pitfalls, because of the incom
plete nature of the material on which it is based, which was always dispersed and much of it 
since lost (or unknown [0 me), unlike the da Costa archive, which has survived intact as one 
accumulation. However, it would be wrong to assume even the da Costa archive was an 
entirely complete record of fossilology of the period. Josiah Wedgwood senior wrote of da 
Cosra in 1774 w Thomas Bentley thus: 'Doctor [Thomas] Percival has sent me the famous 
naturalist Da Costa with injunctions to he very civil w him- I gain'd a little relief by sending 
him 2 miles to see a Flintmill but that is over, and now I am oblig'd to be rude to him whilst 
I wrire' (Wedgwood to Bentley, 7 August 1774, Wedgwood Archives Keele University 18551
25); and again ten days later: 'I do not know what character da Costa has ... However he is 
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this. Firsdy, much of the activity would have been devoted to collecting 
geological specimens and especially fossils; such collections, however much 
treasured by their makers, have long since been dispersed and records of this 
activity are likely only in references in letters. Secondly, even the records of 
the organised geological activities of the first two Bath Philosophical Societ
ies, which both flourished in the late eighteenth century, have similarly been 
dispersed and scattered to the winds. Despite such massive erosion of the 
basic source material, a study of the Bath area still seems well worth at
tempting for two reasons. First, the special place Bath occupied in the last 
half of the eighteeuth century 'as the most fashionable place for idling and 
the most famous watering place in Britain? where one would imagine the 
collecting of facts and specimens of geological significance would naturally 
take its place along with the other multifarious activities of the numerous 
visitors. Second, the special place Bath has occupied since 1827 as the so
called'cradle of English geology' from the work of William Smith (1769
1839) in this area from 1791 to about 1805.4 

The special nature ofBath society in the eighteenth century 

Despite the massive amount of secondary literature Bath has engendered, 
there is still 'no professional economic or social history of Bath' in the 
eighteenth century.s There is, however, massive documentation of the popu
larity of Bath as a resort for medical aid or leisure activity. The most 
eloquent surviving testimonies to the former are the monumental inscrip
tions to the many visitors who also died in Bath, which to this day line the 
walls of Bath Abbey.6 

These walls adorned with monument and bust 
Show how Bath Waters serve to lay the dust 

Henry Harington (1727-1816) 

gone. I left him on Tuesday, and he left the country on Wednesday. Dr P--l is very high in 
his incomiums of da C. as a very sensible man of the most extensive knowledge and equally 
extensive correspondence with the literati all over Europe, amongst whom the Doctor says he 
is very much esteem'd. I thought him the most disagreeable mortal who bore the name of 
Philosopher that I had ever known-Or I should nOt have left him so soon' (Ibid., [16 August 
1774],18552-25). One should not be surprised after this to find, as we do, only lerrers from 
Percival to da Costa and nor from Wedgwood (who was of course deeply interested In 
geological matters) indexed in the da Costa archive. 

} A. J. Turner, Science and music m eighteenth-century Bath, Bath, t977, p. 15· 
• Thus baptised by J. Hunter, The connecrion of Bath with the literature and science of 

England, Bath, t827, p. q. 
, J. H. Plumb, Tbe commereialisation of leISure in eigbteenth-ce'1tury England, Reading, 

1973, p. 20. 

, J. Britton, The history and antlquities of Batb Abbe)' Church, London, 1825, pp. q8-51. 
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The leisure life ofBath was described thus at its zenith in about 1791: 'No 
place in Europe, in a full season, affords so brilliant a circle of polite 
company as Bath. The young, the old, the grave, the gay, the infirm and the 
healthy all resort to this vortex of amusement. Ceremony, beyond the usual 
rules ofpoliteness, is totally exploded.'! Barbeau B has described the range of 
social and literary activities avaitable in Bath; music,9 the theatre,lO and 
bookselling 11 all thrived. The surviving edi[ions of guides, directories, and 
newspapers produced for the visitors to Bath give a further indication of the 
size of the leisure industry, and there is a considerable if disseminated 
literature available on some of its different aspects. 

The scientific activity has however been largely ignored. Barbeau stated of 
Bath inhabitants in the eighteenth century that 'there was little desire for 
literary or scientific knowledge',12 but this is certainly not true of a nucleus 
of Bath residents and visitors who took an active interest in a wide range of 
aspects ofliterature and natural philosophy.13 

Many people from Warner 14 onwards have also claimed that Bath lacked a 
solid trading and manufacturing base 15 at this time and that industry - that 
vital catalyst-was absent from Bath. While this may be true of heavy 
industry, it is certainly not true if, with]. H. Plumb,16 one considers the 
tourist trade as an industry. As R. S. Neale has shown 'it was a city where 
a multitude of skills were in high demand to build, maintain, furnish, feed, 
clothe and entertain its wealthy residents and visitors. The city was a para
dise for the consumer industries',17 and Warner's claim that Bath in 1801 had 
no manufactures and little trade can be easily discounted for this single 
reason. The activities of one closely knit group of tradesmen who settled in 

7 The universal Brillsh directory of trade, commerce and manufacture, Vol. ii, London, 
t793, p. 89· (Compiled C.179[·) 

3 A. Barbeau, Une ville d'eaux anglaise au XVJJI' slecle. La societe elegante et litteraire a 
Bath sous la reine Anne et sous les Georges, Paris, 19°4. (English edn.,1904.) 

9 1. Wood field, The celebrated quarrel between Thomas Liniey (senior) and William Her
schel: an episode in the musICal life of 18th century Bath, Ba[h, [977; Turner, op. cit. (3). 

10 A. Hare Theatre Royal, Bath: the Orchard Street calendar 1750-1805, Bach, 1977. 
II H. R. Plomer et al., A dictionary ofprinters and booksellers who were at work in England 

from 1726-1775, Oxford, 1932; lists twenty-seven booksellers active in this period in Bach. 
G. PoUard, The earliest directory ofthe book trade by John Pendred 1785, London, 19i 5; adds 
several more acrive al rhis date. For surviving records of some of Ihe circulating libraries run 
by these men see P. Kaufman, 'The community lihrary: a chapter in English social history', 
Trans. Amer. Phi/. Soc., 1967, n.S. lvii, pan 7, pp. 20-21,62. 

12 Barbeau, op. cil. (8), p. 114. 1.1 Turner, op. cit. (3), pp. 81--5l i. 
I< R. Warner, TIJe history ofBath, Bath, 1801, p. 344. 
15 R. Porter, 'Metropolis, enlighrenment and provincial culture: the social setting of Her

schel's work', unpublished transcript, lecture given in Bath 1977. 
'6 Plumb, op. cit. (5), p. 3. 
17 R. $. Ncalc, 'The induslries of rhe citv of Barh in rhe firsr half of the nineteenth centurv', 

Proc. Somerset Archaeo/. Natur. Hut. Soc:, 1964, cviii, I p-~..!; see also R. A. Buchanan, The 
mdustrial arcbaeology clB,tth, Bath, [969. 
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Bath in this period from many different places has been briefly docu
mented ;18 they included ironmongers, wine merchancs, corn factors, brew
ers, coachbuilders, and pleasure garden proprietors-all representative of 
the very important service industries so well developed at this time in Bath. 

There were indeed ewo major service industries which were both vital to 

the expansion of Bath and the level of geological activity in the city. These 
were the building industry 19 and the stone quarrying industry,2° both of 
which would have had profound geological significance and afforded 'much 
speculation for the naturalist and virtuoso' as Stebbing Shaw noted 21 of the 
fossils and materials thrown out of the foundations for the Lansdown 
Crescenc built from 1789 to 1793. 

Geological activity 

Bath enjoyed a major boom in the mid-eighteenth century when new build
ing on a large and beautifully planned scale produced one of the most 
fashionable resorts in Europe. Bath had been popular before this on account 
of the mineral waters and the hot and cold baths. John Woodward (1665
1728) had been a medical visitor there in August 172222 and was a friend or at 
least acquaintance23 of the Bath physician Thomas Guidott (1638-17°5) 
who practised here for nearly forty years24 and wrote much on the Bath 
waters, and others nearby. Another importanc scientific figure with early 
Bath connections is John Theophilus Desaguliers (1683-]744),2' early itin
erant science lecturer and curator of experiments to the Royal Society from 
1716 to 1743, He was a frequent lecturer at Bath and resided here at inter
vals, being a constant visitor to the Royal Cumberland Lodge of Masons 
established at Bath in 173 3,26 In the following year, he published a detailed 
description of the Bath quarry tramroad built in 1731 by Ralph Allen (1694
1764) to run from his Combe Down quarries down to the River AvonY 

's H. S. Torrens, The evolution ofa family firm: Stothere & Pitt of Bath. Bath, 1978. 
19 W. Ison, The Georgian buildings of Bath from 1700 to 1830. London, 1948. 
'0 .J. J. Cartwright (ed.). 'The travels through England ofDr Richard Pococke , .. during 

1750, 1751, and later years', Publ. Camden Soc., 1888, n.S. xlii, 154-8; K. Hudson, The 
fashionable stone. Bath, 1971. 

21 S. Shaw. A tour to the West of England in 1788, London, 1789. p. 294. 
" M. E. Jahn, 'John Woodward, Hans Sloane and Johann Gaspar Scheuch2er: a re-exami

nation',]. Soc. Bib/iogr. Natur, Hist., 1974, vii. 23-4. 
2l J. Woodward. An attempt towards a natural his'tory of the fossils of England. Part I, 

London, 1729, pp. 154-5. 
2. Monthly mag.• 1807, x.."iii. 24;J. Britton, op. cit. (6), pp. 88-91. 
25 M. E. Rowbottom, 'John Theophilus Desaguliers (1683-1744)', Proc. Huguenot Soc., 

1968, xxi, 196-218. 
26 R. E. M. Peach, Histonc houses in Bath and thetr c1ssociations, 2nd series, London and 

Bath, 1884, p. 26. 
27 A. Elron. 'The prehistory "f railways', Proc. Somerset Archaeol. Nawr. Hist. Soc., 1963, 

cvii, 3I-59· 
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This expansion in quarrying the local Bath Stone was to meet the demand 
created by the activities of John Wood the elder. Desaguliers provided the 
first detailed description of any railway system in English,28 and he also gave 
details of the cranes then in use in the quarries. 

All this activity in expanding the town ofBath would have encouraged the 
study of the embryonic science of 'geology', in that it would at least have 
greatly facilitated the direct observation of rocks and their obvious stratifi
cation in the many excavations needed, as well as the collecting of fossils. 
Alexander Pope (1688-1744) was one person who was considerably encour
aged in his collecting; he stayed some months in 1739 with Ralph Allen at 
Widcombe near Bath. Pope had some years before, in 1725, finished his 
grotto at his Twickenham house, which fancifully used shells, flints, iron 
ore, mirrors, or whatever came to hand to create a place of surprise. After his 
visit to Bath, Pope resolved to improve it and add some Bath curiosities 
provided by Allen such as Bristol diamonds, alabaster, spars, and snake
stones (ammonites), which were all duly incorporated.29 

More scientific study of the rocks of the area came from John Wood, 
father and son. John Wood the elder (1704-1754) was the architect and 
builder who changed Bath 'from a mean looking town to the most beautiful 
in England' and it is no surprise in view of his vocation to find him devoting 
chapters on the 'Situation ofBath; of its vales and of its hills' and on the 'Soil 
ofBath and the fossils peculiar to it' in his Description ofBath, which we can 
take as a summary of Bath geological knowledge and interest at the mid
point of the century.30 It contains geographical and geomorphological mate
rial of no particular note and details of the Bath springs, which were the 
major attraction to so many visitors. Wood has been criticised for his absurd 
credulity as to past history, but he was not being more credulous than many 
others of his time in writing 'in the formation of the Hills that surround the 
hot springs, Nature seems to have had a spiral Motion so as to form a kind of 
Volute', an idea found in the writings of many others before and after. Wood 
connected with this 'the spiral figures [ammonites] which I shall hereafter 
show to be peculiar to the soil of Bath and perhaps no where else to be met 
with in such great abundance and in such infinite variety'.3! The chapter on 
the soil and fossils is of more interest as it gives rudimentary stratigraphic 
information and quotes and criticises the late John Strachey (167 I-I 743) on 
the local coal mines. Wood observes that the soil near Bath abounded with 
fossils 'mostly with such as are ofa Spiral Figure and such as our Naturalists 
believe to have been formed in Nautili Shells', and also 'multitudes of 

28 M..J. 1'. Lewis, Early wooderl railways, London, 1970, pp. 251-77. 
29 B. Boyce, 'Mr Pope in Bath, improves the design of his grotto', in C. Camden (ed.), 

Restoration and T8th certtltry literature, Chica.go, 1963, pp. 143-53. 
30 .J. Wood, Descriptiorl ofBath, (1st edn., 1749) 2nd edn., 2 vols., London, I 76~, i, chapters 

VI, VII (facsimile reprint, Bath, 1969). 31 Ibid., i, ~5. 
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conical stones with elliptical bases found in almost all the stratas of clay 
and mar! within Bath' (i.e., belemnites).32 He notes also the beds of gravel 
abounding with different round fossils (i.e., flint echinoids) and concludes 
'many other little miracles of nature abound in the soil of Bath to excite 
a Man's Curiosity to examine into them; and an Age may be spent in 
a Pursuit of this kind so abundant are the Fossils wherever the Ground is 
penetrated .. .'.33 

Wood mentions no contemporary collectors other than himself, but an
other writer, Charles Lucas (1713-1771), in his 1756 Essay on waters, paid 
tribute to one of the most active of the Bathonian geological virtuosi of this 
time, Thomas Haviland.34 He was an apothecary born circa 1706 probably 
in Bath, and first heard of in 1740 as a subscriber to Thomas Short's Essay on 
mineral·waters. By 1753, he had started an extensive correspondence with 
E. M. da Costa which continued until 1762;35 he was also a friend and 
correspondent of traveller and naturalist Thomas Pennant (1726-1798) to 
whom he gave fossil bivalves 'found in a stoney bank near Bath',36 and of 
naturalist John Ellis (C.]705-1776) with whom he corresponded on botany 
as well as geology in 1755.37 In 1756, Lucas described Haviland as an 
excellent apothecary and an accurate botanist with an extensive collection of 
local Bath fossils as well as others from further afield. His fossil collections 
seem to have been his main interest, to judge by the Gainsborough portrait 
of him painted about ]762 which shows two Lower Lias molluscs promi
nently on his bookshelf and a 1761 edition of Lewis's Materia medica in his 
hand. 38 There is sufficient evidence to show that Haviland, who died in ]770, 
was both an active and diligent collector and classifier of fossils]9 

Almost contemporary with Haviland in Bath was the physician Ralph 
Schomberg (1714-1792) who settled in Bath in the 1750S. He was another of 
da Costa's correspondents and also a friend of Haviland.40 He had previ
ously been in medical practice in Yarmouth, being resident there in 1752 
when he was elected a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries in London. 
Da Costa specifically sought his help from Bath in augmenting his collec

}2 Ibid., i, 6[. J) Ibid., i, 63. 
" C. Lucas, An essay on waters, J pans, London, [756, iii, 2) 5-8. 
" British Library Add. MSS. 28538, if 45-65, dared I713-62. 
). Thomas Peonanc, 'Reliquiac diluvianae or a catalogue of such bodies as were deposi[ed 

in [he earth by rhe deluge', British Museum (Name Hist.) Palaeomology Library MSS., vo!. 
111, 339. 

37 S. Savage, Catalogue of the maTlUscnpts tTI the l£brary of the Linnean Society of London, 
Part IV: Calendar of the Ellis manuscripts, London, r948, p. [3. 

). Original portrait in the National Museum, Stockholm; see W. D. 1. Rolfe, in J M. 
Chalmers-Hunt (ed.), NaturaL hmory auctions 1700-/972: a. register of sa.les in the British 
Isles, London, 1976, p. 33 . 

.1' Barh Chronide, 20 December [770. 40 Nichols, op. cir. ([), pp. 762-9. 
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tions as Schomberg 'was in a place-the quarries of which abound in figured 
fossils'.41 

It was also Schomberg who recommended John Walcott the elder (died 
1776) to Fellowship of the Society of Antiquaries in 1766-his certificate 
stating he was well versed in history, the belles lettres and antiquity.42 He 
came from Ireland, owning estates at Croagh near Limerick, a city ofwhich 
he was made a Freeman in 1750.43 In 1753 he married a Cork merchant's 
daughter and his second son named Edmund was born there in 1756.44 
Sadly, the relevant parish records have been destroyed so we are unable to 
confirm the place and exact date of his eldest son John's birth-who has 
been claimed as the first Bath geologist [this is now revealed by a pedigree at 
the College of Arms as 8 August 1754 at Cork- H.T.]. John Walcott senior 
brought his family to Bath some time between 1756 and 1766 while living 
off the rents from his Irish estates. Under these conditions his eldest son 
John fostered an eager interest in all branches of natural history. In a deed of 
1759 he is described as about four years old which would suggest he was 
born in 1754/5 45 and agree with his next youngest brother's known birth in 
1756. Their father died in 177646 and left evidence ofwide scholarship in his 
library sale catalogue 47 which amounted to 1,675 lots and contained most of 
the standard works on natural history and geology of the time. His noncon
formist attitude was reflected in his burial entry in the registers of Weston 
near Bath.48 This trait reappeared strongly in the eldest son, John Walcott 
Jumor. 

It must have been largely due to the father's influence that John junior 
took up the study of natural history. He pu blished his first work in 1778-9 
in fourteen monthly parts; this was a never completed British Flora which 
had the laudable intention of providing accurate engravings of the common 
British plants at a price within the pocket of all but the poorest.49 Despite 
encouragement from Erasmus Darwin, it was discontinued in 1779, presum
ably for lack of subscribers.so John Wakon's next book appeared in July or 
August 1779 at two shillings and six pence, when he was still only twenty
four years old.sl It was entitled Descriptions and figures of petrifications 

" Ibid., p. 766. .2 Archives ofSociety of Antiquaries of London.
 
" North Munster Antiq.]., [945, iv, 124.
 
.. British Library Add. MSS. 29743, ff 64 and 66.
 
<5 Public Record Office. Dublin. D 18681, [ March [759.
 
•• Notes and 0.f!erie.i, [896, 8th series, ix, 383.
 
<7 British Library press-mark 824.b. 17 (6). <8 Transcript in Bath Reference Library.
 
<9 Each part was one shilling; an original wrapper of pan 13 is preserved in University
 

College (NatnraJ Sciences Library), London. 
;0 Lefter fWIn Darwin to Walcott, 3 January 1780, transcribed on from end paper of a copy 

of Wakon's Flora Britarmica, in the E. Green Collection, Bristol City Reference Library. 
51 London Mag., 1779, xlviii, 374. 
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found in the quarries, gravel-pits, ete. near Bath, and deserves careful atten
tion as it was acknowledged and used by Bath's most famous later geologist, 
William Smith.52 It is prefixed by a quotation from Benjamin Stillingfleet's 
Miscellaneous tracts relating to natural history, a work which had been in his 
father's library;53 

Nor are those innumerable petrifactions, so various in species, and 
structure, to be looked upon as vain curiosities. We find in our moun
tains, and even in the middle of stones, as it were embalmed, animals, 
shells, corals, which are not to be found alive in any part of Europe. 
These alone, were there no other reason, might put us upon looking 
back into antiquity, and considering the primitive form of the earth, its 
increase, and metamorphosisY 

This book contains descriptions and excellent figures drawn by Walcott 
himself of the many fossils 'found lodged in stone in almost every part of the 
environs of Bath'.55 It ascribes all these to a former universal deluge and 
displays an impressive grasp of the literature. It classifies these fossils into 
several groups, such as (i) internal moulds of bivalves of which Walcott 
observed, 'shells are never filled with stone different from that in which they 
are lodged', or (ii) ammonites, which 'as far as I have observed the flats of 
these [Coroniceras] lay parallel and conformable to the surface of the stra
tum in which they are enclosed'.56 

Localities are, however, rarely given and then never with the accuracy we 
would hope for; no stratigraphic information is given. He refers merely to 
freestone [equivalent to the Great OoIite limestone] or limestone [equiva
lent to the Lias] or simply gives localities as on 'the Ploughed Fields'. He is at 
his best when seeking affinities with living shells, some of which he figures 
side by side with the fossilsY He also confesses himself defeated by the 
affinities ofsome fossils now known to be extinct. 

Although in no way breaking new ground, it was and is a remarkable 
achievement for a twenty-four-year-old, especially for the accuracy of the 
drawings, which allows the greater proportion of the forms figured to be 
identified to specific level today. This accuracy of observation and illustra
tion is nowhere better shown than in his Spiriferina Walcotti (a Lias brachio
pod named in his honour byJames Sowerby in 1822)58 in which the calcified 
internal spiralia are beautifully shown. 

S2 W. Smich, Stratigr"phical system of organized fossils, London, 1 BI 7, p. v. 
SJ See note (47), loc 894. 
s, Wakon quoted from Stillingfleet (2nd edn., London, 1762, p. 175), who himself was 

quocing from C. Gedner, Of the use of cwriosity. 
5> Wakon, DesC1iptions and figures ofpetn/actions . .. , Bath, 1779. p. iii. 
% Ibid., pp. q, 30-) l. ;7 Ibid., figs. 46-7' 
Si Mmeral Conchology, 7 vols., London, 18u-46. iv, 106, place 377. fig. 2. 
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Although it cannot be proven, Wakott's personal contacts with other 
scientists outside Bath seem to have been very limited. References to him in 
manuscript collections are very few and uninformative and he is remarkably 
badly known for a man who produced four natural history books. One of 
the most likely influences on his early work in botany and geology was 
Edward Jacob's (17IO?-I788) botanical book published in 1777. Jacob was 
a surgeon from Faversham, Kent,S? who began collecting London clay fos

sils in the 1740S and published on them in the Philosophical Transactions in 
1754. Like John Wakott senior, he was a Fellow of the Society of Antiquar
ies. 60 The main influence on Wakott junior seems to have been Jacob's 
Plantae Favershamienses (1777) rather than any personal contact; this last 
book shows a similar style of presentation to Walcott's more impressive 
productions, even down to an identical biblical quotation on the two botani
cal title pages. Plantae Favershamienses has a short 'Appendix exhibiting a 
short view of the fossil bodies of Sheppey' and this too seems likely to have 
influenced Walcott's book on Bath petrifications two years later. 61 

In November 1779, a few months after Walcott's book had been pub
lished, Caleb Hillier Parry (1755-1822) settled as a physician in Bath, where 
he soon built up one of the most prosperous practices.62 This, sadly, is the 
reason no more is heard of Parry's intended work on the fossils of Glouces
tershire. He issued printed Proposals for a history of the fossils ofGloucester
shire in 1781 -no copy of which appears to survive [Parry's 1782 Prospectus 
does survive: British Library, 1881.b 6 vo!. 2-H.T.]. But both John Brit
ton,63 the topographer and later friend of William Smith, and Parry's son, 
Charles Henry Parry 64 referred to it, mentioning work Parry had devoted to 
it before first his extensive practice and then other scientific and agricultural 
interests caused him to set it aside. It was intended to include all that was 
known on the subject of organic remains and the discovery of the original 
manuscripts that were in existence in 1830 would be of major impor
tance. 65 

Parry built up extensive collections of fossils which were later augmented 

59 A. Percival, 'Biographical nOIe on Edward Jacob', in E. Jacob, HiHory of Faversham, 
reprint ed.J Whyman, Sheerness, )974, pp. 55-61. 

60 John Walcotl senior also possessed a copy ofJacob, History of Faversham; see note (47), 
lot 7I6. 

6\ Plantae Favershamiemes [or] a catalogue of [he more perfect plants growing spontane
ously about Faversham in the County ofKent, etc., London, I777. 

62 H. Rolleston, 'Caleb Hillier Parry', Arm. Med. H,:st., 1925, vii, 205-15. 
6J Brinon, op. cit. (6), p. 131. 
6' C. H. Parry, 'Parry', in W. Macmichaei (ed.), LIVes of British physiCIans, London, 1830, 

pp. 275-304 (3 00). 
6S An appeal in 1890 for information about them yielded nothing, nor has a recent appeal 

been successful; 'Gloucestrensis', 'Dr Parry's proposed histOry of Gloucestershire fossils', 
Gloucestershire Notes and Q!!en"es, [890, iv, 507-8. 
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by his purchase of those of William Cunnington (1754-1810) of Heytes
bury, Wiltshire in 1810.66 We can only assume that Parry's birthplace (Ci
rencester), his scientific training at Warrington Academy and Edinburgh 
University, and the publication ofWalcott's book so soon before his arrival 
in Bath, all aroused his interest in fossils. Parry certainly possessed a copy of 
Waleott's book which contains the later signatures of his son and S. P. Pratt, 
two further generations ofBath geologists. 67 In 1820, his son Charles Henry 
Parry (1799-1860) recorded in his manuscript autobiography a visit to Tog
hill near Bath, 'once famous for its quarries and specimens-recorded by my 
Father in his MSS. notes to Walcott's Petrifications',68 confirming that Wal
cott's book was indeed a major influence on Parry's work in geology. 

In December 1779, a letter from Thomas Curtis (c. 1739-1784) to Edmund 
Rack (1735-1787), both then living in Bath, led to the formation late in that 
year of the first Bath Philosophical Society.69 John Waleott junior was 
a founder member while Caleb Parry had been elected a member by March 
1783.7° This Society has been strangely ignored, but it certainly predates that 
at Manchester, founded 178 I) and often wrongly claimed as the oldest of the 
provincial philosophical societies.?1 Little is known about Thomas Curtis, 
a gentleman of means and well applied leisure whose idea the Society was; 
but it bore instant though short lived fruit under the enthusiastic secretary
ship of the ~aker Edmund Rack. Rack had moved to Bath in 177 5 better to 
enjoy the literary l.ife there, and he was soon energetically channelling the 
indigenous and immigrant talent of the place into an Agricultural Society 
which celebrated its bicentenary in 1977.72 The Philosophical Society 73 

was a private society of never more than twenty-five ordinary members.74 

Among these for a short while were men of the calibre ofJoseph Priesdey 
(1733-18°4)75 and William Herschel (1738-1822), and it is the latter's mem

•• R. Cleeveley, 'The Sowerbys, the Mineral Conchology and their fossil collection'')' Sac. 
Bibliogr. Natur. Hist., 1974, vi, 421; J Brirron (ed.), Beauties 0/ England and Wales, vo!. xv, 
London, 18 [4, p. JI4· ., In possession of [he writer. 

6. Charles Henry Parry autobiographical memoirs, Bodleian Library, Oxford, MSS. Eng. 
Mi5. d. 61}, p. 204. 

69 E. Rack, 'A dissultory journal ofevents, etc. at Bath Dec. 22 1779 to March 22 1780', Bath 
Reference Library MSS. I [1 I. 

70 T. Curtis to C. Blagden, Royal Society MSS. Blagden letters C. 135 (28 March 1783) and 
C.!42 (no date, but soon after the last). 

" E.g. hy J. M. Edmonds, 'The geologicallecrure-courses given in Yorkshire hy William 
Smith andJohn Phillips 1824-1825', Proc. Yorkshire Geol. Soc., 1975, xl, 373· 

12 K. Hudson, The Bath and West-a bicentenary history, Bradford~on-Avon, 1976. 
7J A preliminary study with a list of members and the printed rules of the Society are to be 

found in Turner, op. cit. (3). Two more members can now be added to the twenty~seven listed 
there. 74 Turner, op. cit. (3), p. 88. 

" Prie5r!ey's previously unknown connection with the Society is given by Rack, op. cit. 
(69)' He had also already been in contact with Joseph Townsend ([739-IS16),later William 
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bership until 1782 which provides much of the information we have about 
the Society. The thirty-two papers Herschel submitted to the Society on 
physics, metaphysics, and astronomy have largely been published 76 and give 
the quite false impression that the Society was not at all concerned with 
studies ofnatural history. New material shows this to be wrong, as it equally 
shows that technological discussion at the Society was minimal, unlike the 
contemporary Lunar Society, which Priestley later joined on moving from 
Calne in Wiltshire to Birmingham in 1780.77 

Members with an active interest in natural history included William Wat
son junior (1744-1824), MD Cambridge 1771, FRS 1767, who was related by 
marriage to Samuel Galton junior (1753-1832) of the Lunar Society and 
who supported Galton's certificate for Fellowship of the Royal Society in 
t785. Watson published on zoology 7S and was keenly interested in botany 
and geology,79 Caleb Hillier Parry (1755-1822), MD Edinburgh 1778, who 
has already been mentioned, as has John Waleott (1754-1831), were also 
members, along with John Wakott's friend Matthew Martin (1748-1838), 
who published several works on both botany and entomology and who 
contributed natural history papers to the Society.so Martin was a friend and 
correspondent of William Withering, one of the major naturalists of the 
Lunar Society.sl John Coakley Lettsom (1744-1815), MD Leyden 1769, FRS 

1773, and Matthew Dobson (died 1784), MD Edinburgh 1756, FRS 1778,82 
were two members of the Society who were active in geology. A full study 
of the membership and activities of this and later Bath Philosophical Socie
ties is in progress by the author, but preliminary evidence already shows that 
fossils and their origins were discussed at Society meetings following an 
initial paper by Thomas Parsons (1744-1813), who was a Baptist minister in 
Bath and also, like his better known father Robert (1718-1790), a scone 
mason and carverP This latter activity, which Thomas continued up to 1791 
at least, would explain a knowledge of, and interest in fossils. 84 

Smilh's friend; J. Priesdey, Experiments and observations relatmg to various branches of 
natural phdosophy, vo!. i, London, 1779, p. 208. 

76 J. L. E. Dreyer (ed.), The scientificpapers ofSir W,ll,am Herschel, 2 vols, London, 1912, i, 
pp. lxv--evi. 

77 R. E. Schofield, The Lunar Society of Birmmgham, Oxford, 1963, p. 189. 
78 Phi/. Trans., [778, lxviii, 789-90, 
79 C. C. Hankin, Life ofMary Anne Schimmelpenmnck, London, 1860, pp. 89-9I. 
so A. A. Lisney, A b,b/wgraphy ofBntLsh Lepidoptera 1608-I799, London, 1960, pp. 222-3. 
SI Catherine Wright to William Withering, letters 1784-1787, Royal Socie[y of Medicine 

Library, London. 
82 Dobson's membership of lhe Bath Society is given by his obituaq notice in the Bath 

Chronicle, 29] uly 1784, probably written by Edmund Rack. I owe this reference w the kind
ness of Warren Dcrry. 

83 R. Gunnis, Dictionary ofBntish sculptors 1660-18j I, London, 1968, pp. 292-3. 
84 He is perhaps the P.T. who signs a letter to the Gentleman', Mag., 1788, lviii, 793, about 
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Edmund Rack also seems to have spent a good deal ofwhat little free time 
was left over from acting as Secretary to both the Philosophical and Agricul~ 

rural Societies thinking about, discussing and collecting in natural history 
and geology. In May 1779, on a journey to Sidmouth in Devon collecting 
subscriptions for the Agricultural Sociecy in Bath, he collected some living 
corals at the coast. In August 1779, he wrote about these to the Gentleman '5 

Magazine,85 and on 13 January 1780 they formed the subject of the second 
paper submitted to the Bath Society, while they were further discussed in 
William Herschel's first papers to the Society.so Rack submitted his mature 
reflections on these animals to the Royal Society in 1782.87 

After the subject of fossils had first been presented by Thomas Parsons, as 
the fifth paper to the Bath Society on 2 I January 1780, Rack himself seems 
to have devoted much attention to the subject. Perhaps the best demonstra
tion of this is in the Bath Agricultural Society Accounts from 1780 onwards, 
which include the following entries :88 

1780 June 28 
Expences ofJourney into Dorsetshire to collect Subscriptions 

to the Agricultural Society and Natural Curiosities. 
10 days £4-15-0 

1780 Sept. 10 
To Fossils 1-3 

1780 Sept. 14 
A Box for Fossils 1-6 

1780 Sept. 24 
Carriage of a Box of Fossils from Norfolk 2-2 

1780 Oct. 24 
Carriage of Sea Shells and Fossils-Weymouth 2-6 

1780 Nov. 10 
Carriage of Basket Fossils from Charmouth 2-9 

1780 Nov. 16 
Carriage of Basket from Charmou th 1-7 

1780 Dec. 9 
Carriage of Fossils and Petrefactions from Portland 4-4 

After this entries become less specific and we find instead: 

the 'thousands of pettifications of once living animals' to be found in the excavations then in 
progress on the slopes of Lansdown. 

" Gentleman', Mag., 1779, xlix, 432-3. 36 Dreyer, op. cit. (76), pp.lxvi-Ixvii. 
87 Royal Society of London MSS. Letters and Papers VIII, no. 8,12 p. 
88 Bath Agricultural Society archives, vo!. 10, accoums for 1777 to 1796, Bath Record 

Office. 
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1781 May 26 
Journey into Dorsetshire collecting subscriptions 
carriage of a Box 

£ 1-9-9 
2-6 

This journey is again closely followed by the carriage of a box which we 
may assume again contained minerals (fossils to Rack) or fossils (petrifac
tions to Rack) as before, and that subscriptions were not the only thing Rack 
was collecting in Dorset! 

In 1781, Rack and the Rev. John Collinson (1757-1793) issued the first 
proposals for their intended History of the County of Somerset. 39 Further 
proposals seeking subscriptions were issued in 1784 and 1785.90 Rack's part 
in this work was to survey the topography and natural history of each 
Somerset parish, which he did assiduously from 178 I to 1786. Rack died 
before the work was pu blished in three volumes in 179 I by Collinson and 
'so has almost lost the credit due for his work',91 The recent discovery of 
Rack's original manuscript for this work 92 shows what a great deal he had 
accomplished and allows his major share of this work to be correctly as
sessed. His travels over Somerset for this project gave him opportunities to 
travel widely in the south-western counties and to meet fellow fossilo
logists. One such was the Rev. John Wickham (1730-1783) ofHorsington in 
South Somerset. He had graduated BA at Oxford University in 1749, where 
he had attended James Bradley's lectures on natural philosophy 93 and made 
the acquaintance ofWilliam Huddesford (t732-1772), curator of the Ash
molean Museum,94 to whom he sent fossils from the Dorset coast in 1760. 
Wickham was also in contact with the naturalist Gustave Brander (1720
1787) (as was John Walcott),95 and William Curtis (1746-1799), the ~aker 

botanist.96 Wickham was a most enthusiastic collector of fossils, as both 
Smart Lethieullier (17°1-1760), who in 1760 described him as 'as fairly 
catch'd in the fossil trap as anyone I have ever met with',97 and his monu
mental inscription in Horsington church testify. Wickham seems to have 
been the rediscoverer of the celebrated Liassic ammonite marble ofMars ton 
Magna, Somerset, specimens of which he presented in 1782 to the Wood
wardian museum in Cambridge. Information about his discovery of this 
marble was transmitted in 1784 by his friend Rack to both John Hunter 93 

89 'Anecdotes ofMr Edmund Rack', Europ. Mag., 1782, i, 361.
 
90 E, Green, BibLiotheca Somersetensis, 3 vols., Taunton, 1902, ii, 317. 91 Ibid., i, 429.
 
n Smyth of Long Ashton MSS. (uncatalogued), Bristol Record Office.
 
• J R, T. Gunther, Early science in Oxford, vol. xi, Oxford, 1937, p. 370. 
" Bodleian Library. Ashmolean MSS. 1822, f. 87, 
'5 History of the coLlecttom contaiTled in the Natural History Departmertts 0/ the Britzsh 

Musel.tm, 2 vols., London, 19°4, i, 269-7°, 
.. W, H. Curtis, Life of Willidm Curtis, Winchester, 1941, pp, 16-17. 
•, R. T. Gunrher, Early science in Oxford, vol. iii, Oxford, [925, p. 224; a reference I owe to 

the kindness ofJoan Eyles, 
9. J. Hunrer, Obser-vations aTld reflections OTI geology, London, 1859, pp. xliii-xliv. 
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and to the Society for Promoting Natural History, in London, founded 
in 1782.99 

Another member of the Bath Philosophical Society with an interest in 
fossils was John Arden (1720-1791), an important example of that particu
larly eighteenth-century phenomenon, the itinerant lecturer in science. 100 
After an active career lecturing and teaching throughout England, he settled 
in Bath in 1777 for about six years. At this time he was already the friend of 
many: well known scientists such as Priestley (a fellow Philosophical Society 
associate)lOI and J osiah Wedgwood. l02 He had previously lectured in Bath at 
least twice in 1769 and 177°,103 and he must have found audiences and life 
here congenial for we find him as a founder member of the Agricultural 
Society, soon after his arrival in Bath, to which he soon offered the use ofhis 
'very complete Apparatus of Philosophical Instruments',104 and two years 
later in 1779 of the Philosophical Society. In 1777 we also find his c1dest son, 
James (17P-1842), corresponding a little acrimoniously with E. M. da 
Costa about the purchase of a 'fossil' collection of over 700 specimens both 
'native and extraneous', which arrived from da Costa in August. l05 It seems 
at least possible that John Arden may have used these in his Bath lecture 
courses which Edmund Rack attended, although no mention of such lec
tures appears in his printed synopses. He also may have delivered special 
lectures on fossils and minerals as da Costa was doing at the same time in 
London.l06 

In 1782 the Society for Promoting Natural History was founded in Lon
don. 'MrJohn Hamlyn- Miniature painter at Bath' was admitted an honor
ary member at the second meeting. He was merely interested in geological 
specimens as curiosities, to judge by the flint from his collection figured in 
178 1.t°7 Other members of this society with strong Bath connections were 
Edmund Rack (honorary member 1783), John Walsh of London (ordinary 
member 1785),John Coakley Lettsom ofLondon (ordinary member 1786); 
both Walsh and Lettsom were already members of the Bath Philosophical 
Society. Another honorary member (1784) was James Stephens of Camerton 
near Bath, who was one of William Smith's earliest patrons and one of the 

., A. T. Gage, A history of the Linru!arl Society of London, London. 1938, p. 5. (The originaJ 
MSS. ofRack's papers survive in [he Society's archives.) 

100 Turner, op. cit. (3), pp. 83-6. 
10!. J. Priestley, Experiments and observations relating to various branches of natural phi

Losophy. val. ii, Birmingham, 178 I, pp. 379-82. 
,o2 Arden to Wedgwood, letters dared 1763-64, Wedgwood Archives, Keele University 

(1616/9,1-30225/6). '0.1 Bath Chronicle, 29 December 1768, I March 1770. 
104 T. F. Plowman, 'Edmund Rack',). Bath \Vest ErlgLand Agr. Soc., 1914, 5tl1 series, viii, (p. 

2 I of offprint). 10; British LIbrary Add. MSS. 28534. ff. II 8-21. 
10. V. A. Eyles, 'The extent of geological knowJedge in the eighteenth century',in C. J 

Schneer (ed.), Toward a history ofgeology, Cambridge, Mass., 1969. pp. 159-83 (175-9). 
107 Gerltleman', Mag., 1781. Ji, 617 and fig. I. 
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chief instigators of the Somerset Coal Canal, which was of such significance 
in Smith's career. Rack contributed at least two papers to this Society on 
fossils and their origins, which must also have been read to the Bath Society. 
The London society was 'much interested in exploring fossil bodies'.lo8 
Among the bodies they explored were the jaw of an unknown animal with 
many teeth from the Dorset coast (perhaps an Ichthyosaur) exhibited by 
Hamlyn and fossil plants sent by Stephens from Camerton, which had been 
found in sinking one of his collieries, later to be served by the Coal Canal. 
Dr Henry Menish (died 1809) ofChelmsford, who was elected an honorary 
member of the London society in 1785 also appears in contact with Rack 
before this time; the Bath Agricultural Society accounts record, in Rack's 
hand, their payment of the postage on a 'Packet from Dr Menish' on 24 July 
1784, no doubt again containing fossils for the use of Rack and the members 
of the Bath Philosophical Society.lo9 

For the period from 1777, with the foundation of the Bath Agricultural 
Society, through 1779, with the foundation of the Philosophical Society, 
Rack appears as the focal point of scientific activity in Bath, and especially in 
its dissemination outside the area, until his death in 1787. Apart from the 
Society for Promoting Natural History, he was in contact with other Ag
ricultural Societies, as well as the Society of Arts, the Royal Society 
in London, and the Literary and Philosophical Society, founded in 178 I 
in Manchester. After 1779 the German, Georg Lichtenberg (1742-1799), 
would surely never have written to Herschel himself in early 1783 of his 
earlier visit to Bath, 'Good Heavens! had I but known, when I spent some 
days in Bath in October 1775 that such a man [i.e. Herschel] was living 
there'.llo 

Not only did the Bath Philosophical Society bring Herschel forward, it 
also effectively improved scientific communication to and from Bath be
tween the inhabitants and numerous visitors to Bath,lll through its indefati
gable secretary Edmund Rack. With his illness in 1786 and death in early 
1787 this channel ofcommunication ceased and the Society was dissolved. m 

Several areas of geological communication have not yet been touched on. 
We have little record of the role of museums in the area. Certainly by this 
time travelling displays of natural curiosities-like Rev. Robert Ferryman's 
primarily zoological collection in April 1789lJ3-would have been visiting 

108 The Society archives are preserved in [he Linnean Society Library, London. 
109 See nore (88). 
110 M. L. Mare and W. H. ~arrell, L;cbtenberg'5 V;j;ll' to Erlgland, rep,inr, New York, 

1969, p. 95· 
III For an estimare of some of rhe numbers of visitors to Bath in this period, see S. 

McInty,e, 'Towns as health and pleasure resorrs-Barh, Scarborough and Weymouth 1700
1815', University of Oxford D.Phil. thesis, 1973, p. 463. .12 Turner, op. cit. (3), p. 95. 

[J} D. Lysons, Colleetarlea, 5 vols., no place, n.d., ~British Library press-mark 1889 CS). 
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Bath, but of these we have till now little evidence. A museum was set up in 
Bristol in 1784 at the Baptist Academy there 114 and certainly contained 
fossils and other geological material by 1799, but the first reference to such a 
collection on public display in Bath is not found until 1809 when the largely 
Natural History Museum at 21 Union Street was open. m Similarly little is 
known about the sale of geological specimens in Bath at this time. Rack's 
Journal mentions private collections of fossils and minerals apparently for 
sale in Bath and of these details can sometimes be found in the advertisement 
columns of the local press (see Figure 9).1)6 The first dealer as such to be 
located is James Lintern, listed as 'Music and Petrefaction Warehouse, Ab
bey Yard' in the 1787 Bath Directory. He died in February 1817 and was, 
with his brother Waiter (who died in 1806), a well known publisher ofmusic 
and a musical instrument maker. 1l7 

Casual visitors to Bath, of which there were multitudes at this time, may 
also have widened the circles of geological communication, both in the area 
and outside. Details of visitors are sparse and we know no more of James 
Hutton's (1726-1797) visit here than that it took place in September 1774.118 

Jean Andre de Luc (]727-1817) was a frequent visitor from ]773,119 his first 
year in England, and in 1785 he married a Bath widow at StJames's church 
in Bath. 120 In 1787 he too noted the regular stratification and abundant 
fossils,l21 temporarily exposed in the feverish building activity on the slopes 
of Lansdown, north of Bath, which were commented on by several other 
writers. m Others resident in Bath for short periods could be mentioned, 
such as David Erskine, eleventh Earl of Buchan (1742-1829), who lived in 
Bath until the death of his father there in 1767, and who was a friend of 

'14 Genlleman's Mag., 17S4, liv, 4S5-6. 
ltS Wood & Cunningham (publishers), The improved Bath guide; or prcture ofBath and its 

environs, Bath, [IS09J, pp. 7S-9. For Rack, see note (69). William Smich's offices in Barh ac 2 
Trim Bridge (Torrens, op. ciro (IS), pp. 20,22) trom [80z to [S05 contained his fossil collec
tions on display but not, apparendy, to the public; L. R. Cox, Proc. GeoL Ass., [94 r, Jii, 16. 

11. E.g. 'MedaJs, coins, fossils, etc. to be sold .. .', Bath Chronicle, z January [783; 'All the 
pictures, prints, drawings, medals, coins, fossils and shells, the property ofMr HamJyn (who is 
going abroad)', Bath Chronicle, S May 1783. 

Reproduced as Figure 9. Mr Hamlyn is the miniarure painter John Hamlyn mentioned 
above. 

117 .lames is claimed as the originaJ ascriber of the tide 'The harmonious blacksmith' w 
Handel's well known composition which he supposedly published wirh this ride. No copy 
survives to prove this, but a .lames Lintern, blacksmirh, appears in the JS37 Bath directory as 
further evidence of a strangely triangular family business. E. Blom (ed.), Gro-ve's dictionary of 
muSIc and musicia.ns, J[h edn., London, 1954, v, z50. 

ltS E. Robinson, 'The Lunar Society: its membership and organisation' , Tram. Newcomen 
Soc., 1964, xxxv, J53-77 (163) 

119 J. A. de Luc, Geological travels in some parts of France, Switzerland and Germany, 2 

voJs., London, r813, ii, 368. 120 Bath Chronicle, 10 February 1785. 
121 J A. de Luc, Geological Travels, 3 vols., London, 1810-1 I, ii, 206-13. 
122 See notes (ZI) and (84)' 
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FIG. 9.	 'Ail the pictures, prints, drawings, medals, coins, fossils and shells, 
the property of Mr. Hamlyn', Advertisement, Bath Chronicle, 
8 May 1783 
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Alexander Catcott (1725-1779) of Bristol and the dedicatee of the second 
edition of Catcott's Treatise on the deluge (1768). He sent Catcatt word in 
1766 of the discovery of a forty foot 'Young Whale' in the Lias of Weston, 
near Bath. m Another short-stay resident of Bath was the physician, Dr 
John Berkenhout (1730-1791), MD Leyden 1765,)24 who lived and practised 
here between 1781 and 1782, meeting William Herschel with whom he 
corresponded in 1788.125 Berkenhout had published an influential three 
volume Outlines ofthe natural history ofGreat Britain (1769-71) with good 
coverage of geological material, and a revised edition came out after his Bath 
period in 1788. 

Practical geology 

One field of geological communication was certainly germane to the devel
opment of the science in the area-the field of economic geology as we 
would call it today, i.e., the activities of the so-called 'practical men'. Such 
men had a long association with three geological facets of the area: the Bath 
stone industry, the associated Bath building industry, and the nearby Somer
set coalfield centred on Radstock to the south ofBath, whence came the coal 
used in the Bath market. 126 

Prospecting for Bath stone or for coal in the Somerset coalfield did not 
present great problems in this period. In the Somerset coalfield there was 
already a considerable tradition of surveying skills which could be called 
on,127 as William Smith did soon after his arrival in the Somerset coalfield. m 
But practical men were also active in areas far outside the coalfields in the 
search for further deposits of coal needed to fuel the growing industrialisa
tion of the country. Records of the many attempts made to find coal outside 
the coalfields are not likely to be usually available for the simple reason that 
people would not chronicle futile attempts after their expensive failure had 
become known. John Farey wrote in 1807 )29 of hundreds of instances, 
known to himself or WilJiam Smith, of such futile attempts to find coal in 
the southern and eastern counties of England where none was to be found. 
I shall describe one such case for the light it sheds on the work of such coal 

m Lord Cardross to Catcon, \7 October 1766, Catcott MSS., Brisrol City Reference 
Library. '24 Dictionary ofnational biography. 

125 Berkenhour to Herschel, r February 1788, Herschel MSS. WIJ B 60, Royal Astronomi
cal Society Library, London. 

Jl6 J. A. Bulley, 'To Mendip for coal-a study of the Somerset Coalfield before r830" Proc. 
Somerset Archaeol. Nr.ltll-r. Hist. Soc., 1953, xcvji, 46~78. .27 Ibid., pp. 63-5. 

12. J. G. C. M. Fuller, 'The industrial basis of stratigraphy: John Srracbey (167\-r743) and 
William Smith (r769-r 839)', Amer. Ass. Petrol. Geol. BlI-lI., )969, Iiii, 2272-3. 

m J. Farey, 'Coal', in A. Rees (ed.), The cyclopa.edia Or umversal dictwnary ofarts, SC1ences 
and literature, vol.viii, London, J 807. 
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hunters and 'practical men' in the days before scientific prospecting meth
ods were developed,oo 

Attempts to find coal near Bath in the eighteenth century were very few 
because the supply from the nearby coalfield was able to meet the demand. 
Farther inland in South Somerset and Dorset, coal was much more expen
sive because of the added and considerable cost of carriage from the mines 
and it was here that attempts were frequent. The best documented attempt 
known to me was at Shaftesbury in Dorset, twenty miles south of the 
coalfield, in 179 I, the year ofWilliam Smith's arrival in Somerset.B' Shaftes
bury was then a thriving county town with a population of over twO 

thousand. It had long felt the need for cheaper coal; the first recorded 
attempts to find it were in about 1690 when specimens of the Upper Kim
meridgian shale, in which the attempt was made, yielding diagnostic am
monites and a large pliosaur vertebra, were found and passed into John 
Woodward's collection where they are still preserved today in Cambridge. m 
The attempt was made to the south of the town, which is built on Upper 
Greensand unconformably overlying the Kimmeridge clay which super
ficially resembles, and was many times mistaken for, the Coal Measures. 
Attempts were made in this Kimmeridge clay again in 1791; we first hear of 
this adventure in a Salisbury newspaper notice of December 179oJl3 which 
reported 'so great an appearance [ofcoal] as to afford well-founded hopes of 
success' and that other attempts had also been made about sixty years 
previously. 

The 1791 adventurers were inspired especially by two events. Firstly by 
other attempts in 1790 farther afield; one at Chard in Somerset on the Lower 
Lias shales, which inevitably came to nothing but which did not stop further 
attempts in the very same place in 1826, the other in Hampshire under the 
management of a Mr Jeffery of Salisbury, thought to have been Henry 
Jeffrey (c.1767-1819) a chemist there. The site of this attempt is not known 
but seems likely to have been the trial, personally observed by William 
Smith in the spring of this same year opposite the 'Shoe Ale-House' at 
Plaitford 1J4 only eleven miles south-east of Salisbury, in the much more 
recent Bagshot Beds of the Tertiary, and was equally unsuccessful. 

The Shaftesbury attempt was also inspired by the advice of a famous, 

HO A preliminary account has appeared in H. S. Torrens, 'Coal exploration in Dorser', 
Dorset Mag., 197j, n0-44, 31-9. 

1)1 Documenred: (a) 'MSS. Shaftesbury occurrences- topography, miscellaneous 1820-183° 
collected by John Rutter' at Shaftesbury Museum. This contains a collection of [he original 
minutes, bills and printed ephemera relating to the 1791 trial. 

(b) MSS. draft c. 1827 of 'An hlstorlcal and descriptive account of {he !Own of Shaftesbury', 
by John Rutrer, which was never published; Dorset Record Office DI joh. 

IJ2 J Woodward, An attempt towards a natural history 0/ the /ossiil' 0/ El/gland, London, 
1728, tome ii, p, 99· '" Salisbury and Winchester Journal, 20 December 1790. 

IH J Phillips, Memoirs o/William Smith Ll.D., London, 1844, p. j. 
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though now liale known, itinerant science lecturer, John Warlrire (C.1739
I8ro),1J5 who lectured much at Bath 13b and in the West Country, specifically 
at Salisbury in 1775 and I786.1J7Indeed, one of his 1786 lectures dealt with 
the formation of minerals and petrifactions (see Figure 10). He gave his 
opinion in 1786, according to two of the 1791 adventurers who must have 
attended his lectures, that there was 'one continuous bed of coal from 
Henstridge Ash [in Somerset] to Sherborne [in Dorser]', eight miles apart. m 

He was probably referring to the arcuate and faulted outcrop of Forest 
Marble of Middle Jurassic age, between these places, which many people 
before and after were also to confuse with true Coal Measures. John Warltire 
was of Greek descent and had settled in England by 1762. He quickly 
became a sought after and popular itinerant lecturer in natural philosophy 
and his help was acknowledged by Joseph Priestley in isolating oxygen in 
1774· Erasmus Darwin (1731-1802) invited his help about the same time and 
Warltire instructed both Darwin's and Josiah Wedgwood's children in sci
ence. He was elected an early honorary member of the Manchester Literary 
and Philosophical Society in 1782, and by the time of his visit to Salisbury he 
was at the height of his reputation. White Watson (1760-1835), mineral 
dealer of Bakewell, attended his lectures there in 1781 when he specifically 
lectured on mineralogy, and Watson also obtained chemical analyses of 
rocks from him.m William Gregor (1761-1817) was inspired with a taste for 
mineralogy from his lectures in Bristop40 and John Farey (1766-1826), the 
geologist, also refers to him with approval. 141 He can be regarded with 
Arden as representing the best in eighteenth-century itinerant science lec
turers. 

We can see then that there were good grounds from a contemporary 
viewpoint for another attempt for coal near Shaftesbury. The 1791 attempt 
was made by a group limited to twenty local gentlemen and tradesmen who 
all initially agreed to subscribe £20 each to finance the attempt. In the 
available manuscript sources their names are merely listed, but it has proved 
possible to identify the majority of the adventurers. 142 The secretary was 

1J5 D. McKie, 'Mr Warltire, a good chymisr', Endeavour, 1951, x, 46-"9; N. G. Coley, 'John 
Warltire I738/9-T8TO itinerant lecturer and chemist', West Midlands Stud., T969, iii, 31-44. 

IJ(, Bath Chronicle, 21 September 1776, 2T March 1788. 
m Sa.lisbury and Winchester Journal, IJ November 1775, [3 November 1786. For these 

references and note (133) I am greatly indebted to Victor Adams. 
1J8 Richard Pew to John Rutter, T2 February [8[9, Shahesbury Museum, see note (T31); 

Rev. W. Blandford to Miss C. Bower, 6 February T791, Dorset Record Office KW8. 
139 W. Watson MSS. 1303, Derbyshire Record Office 589, Z.Z.6; W. Warson, 'On Enrrochal 

Marble', Bakewell, T826, single sheet. 
HO 1.. Trengrove, 'William Gregor (1761-1817) discoverer of titanium', Ann. Sei., 1972, 

xxix, 362. 
141 J. Farey, 'Cursory geological observations lardy made .. .', Phd. Mag., [813, xlii, 58. 
H> Drawing on a variety of sources but especially 1783, 1784 and 179[ Directory lists and 

[he fine collection ofShahesbury deeds preserved in the Dorset Record Office. 
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M R. WARLTIRE pre[cnts his compliment!) (0 the 
Ladies and Gentiemen of ~he City, Clore, and Neigh

bOUrllOOd of SAL ISD UJl. Y, informa them that he intc:nds optn. 
ing his Courre of Twelve Lectures, at the Parade Coffee-Houfe, 
on Monday the f3(h of November, at half after tix in the 
evening, on the following (Ubj(;~5: 

The Properties anci Ufcs of the COMMON Air. 
Tn~ Nature of the PIlI:SSURE of Fluids, (onllrueion of 

yarl::ms M ::.c;h:nc~ fer rainng, al"l il.dvanta6~ouay applying 
Wafer, &c- . 
. The Doftrine of 1.I£eH.\NICc;, 'nd the ~pp1ication of that 
Br;mch of Science to the rotifing and moving heavy Beciies, &c. 

The Scienco of UPT1CS, or the applicilticn of different 
G lalfes ro form the various kinds of Mkro(<:0p($, Telefcopes~ 
&1;. 

The conflruaion of the ~atura' rye, il!ullrated by Diffection. 
'fhe Difcovery, Progrefs, prcf{;nt State, Power, Ules, &c. 

of F. L 1: eT Jl. re r T Y • 

GXOCIAI'HY and ASTRONOMy.-Many new Ideas applkd 
to explain Branch("s of that Science hitherto not unde"Oood. 

The Method of procwing and applying to ufeful Purpofc:s 
:-S.\NT KINDS of Air-beillgnewDifcoveries. 

The Theory of the Earrh, -applied to a<:<:Qullt for the Forma
tion, Chang<: in Appearance, Alteration of the Properties. «c. 
of MINERALS and PT.:TRIFAI:TfON.S. . 

The Nature and Effects ofHz .... T, LIGHT, PHLOGltTON, 
&c. 

The Utility or Mechankal and Chemical PhiJofophy to 
Mankinol in general explained. 

Mr. Warltire m-ures the Ladj~. that NATURAL PhHofophy, 
.as now t~ught, is at once in!tructive and enteru'ning; every 
opinion !'>eil'lg illufl:ra.ted by exp('riment-which he is enabkd 
to do, h..ving in his poffeffion:l v~ry extenfl';e and elegant Ap-. 
puatustC611iifiing ef an O.R It Z R Y of a very ccrnplere kind,
GLOB!:! much improved,-An.PUMl'S with the latflr irn
provemeots,-MOD£L$ of MI:CHANIC.\L and HYDllAULIC 

Mal;hinc5,-a com~lete collcllion of OPTIC.\L JN~TJ!U~ 
JU£}l Ts,-an' c:x:{en(l ve EL 1: C T R J C 1\ LAp r A R 1\ T 11 s,--every 
thing ne<:tffar)' for the Cheallc31 Palt,-a "uriOUi Philofophi<:od 
CoUcdion of Mu~ I RAU, &c. &c. 

SUESCI'JrTIQN ONX GUINEA. 
Fr,. tbt QccGr:t1'1lod.:rioll ifLoditf /lift! Gt/ulm1trf from eht ((lIlftrj, 

,,:dfrub QI tOf/not mdt it COf/vI";tnt 'Cl atwfd in tbt E'VnfiTlg. a 
M~rlfi"l C,:..,.!liH af,()1,)lwill ,om,,/tlut or. Thurfday tht 16tb i"ft. 
ill l1o't1ock tU N"oTl. [7 69 

Fr G. 10. Announcement oflectures on natural philosophy by John Warl
tire, Sali5bl~ry and WinchesterJournal, r3 November 1786 



[238J HughTorrens 

Charles Bowles (1766-1837), a Shaftesbury solicitor and brother of fellow 
adventurer, Rev. William Lisle Bowles (1762-r850), cleric and poet, the best 
known of the twenty and the only one to achieve an entry in the Dictionary 
of national biography. The Treasurer was the local Shaftesbury banker, 
Edmund Ogden (u748-r8I2), who is two years later found on the Dorset 
and Somerset Canal Committee. Apart from these, we find two described as 
gentlemen, including the Mayor, two clergymen apart from W. L. Bowles 
(all three were Oxford trained), one tailor-cum-publican, one other solici
tor, one other publican, two grocers, two tanners, one edge-tool maker who 
supplied ironmongery and expertise for the attempt, one brewer, one sur
geon, one post-horse supplier, and one who is difficult to categorise called 
Lawson Hudleston (c. r745-r8II), who, after Oxford University, had en
tered the Indian Civil Service and was highly regarded as an inventor and 
patentee. The chairman and the man largely responsible was another local 
surgeon called Richard Pew (17P-1834), MD St Andrews 1804. He is in 
many ways the most interesting of the group, having been trained at Edin
burgh University (1775-7), where he became a Fellow of the Royal Medical 
Society and a friend of Joseph Black (1728-1799), who (by his lectures) 
interested Pew in chemistry and geology and with whom Pew later corre
sponded.m Pew published a chemical pamphlet in 1796 acknowledging his 
debt to Black. Pew had travelled on the continent as physician to the Bristol 
merchant James Ireland (u725-1814) before settling at Shaftesbury. This 
explains Pew's connections with Bristol and Bath circles and his election as 
an honorary member of the Bath Agricultural Society in r792. 

Another subscriber with Edinburgh connections was the surgeon and 
Mayor in r790, John White (died 1793), on whose estate the main attempt 
was made. His son, John White jnnior (1767-C.1808), was in 1789 a medical 
student at Edinburgh University where he attended John Walker's (173 r
r808) course on natural history.JH We can see from Scott's edition of Walk
er's lecture notes dating from circa 1788 what White would have been 
introduced to on the subject of strata and geology. J45 

Another ofthe adventurers, whose education is also likely to have encom
passed some geology, was the treasurer, Edmund Ogden. He was born in 
Liverpool about 1748 and in r764, at the age of sixteen, entered the well 
known Dissenters' Academy at Warrington. 146 He would have been taught 
natural philosophy by John Holt (died 1772) and if he remained a student 
until 1767 he would have had the opportunity of attending John Reinhold 

143 Pew to Black, 12 October 1784, Black MSS. ii, 228-9, Edinburgh University Library. 
\4., MS. list ofstudents, at the class of natura) bistory in the University of Edinburgh, 8 May 

1789, Edinburgh University Library. I owe tbis information to the kindness ofJoan Eyles. 
'" H. W. Scott (ed.), Lectuyes on geoiogy by John WrdkeT, Chicago, 1966. 
'" J. F. Fulton, 'The Wanington Academy (175 7-1786) and its influence upon medicine and 

science'. Bull. Inst. Hisl. Med., 1933. i. 50-80. 
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Forster's (1729-1798) lectures on natural history and mineralogy given from 
1767 to 1769.147 Ogden had moved to Shaftesbnry by 1772. Ogden also 
recorded receiving help with the attempt to find coal from a 'Mr Bright of 
Bristol' in April 179], when he also asked Bright to send two men from 
Bristol to supervise the boring operation. They duly arrived. Mr Bright 
mnst be Richard Bright senior of Bristol (1754-184°), fellow banker and 
fellow Warrington Academy stndent (entered 1769). Bright and Ogden were 
related by both families having married into the Heywood family-a Liver
pool banking family which included the treasurer of the Warrington Acad
emy from its foundation. Bright was an early devotee of both geology and 
mineralogy,148 and in 1780 he was elected an honorary member of the 
Chapter House Philosophical Society in London,149 whose members in
cluded Richard Kirwan (1733-1812), John Whitehurst (1713-1788), and 
many other eminent scientists,150 such as J ames Watt, J osiah Wedgwood 
senior andJoseph Priestley, all with an active interest in geology and mining 
operations. 

Backed by all this range ofcontemporary skills, advice and experience, the 
team of twenty was convinced that Coal Measures were to be found on the 
outcrop of the Kimmeridge clay near Shaftesbury, and they made three 
different attempts to find them. The first went down to a depth of 405 feet 
using the same boring irons as the Hampshire attempt of 1790, before being 
abandoned. Surveyors and miners from Salisbury, Wells and Bristol were all 
involved. But the search proved quite futile and was abandoned in 1792. 
Another similar venture started in 1804, this time in the hope that the 
Oxford clay at Brewham near Bruwn, a few miles north in Somerset, would 
yield coal. This venture cost a good deal more-h750- and reached 6p 
feet depth.15l It is an identicaL story of misapplication with some of the same 
names, like Pew and Richard Messiter (1759-183°), a Wincanron solicitor, 
involved in this as in the Shaftesbury trials. The numerous attempts to find 
coal in the J urassic and higher parts of the stratigraphic column in England 
in the last part of the eighteenth and early parts of the nineteenth century 
necessitate rejection of Rachel Laudan's claim that the ability to identify 
strata was 'commonplace' at this time. 152 

1<7 M. E. Hoare, 'Johann Reinhold Forster (1729-179S)~ problems and sources of biogra
phy',]. Soc. Bibliogr. Natur. Hist., [971, vi, 4. 

". Buckland, obiruary notice of Bright, in address to Geological Society, 184[, Proc. Geol. 
Soc. Lond., 1841, iii, 520-2. '49 Wedgwood archives, Keele University. 

150 R. W. Corlass, 'A Philosophical Sociery ofa century ago', Reliquary, 1878, xviii, 209-[ I. 

'51 G. Sale, Four hundred yean a school: a short history of King's School, BTUton, Broton, 
n.d., unpaginated. 

102 R. Laudan, 'William Smilh. Sualigraphy without palaeontology', CemauTUs, 1976, xx, 
210-26 (225). 
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Summary: The nature oflate eighteenth-century geological activity in Bath 

In a notably hostile review ofR. E. Schofield's book on the Lunar Society of 
Birmingham, D. W. F. Hardie made the valid point that 'in democratic 
societies at least to assert guilt by association is generally considered bad 
law; finding significance by association and association alone, is equally bad 
historical procedure'.l5} Similar problems of association are raised on an
other front by Paul Kaufman who, writing of eighteenth-century reading 
and book-borrowing habits, noted that 'we cannot ever assume how much 
the library borrower anywhere did actually read-ifhe read-without some 
evidence'.ls4 In short, even if a man borrowed or bought a particular book, 
we cannot from this be sure he read it! While in the case of C. H. Parry's 
ownership ofJohn Wa!cott's 1779 book on Bath fossils we can prove Parry 
was directly influenced by it,l55 we are much less able to prove the signific
ance of the association of different men who worked at the geology of Bath 
in the late eighteenth century. However, if we were to take D. W. F. Hardie 
too seriously, we would never attempt even to demonstrate the facts of such 
associations at all. This is all that has been attempted here. Peter Medawar 
has said that 'the factual burden of a science varies inversely with its degree 
of maturity' and this is also true of the history of science, which is still at 
a very immature stage in its development. ISo This paper is purely a prelimi
nary attempt to document some of the basic factual data in the development 
of eighteenth-century geology, as it applies to a particular but significant 
English city. 

In general it can surely be shown that there was a considerable amount of 
geological activity in this period in Bath, and that this activity has previously 
been almost entirely ignored by writers, like Barbeau, who have concen
trated on the social and literary activity. m One can also demonstrate that, 
via such people as Edmund Rack and his fellow members of the first Bath 
Philosophical Society, there was considerable communication of that activ
ity to the regions outside Bath both during the life of the Society and after. It 
is worth at least noting the wide social composition of the membership of 
the Philosophical Society, ranging in religious persuasion from ~aker, 

lapsed Catholic, Presbyterian, Methodist (both Wesleyan and Huntington
ian) to Church of England; and ranging in background from tradesmen 
(stone carver, optician, soap boiler, coal merchant, and so on) to clergy, 
itinerant lecturers, gentlemen, and physicians and surgeons. Medical men 

m D. W. F. Hardie, (review ofR. E. Schofield, The LJl.nar Sociery ofBirmingham], Busmess 
history, 1966, viii, 73-4. See also M. Berman, (review of A. E. Musson and E. Robinson, Science 
and technology in the Industrial RevoIJl.t,.on]• .J. Social Hlst.• 1972, v, where the same point 
is made. B< P. Kaufman, Libraries and theIr users, London, 1969, pp. 34, 88. 

'" See note (68). 
,>6 P. B. Medawar, The art of the solJl.ble, London, 1967, p. [14. 1;7 See note (8). 



Geological communication in the Bath area [241 ] 

comprise (en out of the twenty-nine known members, and physicians with 
medical degrees eight out of the twenty-seven identined members. Of these 
eigh(, six were at least partly educated at Edinburgh, with medical training at 
Leyden, Oxford, Cambridge and Glasgow also apparent The contribution 
of the medical men was a signincant one. Also ofsignincance is the fact that 
of the twenty-nine, fourteen are mentioned in the Dictionary of national 
biography, twelve were elected Fellows of the Royal Society, and of the 
remainder some, like John Walcon, at least deserved-but never got-notice 
in the DNB. One very important point about the nature of eighteenth
century Bath society in general has already been well made by Roy Porter. 158 

This is the lack of an indigenous culture there. The many visitors were 
attracted to Bath for particular reasons and the tradesmen, physicians and 
others who settled there, often for short periods, were all drawn to Bath 
from elsewhere for related reasons. This is shown by the fact that only two 
of the twenty-nine Bath Philosophical Society members (and one not posi
tively identined) can claim to have been born in Bath. All the others whose 
places of birth are known were born elsewhere. This essentially peripatetic 
Bath culture was thus one singularly lacking in roots. 

William Smith's contribution 

One of the reasons this paper was undertaken was to examine Smith's debts 
to previous workers on Bath geology. To extend the analogy, if Bath was the 
cradle of modern English geology, was Smith the father or merely the 
midwife to previously conceived ideas? 

William Smith (1769-1839) arrived in High Littleton, seven to eight miles 
from Bath, in 1791. By 1817 we have his acknowledgement of one obvious 
and direct connection with this previous activity in his use ofJohn Wakon's 
book of 1779, but it is not known when Smith nrst encountered this book. 159 

The man Smith himself mentions 160 as the nrst interested in his geological 
activities was Thomas Davis (c.I749~1807) of Horningsham, Wiltshire, 
agent and land steward of the Marquis of Bath's estates at Longleat where he 
served from about 1763 to 1807.161 Davis was also in direct contact by 
1800 162 with the one man who might have directly stimulated Smith's inter
est in fossils, J ames Stephens (c. 1748-1816), squire of Camenon near Bath, 
chairman and one of the major promoters of the Somerset Coal Canal, 
a major colliery owner and the man'on whose estates [in 1796] Smith first 

IS8 Poner, op. cit. (1\), p. 11. 159 See note (p). 
160 Wm. Smith MS5. t 831, Depanment of Geology, Oxford University. 
161 Monumental inscription in Horningsham church hy Henry Westmaco(f.. 
162 L. Blomefield, 'Copy of a letter from Mr 5tephens of Camenon near Bath to Mr Davis 

of Longleat on the subject of diseases of wheat dated August 22 1800', Proc Ba.rh Anttq. Field 
Club, l877, iii, 12-l6. 
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put III practice his ideas of draining derived from a knowledge of the 
strata',163 while he was still employed by the Canal Company. As we have 
seen, Step hens was a keen naturalist, a collector and student of fossils, and he 
had been eleeted an honorary member of the Society for Promoting Natural 
History in London in 1784. How, and if, Stephens did influence Smith's 
geology is not yet known. 

Smith was elected a member of the Bath Agrieultural Society on 13 
December 1796,164 probably supported by the next ofhis early contacts, the 
Rev. Benjamin Richardson (c. 1758-1832), with whom Smith was seemingly 
in contact by 1797 )6, having been introduced to him by Davis. Even before 
his election to this Society, Smith's influence on Bath geological communi
cation may have been felt. In April 1796 a letter appeared in the Monthly 
Magazine dated 17 March and written by John Hodder Moggridge (1771
1834) ofStokehouse, Bradford-on-Avon near Bath, deseribing a 'Wonderful 
Phenomenon in Mineralogy'.166 This was an illustrated description of the 
massive current bedding found in the Bathonian Combe Down Oolite at 
Bath of which the writer sought an explanation. 167 One could be forgiven 
for regarding this as evidence of an interest in the local geology quite 
independent of Smith. John Moggridge senior (173 1-18°3) was a clothier 
from Bradford-on-Avon and from 1794 Lord of the Manor of Dymock, 
Gloucestershire,16s and he was also much involved with his son, from the 
end of I 797 at least, in coal mining operations, in the Newent coalfield, with 
Richard Perkins and his son ofOakhill, Somerset, who had been involved in 
this coalfield since October I795 169 Richard Perkins junior (C.I773-1850) 
was the son of another Richard Perkins (?I753-r82I) who was a surgeon in 
OakhilL Perkins senior had accompanied Samborne Palmer (1758-1814) of 
Timsbury, another colliery owner, and William Smith on their famous fact
finding mission for the Somerset Coal Company management committee to 
the North of England, Shropshire and Wales in August and September 
1794.)70 Since, in November 1794, just after their return, Richard Perkins 
junior had married John Hodder Moggridge's sister Elisabeth at Dymock, 171 

we can see that the independence of John Moggridge's geological interests 
from those ofWilliam Smith now needs to be proved rather than assumed, 

163 \Y/. Smith, Observations on the utility, form and management of'water meadows, Nor
wich, 1806, p. H·; see Phillips, op. cit. (r 34), p. 16. 

IGi Archives orBath Agricultural Society, v, 182, Bath Record Office. 
165 J. A. Douglas and L. R. Cox, 'An early liS[ of Slrata by William Smith', Geol. Mag., 1949, 

lxxxvi, 180-88 (182). 
166 MonlbEy Mag., 1796, i, 205. 167 Turner, op. cit. (3),PP' 13-14. 
168 J. E. Gethyn-Jones, Dymock d07vn Lhe ago, privately published, 1951, p. 30. 
16' D. E. Bick, 'The Newenr Coalfield', Gloucestershire Hisf-. Stud., 1971, v, 75-80; D. E. 

Bick, 'The Oxenhall branch of the Herefordshire and Gloucesrershire Canal', J. Railway 
Canal His!. Soc., 1972, xviii, 71-5. 

170 PhilJrps, op. cif. (134), pp. 6-14. J7I Gentleman '5 Mag., 1794, lxiv, l0H. 
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for it seems quite likely Smith was the catalyst for the twenty-five-year-old 
Moggridge junior's interest in Bath geology.m 

In June 1799 Smith was introduced to the Rev. Joseph Townsend (I739
18 I 6), Rector of Pewsey, whose association with Smith is well known. One 
aspect of this association has however not been previously reported and may 
well have had a considerable influence on the early diffusion of Smith's ideas 
both in and around Bath. In late 1798 the second Bath Literary and Philo
sophical Society was instituted. 173 Records of this Society are even fewer 
than those of the first, but it has so far proved possible to identify ten 
members of it, including three who had belonged co the first Society. Sir 
William Watson, who had been such an important member of the old Soci
ety, was one of them and he seems to have played a leading role in the new 
Society. The member, however, with major geological interests was Joseph 
Townsend, who was certainly a member by late 1804- 174 

About the same time as Smith met Townsend, he also came into contact 
with William Cunnington of Heytesbury near Warminster (I 754-18 IO), and 
in the next year Smith presented his geological results to the Bath Agricul
tural Society which voted him public thanks at the General Meeting on IO 

June 1800, at which he was present, 'for his communication and observa
tions relating to some new Improvements in Agriculture and Mining at the 
same time requests him to favor the Society with his further remarks on the 
subject'.175 Two days later the newly elected secretary of the Society, Ne
hemiah Bartley, wrote on behalf of the Society to Smith 'thanking him for 
his observations on the various strata and to request further communica
tions'.176 A further connection with Bartley is that his third son, Thomas 
(1780-1819), previously a canal agent with the Kennet and Avon Canal, 
became for a short time clerk to Smith about 1800. 177 

It seems clear that Smith's total isolation from scientific contact was 
hardly a reality after his election to the Bath Agricultural Society. Just as 
Herschel was greatly helped by the activities of the Bath Philosophical 
Society, three of its members supporting his election as Fellow of the Royal 
Society, so it seems that Smith was similarly aided by the activities of the 
Bath Agricultural Society a few years later. Edmund Rack's two creations 
had certainly justified themselves. 

J72 For valued help wlth genealogical information on the Moggridge and Perkins families, 
J gladly thank Hal Moggridge, Robin AtthiU and the Gwent County Archivist. 

I7J F. Shum, A catalogue ofBath books, Bath, 1913, p. 20;]. Britton, 'Bath', in A. Rees (ed.), 
The cyclopaedia or universa1 dlClionar)' ofam, mences and Literature, vol.iii, London, 1803. 

174 James Currie (Q WiUiam Roscoe, 7 February 1805, Roscoe MSS. I lOS, Liverpool Refer
ence Library. 

l7S Archives of Bath Agricu lrural Society, v, 10 June 1Soo, Bath Record Office. 
176 Ibid., iii, 12 June 1800. 
m B. Richardson (Q W. Smitb, 3 I December J 804, Wm. Smith MSS., Department of 

Geology, Oxford University. 
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Of the innovative nature of Smith's geological work there is very clear 
[es[imony. Using Walcott's 1779 book and Rack's manuscript notes on the 
'Natural history of Somerset' of abou t 1785,178 as barometers of the state of 
Bath geology just before Smith arrived in Somerset, we can see how clearly 
original and rapid his advances were. Both Waleott and Rack were mainly 
interested in fossils and minerals as collectors, of whom there were then 
a large number in the Bath area,179 no doubt a direct result of the abundantly 
fossiliferous nature of the area; but neither paid any significant attention to 
the vital recording oflocalities of specimens or to the stratification of rocks. 

The most eloquent testimony to the nature of Smith's achievement comes 
from those with whom he came into contact before the close of the century, 
such as William Cunnington, who wrote to Sir Richard Colt Hoare in 1809 
in a letter describing the distribution of rocks and fossils along the Swindon 
to Chipping Norton road that '[he longer I live the more I am convinced of 
the importance of Smith's system [of identifying strataJ and more heartily 
do I wish him to lay it before the public for examination'.180 Similar com
ments came from Joseph Townsend, as quoted by Richardson: 

We [i.e., Townsend and Richardson about 1800] were soon much more 
astonished by proofs of [Smi[h's] own collecting that whatever stratum 
was found in any part of England [he same remains would be found in it 
and no other. Mr Townsend who had pursued the subject 40 or 50 years 
and had travelled over the greater part of civilised Europe declared it 
perfectly unknown to all his acquaintance. 181 

The coal hunters also bear passive bue eloquent testimony to this original
ity. The attempt for coal in the Oxford clay at Brewham, near Bruton, was 
one which Smith personally warned against in 1805, and his originality in 
mineral surveying and prospecting using his knowledge of the strata cannot 
be challenged. Dr Richard Pew, who, as already described, was involved in 
both the 1791 Shaftesbury attempt and the 1804 Bruton attempt, was to write 
in 18 19, nearly thirty years after his first involvement in coal hunting, that 

Mr [RobertJ Bakewell's Elements [sic] of Geology [18 r3J or Mr Smith's 
Maps of the strata [r815J I think will throw a doubt upon the courage 

pg This consists of a separate notebook in Rack's hand listing clays, mads, ochres, tripe1as, 
fossils (i.e. minerals), spars, crystals, stOnes, geodes, and fossil shells fonnd in Somerset with an 
'Account of the coal mines near Stowey and Faringdon and Chew Magna' which is almost 
entirely derived from John Strachey's pioneer work. These notes inrended for and partly used 
in John Collinson's HIstory ofSomersetshire give no clue that Rack was aware that Somerset
shire strata could be identified or tabulated in any way; MSS. at Bristol Record Office. 

179 Phillips, op. cit. (IH), pp. I7, a8. 
180 R. H. Cunnington, From antiquary to archaeologist, Aylesbury, 1975, p. 14I. 
18, B. Richardson, lener of 10 February 18] I, in A. Sedgwick, address on announcing the 

first award of the Wollasron prize, Proc. Geol. Soc. Lond., 18] I, i, 27<>-9; emphasis added. 
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and expectation of finding coals here about [Shaftesbury], nevertheless 
from the strong seeming indications of coal between the bottom of 
East Stour Rill [Corallian Beds] and Toomer Rill [Forest Marble], Lord 
Digby, the Marquis of Anglesey and Sir Richd. Hoare did at my sugges
tion about [1816] employ a Mr Bailey a miner from Staffordshire to 
make a survey.1B2 

Despite Smith, Pew was still not finally aware of the reliability of pros
pecting techniques, for this part of the geological column, of which he had 
been totally ignorant before 1805.183 

We may leave the final word on Smith to one man well able to judge, the 
~aker William Matthews (1747-1816), who settled in Bath in 1777 as 
a brewer and coal merchant. 184 He was a founder member of both the first 
Bath Philosophical Society and the Agricultural Society of which he was 
also the second and highly successful secretary from 1787 to 1800, taking 
over from Edmund Rack. l85 He was thus in a well positioned vantage point 
for judging Smith's contribution to the development of geology in Bath. 
Early in 1800 he too called attention to Smith's novel discoveries, in a work 
published in Bath, writing thus: 

Then, hail, ye patriots, who can prize renown
 
On peaceful plains, where sylvan honours crown!
 
Let morning air invigorate your pow'rs,
 
And plans of increase mark your passing hours.
 
Waste long-neglected acres be your care,
 
And barren wilds with fruitful fields compare.
 
The depth and kind of surface-soil explore,
 
How mark'd with fatness, or how tinged-with ore;~'
 

,; Mr SMITH, an ingenious land-surveyor, of Midford, 

182 See note (13 8). 
ti3 There is a serious need for research imo the evolution of coal prospecting techniques 

both inside and outside the known coalfields. If the experience from Somerset is typical, 
practical men can be demonstrated as often particularly bad at idemifying strata. For the 
Bruton attempt of 1304-10, already rwice noted, the sinker in charge ofa notably abortive trial 
was Gregory Stock, mining agent of Ashwick, Somerset, who later appears as a source of 
stratigraphic information for the southern part of the Somerset coalfield supplied to W. 
Buckland and W. D. Conybeare, 'Observations on the South-Western coal district of Eng
land', Tram. Geol. Soc., 1831, 2nd series, i, 2[0-316 (270-1). The lunatic waste of money spent 
searching a second time for coal on Chard Common, Somerset,in 1826, wem on employing 
Samuel Barron ofNoningham to bore at a poim he chose himself on the Lower Lias shales 
where as he said 'the local Coal Measures appeared to be the most laid bare" He bored a 7 V, 
inch diameter hole 379 feet deep which failed to leave the Lias. (Somerset Record Office, DD/ 
CN box 28, bundle 21.) Barton, a coal agent, was one of rhe men who helped John Farey with 
his sUI"Vey of Derbyshire. See his General view ofthe agriculture and minerals of Derbyshire, 
London, 181t, p. xvii; he might rhus have known better. 

J8~ Turner, op. cit. (3), p. 90. 185 See note (72). 
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near Bath, has studied with success this subject, and the 
publick, it is hoped, will ere long be benefited by a publi
cation of his important discoveries respecting the general 
laws of nature in the arrangement and external signs of 
under-strata, inclusive of fossils and minerals. 186 

This is a clear acknowledgement of the originality of Smith's skill at 
identifying the strata of Bath. 

186 W. Matthews, A dissertation on rural improvements, Bath, r 800, 6 S. 
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