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DARWIN & 
THE GEOLOGICAL SURVEY –

An unlikely collaboration?

Mike Howe
Chief Curator, British Geological Survey
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Darwin in the field: Collecting, Observation and Experiment
Presentation Outline

Aims: 

 To consider examples of collaboration or probable 
collaboration between Darwin and the Survey.

 To review Darwin’s Collection & Data Management 
practice.
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Darwin in the field: Collecting, Observation and Experiment
Presentation Outline

 The Geological Survey (BGS) today

 Early years of the Geological Survey

 Case Study 1: Donation of volcanic rocks to the 
Museum of Practical Geology

 Case Study 2: Sample registration systems

 Case Study 3:  Origin of Species and Salter’s 
Longmynd specimens

 Conclusions
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What is the Geological Survey ?
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800 staff (550 ‘scientists’)

200+ scientific projects 

Part of the Natural 
Environment Research 
Council 

Worked in 100 countries in 
past 50 years
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Airborne Geophysics 
Northern IrelandFault offsets of 

Tertiary dykes
Tertiary volcanic 
dykes cross-
cutting older 
Caledonian 
structural trend

Londonderry

Slieve Gullion

Newry



© NERC All rights reserved

Arctic Ocean: Mare 
Incognito no longer

• Integrated Ocean 
Drilling Program 
expedition

• Managed by BGS
• To investigate Arctic 

climate and origins of 
the Lomonosov
Ridge

• Analysis of cores 
was conducted by a 
team of scientists 
from Europe, USA 
and Japan

LomonosovLomonosov
Ridge drill Ridge drill 
sitessites
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Special 
processing of 
ASTER short-
wave infrared 
bands shows 
geology 
invisible on the 
ground
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Collapse of gypsum 
solution cavity,
23/24 April 1997 
Ure Bank, Ripon

Collapsed C19th shaft, 
ironstone workings, 

Glasgow
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NERC’s National 
Geoscience Data Centre
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Paper maps are being replaced by 
digital maps and GIS systems
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Geological Column
“Residual” deposits
River terraces
Bagshot Formation
London Clay Fm
Harwich Formation
Lambeth Group
Thanet Sand Fm
Chalk Group

and 3D models

Geological 
model of Greater London
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But go back 200 years……
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• Geology became an applied 
science

• Which documented our 
knowledge of the Earth, and:

• where & what to mine
• where to bury & protect
• where to build & tunnel

William Smith’s 1815 
geological map ‘changed 
the world’
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 1791 – Ordnance 
Survey established
 1831 – Murchison 

lobbied for William Smith to 
be officially appointed as ‘
Geological Colourer of 
Ordnance Maps’ – but 
considered to old
1835 – Geological Survey 

established as part of 
Ordnance Survey, with 
Henry de la Beche as 
Director
 By 1837 – Museum of 

Economic Geology at No 
1, Craig’s Court, Whitehall.
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Sir Henry De la Beche
Geological Surveys Act, 1845:

‘…to enter upon the land of any owner 
for the purpose of making a geological 
survey…’
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No 1, Craig’s 
Court
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Richard Phillips
1778 – 1851

1839 Appointed first 
Chemist and Curator to 
Museum of Economic 
Geology.



© NERC All rights reserved

Edward Forbes
1815 – 1854

1844       Joined 
Geological Survey 
as its first 
“Palaeontologist”
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John Salter
1820 – 1869

1846 Appointed as 
assistant to Forbes

1863     Resigned from 
Survey
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Richard Gibbs
died 1878

1843 – 1872    First 
Fossil Collector with 
the Survey.
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• The limited accommodation at Craig’s 
Court soon proved inadequate

• 1851 - Museum of Practical Geology 
opened at 28, Jermyn Street.

• Geological Survey
• Mining Record Office
• Government School of Mines and of Science applied to 

the Arts.
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28 – 32 
Jermyn 
Street

Geological 
Society 
(from 1874)
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Thomas Huxley
1825 – 1895

1854      Appointed 
Professor of Natural 
History, including 
palaeontology, in Royal
School of Mines, and 
Curator of Fossils in 
Jermyn Street Museum.
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Darwin

A long collaboration
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Correspondence with Geological Survey 
Officers –
Black boxes indicate quarters with correspondence with 
Charles Darwin

Source: Darwin Correspondence Project 
Information retrieved 9th July 2009
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XVIII. DARWIN AND GEOLOGY.
By By J.W. JUDD, C.B., LL.D., F.R.S.

(Mr Francis Darwin has related how his father occasionally came up from Down 
to spend a few days with his brother Erasmus in London, and, after his brother's 
death, with his daughter, Mrs Litchfield. On these occasions, it was his habit to 
arrange meetings with Huxley, to talk over zoological questions, with Hooker, to 
discuss botanical problems, and with Lyell to hold conversations on geology. 
After the death of Lyell, Darwin, knowing my close intimacy with his friend 
during his later years, used to ask me to meet him when he came to town, and 
"talk geology." The "talks" took place sometimes at Jermyn Street Museum, at 
other times in the Royal College of Science, South Kensington; but more 
frequently, after having lunch with him, at his brother's or his daughter's house. 
On several occasions, however, I had the pleasure of visiting him at Down. In 
the postscript of a letter (of April 15, 1880) arranging one of these visits, he 
writes: "Since poor, dear Lyell's death, I rarely have the pleasure of geological 
talk with anyone.")
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Case Study 1

Donation of a set of volcanic 
rocks from oceanic islands to the 
Museum of Practical Geology
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BGS 
MR8780

Darwin’s 
label 780
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Case Study 2

Sample registration systems
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1754 codes to date
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Darwin’s rock sample numbering scheme

Put a number on every specimen, and every fragment of a specimen; and 
during the very same minute let it be entered in the catalogue, so that if 
hereafter its locality be doubted, the collector may say in good truth, 
"Every specimen of mine was ticketed on the spot." Any thing which is 
folded up in paper, or put into a separate box, ought to have a number 
on the outside (with the exception perhaps of geological specimens), 
but more especially a duplicate number on the inside attached to the 
specimen itself. A series of small numbers should be printed from 0 to 
5000; a stop must be added to those numbers which can be read 
upside down (as 699. or 86.). It is likewise convenient to have the 
different thousands printed on differently coloured paper, so that when 
unpacking, a single glance tells the approximate number. 

Darwin (1839)

1 – 999.

1000 - 1999

2000 - 2999

3000 - 3999



© NERC All rights reserved



© NERC All rights reserved

1 – 999.
1000 - 1999
2000 - 2999
3000 - 3999
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Early Survey 
collections 
frequently had just 
labels. Museum 
specimens were 
mounted on tablets 
& catalogued by 
position.
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[Short 804 Long ][Short 805 Short][ Long 806 Short]
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Comparison of Systems

1832 - 18361849 +Used

3 (1000s indicated 
by colour)

4Digits

Left to RightRight to LeftPrinted

50005000Tickets per book

DarwinGeological Survey



© NERC All rights reserved

Case Study 3

Origin of Species and Salter’s 
Longmynd specimens
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Darwin (1861) On the origin of 
species by means of natural 
selection, or the preservation of 
favoured races in the struggle for 
life. 3rd edition.
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John William Salter

1820 – 1869

1856
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Darwin (1861) On the origin of species by means of natural 
selection, or the preservation of favoured races in the 
struggle for life. 3rd edition.
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Correspondence

26th June 1859       Darwin letter to Ramsay
Footnote asks about organic remains in the Longmynd

Beds.

27th – 30th June 1859   Ramsay replies to Darwin
No doubt about worm burrows. Rocks certainly lower 

than Barrande’s primordial Zone. Also mentions 
new discovery in Canada

Information from Darwin Correspondence Project
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Conclusions
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Darwin’s Collection Management & Data Management 
procedures were remarkably advanced and would still 
have been appropriate 150 years later.

Geological 
Survey

Darwin

Field Slips YES NO

Sample Numbering YES YES

Sample Registers YES YES

Field Notebooks YES YES

Publications YES YES

Archive Data YES YES

Reuse of Data YES YES
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This has facilitated the subsequent reuse of 
data
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Chubb, L.J. & Richardson, C. 1933. 
Geology of Galapagos, Cocos, and 

Easter Islands
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