The Early Pioneers

Before that, in the Lake District, as in many other areas in Britain and

Europe, collecting rock and mineral specimens, recording of fossil
remains, portraying the rock outcrops and their structures and extolling
the scenic wonders of the area had long been pursued. Many of the impor-
tant discoveries had been made by men of leisure, by no means always
eager to publish their findings, or by early miners seeking out the mineral
wealth of the region. Towards the end of the Eighteenth Century and into
the early years of the Nineteenth Century, however, a more systematic
approach was emerging. The linking together of the disparate strands and
the formulation of a more unifying ‘earth history’ began to take place.
Gradually it was being realised that within the rocks themselves, the
minerals, the fossils and the nature of the landscape was a coherent record
of earth events awaiting to be deciphered.

In the Lake District four pioneers, Otley, Ruthven, Bolton and
Sedgwick dominated the scene and typified this earliest phase of geologi-
cal discovery. Each in their own way were true pioneers — original investi-
gators, initiators, men who went before others and prepared the way for
those that followed. Otley, Ruthven and Bolton in particular, working
largely independently, pursued their curiosity and applied enquiring
minds to the district. By processes of careful observation, detailed record-
ing of what they saw around them, collecting and categorising specimens,
prodigious walking of the ground and constant questioning of their obser-
vations, they initiated the building up of a picture of the earth history of
the district. Most importantly for us they all took the step of publishing
their observations; Otley in his Guide Books and papers, Ruthven with a
geological map and Bolton with his book of ‘Geological Fragments’. As the
following accounts show, Sedgwick on the other hand, played a different
pioneering role. Very much the academic pioneer he built on the work of
the others, painted the broader picture and put Lakeland geology into the
national picture.

All four of these early pioneers were Cumbrians by birth. Otley,
Ruthven and Bolton were true amateurs. All lacked formal training and
instruction in geology or science and had limited early education. Through
the sheer strength of their personalities they were able to make important
early contributions. For all these, geology was a leisure time pursuit to be

The Science of Geology was established little more than 200 years ago.









