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    At the heart of Charles Lyell and Modern Geology lies the drama of how steady, observable processes—rivers wearing valleys, seas laying sediments, volcanoes building lands—armed with rigorous reasoning and scrupulous evidence, came to displace grand catastrophes as the preferred explanation of Earth’s history, thereby redefining scientific practice and enlarging the human sense of time. Bonney traces this transformation through the figure of Charles Lyell, whose emphasis on verifiable causes acting over immense durations helped consolidate the foundations of modern geology while also provoking debate about method, authority, and the limits of inference. In following that shift, the book examines how a discipline gains coherence without surrendering its openness to revision.

This book is a work of scientific biography and intellectual history by T. G. Bonney, an English geologist, written in the early twentieth century for readers seeking a clear account of Charles Lyell’s role in shaping modern geology. Set against the scientific culture of nineteenth‑century Britain and Europe, it surveys the evolution of geological thought as laboratories, museums, scientific societies, and journals intensified communication among practitioners. Bonney situates Lyell’s career within that environment, connecting travels, correspondence, and debates to the broader consolidation of the earth sciences. The result is a concise study that balances personal portraiture with an overview of disciplinary change.

Readers encounter a measured, lucid voice that explains technical matters without pedantry and frames controversies without sensationalism. Bonney’s style favors careful definition of terms, illustrative episodes from the field, and steady cross‑reference to published evidence, building a narrative that is both accessible and precise. The prose has the reflective cadence of a practicing scientist explaining his craft to an attentive public, with emphasis on how claims are tested, contested, and refined. Rather than dramatic revelations, the book offers the cumulative satisfaction of seeing arguments assembled, weighed, and related to observable phenomena, so that Lyell’s influence appears through method as much as through doctrine.

Several themes guide the discussion. Lyell’s insistence that present, observable causes suffice to explain ancient formations focuses attention on scale, rate, and duration, and it narrows the permissible range of inference to what evidence can securely support. Bonney follows how that methodological posture challenged catastrophic narratives and encouraged systematic fieldwork, comparative stratigraphy, and a disciplined skepticism toward sweeping conjectures. The book also traces the intellectual consequences of recognizing deep time, exploring how vast durations complicate cause and effect while inviting more precise measurement. Throughout, the emphasis falls on practice—how observations are made, organized, and tested—rather than on grand systems or fixed dogma.

Bonney situates Lyell among contemporaries in the earth and life sciences, showing how geological reasoning circulated through universities, societies, publishers, and popular venues. The book notes the reach of Lyell’s ideas beyond geology, influencing natural history and stimulating further inquiry into the tempo and mode of change in the living world, including work by Charles Darwin. It also considers how professional norms—critical scrutiny, careful citation, and accumulated observation—shaped authority in the sciences. By mapping these relationships, the narrative reveals how a discipline gains public standing and how ideas travel from specialized argument to broader intellectual culture without losing their empirical anchor.

Contemporary readers will find the book pertinent wherever long timescales and incremental processes meet urgent questions. Debates about climate, hazards, and environmental change still turn on how we read the record of the past, distinguish signal from noise, and integrate rare events with persistent trends. Bonney’s portrait of Lyell foregrounds habits of mind—methodical observation, proportional inference, and readiness to revise—that remain essential across the sciences. It also models a constructive conversation between specialists and the public, reminding us that clear explanation and transparent evidence build trust. In an era of abundant data and contested narratives, that disciplined patience retains unusual force.

Approached today, Charles Lyell and Modern Geology reads as a careful, well‑paced guide to the making of a modern science and to the intellectual habits that sustain it. Without requiring technical training, it equips readers to appreciate how evidence accumulates, how competing explanations are tested, and how consensus is earned. Bonney’s measured treatment grants Lyell his due while keeping attention on practices that outlast any one figure. The book’s lasting value lies in this double vision: a historical portrait that illuminates present concerns and an invitation to think slowly, observe closely, and let well‑grounded causes carry their proper explanatory weight.
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    Charles Lyell and Modern Geology, by the geologist T. G. Bonney, offers a concise, historically minded study of Lyell’s life, writings, and impact on the earth sciences. Bonney traces how Lyell’s career crystallized at a moment when geology was defining its scope, explaining the intellectual and institutional settings in which his ideas took hold. The book moves from biographical background to an analysis of arguments, returning regularly to the interplay between field observation and theory. Throughout, Bonney keeps a measured tone, distinguishing what Lyell securely established from what remained provisional, and using this distinction to illuminate how a discipline becomes methodologically self-aware.

Bonney begins with Lyell’s formation as a careful observer, emphasizing the travels and field excursions that trained his eye on slow, cumulative processes shaping landscapes. He sketches the state of early nineteenth-century geology, when competing narratives—sudden, catastrophic revolutions versus continuous action of present-day causes—vied for authority. Against this background, Lyell’s turn to sustained geological writing appears deliberate: he sought to organize disparate observations into a coherent, testable framework. Bonney emphasizes the discipline-building work of correspondence, society meetings, and publication, presenting Lyell less as a solitary genius than as a practitioner who refined arguments through evidence, critique, and revision.

Central to Bonney’s account is Lyell’s Principles of Geology, whose program asserted that explanations of the past should rely on causes now in operation. Bonney recounts how studies of sedimentation, erosion, and active volcanism supplied examples of gradual yet powerful change, while also clarifying the scale of geological time implicit in such reasoning. He shows how Lyell’s lucid prose and orderly marshalling of cases made abstract principles concrete, inviting readers to re-interpret familiar terrains. Without dramatizing controversy, the book shows how this methodological stance redirected inquiry away from grand speculative histories toward measurable processes, and why that redirection proved persuasive to many contemporaries.

From principles, Bonney turns to practice, detailing Lyell’s work in stratigraphy and paleontology. He outlines the use of fossil assemblages to organize the more recent geological record, and the attendant effort to compare distant regions by shared criteria rather than anecdotal resemblance. Case studies involving volcanic districts and marine deposits exemplify how Lyell related local sections to broader histories of uplift, subsidence, and sea-level change. Bonney notes the implications for biological history as well, including the cautious way Lyell handled questions about species succession. The narrative also registers Lyell’s influence on contemporaries, including Charles Darwin, without reducing geology to a footnote in evolutionary debate.

Bonney addresses the points where Lyell’s framework met resistance or required adjustment. He considers debates over glacial phenomena, the transport of erratics, and the relative roles of ice, water, and tectonics; discussions of metamorphism and igneous intrusion; and disagreements about how far uniformity should be pressed. Rather than staging personalities, the book weighs the evidential balance that led Lyell to revise some positions while holding to his methodological core. Bonney uses these episodes to illustrate how empirical accumulation modifies grand schemas, and how a program built on observable causes can accommodate new kinds of evidence without collapsing into either dogmatism or speculation.

In later chapters, Bonney presents Lyell as both synthesizer and communicator. He follows the successive editions and companion works through which Lyell updated examples, refined arguments, and responded to discoveries in paleontology and Quaternary research. The treatment of human antiquity receives particular attention, exemplifying Lyell’s cautious embrace of claims that could be anchored to stratigraphic context and trustworthy association. Bonney also situates Lyell’s public authority in the lecture room and the press, where clarity of method helped popularize difficult ideas without oversimplifying them. The portrait that emerges is of a writer who continually recalibrated, yet kept inquiry tethered to verifiable processes.

Bonney concludes with a judicious estimate of Lyell’s legacy, distinguishing between doctrines that later workers modified and the lasting habits of reasoning he helped install. The broader significance lies in a conception of geology guided by present causes, broad comparative evidence, and patience with time—habits that still inform practice even when specific classifications or explanations have changed. Without forcing a verdict, the book invites readers to see modern geology as the outcome of disciplined observation and disputation, not sudden conversion. In doing so, it offers a clear, historically grounded account of how Lyell’s work remade questions that scientists continue to ask of the Earth.
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    In nineteenth-century Britain, geology matured within a rapidly expanding infrastructure of learned societies, museums, and universities. The Geological Society of London, founded in 1807, coordinated research and debate; King’s College London (1829) and other institutions offered new platforms for lecturing. Industrial mapping for canals, mines, and railways sharpened interest in strata and resources. Into this environment came Charles Lyell (1797–1875), a Scottish-born barrister-turned-geologist, whose continental travels and readings in James Hutton’s work oriented him toward field-based, law-governed earth history. T. G. Bonney (1833–1923), an English geologist and later author of Charles Lyell and Modern Geology, surveyed this institutional landscape from within.

Lyell’s multivolume Principles of Geology appeared between 1830 and 1833, arguing that observable, gradual processes—erosion, sedimentation, volcanism—over immense time could explain geological formations. Drawing on studies of Etna, Vesuvius, and the Paris Basin, he challenged catastrophist interpretations associated with earlier traditions and certain scriptural geologists. He popularized a methodological uniformitarianism: the present is the key to interpreting the past. Principles quickly became a touchstone for British and European geologists, shaping debates about stratigraphy, fossils, and earth history. These controversies—scientific, philosophical, and religious—form the backdrop to Bonney’s later assessment of Lyell’s legacy and the trajectory of “modern” geology.

Lyell’s influence extended decisively to natural history. Charles Darwin carried the first volume of Principles aboard HMS Beagle (1831–1836), applying Lyell’s reasoning during his South American and Pacific observations. Lyell became Darwin’s correspondent and ally, later helping to arrange the 1858 Linnean Society presentation of Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace’s papers on species change. Lyell served as President of the Geological Society of London (1835–1837; 1849–1851), was elected Fellow of the Royal Society, was knighted in 1848, and created a baronet in 1864. His Antiquity of Man (1863) consolidated evidence for the deep human past while cautiously engaging evolutionary questions.

British geology professionalized across Lyell’s lifetime. The Geological Survey of Great Britain, founded in 1835 under Henry De la Beche, systematized national mapping and stratigraphic correlation. The British Association for the Advancement of Science, established in 1831, convened annual meetings where new field results and theories were publicly tested. Louis Agassiz’s glacial theory (announced in the late 1830s) spurred vigorous reexaminations of erratics and striated landscapes; by the 1840s, many British geologists, including former skeptics, acknowledged pervasive Pleistocene glaciation. Lyell revised some positions in light of such evidence, modeling a flexible, evidence-first approach that Bonney would later underscore.

Technological and theoretical shifts after mid-century reframed “modern” geology. Henry Clifton Sorby’s thin-section microscopy (1850s) launched modern petrography, while continental figures such as Ferdinand Zirkel and Harry Rosenbusch codified methods for classifying igneous and metamorphic rocks. At the same time, Lord Kelvin’s thermal calculations (1860s–1890s) appeared to compress Earth’s age, provoking geologists’ counterarguments grounded in stratigraphic rates and geomorphology. The 1896 discovery of radioactivity would soon complicate Kelvin’s constraints. These developments sharpened questions about time, process, and scale—questions central to appraising Lyell’s uniformitarian heritage—and provided the methodological palette from which Bonney, a leading petrographer, drew his evaluations.

T. G. Bonney was trained at Cambridge’s St John’s College and ordained in the Church of England before turning decisively to geology. He became Professor of Geology at University College London in 1877 and was elected Fellow of the Royal Society in 1878. As President of the Geological Society of London from 1884 to 1886, he helped steer British geology amid rapid specialization. Bonney’s research on Alpine and British metamorphic rocks, grounded in microscopic petrography, and his extensive fieldwork informed his clear, historically attentive writing. These credentials positioned him to interpret Lyell’s achievements for readers navigating a transformed discipline.

Published late in the nineteenth century, Charles Lyell and Modern Geology arrived after Katherine M. Lyell’s Life, Letters and Journals of Sir Charles Lyell (1881) had assembled the primary record. Bonney’s book distills that archive and the subsequent decades of geological advance into a concise appraisal: biographical, but chiefly concerned with method and influence. Writing amid post-Darwinian consensus on evolution, broad acceptance of glaciation, and intensifying laboratory techniques, he weighs Lyell’s uniformitarianism against newer evidence without dismissing its enduring logic. The result aligns with fin-de-siècle British scientific culture: respectful of founders, yet oriented toward revision by measured empirical critique.

The work thus mirrors and critiques its era. It reflects Victorian and Edwardian commitments to gentlemanly fieldwork, learned-society discourse, and cumulative synthesis, while acknowledging the emergent authority of instrumentation, laboratories, and specialized subfields. By portraying Lyell as a rigorous yet revisable model of reasoning, Bonney affirms the durability of actualistic principles but tempers them with attention to Ice Age dynamics, crustal mobility, and petrographic insights. The book participates in canon-making—Lyell as architect of modern geology—while inviting readers to see modernity itself as provisional, contingent on methods and evidence that continued to change as the twentieth century approached.
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The life of Charles Lyell is singularly free from "moving accidents by flood and field[1q]." Though he travelled much, he never, so far as can be ascertained, was in danger of life or limb, of brigand or beast. At home his career was not hampered by serious difficulties or blocked by formidable obstacles; not a few circumstances were distinctly favourable to success. Thus his biography cannot offer the reader either the excitement of adventure, or the interest of an unwearied struggle with adverse conditions. But for all that, as it seems to me, it can teach a lesson of no little value. Lyell, while still a young man, determined that he would endeavour to put geology—then only beginning to rank as a science—on a more sound and philosophical basis. To accomplish this purpose, he spared no labour, grudged no expenditure, shrank from no fatigue[2q]. For years he was training himself by observation and travel; he was studiously aiming at precision of thought and expression, till "The Principles of Geology" had been completed and published. But even then, though he might have counted his work done, he spared no pains to make it better, and went on at the task of improvement till the close of his long life.

My chief aim, in writing this little volume, has been to bring out this lesson as strongly and as clearly as possible. I have striven to show how Charles Lyell studied, how he worked, how he accumulated observations, how each journey had its definite purposes. Accordingly, I have often given his words in preference to any phrases of my own, and have quoted freely from his letters, diaries, and books, because I wished to show exactly how things presented themselves to his eyes, and how ideas were maturing in his mind. Regarded in this light, Lyell's life becomes an apologue, setting forth the beneficial results of concentrating the whole energy on one definite object, and the moral grandeur of a calm, judicial, truth-seeking spirit.

In writing the following pages I have, of course, mainly drawn upon the "Life, Letters, and Journals," edited by Mrs. Lyell; but I have also made use of his books, especially the "Principles of Geology," and the two tours in North America. I am under occasional obligations to the excellent life, contributed by Professor G. A. J. Cole to the "Dictionary of National Biography," and have to thank my friend Professor J. W. Judd for some important details which he had learnt through his intimacy with the veteran geologist. He also kindly lent the engraving (executed in America from a daguerreotype) which has been copied for the frontispiece of this volume.

T. G. BONNEY.
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Caledonia, stern and wild, may be called "meet nurse" of geologists as well as of poets[3q]. Among the most remarkable of the former is Charles Lyell, who was born in Forfarshire on November 14th, 1797, at Kinnordy, the family mansion. His father, who also bore the name of Charles,[1] was both a lover of natural history and a man of high culture. He took an interest at one time in entomology, but abandoned this for botany, devoting himself more especially to the study of the cryptogams. Of these he discovered several new species, besides some other plants previously unknown in the British flora, and he contributed the article on Lichens to Smith's "English Botany." More than one species was named after him, as well as a genus of mosses, Lyellia[1], which is chiefly found in the Himalayas. Later in his life, science, on the whole, was supplanted by literature, and he became engrossed in the study of the works of Dante, of some of whose poems[2] he published translations and notes. Thus the geologist and author is an instance of "hereditary genius."

Charles was the eldest of a family of ten—three sons and seven daughters, all of whom grew up. Their mother was English, the daughter of Thomas Smith, of Maker Hall in Yorkshire, "a woman of strong sense and tender anxiety for her children's welfare." "The front of heaven," as Lyell has written in a fragment of autobiography, was not "full of fiery shapes at his nativity," but the season was so exceptionally warm that his mother's bedroom-window was kept open all the night—an appropriate birth-omen for the geologist, who had a firmer faith than some of his successors in the value of work in the open air. He has put on record only two characteristics of his infancy, and as these can hardly be personal recollections, we may assume them to have been sufficiently marked to impress others. One if not both was wholly physical. He was very late in cutting his teeth, not a single one having appeared in the first twelvemonth, and the hardness of his infant gums caused an old wife to prognosticate that he would be edentulous. Also, his lungs were so vigorous and so habitually exercised that he was pronounced "the loudest and most indefatigable squaller of all the brats of Angus."

The geologist who so emphatically affirmed the necessity of travel, early became an unconscious practiser of his own precept. When he was three months old his parents went from Kinnordy to Inveraray, whence they journeyed to the south of England, as far as Ilfracombe. From this place they removed to Weymouth and thence to Southampton. More than a year must have been thus spent, for their second child—also a son—was born at the last-named town. Mr. Lyell, the father, now took a lease of Bartley Lodge, on the New Forest—some half-dozen miles west of Southampton, where the family lived for twenty-eight years. His mother and sisters also left Kinnordy, and rented a house in Southampton. Their frequent excursions to Bartley Lodge, as Lyell observes, were always welcome to the children, for they never came empty-handed.

Kinnordy, however, was visited from time to time in the summer, and on one of these occasions, when Charles was in his fifth year, some of the family had a narrow escape. They were about a stage and a half from Edinburgh; the parents and the two boys in one carriage; two nursemaids, the cook, and the two youngest children, sisters, in a chaise behind. The horses of this took fright on a narrow part of the road and upset the carriage over a very steep slope. Fortunately all escaped unhurt, except one of the maids, whose arm was cut by the splintered glass. The parents ran to the rescue. "Meanwhile, Tom and I were left in the carriage. We thought it fine pastime, and I am accused of having prompted Tom to assist in plundering the pockets of the carriage of all the buns and other eatables, which we demolished with great speed for fear of interruption."[3] This adventure, however, was not quite his earliest reminiscence; for that was learning the alphabet when he was about three years old.

Charles was kept at home till he had nearly completed his eighth year, when he was sent with his brother Tom to a boarding-school at Ringwood. The master was the Rev. R. S. Davies; the lads were some fifty in number, the Lyells being about the youngest. They seem, however, not to have been ill-treated, though their companions were rather a rough lot, and they were petted by the schoolmaster's daughter. The most sensational incident of his stay at Ringwood was a miniature "town and gown" row, a set fight between the lads of the place and of the school, from which, however, the Lyells were excluded as too young to share in the joys and the perils of war. But the fray was brought to a rather premature conclusion by the joint intervention of foreign powers—the masters of the school and the tradesmen of the town. In those days smuggling was rife on the south coast, and acting the part of revenue officers and contrabandists was a favourite school game; doubtless the more popular because it afforded a legitimate pretext for something like a fight. The fear of a French invasion also kept this part of England on the qui vive, and Lyell well remembered the excitement caused by a false alarm that the enemy had landed. He further recollected the mingled joy and sorrow which were caused by the victory of Trafalgar and the death of Nelson.

The brothers remained at Ringwood only for about two years, for neither the society nor the instruction could be called first-class; and they were sent, after a rather long holiday at home, to another school of about the same size, but much higher character, in Salisbury. The master, Dr. Radcliffe, an Oxford man, was a good classical scholar, and his pupils came from the best families in that part of England. In one respect, the young Lyells found it a change for the worse. At Ringwood they had an ample playground, close to which was the Avon, gliding clear and cool to the sea, a delightful place for a bathe. In a few minutes' walk from the town they were among pleasant lanes; in a short time they could reach the border of the New Forest. But at Salisbury the school was in the heart of the town, its playground a small yard surrounded by walls, and, as he says, "we only walked out twice or three times in a week, when it did not rain, and were obliged to keep in ranks along the endless streets and dusty roads of the suburbs of a city. It seemed a kind of prison by comparison, especially to me, accustomed to liberty in such a wild place as the New Forest." One can sympathise with his feelings, for a procession of schoolboys, walking two and two along the streets of a town, is a dreary spectacle.

But an occasional holiday brought some comfort, for then they were sent on a longer excursion. The favourite one was to the curious earthworks of Old Sarum[2], then in its glory as a "rotten borough," one alehouse, with its tea-gardens attached, sending two members to Parliament. On these excursions more liberty seems to have been permitted. The boys broke up the large flints that lay all about the ground, to find in them cavities lined with chalcedony or drusy crystals of quartz. But the chief interest centred around a mysterious excavation in the earthwork, "a deep, long subterranean tunnel, said to have been used by the garrison to get water from a river in the plain below." To this all new-comers were taken to listen to the tale of its enormous depth and subterranean pool. Then, when duly overawed, they felt their hats fly off their heads and saw them rolling out of sight down the tunnel. An interval followed of blank dismay, embittered, no doubt, by dismal anticipations of what would probably happen when they got back to the school-house. Then one of the older boys volunteered to act the sybil and lead the way to the nether world. Of course they "regained their felt and felt what they regained"—literally, for the hole was dark enough, though we may set down the "many hundred yards" (which Lyell says that he descended before he recovered his lost hat) as an instance of the permanent effect of a boyish illusion on even a scientific mind.

But the restrictions of Salisbury made the liberty of the New Forest yet more dear. Bartley was an ideal home for boys. It was surrounded by meadows and park-like timber. A two-mile walk brought the lads to Rufus Stone, and on the wilder parts of the Forest. There they could ramble over undulating moors, covered with heath and fern, diversified by marshy tracts, sweet with bog-myrtle, or by patches of furze, golden in season with flowers; or they could wander beneath the shadows of its great woods of oak and beech, over the rustling leaves, among the flickering lights and shadows, winding here and there among tufts of holly scrub, always led on by the hope of some novelty—a rare insect fluttering by, a lizard or a snake gliding into the fern, strange birds circling in the air, a pheasant or even a woodcock springing up almost under the feet. The rabbits scampered to their holes among the furze; a fox now and again stole silently away to cover, or a stag—for the deer had not yet been destroyed—was espied among the tall brake. Those, too, it must be remembered, were the days when boys got their holidays in the prime of the summer, at the season of haymaking and of ripe strawberries. They were not kept stewing in hot school-rooms all through July, until the flowers are nearly over and the bright green of the foliage is dulled, until the romance of the summer's youth has given place to the dulness of its middle age. In these days it is our pleasure to do the right thing in the wrong place—a truly national characteristic. We all—young and old—toil through the heat and the long days, and take holiday when the autumn is drawing nigh and Nature writes "Ichabod" on the beauty of the waning year.

At Salisbury, Lyell had two new experiences—the sorrows of the Latin Grammar and the joys of a bolster-fight. But his health was not good; a severe attack of measles in the first year was followed in the second by a general "breakdown," with symptoms of weakness of the lungs. So he was taken home for three months to recruit. This was at first a welcome change from the restrictions of Salisbury; but, as his lessons necessarily were light, he began to mope for want of occupation; for, as he says, "I was always most exceedingly miserable if unemployed, though I had an excessive aversion to work unless forced to it." So he began to collect insects—a pursuit which, as he remarks, exactly suited him, for it was rather desultory, gave employment to both mind and body, and gratified the "collecting" instinct, which is strong in most boys. He began with the lepidoptera, but before long took an interest in other insects, especially the aquatic. Fortunately his father had been for a time a collector, and possessed some good books on entomology, from the pictures in which Charles named his captures. This was, of course, an unscientific method, but it taught him to recognise the species and to know their habits. There are few better localities for lepidoptera, as every collector knows, than the New Forest, and some of the schoolboy's "finds" afterwards proved welcome to so well known an entomologist as Curtis. But when Charles returned to school he had to lay aside, for a season, the new hobby; for in those days a schoolboy's interest in natural history did not extend beyond birds'-nesting, and his little world was not less, perhaps even more frank and demonstrative than now, in its criticism of any innovation or peculiarity on the part of one of its members.

The school at Salisbury appears to have been a preparatory one, so before very long another had to be sought. Mr. Lyell wished to send his two boys to Winchester, but found to his disappointment that there would not be a vacancy for a couple of years; so after instructing them at home for six months, he contented himself with the Grammar School at Midhurst, in Sussex, at the head of which was one Dr. Bayley, formerly an under-master at Winchester. Charles, now in his thirteenth year, found this, at first, a great change. The school contained about seventy boys, big as well as little, and its general system resembled that of one of the great public schools. He remarks of this period of his life: "Whatever some may say or sing of the happy recollections of their schooldays, I believe the generality, if they told the truth, would not like to have them over again, or would consider them as less happy than those which follow." He was not the kind of boy to find the life of a public school very congenial. Evidently he was a quietly-disposed lad, caring more for a country ramble than for games; perhaps a little old-fashioned in his ways; not pugnacious, but preferring a quiet life to the trouble of self-assertion. So, in his second half-year, when he was left to shift entirely for himself, his life was "not a happy one," for a good deal of the primeval savage lingers in the boys of a civilised race. It required, as he said, a good deal to work him up to the point of defending his independence; thus he was deemed incapable of resistance and was plagued accordingly. But at last he turned upon a tormentor, and a fight was the result. It was of Homeric proportions, for it lasted two days, during five or six hours on each, the combatants being pretty evenly matched; for though Lyell's adversary was rather the smaller and weaker, he knew better how to use his fists. Strength at the end prevailed over science, though both parties were about equally damaged. The vanquished pugilist was put to bed, being sorely bruised in the visible parts. Lyell, whose hurts were mostly hidden, made light of them, by the advice of friends, but he owns that he ached in every bone for a week, and was black and blue all over his body. Still he had not fought in vain, for, though the combat won him little honour, it delivered him from sundry tormentors.

The educational system of the school stimulated his ambition to rise in the classes. "By this feeling," he says, "much of my natural antipathy to work, and extreme absence of mind, was conquered in a great measure, and I acquired habits of attention which, however, were very painful to me, and only sustained when I had an object in view." There was an annual speech-day, and Charles, on the first occasion, obtained a prize for his performance. "Every year afterwards," he continues, "I received invariably a prize for speaking, until high enough to carry off the prizes for Latin and English original composition. My inventive talents were not quick, but to have any is so rare a qualification that it is sure to obtain a boy at our great schools (and afterwards as an author) some distinction." Evidently he gave proofs of originality beyond his fellows; since he won a prize for English verse, though he had written in the metre of the "Lady of the Lake" instead of the ordinary ten-syllabic rhyme. On another occasion he commemorated, in his weekly Latin copy, the destruction of the rats in a neighbouring pond, writing in mock heroics, after the style of Homer's battle of the frogs and mice.

The school, like all other collections of boys, had its epidemic hobbies. The game of draughts, coupled unfortunately with gambling on a small scale, was followed by chess, and that by music. To each of these Charles was more or less a victim, and his progress up the school was not thereby accelerated. Birds'-nesting also had a turn in its season. His love for natural history made him so keen in this pursuit that he became an expert climber of trees. But his schooldays on the whole were uneventful, and he went to Oxford at a rather early age, his brother Tom having already left Midhurst in order to enter the Navy.

Footnote


[1] Born 1767, died 1849 (also son of a Charles Lyell); educated at St. Andrew's and at St. Peter's College, Cambridge, where he proceeded to the degree of B.A. in 1791 and M.A. in 1794.




[2] In 1835, the Canzoniere, including the Vita Nuova and Convito; a second edition was published in 1842; in 1845 a translation of the Lyrical Poems of Dante.




[3] Life, Letters, and Journals, vol. i. p. 3.
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Lyell matriculated at Exeter College, and appears to have begun residence in January, 1816—that is, soon after completing his eighteenth year. At Oxford, though not a "hard reader," he was evidently far from idle, and wrote for some of the University prizes, though without success. Several of his letters to his father have been preserved. In these he talks about his studies, mathematical and classical; criticises Coleridge's "Christabel," and praises Kirke White's poetry; describes the fritillaries blossoming in the Christchurch meadows, and refers occasionally to political matters. The letters are well expressed, and indicate a thoughtful and observant mind. While yet a schoolboy he had stumbled upon a copy of Bakewell's "Geology" in his father's library, which had so far awakened his interest that in the earlier part of his residence at Oxford he attended a course of Professor Buckland's lectures, and took careful notes. The new study is briefly mentioned in a letter, dated July 20th, 1817. This is written from Yarmouth, where he is visiting Mr. Dawson Turner, the well-known antiquarian and botanist. He states that, on his way through London, he went to see the elephant at Exeter Change[3], Bullock's Museum, and Francillon's collection of insects. At Norwich also he saw more insects, the cathedral, and some chalk pits, in which he found an "immense number of belemnites, echinites, and bivalves." He was also greatly interested by the fossils in Dr. Arnold's collection at Yarmouth, particularly by the "alcyonia" found in flints.[4] A few days later he again dwells on geology, and speculates shrewdly on the formation of the lowland around Yarmouth and the ancient course of the river. In one paragraph a germ of the future "Principles" may be detected. It runs thus:


"Dr. Arnold and I examined yesterday the pit which is dug out for the foundation of the Nelson monument, and found that the first bed of shingle is eight feet down. Now this was the last stratum brought by the sea; all since was driven up by wind and kept there by the 'Rest-harrow[5]' and other plants. It is mere sand. Therefore, thirty-five years ago the Deens were nearly as low as the last stratum left by the sea; and as the wind would naturally have begun adding from the very first, it is clear that within fifty years the sea flowed over that part. This, even Mr. T. allows, is a strong argument in favour of the recency of the changes. Dr. Arnold surprised me by telling me that he thought that the Straits of Dover were formerly joined, and that the great current and tides of the North Sea being held back, the sea flowed higher over these parts than now. If he had thought a little more he would have found no necessity for all this, for all those towns on this eastern coast, which have no river god to stand their friend, have necessarily been losing in the same proportion as Yarmouth gains—viz. Cromer, Pakefield, Dunwich, Aldborough, etc., etc. With Dunwich I believe it is Fuit Ilium."[5]



Evidently Lyell by this time had become deeply interested in geology, for his journal contains several notes made on the road from London to Kinnordy, and records, during his stay there, not only the capture of insects, but also visits to quarries, and the discovery of crystallised sulphate of barytes at Kirriemuir and elsewhere.

Towards the end of his first long vacation he travelled, in company with two friends of his own age, from Forfarshire across by Loch Tay, Tyndrum, and Loch Awe, to the western coast at Oban, whence they visited Staffa and Iona. With the caves in the former island he was greatly impressed; and he noted the columns of basalt, which, he said, were "pentagonal" in form, quite different from the "four-square" jointing of the red granite at the south-west end of Mull. With the ruins of Iona he was a little disappointed, for he wrote in his diary that "they are
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CHAPTER III.

THE GROWTH OF A PURPOSE.























OEBPS/text/00001.jpg
T. G. BONNEY

AND MODERN
GEOLOGY






OEBPS/Images/DigiCat-logo.png





