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The Earliest Geological Essay from Shropshire? “Thoughts on the Formation of the

Earth” by a Farmer

Hugh Torrens'

TORRENS, H.S. (2007). The Earliest Geological Essay from Shropshire? “Thoughts on the Formation of the
Earth” by a Farmer. Proceedings of the Shropshire Geological Society, 12, 53-55. Based on a scanned copy of the
review of a book published in Shrewsbury in 1802, which first appeared in the British Critic of 1804, volume 23,
pages 447 to 448. The original book has yet to be located but, if found, may well prove to be the first geological
essay to be published in, or written about, Shropshire.

The identity of “a Farmer” is unknown, and a challenge is to identify who he/she was. It is interesting to
speculate to what extent this book might have influenced other pioneer geologists, in particular Arthur Aikin who
published his first paper on the geology of Shropshire in the Transactions of the fledgling Geological Society of
London in 1811, and was one of its founder members (in 1807), and later the likes of the Reverend Thomas Lewis
who came to live in the area in 1827 and subsequently greatly influenced the studies made famous by Roderick
Murchison leading to defining the Silurian System, and the young Charles Darwin who was born in Shrewsbury in
1809, just a few years after the book’s publication. But can it have influenced anyone if no copy survived?

1Madeley, Crewe, UK. E-mail: h.s.torrens@esci.keele.ac.uk

1. INTRODUCTION

This article primarily consists of a scanned copy of
the review of a book published in Shrewsbury in
1802, entitled “Thoughts on the Formation of the
Earth” by a Farmer. The anonymous review was
published in the British Critic of 1804, volume 23,
pages 447 to 448. The original book has yet to be
located but, if found, may well prove to be the first
geological essay to be published in, or written
about, Shropshire.

In a piece in Geoscientist (Torrens, 2006) the
real problem was raised of all such printed books,
of which no copies are known to have survived!
This has always seemed to be one of those major
scholarly frustrations which the advent of the
computer must be able to help overcome, although
the writer is not yet aware of any specific efforts to
do so. In his 2006 article, Torrens recorded how in
a 1999 Cambridge lecture he had then listed eight
such items, of which three have since been found.
One other was the book about which he was then
writing, William Smith's long lost (since 1807)
Description of Norfolk, its Soils and Substrata.
This is now known to have been produced as only
a single, quite unique, printer's proof, and which
had just been discovered (in a second hand shop in
Great Yarmouth!). But amongst those still missing
is the one contained in the current article,
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apparently the first Shropshire geology book,
published in 1802. This is still missing....

The identity of the author, “a Farmer”, is
unknown, and a further challenge is to identify
who he/she was. It is interesting to speculate to
what extent this book might have influenced other
pioneer geologists, in particular Arthur Aikin who
published his first paper on the geology of
Shropshire in the Transactions of the fledgling
Geological Society of London in 1811, and was
one of its founder members (in 1807), and later the
likes of the Reverend Thomas Lewis who came to
live in the area in 1827 and subsequently greatly
influenced the studies made famous by Roderick
Murchison leading to defining the Silurian System,
and the young Charles Darwin who was born in
Shrewsbury in 1809, just a few years after the
book’s publication. But can it have influenced
anyone if no copy survived?

The present author would be delighted if
anyone can inform him as to the whereabouts of a
copy of the book by *“a Farmer” or otherwise
enlighten him as to who this person was.
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The review of “Thoughts on the Formation of the Earth” by a Farmer published in Shrewsbury in 1802, as it
appeared in the British Critic of 1804, volume 23, pages 447 to 448.

ﬁRT, 37 Tbazzg}vts on t?}e Farx,fzmm of the Eanb B_y a Farmer.
4to." 28 pp. bhrewfbuy. 1802..

- A fhort Preface, full of apologxes, is preﬁxpd to the ﬁ)ur chapters :
into which this fmall work is divided, Acknowledging himfelf 1gno=
rant of the theories which have been offered to the public by “other
writérs on the fame vaft and abfirife fubjeﬁ this zuchor fays, that an
abridged tranflarion of Baffon’s work ‘was the nnl} book: of the kind
he had perafed when the prefent tra& was nearly completed ¢ fenfible,
therefore, of the numerous 1mperfe&10ns with which his work is
likely to be replete, hie apologizes for intradingon the pubhc hn, crudﬁ
“ideas relative to the formation of the earth,

The reader, indeed, will eafily perceive, that his ideas are crudc and
mdeed mdxge[hble but, after a full and modeit auknowl‘.dgment of
the probablhty of its numerous lmperfe&mns 1t would be ungenerous
to examine the work with pecaliar minotenefs and feverity ; wefhall-

“therefore only endcavour to give our readers fome idea of this author’s
attempt at theory, by a concife ftatement of its moft relevant pa::s;
*In the commencément of the firft chapter, he fays:

s To the appearance of the high ground called Whitcliff, near the
mWn of Ludlow, 1n Shropfhire, the followmg ideas owe their exift-
‘ence. * Thefe extenfive hills chiefly confift of a hard "grey {and-fione,
aboundmg with the wreck of fifhes : among thofe of the cruftacevus -
and teftacecus kinds, I found lo‘oﬁe;s cockles, razor-thells, barnacles,
and oyfters; alio a number of broken ftones, - dpparently petnﬁed
fithes of the ﬁnny tribe, are confufedlv {cattered over the face of the
country. From the depofition of thefe phsenomena, 1 bhave endez. -
voured to reafon back to the formation of the garth, and have drawn
ﬁkcrﬂfrom the auibfmuent conclufions.” ,

Hhbaz " Ths
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348 Britisa CATALOGUE. Philofophiy.

The hypothefis which he has formed on the tottering foundation of
thefe parual obfervations is, that the terraqueous globe always con-
tained the fame quantity of water as it does at prefent; but that once,
the folid mafs of matter was foft, and {moothly globular, not full of
inequalities, as it is at prefent; and that then 1t occupied the parts
" néareflt to the centre of the whole ; confequently the water furrounded
it every where. In this ftate of things, the only living inhabitants of
the globe were thofe whofe exuviz, or fhells, &c. are now found upon
hills and plains, in different parts of ‘the world. This author further
fuppofes, that afterwards, by the agitationand blénding of its different
parts, ¢ a general fixation of the rocky matter took place ; and did
(as fzlt made one of its principal conftituent paris) in its tranfmutation
from fluidity to ftony firmnefs, give itfelf another figure, Thus it
contracted in moft places now covered by the fea, and pufhed itfelf
forward where it appears above its furface ; and the water, rolling off
from the projeQing parts, found itfelf a refting place on the indented
-~ fides; and thus'again reftored the fpherical form of the planet, fo far
as its quantity would allow.” . - e

~ The land thus emerged from the fea, was naturally mixed with thofe
marine fhells, petrifations, &c. which are now to be found upon hills
and plains. The creation of the human fpecies, and other land anis.
mals, as alfo of plants, muft have taken place fubfequent to the above-
menticned emerfion. - - _ ST

" The title of the fecond chapter is, On the Probability of the Land’s
being again fubmevged in the Ocean. That this event is likely to take
place at fome future pericd, this author is led to believe, from the
conftant falling of earthy matter from the mountains to the plainy, and
thence to the fea; by which means at laft, the whele of the lard, which
now projeéts above the level of the fea, will -be carried to the bottom
" of the latter ; and, of courfe, the water will 2gain cover all the furface
of the globe. S P , o .
- The third chapter centains a recapitalation of the contents of the
two preceding chapters. L

~ In the fourth chapter, the author endeavours to reconcile to his hy-
pothefis a few phznomena, which might be urged againft it. 'lhe
principai of thefe fals is, that in certain places, trecs and other vege-
table parts are found- beneath the layers of marine productionsy bt
¢« this ftrange arrangement”, he fays, * of fratified matter may, in
. {fome places, owe its pofition to land {lips; it has often happened, that
_ she fides of hills have flid down into the plain, and covered all the

{ubjacers {urface.” P.24. SR

He alfo attributes the above-mentioned conformation to the aflion
of earthquakes, and other convulfions of the globes A rough fketsh
or map of the world is, by way of iilufiraiien, prefixed to the titlg-
page of the trall.. . | |
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