
WOMEN WHO MADE BRITAIN 

MARY ANNINIG 

 

Mary Anning was born in Lyme Regis, Dorset in 1799, when George III was on 
the throne.  She was the child of ordinary, working class parents - her father 

was a cabinet maker and her mother gave birth to ten children, although only 
Mary and her elder brother Joseph survived to adulthood.  Mary's father, Richard 

Anning, supplemented his income by collecting small fossils found on the beach 
and selling them from a table in front of the house to visitors (Lyme was 
becoming popular as a seaside resort, for the new fashion of sea-bathing). 

 
The Anning children became involved in the collection and selling of the fossils 

and Mary's father made her a fossil extractor and taught her about fossils and 
fossil-finding.  The Annings were Dissenters, and attended one of two dissenting 
chapels in Lyme.  It was there that Mary received a basic education at Sunday 

school from the age of eight. 
 

Unfortunately, in the winter of 1809/10 Richard Anning fell from Black Ven cliff, 
and although he survived he was injured and died in October 1810, when Mary 
was nearly eleven.  The Anning family were left destitute and with debts and 

relied on charity from the parish for many years.  Fossil finding became very 
important to the family for financial reasons.  By 1811 the family consisted of 

just Mary, Joseph and their mother, Molly.  It was at this time that Joseph found 
the head of a 'crocodile' in the exposed rocks between Lyme Regis and 

Charmouth.  Sometime later, Mary found the rest of what they called a 'fish 
lizard' in the cliff above the place where Joseph had found the head.  The 
Annings hired local men to dig the skeleton out - it was 17 feet long, and had 

lain there for up to 200 million years.  What they did not know as they they had 
discovered an icthyosaurus.  The find came at a crucial time in terms of scientific 

discover.  When Mary was born neither geology or palaeontology existed but by 
time of the find both had begun to be established - most of the pioneers being 
churchmen or the sons of churchmen.  Other finds were occurring at different 

locations around the country and many more were discovered in the Lyme Regis 
area, by Joseph, Mary and others, who became drawn to the area following the 

initial discovery. 
 
It was Mary who became the chief fossil hunter in the Anning family, as Joseph 

decided to take up an apprenticeship.  Mary would be found on the shore in all 
weathers, as winter storms often exposed new finds.  The work was cold and 

dangerous, and Mary once only just escaped death from a landslip which killed 
her dog. 
 

Mary became acquainted with a number of eminent men, such as William 
Buckland, who became an Oxford scholar and the first Professor of Geology at 

Oxford University.  These individuals valued Mary's expertise in finding fossils 
and paid her both for her finds and also for instructing them in how to look for 
fossils themselves.  Mary was able to support herself and her mother with the 

money she made, although they were always close to poverty.  Mary continued 
to live with her mother and never married. 

 



The new scientists had to be circumspect in their descriptions of fossils, as most 
people did not believe in the new ideas concerning evolution.  Most people at the 

time believed in the 'Creation' as it was written in Genesis in a literal 
way.  Scientists therefore had to try to reconcile the Bible with fossil 

discoveries.  It is not clear what Mary thought regarding evolution, and she did 
not take a great part in the scholarly discussions.  As a woman she was not 
permitted to become a member of of the newly formed Royal Geological Society, 

or even to attend their meetings.  She did, however, correspond with many of 
the scientists and became very knowledgeable about palaeontology.  Many of 

her finds were taken to her home where she became adept at cleaning and 
preparing them before they were passed on to scientists.  Some of her finds 
ended up in the private collections of scientists, while others were put on public 

display. 
 

Mary became friends with the three Philpott sisters who had moved to Lyme 
Regis from London.  All three were collectors and amassed a large collection 
which was displayed in cabinets in their home.  Visiting the Philpott 'museum' 

was on the itinerary of nearly every prominent geologist who visited the 
town.  There is still a Philpott Museum in Lyme Regis today. 

 
Although Mary Anning was not able to take a full part in the new earth sciences 

due to her gender and low rank in society, she was highly valued by many of 
those working in the field.  During her short life (she died in 1847) society 
moved from a total belief in 'Creation' to an acceptance that the natural universe 

owed its structure to an evolutionary plan.  She is now widely accepted as 
having had a very important role in the new sciences and the changes in 

knowledge and belief that ensued. 
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