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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? 
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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, 

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. 
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