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THE BONE-HUNTER



		Mary was born in 1799, in a little English village called Lyme Regis. It wasn’t a very nice place to grow up – the buildings were falling down, farm animals pooped in the streets, and nobody wanted to visit because of the dirt and the smell!



		Her dad Richard was a carpenter. He made furniture, but his business was not doing well in the poor village. Mary and her family had to make do with old clothes and sometimes went hungry.
There was one good thing about Lyme Regis, though: it was right by the beach! Richard would take Mary and her big brother Joseph to explore the shore under the tall cliffs overlooking the sea – but always told them to watch out for falling rocks!
Mary would find strange fossil bones and shells on the sand and in the cliffs, and was fascinated by them. “What strange creatures did these come from, and what did they look like when they were alive?” she wondered.
Things were about to change in the little seaside village. A new road to London was built, so it was easier for people to visit.
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A new holiday craze also hit Britain: going to the beach! City folk heard that swimming in the sea was good for you, and suddenly the poor and smelly village became a trendy place to visit! Fancy hotels and restaurants were built, and rich lords and ladies came to holiday there.
Mary and her family couldn’t afford to go to the posh new places in town, but the wealthy visitors had money – and they bought Richard’s furniture! Her dad started thinking about other things he could sell. He looked at the shells and bones his daughter liked to collect on the beach and got an idea: he could sell fossils to tourists as souvenirs!
Richard started going on expeditions to collect fossils from the cliffs, and five-year-old Mary was his assistant and helper. She was very clever, and was great at spotting interesting things to dig up. He gave her a little pick that she could use to chip fossils out of the rocks. It was cooler than any toy!
These fossils were the remains of creatures that had died millions of years ago – but at this time, nobody knew that. People thought were from creatures drowned in the Great Flood, as mentioned in the Bible. They called the fossils ‘snake-stones’, ‘devil’s fingers’ and ‘verteberries’, and liked to buy them because they looked cool and interesting.
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Unfortunately, when Mary was just ten, her dad fell off a cliff while walking to another village. He was badly hurt, and later passed away. Richard had been the family’s breadwinner, and without him, they had a hard time getting enough money to pay the bills and buy food.
Mary was determined to help her family! Early one morning, before anyone else was awake, she put on her little backpack, got the pick her father had given her, and went to the beach.
A storm the night before had caused large chunks of clay to fall from the cliff – could they hold exciting new fossils? Mary started tap-tap-tapping at them with her little pick, and heard a clink! She quickly dug out an
ammonite – a big fossil shell with a beautiful swirling pattern.
As Mary looked at it in wonder, she heard a voice behind her. “What a beautiful shell! I will give you half a crown for it!”
It was a well-dressed lady, who was taking a walk on the beach. Mary handed her the ammonite without saying a word and received a big shiny coin in return. It was enough to feed her family for a week! She was so proud.
From that day on, Mary and her brother Joseph went down to the beach to hunt for fossils together. They then took their treasures home to be cleaned up and polished.
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When the coach was due to bring visitors to the town, Joseph and Mary would set up a little table outside the village inn, holding all the wonderful fossils they had for sale!
Mary may have looked poor and ragged in her old dress and wooden clogs, but she was very clever and good at selling her wares!
That summer, Joseph found a big skull with huge eye sockets and over 200 teeth in its long jaw. With help from the men of the town, he dug it out. The men all agreed that it must belong to a crocodile. Mary was not so sure, though, and decided to keep digging.
She spent months looking for the rest of the creature’s skeleton, and finally found it after some of its bones were revealed by a rockfall. As she had suspected all along, they did not belong to a crocodile. She had found the skeleton of an enormous fishlike reptile, and it matched the head her brother had found perfectly! It was certainly not like any sea-creature alive at that time.
She sold the giant skeleton to the local lord for £23, which was enough to feed her family for a very long time. The lord later sold it for twice as much! It was put on show in a London museum, where many of England’s greatest scientists marvelled at it.
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Scientists eventually worked out that the reptile had existed more than 175 million years ago, and called it an ichthyosaur.
This find, and many others, made Mary very famous. She took over her father’s shop, which became a great success when scientists from all over Europe came there to buy the wonderful things that she dug up. The smart, determined girl who knew the dangerous cliffs well would become one of the greatest and most successful fossil-hunters of all time!
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		Mary Anning soon found even more incredible fossils – including a plesiosaur (another huge marine creature) and a pterosaur (a flying reptile).
Her discoveries made some scientists realise that the Earth was millions of years old, and that many species had evolved and then become extinct in that time. Her finds helped to inspire Charles Darwin, who came up with his famous Theory of Evolution. (Find out more about Charles in ‘The Boy who Ate Bugs’ in Storytime 74!)
Mary taught herself geology (the study of rocks) and anatomy (how bodies are put together). Many famous scientists came to ask her questions and buy her fossils – and then claimed her discoveries as their own! However, people now realise how great Mary’s achievements were. As the writer Charles Dickens put it, “The carpenter’s daughter has won a name for herself, and has deserved to win it.”



		What happened next....
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