
The early importance of Geology in Wales
Wales may be of relatively small size, but its complex of 

rocks, from almost all parts of the geological column, have 
attracted geologists since the very earliest days of 

geological exploration. 

Geologists’ Association 
South Wales Group 

William Daniel Conybeare
(1787-1857). Dean of 
Llandaff, near Cardiff. 
Drew a geological section 
across the South Wales 
coalfield in 1836 and 
proposed the name 
Carboniferous.

Roderick Impey
Murchison (1792-1871) 
first described the 
Silurian system based on 
the rocks of South Wales. 
His dispute with Sedgwick 
spanned almost 20 years.

Adam Sedgwick (1785-
1873) proposed the 
Cambrian Period based 
on his work in North 
Wales. Fell out with 
Murchison when their 
mapping overlapped.

Henry Thomas de la Beche
(1796-1855) founded the 
Geological Survey in 1832, 
which was based in 
Swansea from 1837. The 
geological map of 
Glamorgan was the first to 
be completed.

Charles Lapworth
(1842-1920) worked 
in North Wales and in 
1879 proposed the 
Ordovician Period to 
sit between the 
Cambrian and 
Silurian.  

Edward Lhuyd (1660-
1709). Early naturalist 
visited all parts of Wales 
before publishing his 
catalogue of fossils 
including the first 
illustration of a trilobite, 
and quartz from 
Snowdonia.

The pioneering work of Murchison, Sedgwick, Lapworth and others led to 
much Lower Palaeozoic stratigraphy being named after localities in Wales, 

although some terms have since been supplanted by global names.
Geological Periods:
Cambrian – after the Latin name for Wales.
Ordovician – after the Ordovices (Celtic) tribe of North and Mid Wales
Silurian – after the Silures (Celtic) tribe of South Wales

Series/Stage names:
The original divisions of the Cambrian were the Caerfai, the St Davids and Merioneth
Series, all named after Welsh localities where the rocks were well displayed.

Many Ordovician series and stages are also named after Welsh places :
Tremadoc – after a village in north Wales
Arenig – after Arenig Fawr, a mountain in north Wales
Llanvirn – named after a small farm near St Davids, Pembrokeshire
Llandeilo – after the village in Carmarthenshire
Hirnantian – named after a small brachiopod, but the type section is near

Bala, north Wales

The lowest division of the Silurian, the Llandovery is named after the market town in 
Carmarthenshire.

The rocks and minerals of Wales have played a major role in its economic 
growth and wealth. Evidence of mining dates from the Bronze Age and 

peaked in the Industrial Revolution.

Lewis Weston Dillwyn, 
Swansea (1778 - 1855) 
excavated Paviland Cave 
with Buckland, and also 
recognised evolutionary 
trends of molluscs in 
1824 – some 15 years 
before Darwin’s book

William Buckland (1784 -
1856 ) travelled widely in 
Wales and was the first to 
systematically explore 
Paviland Cave, Gower, 
finding the first British 
evidence of ‘antediluvian 
man’

William Edmond Logan 
(1798 - 1875) prepared 
the first detailed 
geological map of 
Glamorgan  and also 
realised that the coal 
seams represented in-
situ plant material.

Charles Darwin (1809-
1882) visited Snowdonia, 
North Wales in 1842 to 
attempt to prove 
glaciation in that area. 
He described moraines, 
ice-scratches and 
erratics.

Copper has been mined in Wales since the Bronze Age, particularly at Great Orme, near Llandudno, and Cwmystwyth, near 
Aberystwyth. The Romans mined gold at Dolaucothi in Carmarthenshire, and lead in many other parts of Wales. From Elizabeth I to 
Charles I, silver was mined in Cardiganshire, and later produced as a by-product of lead mining. During the Industrial Revolution, zinc 
was also mined in mid and north Wales. The extensive slate deposits in Snowdonia, north Wales have been worked since Roman 
times, particularly extensively in the 18th and 19th centuries. Although conditions were often poor for the miners and quarrymen, 
mining industries provided employment for many. At its peak in 1898, 17,000 quarrymen were at work in Snowdonia.

South Wales was renowned for its iron and coal mining industries which provided much income and employment during the 
Industrial Revolution. Over 40% of Britain’s iron came from south Wales. Swansea was the centre for smelting copper mined at Parys 
Mountain, on Anglesey – the largest copper mine in Europe. In the later 18th and early 19th centuries Merthyr Tydfil grew in 
importance due to the iron-ore and coal mines nearby. The high quality of welsh coal generated great demand, and the south Wales 
valleys thrived for a time with mining providing employment for up to a quarter of a million miners. The cities and ports of Cardiff, 
Newport and Swansea grew massively with the increased demand for coal and iron to be shipped worldwide. The first £1,000,000 
cheque was signed at the Coal Exchange in Cardiff in 1904.  Many landowners benefitted greatly, such as the Bute family, The 
Windsor-Clive family (Earl of Plymouth), David Davies of Llandinam, and William Lewis, Lord Merthyr, and their investment helped 
build the status of our cities today. Much of the current infrastructure of south Wales is due to its geology, with canals, railways and 
docks all originally built to service the mining industry. 


