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Foreword

Frederic W. Harmer (FWH) lived in an era of all-rounder education. The educated
Victorian Englishman aspired to be a polymath, competent in Classics, Mathe-
matics, Literature, Art, Poetry, The Grand Tour, Business, Civics, Politics,
Philanthropy, Domesticity, Science, and Religion. Reading their biographies and
their printed works brings forth the feeling that as we moderns progress in our
education, we learn more and more about less and less.

John Kington’s biography and its forerunner article in the Bulletin of the
Geological Society of Norfolk (2013) builds a picture of the ‘all-rounderness’ of
FWH. He was a clothing manufacturer in Norwich, whose first factory was on the
site of the current City Hall and whose second one is now a multi-storey car park.
He served as Alderman of Norwich, as a Magistrate and for 1 year as its Mayor. He
was a Congregational Church member who in 1881, as Alderman, laid the foun-
dation stone of Shipdham Congregational Church (now United Reformed), and
was a founder of the Norwich YMCA. He was a renowned amateur geologist,
palaeontologist and palaeometeorologist, involved in the scientific societies of his
time, later an honorary M.A. of Cambridge University. A family man, he had five
children. One of his four sons, Sir Sidney, KBE, was a Professor of Zoology and
Director of the London Natural History Museum, another, William, was a con-
sultant surgeon and pioneer radiologist specialising in the treatment of throat
cancer. His daughter, Edith is known to me only in a memorial note which I found
in my copy of volume 2, part 3 of the Pliocene Mollusca, published in December
1925. It reads ‘In Memory of Frederic William Harmer, M.A., F.G.S, who died
peacefully on April 11, 1923, in his 88th year’.

My initiation into the personality and achievements of FWH came when I,
freshly graduated in Zoology from Trinity College, Dublin, joined the Sub-
Department of Quaternary Research housed in the Botany Department of the
University of Cambridge.

I spent months reading the classic literature on the ‘Crag’ deposits of East
Anglia and devising ways of extracting information from their fossil Mollusca.
I made myself familiar with the works of “SVW”—S. V. Wood (senior and
junior), three volumes of the Crag Mollusca (1848-1882) and of FWH, two
volumes of the Pliocene Mollusca of Great Britain (1914-1925)—these books,
placed side by side, take up 19 cms on my bookshelves, and weigh 8.8 kgs.
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My ‘Harmer’ was part of FWH’s household goods and contains interesting
inscriptions and correspondence preceding and following his death.

Harmer’s interest in geology lasted much of his lifetime, from his meeting with
Searles Wood (Jnr) to SVW’s death in 1884 and continued, after a furlough of
almost 10 years of intense involvement in business and civic affairs, until the end
of his life.

Harmer and the geologists of his time were fortunate to have access to many
surface exposures of fossiliferous material, but little material was available from
depth. Recent research has progressed as a result of numerous boreholes.

Many of the Victorians were primarily collectors, wanting new species and
varieties for their ‘Cabinets’ and sometimes omitting to give details of their
provenance. In some cases they tipped out from their boxes specimens whose
subsequent discovery by others gave rise to spurious distribution records. Nev-
ertheless, the sifting of many tons of material gave rise to a list of Mollusca
archived in the monographs referred to above. Harmer estimated that he resear-
ched some 200 tons of material from Little Oakley. His chauffeur appears to have
done a great deal of the digging. Harmer named many new species and varieties,
his tendency being that of a taxonomic ‘splitter’ rather than a ‘lumper’. I examined
his Littorina littorea var. distorta from Bramerton which I found to be not varietal
but pathological, owing to a clearly observable barnacle which settled on the inner
lip of its aperture.

To Harmer’s efforts we owe a stratigraphic division of the East Anglian Early
Pleistocene into Gedgravian, Boytonian, Waltonian, Newbournian, Butleyan,
Scobicularia Crag, Icenian, the Icenian subdivided into Norwich Horizon, Chil-
lesford Horizon and Weybourne Horizon. The days of a malacalogically based
stratigraphy are now past, despite my attempts to arrange one on the basis of
palaeoecologically based Mollusc Assemblage Biozones. The emphasis in recent
years has been on sedimentology. Palaeoecological investigation using Mollusc
Analysis and Pollen Analysis may in future examine the various environmental
facies in the lithostratigraphic units, while researches on sodium and strontium in
mollusc shells yield new information on palaeosalinity and Palacotemperature.

In times past, as one approached a school, a road sign would be encountered,
depicting a flambeau torch, signifying the Flame of Learning which is passed from
one generation to another. From the Victorian times into the New Elizabethan, this
torch has passed from one generation of geologists to another. I express my
gratitude to and admiration of those, including Harmer, from whom I took up the
torch and I salute those to whom it has since passed. My gratitude is especially to
John Kington, who has written this part of the Torch’s Journey for us. To his
readers, I wish that a flame of future research may enlighten your times also.

Wicklow, Republic of Ireland, February 2014 Peter Norton
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