
Miscellaneous commentary 
 

Some old habits die hard (January 2003) 

Earth Pages News does not usually contain book reviews, but two that I read over the 
Christmas break deserve a comment.  The first, The Lunar Men: The Friends Who Made The 
Future (Jenny Uglow, Faber & Faber, 2002) shows how what is now becoming known as the 
geosciences was central to the wide-ranging discourses and research of that group of men 
who created the foundations of modern science in Britain.  The Lunar Society was a loose 
association of free-thinking individuals, which included Matthew Boulton, Erasmus Darwin, 
James Watt, James Priestley, Josiah Wedgwood and James Hutton, who became close 
friends and collaborators at the dawn of the Industrial Revolution.  All emerged from the 
religious nonconformism that lay outside the aristocratic establishment of the late 18th 
century, but each member came from a different background.  What united them was an 
all-consuming curiosity as well as a desire to make a living.  Each was driven in his own way 
to serve those less fortunate, as well as to take their own wealth and talents to whatever 
limits they had.  Not one was a specialist, and they shared all their interests, ideas and 
discoveries, as well as supporting one another intellectually, economically and socially.  
These were not men in thrall to peer-review or the building of academic empires.  
Collectively they challenged established views of all kinds, and took the greatest delight in 
doing so, even when subject to physical attack, as was Priestley. 

The characters depicted in The Dinosaur Hunters (Deborah Cadbury, Fourth Estate, 2001) 
are from one or two generations later, and do not cut such a merry dash.  Central figures are 
Gideon Mantell, William Buckland and Richard Owen.  They worked in a period when the 
challenge of the Lunar Society had created a state defence of religious orthodoxy (almost a 
panic), and in which a new and partitioned scientific establishment had emerged.  The first 
dinosaur remains were discovered by Mary Anning, the daughter of a carpenter subsisting 
on Poor Relief, who supplemented her family’s income by selling Jurassic fossils that she had 
become adept at finding on the beaches of Lyme Regis.  170 years before the advent of the 
Open University, Mary’s brilliant insights brought no academic benefits to her, but many to 
the Reverend geologists who plagiarised her in exchange for just enough cash to keep her 
and her family in bread and potatoes.  The central characters, however, are Gideon Mantell 
and Richard Owen.  Mantell, a rural doctor, became obsessed with ancient reptiles following 
his and his wife’s discoveries of fragments of the Iguanodon.  He felt driven to make his 
name in scientific circles from outside the establishment, and a tough time he had, despite 
his growing insight and assiduous collection.  Owen, who hardly collected a specimen in his 
entire career, relied on his anatomical skills to describe, classify and steal those of others, 
such as Mantell.  The founder of the Natural History Museum (with Prince Albert’s 
patronage), Owen clawed his way to the pinnacle of British science over the backs of those 
more honest and naïve than himself.  Although he was exposed as a plagiarist and scoundrel 
by Thomas Huxley, Charles Darwin’s “bulldog”, following the publication of On The Origin of 
Species, Owen’s main victim Mantell had already died a broken man.  William Buckland, by 
all accounts a genuinely nice man, ended his days in a lunatic asylum having tried to square 
the growth of material evidence for evolution with his own deep religious beliefs. 



Having read both books in quick succession, it was difficult to avoid the conclusion that the 
best spirit of the “Lunar Men” seems largely to have departed from our science, while the 
meanest spirit of Victorian times lingers on among self-promoting empire builders with 
ever-narrower specialisations.   

 

Geological  photograph and map archives (April 2003) 

The US Geological Survey has placed 16 thousand of its archived field photographs on the 
web, at print-quality resolution.  They carry no copyright, so anyone can use them for 
illustration of lectures or textbooks (it would be polite to acknowledge the USGS’s 
generosity).  The photos date back to the earliest days of geological research in the United 
States, and are in black and white, and colour. The site’s search engine works well and 
quickly.  Putting in “unconformity” and “thrust” yielded 31 and 52 pictures, respectively.  
However, trying to find the highly photogenic thrust of grey Cambrian limestones over 
Permian redbeds west of Las Vegas in Nevada drew a surprising blank. Complementing this, 
the USGS Mapview platform makes its entire collection of geological maps (and many from 
State geological surveys) freely available to all comers.  Every geological survey holds 
enormous archives of photographs that never see the light, so the USGS initiative ought to 
encourage others to follow suit.  Indeed, the British Geological Survey, the world’s oldest, 
now has a comprehensive selection of freely accessible photos, maps and much else online. 

 

Seasonal advice to graduate students: Protecting your intellectual property (December 
2003) 

Long ago, most students entered research by thinking up their own project, albeit with 
advice from potential supervisors.  That is rarely possible today, for many reasons.  Instead, 
gifted students are recruited to research topics proposed to funding agencies by established 
scientists.  More often than not, such projects slot into an overall strategy centred on an 
established academic’s career or the ambitions of a research group.  There are advantages 
in having the sometimes undivided attention of a “boss”, a structured approach to work 
within a broader framework, access to a group’s equipment and funding, and support from 
several co-thinkers.  With the old style, there were risks in “ploughing a lone furrow”, such 
as abandonment by a disenchanted supervisor (the enchanted ones could be even more 
worrying).  The single most important advantage of designing your own project, hard and 
risky as that might be, was one of possession from the outset.  Such responsibility develops 
qualities that are otherwise not easy to get: independence of thought and action, time-
management, resourcefulness, an ability to argue your case, and self-discipline – if you can 
really “hack” it.  Except for the indolent and irrecoverably stupid, most people can, given 
some knowledge of where their subject is going and the sine qua non of curiosity.  In those 
“old days”, the risks were more than offset by the advantage of ownership, and it was rare 
for postgraduates not to be successful, and the majority gained their doctorates within 
three years.  Today, up to a third of enrolled graduate students withdraw disgruntled or fail 
their degrees, and hardly any complete inside this reasonable period.  

Funding agencies now demand guarantees that their outlay bears fruit.  They increasingly 
direct lines of research, so that studentships follow previous funding.  The funders are more 
accountable, and by the iron logic of the marketplace so too must be the recipients.  The 
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https://www.bgs.ac.uk/opengeoscience/


upshot is continual assessment of research performance by departments, the creation of 
“centres of excellence”, and the crushing of departments that do not measure up to an 
amoebic growth of criteria and guidelines.  So, for anyone keen on testing their abilities to 
the limit and following their curiosity, the options are increasingly limited.  Even if you have 
independent means, it is now a very rare department that encourages self-motivated 
research by students, or even by its established staff, for that matter.  In truth, most 
academics find it hard to be independent, because they no longer have the security that 
once guaranteed freedom of thought, action and expression.  In Britain, if an academic 
began their career or earned promotion after 20 November 1987, they can be dismissed 
solely on grounds of redundancy, rather than “with good cause”, which was the rock on 
which tenure used to be based.  “Gross moral turpitude” was, I believe, the operative and 
infinitely more expressive phrase in US institutions.  So for your average supervisor the 
world has turned upside down.  Now it’s a case of “publish or perish”, larded with citation 
and impact records, and bringing cash into your institution to boost its research assessment.  
There are very few academics with the energy, imagination, brass neck and wit to jump 
through all these hoops and remain sanely independent.  So we see a growth of hidden but 
nonetheless unwholesome vices adopted by some to survive and prosper in this deranged 
environment.  There are many victims, but the new researcher is most at risk.  During the 
festive season it is customary to give and receive advice, as well as greetings.  Here is some 
that concerns the vice that dare not speak its name –plagiarism - in the form of a bestiary to 
help you memorise potentially risky people. 

Chameleons Check out potential supervisors.  The Science Citation Index will reveal their 
record of sole or senior authorship of papers (not reviews).  If they are what they claim to 
be, that will dominate.  Relative to that, how many times does their name appear within 
multi-author papers, of which they are not senior author?  If the latter dominates, their 
reputation probably rests on offering technical facilities that they control, or the research 
talents of other people.  You may find individuals who have a short publication list of either 
kind.  They are either at the start of their career, or beyond all human help (except perhaps 
your own). 

Beavers Never let anyone else do any work for you, unless they are a kindly technician (who 
then deserves at least an acknowledgement).  Where possible, keep your research materials 
under your personal control – in some institutions clandestine burial is a useful tactic. 

Curlews Be suspicious of a supervisor who shares your findings with the rest of a team; 
either you do that yourself or not at all. 

Moles Although communication with others is an essential aspect of research, until you are 
ready to submit a paper for peer review, do not reveal all in seminars and conferences.  Pay 
particular attention to your posters.  At every conference you will see people photographing 
them, whom you can safely assume are after your ideas.  

Hamsters Beware the friendly soul offering, without being asked, to read your first draft of a 
paper.  Instead, plead with the most curmudgeonly academic around, the one who 
hammers your every utterance, for he or she will probably be honest. 

Tapeworms Do not allow your supervisor to routinely add their name or others in a 
research team to your papers.  Authorship is not based on advice, basic training in research 
techniques or discussion of your work.  That is your supervisor’s duty of care, and a good 
one should give far more than they take. Acknowledgements are the place to express 



gratitude for such assistance.  Co-authors have to do real work, both analytical and 
intellectual, to deserve a place in the list.   

Squirrels Insist that your supervisor lets you read all drafts of their papers that bear on your 
own field, to check that your findings are not included, as well as to learn.  If your work 
appears, you have a right to authorship. 

Weasels Be aware of the relationships among academics and post-docs in your department, 
and theirs with others in outside institutions.  Keep an eye on “networking”, which often 
involves mutual sharing of information as well as gossip, particularly if joint bids for funding 
are in the offing. 

Ravens It is easy to be pressured overtly and subtly, particularly in a large research group.  
That may be beneficial, but can be to get you to toe the “party line”. 

Wolverines Never tolerate anything that seems like plagiarism, manipulation, obstruction, 
exploitation, bullying or harassment.   Best to confront politely yet firmly the person 
responsible, but that is not easy.  Finding someone who can help is not easy either.  Your 
institution may well have a policy of pastoral care based on designated individuals, who are 
deemed to be disinterested and trustworthy.  In the real world there is a culture of 
protecting long-term colleagues, which extends throughout a university; you are transitory...  
In case of difficulty, ask to change your pastoral advisor.  Other students of longer standing 
may know who is sound, or have similar experiences.  Whatever, it is essential that you get 
honest support to resolve such problems.  One useful tactic is to air your grievances as 
accurately as possible in writing, with a copy to someone that you can trust.  

Diverse enchanted beasts The most difficult obstacle to ownership can be, oddly, the 
genuinely honest, kindly and enthusiastic supervisor.  Because of their greater experience 
and breadth of knowledge, your work can easily become their obsession, usually because of 
their frustration with your progress.  They will not steal your thunder consciously, but can 
easily end up driving you rather than the other way round.  If you want to become their 
creature, fine.  If not, then you have battles ahead, but they will serve both of you well!  

 

Deep-sea drilling project financed Liberian carnage (December 2003) 

Despite the common knowledge of rapidly deteriorating conditions for civilians in Liberia for 
the last 10 years or so, the Joint Oceanographic Institutions’ drilling vessel Resolution and its 
predecessors continues to this day to be registered under a Liberian flag of convenience.  
Shipping registrations form a major part of Liberia’s foreign earnings, and have been used 
for purchase of arms that have been used on its population, and quite possibly on that of 
Sierra Leone.  Flags of convenience allow ship owners to avoid taxation and internationally 
agreed regulations for the safety and working conditions of its crew.  So, the International 
Ocean Drilling Program and NSF which funds it are in an awkward position.  The whole 
venture is privatised, NSF funding JOI, which in turn co-owns the famous vessel with 
Transocean, the world’s largest offshore drilling company.  ODP, which directs operations 
claims to have been too busy with that to consider the implications of ship registry…. 

Source:  Dalton, R. 2003.  Ship row flags up funding of war in Africa.  Nature, v.  426, p. 485; 
DOI: 10.1038/426485a. 
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