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ABSTRACT: Popular and scholarly information concerning the life of James Croll has been accumu-
lating slowly since the death in 1890 of the self-taught climate change pioneer. The papers in the current
volume offer thorough assessments of topics associated with Croll’s work, but this contribution seeks to
provide a personal context for an understanding of James Croll the man, as well as James Croll the scho-
larof sciences and religion. Using archival aswell as published sources, emphasis is placed upon selected
components of his life and some of the less recognised features of his biography. These include his family
history, his many homes, his health, participation in learned societies and attitudes to collegiality, finan-
cial problems including the failed efforts to secure a larger pension, and friendship. Life delivered a mix-
ture of ‘trials and sorrows’, but it seems clear from the affection and respect accorded him that many
looked upon James Croll as a ‘man greater far than his work’.

KEY WORDS: Croil–Croyle–Croll, family history, friendship, health, homes, income, learned
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Knowledge, both popular and scholarly, concerning the life of
James Croll (1821–1890) has been accumulating slowly since
his obituarists produced appreciations of his work. The early
death notices were relatively meagre as regards his personal
life. William Thomson (1824–1907; ennobled as Lord Kelvin
in 1892), addressed the Anniversary Meeting of the Royal Soci-
ety of London in 1891 and said:1

Of all recent writers who have contributed so much to cur-
rent scientific literature, probably no onewas personally so
little known as Dr. Croll. His retiring nature kept him for
the most part in the privacy of his own home.

Croll’sGeological Survey colleague JohnHorne (1848–1928) pub-
lished his obituary in the pages of Transactions of the Edinburgh
Geological Society and was to observe ‘[o]f his private life it may
be truly said that ‘whatever record leaps to light, he never shall
be shamed’.2 Most usefully, it was Croll’s lawyer friend, James
Campbell Irons (1840–1910), who produced a substantial com-
pendiumofCroll’swork (the ‘Memoir’), and its Preface recorded:3

HAVING been one of the intimate friends who urged
Dr. Croll to write an autobiographical account of his
remarkable career, it fell to me to arrange the materials
which he left for publication. Unfortunately, the autobio-
graphical sketch was never completed…. This volume has
been written with the hope that the life of Dr. Croll,

recording the triumph over his early struggles, his scientific
researches, which secured him a world-wide reputation as
an original thinker, and his earnest belief in the Christian
faith, may prove interesting. It may only be added that the
entire proceeds of its sale will be handed to his widow.

The core aspects of Croll’s life are known well enough.4 He was
born in rural Perthshire to a stonemason and crofter father, and
despite ill health and inadequate schooling hemanaged to educate
himself in the key sciences to such a level that he produced funda-
mental publications on astronomically-related aspects of climate
change, other outputs in areas as diverse as electro-mechanics,
oceanography, geology and glaciology, as well as books on theism
and religious metaphysics. In 1876 alone, he became a Fellow of
the Royal Society of London, an honorary Doctor of Laws of
the University of St Andrews and an Honorary Member of the
New York Academy of Sciences, yet his work trajectory was
hardly as elevated and included employment as a wheelwright,
tea merchant, insurance salesman, janitor and office clerk. His
life was plagued by medical problems and financial concerns.

Other papers in the current volume offer thorough assessments
of topics associated with Croll’s work. However, as Irons stated at
the end of his magnum opus, ‘the man was greater far than his
work.’5 By laying emphasis upon selected components of the pas-
sage of his life, including some of the less recognised or less arrest-
ing features of his biography, this paper seeks to provide a personal

© TheAuthor(s), 2021. Published by CambridgeUniversity Press on behalf of The Royal Societyof Edinburgh. This is anOpenAccess article, distributed
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution,
and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. doi:10.1017/S1755691021000232

1Thomson (1891, pp. 504–05).
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4E.g., Irons (1896); Imbrie & Imbrie (1979); Finnegan (2012); Edwards
(2021a); Robinson (2021).
5Irons (1896, p. 498).
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context for an understanding of James Croll the man as well as
James Croll the scholar of sciences and religion.

1. Family history

It seems clear from the early pages of the ‘Autobiographical
Sketch’, dictated to his wife Isabella and containedwithin Irons’s
tome, that family history was important to Croll.6 On its first
page he recorded details of the time, date and place of his
birth, his parents, father’s occupation, surname changes and
information on the hamlet of Little Whitefield in which he
resided (Figs 1, 2). The first paragraph noted that the baptismal
register for Cargill parish had enabled him to trace his (paternal)
ancestors to the middle of the 17th Century.

The known genealogy of Croll and his wife are depicted else-
where in this volume,7 but Figure 3 is a partial direct line pedigree
chart, which includes his wife and brothers and extends back to
approximately the first third of the 18th Century. There is no
record of any children born to James and Isabella. Croll’s brief
move to Elgin as a tea merchant, where he met his wife, was per-
haps influenced by the fact that his mother’s family hailed from
there (Fig. 2). Behind the bald facts displayed in family trees are,
of course, the miseries and joys of any existence. James Croll’s
parents were both 40 years old when James, the second of four
sons, was born on 2 January 1821. His older brother Alexander
died aged ‘about ten years’ and the youngest, William, ‘died in
infancy’; the death of Alexander ‘was a severe blow to my par-
ents, especially to my father, who never afterwards regained his
former vivacity of spirits’.8

Croll considered himself to possess more traits from his father
than his mother:9

My mother was firm, shrewd, and observing, and gifted
with a considerable amount of what is called in Scotland

‘common sense.’ My father was mild, thoughtful, and
meditative, and possessed of strong religious and moral
sentiments. This amiable disposition and high moral char-
acter made him greatly esteemed and respected. But he
had the misfortune to possess a most anxious and sensitive
mind…. I have often thought that, had I possessed some
more of my mother’s qualities, and less of some of my
father’s, the battle of life would not have proved so painful
to me.When a boy, I was always proud to tell, when asked,
who my father was; for the mention of his name generally
commanded respect, and procured for me a kindly word,
with the remark, ‘I hope that whenyou grow up you will be
as good a man as your father.’

A joy for Croll was certainly his marriage:10

On the 11th September 1848, I was married to my wife,
Isabella, second youngest daughter of Mr. John Macdon-
ald, Forres. The union has proved a happy one. She has
been the sharer of my joys, sorrows, and trials (and these
have not been few) for the past forty years. Her care, econ-
omy, and kindly attention to my comfort during the years
of comparative hardships through which we have passed,
have cheered me on during all my trials and sorrows.

His life-long concern for his wife extended until close to his
death. Only seven weeks before that event, he asked his friend
George Carey Foster (1835–1919), Professor of Physics at Uni-
versity College London, to solicit the Royal Society of London
for a payment from their Scientific Relief Fund in order that Isa-
bella might be better cared for financially (see section 6).11 This
approach was successful, and Mrs Croll was granted £100.12

Croll’s anxietyovermoney lasted throughouthis life andwas exa-
cerbated bydifficulties surrounding his gargantuan efforts to secure
abigger pension from the Exchequer (see section 6). However, cen-
sus records suggest that he perhaps supported his hunchbacked
brother Davidwho had retired by 1871, and he employed domestic
servants in 1861 (in Glasgow while employed at the Andersonian
University13) and 1881 (in Edinburgh, the year after his retirement
from the Geological Survey). The existence of a servant employed
in 1861 (MaryMcKenzie, age 15) somewhat belied Irons’s observa-
tion that ‘his household in the humble home at the Andersonian
University consistedof himself, hiswife, andhisbrother.Theyman-
aged their domestic affairs entirely within and by themselves…’.14

The absence of a servant in the Croll household during the census
for 1871 may have been compensated for by domestic efforts from
both David (who had previously helped James Croll whilst at the
Andersonian) and Isabella’s 17-year-old niece, Anabella MacHd-
wald (sic.=Macdonald), who is recorded as a scholar and was
the daughter of Isabella’s brother William.15 At some stage after
1881, Croll ‘had no alternative but to give up housekeeping and
go into cheap lodgings’,16 though thiswasnot to be afinal outcome.

2. What’s in a name?

The first sentence of the Autobiographical Sketch refers to Croll’s
family name: ‘My ancestors, who spelled their name Croil, and

Figure 1 The first page of the ‘Autobiographical Sketch’ (Croll 1887;
published in Irons 1896, p. 9).

6Croll (1887).
7Edwards (2021b).
8Croll (1887, p. 10).
9Ibid.

10Ibid., p. 24.
11Edwards (2021a).
12Avalue of £8205-11,040 at the present day depending on the conversion
formula applied – cf. https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency-con-
verter; https://www.measuringworth.com/
13A predecessor institution of Strathclyde University and variously
known as Anderson’s College, the Andersonian Institution or the
Andersonian.
14Irons (1896, p. 146).
15See Edwards (2021b) for an extended family chart.
16Croll (1887, p. 41).
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some of them, it would seem, Croyl…’. Nomore is saidwithin the
Sketch or the Memoir about the previous names and their evolu-
tion to Croll. Variations in naming resulting from illiteracy, phon-
etic spelling or preferencewere a commonplace in parish registers,
censuses and other documents, and the International Genealogical
Index recorded James’s grandfather as Alexander Craill.17

Fortuitously, first-hand evidence of Croll’s name is provided
by both him and his father in documents submitted to the

Civil Service Commission concerning his recruitment to the
Geological Survey of Scotland in 1867.18 The documentation
makes it clear that Croll’s father spelt his name Croil and not
Croyle or Crole (Croyle being the erroneous spelling of the
Kirk Session Clerk). Croll became the preferred spelling of
James and his brother David from the 1830s. As James went
on to explain (letter dated 1 July 1867):19

Figure 2 Map of Great Britain, showing the location of places in which James Croll lived or visited.

17https://www.familysearch.org/tree/person/sources/97XD-J2Z

18The National Archives of the UK (TNA), CSC 11/73, pp. 021–23.
19Ibid., p. 023.
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The foolish circumstance which led to the alteration from
Croil to Croll was this: Upwards of thirty years ago, my
younger brother and I, both of us then mere boys, took
it into our heads, that as Croll and Croil were but different
modes of spelling the same name, and that as the former
mode was – to our young imaginations – the more elegant
of the two, that we should adopt it in preference to the lat-
ter, which we accordingly did. In course of a year or two
my father, to prevent confusion I suppose, began to follow
our example and ever since, the family has always spelt the
name Croll.
In case that any difficulties might in future arise from

this somewhat imprudent change, I requested my father,
before he died, to give me a written declaration20 that
I had changed the mode of spelling of my name from
Croil to Croll.

Robinson proposes a further possible motivation for the name
change – that the name Croil carried a derogatory association
in eastern Scotland, signifying weakness, ‘a stunted person’ per-
haps in relation to Croll’s poor health, whereas Croll, in dialect
terms, implied ‘reflection’.21 Additionally, however, was the teen-
age Croll here thinking compassionately of his hunchbacked

brother, an unspoken consideration to be weighed alongside
childhood notions of elegance?

The foregoing sequence of names (Croil → Croll) does not
conform with that on the Croll family headstone, which we are
told ‘he had been at some pains to get erected himself ’.22

There the sequence reads Croyl → Croll (Croyl) → Croll.23 As
discussed elsewhere, the headstone likely dates from long before
anything organised by James Croll, although he undoubtedly
had the inscription augmented.24

3. Homes

Apart from an attachment to his family history, the pages of the
Sketch and Irons’s Memoir also display some sense of place and
contentment, with, for instance, Croll’s mentions of the environs
of his home parish, the walks in the neighbouring parish of Col-
lace during ‘probably the happiest [year] in my life’25 and rural
walks after his evening meal when living in Morningside, Edin-
burgh. He was, though, an itinerant individual, and a study of
his manyaddresses presents uswith a timeline for his life (Table 1;
Fig. 2) and a number of the buildings associated with him as
homes or workplaces are still extant (Fig. 4).

Figure 3 Direct line vertical pedigree chart for James Croll (shaded), including his siblings and wife. Abbreviations: b = baptismal or birth date;
m =marriage date; d = death or burial date.

20Ibid., p. 021 (letter headed ‘Wolfhill October 1854’ and signed ‘David
Croll or Croil’).
21Robinson (2021).

22Irons (1896, p. 488).
23Edwards (2021b).
24Ibid.
25Croll (1887, p. 17).
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Table 1 James Croll: home addresses, other residential and work locations, and occupations.

Address1 Dates2 Status or occupation Comments Sources3

Little Whitefield,
Perthshire

2 January1821–
1823

Birth ‘now a farmhouse, was then a small
village of eight or ten houses’, in the
parish of Cargill

Irons, p. 9

Wolfhill, Perthshire 1824 School pupil ‘about a mile to the south-west of
Little Whitefield’

Irons, p. 11

Wolfhill?, Perthshire 1837–1841 Apprentice millwright ‘millwright at Collace…three miles
distant from home’

Irons, p. 15

Banchory, near Coupar
Angus, Perthshire

1841–1842 Journeyman millwright ‘frequently away from home, and
seldom more than a day or two at
one place’

Irons, pp. 15–16

Wolfhill, Perthshire Winter of 1842–
1843

School pupil ‘went to St. Martin’s parish school for
a winter to study algebra’

Irons, p. 16

Wolfhill and Collace,
Perthshire

1843–summer
1844

Joiner Free Church, Kinrossie, parish of
Collace

Irons, pp. 16, 67

Glasgow Summer 1844 Joiner Irons, p. 16
Glen Street, Paisley,
Renfrewshire

Late 1844–spring
1846

Joiner Damage to elbow Irons, pp. 16, 159

Wolfhill/Perthshire 1846–spring 1847 Itinerant tea salesman;
tea salesman in shop

Encouraged by David Irons, father of
biographer J. C. Irons

Irons, pp. 20–21

Elgin, Morayshire Spring 1847–
summer 1850

Shopkeeper (tea) Marriage to Isabella Macdonald of
Forres, 11 September 1848.
Ossification of elbow joint meant
unfitted to shopwork

Irons, p. 21

Wolfhill, Perthshire Summer 1850–
1851

Constructor of
electrical induction
apparatus for
medical restorative
purposes

Irons, p. 25; 1851 census

Perth, Perthshire 1851–early 1852 Furniture maker for
intended temperance
hotel

His arm had improved Irons, p. 26

Leslie Street,
Blairgowrie,
Perthshire

Early 1852–May
1853

Temperance hotelier ‘We next hear of his starting a
temperance hotel in Blairgowrie,
where the Perthshire Arms, Leslie
Street, now is. It never succeeded’;
taking Latin lessons in local school

Dryerre (1903), p. 190; Irons, pp. 26–27

Glasgow, Lanarkshire May 1853 Insurance office Irons, p. 27
Glasgow, Lanarkshire August 1854 Insurance salesman With the Safety Life Assurance

Company
Irons, p. 27

2 Panmure Street,
Dundee, Forfarshire
(Angus)

August 1854–
May 1855

Insurance salesman Temperance Provident Institution Irons, p. 28. CSC/11/73

Edinburgh, Midlothian May 1855–
autumn 1856

Insurance salesman Safety Life Assurance Company Irons, p. 28

Leicester, Leicestershire Autumn 1856–
1857

Insurance salesman Safety Life Assurance Company Irons, p. 29

21New Sneddon Street,
Paisley/Glasgow

1857 Insurance salesman Temperance Provident Institution. His
wife was ill and looked after by
sisters in Glasgow

Irons, pp. 29, 86

Glasgow, Lanarkshire 1857 Writer Produced The Philosophy of Theism Irons, pp. 29, 83
Glasgow, Lanarkshire Spring 1858 Newspaper office clerk Commonwealth – a temperance and

socio-political reform publication
Irons, p. 30; CSC /11/73

46 St James Street,
Paisley Road, Paisley,
Renfrewshire

1 February 1860 Residence at time of offer of
janitorship at Anderson’s College

OB/1/1/4 p. 446.

204 George Street,
Glasgow,
Lanarkshire

February 1860 Janitor Anderson’s College. The address is the
current one for the oldest building of
John Anderson Campus, University
of Strathclyde

Irons, p. 30; OB/1/1/4 p. 446; CSC /11/
73; 1861 census; Sexton 1894, p. 57
with bound comments by Tatlock
made in 1920, p. 7

Lodgings, Edinburgh,
Midlothian

2 September 1867 Office keeper with rank
of Assistant
Geologist

EnteredGeological Surveyof Scotland
2 September 1867. Survey initially
housed in former Museum of
Science and Art, Argyle Square and
then No. 1 India Buildings, Victoria
Street, Edinburgh (1869–1879)

Irons, p. 169; Wilson 1977, pp. 16–18.

8 Jordan Bank,
Morningside,
Edinburgh,
Midlothian

?1868–?1879 Geologist, 4 September
1871

‘After being in Edinburgh for a short
time, I took a small house at Jordan
Bank, Morningside’; address on

Irons, pp. 36, 172, 321, 341; 1871 census
(where listed as 1 Jordan Burn
Cottage); CSC /11/73

(Continued)

175JAMES CROLL, THE MAN AND HIS WORK

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755691021000232
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Aberdeen, on 24 Jan 2022 at 16:34:45, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755691021000232
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


Table 1 Continued.

Address1 Dates2 Status or occupation Comments Sources3

letters dated 3 February 1877 (as
Jordanburn) and 21 February 1879

1869–1881 Geological Survey moves to Sherriff
Court Buildings (now Midlothian
County Buildings), King George IV
Bridge, Edinburgh (1879–1906)

Wilson 1977, pp. 17–18

Cumbernauld,
Lanarkshire

7–?25 August
1868

On holiday staying with
brother-in-law, visiting geological
sites.

Irons, pp. 192–195

21 St Catherine’s Place,
Newington,
Edinburgh,
Midlothian

April 1881 Resignation from the
Geological Survey in
Spring 1881

Census taken overnight 3/4 April 1881.
Occupants James and Isabella Croll
and servant Mary Wilson

1881 census; Irons p. 363

45 SouthCollege Street,
Elgin, Morayshire

Late May–29 July
1881

Retired Having stored furniture in Edinburgh,
moves to Elgin to stay with
sister-in-law (Ann Findlay)
intending to stay a year; leaves early,
house damp, intends going to south
of England

Irons, pp. 364–65

Kingussie,
Inverness-shire

29 July–?12
August 1881

En route to south of England Irons, p. 365

Bridgend, Perth,
Perthshire

?12–28 August
1881

Irons, p. 365

Cumbernauld,
Lanarkshire

?28 August–?
October 1881

Presumably staying with
brother-in-law

Irons, p. 365

43 Claremont Road,
Alexandra Park,
Manchester,
Lancashire

22 October 1881 Letter to Charles Darwin, thanking
him for ‘his interesting [new]
volume’ – presumably The
Formation of Vegetable Mould
Through the Action of Worms, with
Observations on their Habits. Croll
was continuing his move south

Irons, p. 366

15 Strand, Dawlish,
Devon

Early December
1881–March
1882

Croll passes an agreeable winter in
Devon and writes ‘by far the best
thing I have ever written’

Irons, pp. 366–68; ICL volume 121/51,
box no. 121, series 20

12 Harrington Street,
Hampstead Road,
London NW

15 March 1882 Regrets that Huxley cannot
recommend publication of his
article; Croll was in London en
route to Scotland

ICL 12.348, box no. 12, series 1c;
anticipated trip to London in letter
from A. Geikie – Haslemere
LD-8-894-P106.JPG to 108.JPG

Harlton Rectory,
Cambridgeshire

22–?25 March
1882

Residence of the Rev. Osmond Fisher,
en route to Scotland

Irons, pp. 368–369

Cumbernauld,
Lanarkshire

31 March 1882 Suggests Huxley has misunderstood
his article, which sets out to prove
that the fundamental principle of
evolution is determinism

ICL 12.349, box 12, seies 1c

Perth, perhaps 19
North Methven
Street

1882–1883 19 North Methven Street from at least
25 November 1882 until at least 12
May 1883

Irons, pp. 369, 375, 406; JHU, letter to
Henry Sidgwick dated 12 May 1883

Wolfcrag, Bridge of
Allan, Stirlingshire

1883–1884 At this address between at least 29
November 1883 and 11 January
1884

Irons, pp. 410, 422

Anton Cottage, David
Street, Blairgowrie,
Perthshire

1884 Auton (sic.) on letter to Croll dated 2
April 1884; letter to Ben Peach
dated 12 May 1884

Irons, p. 425; BGS GSM/GL/Cr/27

Mrs Montgomery’s,
Burnbank Road,
Hamilton,
Lanarkshire

1884–1885 At this address at least between 5
November 1884 and 15 May 1885;
Mrs Montgomery’s mentioned in
letter to Ben Peach dated 18
November 1884

Irons, pp. 429, 437; RLF; BGS GSM/
GL/Cr/28

Avon Cottage,
Strathaven,
Lanarkshire

1885 At this address at least on 22 August
1885

Irons, p. 437

8 Battery Place,
Rothesay, Isle of
Bute, Buteshire

1885 At this address at least on 19
December 1885; letter to Alfred
R. Wallace

Irons, p. 442

5 Pitcullen Crescent,
Perth, Perthshire

Late summer
1886–15
December 1890

At this address at least from 3
November 1886 (letter to Charles
Darwin). ‘One spare bedroom’.
Died 15 December 1890

Irons, pp. 41, 430, 446

(Continued)
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Addresses do not necessarily denote homes in the sense of
a place in which to live and to feel comfortable. His geological
colleague James Bennie recalled an excursion to Paisley where
‘[a]s we passed Glen Street, Mr. Croll, with awistful look, said
he once lived two years in that street, and liked it better than
Glasgow’.26 Croll was at his happiest work-wise while a janitor
at the Andersonian College andMuseum (Fig. 5) and unhappy
as an insurance salesman in Leicester to which he was sent on
transfer from Edinburgh by the Safety Life Assurance Com-
pany. It is difficult to know if his employments influenced his
feelings of domestic satisfaction with both places, although
it is reasonable to suppose that they did. Sojourns in Elgin
and Devon represented efforts to regain his health, while
stays in Manchester, London and Cambridgeshire were clearly
for transit purposes. The relative lack of visits to the capital, in
spite of the existence of reliable rail travel, his Fellowship of the
Royal Society of London and meeting invitations, reveals a
probable reluctance to travel much beyond familiar areas
and an antipathy towards gatherings of learned societies
(section 5).27

He seems to have lived in upwards of seven different properties
after leaving Edinburgh in May 1881. Indeed, as Archibald
Geikie (1835–1924), his employer at the Geological Survey of
Scotland, was to remark: ‘You are quite a peripatetic philosophe,
shifting your abode continually’.28 Croll finally settled in Perth in
the latter part of 1886, when, in his 65th year, he returned to his
native county.

4. Health – a lifelong issue

Apart from an addiction to tobacco, which he managed to
end, and as befits a sometime temperance hotelier, an abstinence
from alcohol,29 Croll had a lifetime of bodily challenges.
There are numerous references to these in the Sketch, Memoir
and various archival sources, primarily dealing with head,
heart and elbow joint pain, but also mentioning problems with
eyes, fatigue and other ailments. From the age of about six
years he ‘became afflicted with a rather troublesome pain on
the top or about the opening of the head, which prevented me
being able, except in the heat of summer, to remain bare-
headed.’30 This was only a beginning as his own words display
a mix of experiences and feelings concerning an assortment of
maladies:31

I unfortunately met with a mishap which has since
entailed onme a considerable amount of pain and discom-
fort, and has disabled me all along for much physical

exertion. One day, as I was exerting my whole
strength in using a joiner’s plane, while dressing a piece
of wood, something suddenly appeared to give way
about the region of the heart. Medical men have never
been able to detect what is wrong. But ever since then,
though my health and strength remained unimpaired,
I durst not lift anything heavy, or attempt to run, or
even walk fast….
It will naturally be asked why such want of success in

life? Why so many changes, trials, and difficulties? There
were several causes which conspired to lead to this state
of things. The mishap to my elbow joint compelled me
to give up the occupation of a joiner when a young man;
and the inflammation which destroyed the joint five
years afterwards had the effect of blasting my hopes in
the way of shopkeeping. The main cause, however, and
one of which I had been all along conscious, was that
strong and almost irresistible propensity towards study,
which prevented me devoting my whole energy to busi-
ness. Study always came first, business second; and the
result was that in this age of competition I was left behind
in the race….
One evening in July of 1865, after a day’s writing, I hur-

riedly bent down to assist in putting a few tacks into a car-
pet, when I experienced something like a twitch in a part of
the upper and left side of the head. It did not strike me at
the time as a matter of much importance; but it afterwards
proved to be the severest affliction that has happened tome
in life. Had it not been for this mishap to the head, all the
privatework I have been able to do during the twenty years
which followed might have easily been done, and would
have been done, in the course of two or three years. The
affection in the head did not in any way affect my general
health, neither did it in the least degree impair my mental
energy. I could think as vigorously as ever, but I dared not
‘turn on the full steam.’After this twitch a dull pain settled
in that part of the brain, which increased till it became
unbearable, if I persisted in doing mental work for any
length of time. I was therefore obliged to do mental labour
very quietly and slowly, for a short period at a time, and
then take a good long rest. If I attempted to do too
much in one day, I was generally disabled for a few days
to come. Another consequence was this: before this afflic-
tion in my head, I could concentrate my thoughts on a sin-
gle point, and exert my whole mental energy till the
difficulty was overcome; but this I never could attempt
afterwards.

When applying for entry to the Civil Service with the Geological
Survey in Edinburgh, he had to furnish a medical opinion. His
doctor in Glasgow had found:32

Table 1 Continued.

Address1 Dates2 Status or occupation Comments Sources3

Cargill Churchyard,
Perthshire

18 December
1890

Burial Irons, pp. 308, 488

1Some street addresses may be work ones rather than homes.
2Approximate unless specified otherwise.
3As follows: BGS= British Geological Survey archives, Keyworth; Irons = Irons (1896), including Croll’s Memoir of 1887; CSC =Civil Service
Commission; Haslemere =Haslemere Educational Museum, Sir Archibald Geikie Archive; ICL = Imperial College London, Records of Thomas Henry
Huxley Collection; JHU= Johns Hopkins University, Milton S. Eisenhower Library, MS 276; OB =Minute book, Andersonian Library, University of
Strathclyde, 1860; RLF= British Library Royal Literary Fund, Loan 96 RLF/1/2220/1.

26Irons (1896, p. 159).
27Cf. Brassington (2021).
28Haslemere Educational Museum, Sir Archibald Geikie Archive,
LD-8-895-P21 and P22.JPG, letter dated 21 June 1882.
29Ibid., pp. 24–25. See section 7 on end-of-life sips of whisky.
30Croll (1887, p.11).
31Croll (1887, pp. 30–33).

32Dr James Gray, 15 Newton Terrace, Glasgow, letter dated 1 July 1867
(The National Archives (TNA), CSC 11/73, p. 024).
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Figure 4 Some extant buildings and locations associated with James Croll.
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that the left elbow joint is stiff from the effects of inflam-
mation indured by previous injury otherwise he is at pre-
sent in perfectly grand health. Notwithstanding the state
of the joint he has the entire use of the arm and hands
and [I believe him to be free from any physical defect or
disease].

Croll’s woes were compounded in 1880 when, in the Edin-
burgh office, he attempted to remove some maps from a drawer
while standing awkwardly on some steps:33

I unfortunately strained something about the region of the
heart. The result was, that for months I was unable towalk
about, or make any physical exertion…. Just at this time,
I had been suffering rather badly from my old complaint
in the head, and was at the time under the medical treat-
ment of Professor Grainger Stewart.34 This gentleman
thought that it might bewell to try what effect the external
application of that powerful drug aconite might have in
relieving the pain in the affected part of the head. His
instructions were to apply a little of the aconite over the
part when I felt the pain badly. I continued to do so for
some time, but it had not the desired effect. One evening,
after I had applied it once or twice, I all at once found that
I had lost my power of speech, or rather, that I could only

speak like a paralytic, in an unintelligible form. It is
evident that this powerful poison had paralysed some
of the nerves or muscles of the tongue or the lips. In
course of a week or two I regained my speech, though
even yet there are a good many words which I cannot
pronounce.
As I was now disabled for duty both by head and heart,

and as therewas notmuch prospect that I should ever be fit
for office work, it was considered advisable that I should
resign.

Assuming that the loss of speech was due to the aconite rather
than a stroke, then Croll was being treated with extracts of Aco-
nitum spp. (Ranunculaceae family; cf. monkshood, wolfsbane),
which has a long history of use in traditional medicine and poi-
soning.35 Known side effects include cardiac arrhythmia and
neurologic symptoms such as numbness of the mouth. Given
its toxicity, it is perhaps no surprise that ‘the injurious effects
of the aconite did not wholly disappear for several years’.36

When attempting to claim additional pension payments fol-
lowing his early retirement, the medical certificates for Croll
accentuated his health problems rather more than the supportive
report provided for his Civil Service application. The one pro-
vided for the Geological Survey by Grainger Stewart was curt
and sombre:37

Figure 5 Watercolour by John Alexander Gilfillan of the interior of the AndersonianMuseum, ca.1831 (Archives and Special Collections, University of
Strathclyde Library).

33Croll (1887, pp. 39–40).
34Sir Thomas Grainger Stewart (1837–1900), Professor of Medicine at
theUniversityof Edinburgh, President of the Royal College of Physicians
of Edinburgh and Physician-in-Ordinary to the Queen for Scotland
(Waterston & Macmillan Shearer 2006b).

35Povšnar et al. (2017).
36Irons (1896, p. 363).
37British Geological Survey, Correspondence to the Director General
1881–1883; GSM 1/26, letter 11.
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19. Charlotte Street.38

Edinburgh.
Feby. 10th 1881
I hereby certify on soul and conscience that I have on

manyoccasions examinedDr. Croll of the Geological Sur-
vey of Scotland, that he is suffering from disease of the cir-
culatory and nervous systems of such a nature that there is
no prospect of his being able again to perform the duties of
his office.

When applying for financial support from the Royal Literary
Fund39 in 1885, a brief medical report was provided by a Dr
John Bower:40

I hereby certify that I have known Dr Croll since shortly
after his retirement from the Geological Survey; that he
is not in a state of health to allow him to follow any occu-
pation, and that, though able to write an occasional scien-
tific paper with difficulty, it is altogether improbable that
he will ever be able to add to his limited income by any lit-
erary exertion.
Given under my hand this 16th day of April 1885 at

Perth N.B.41

John Bower M.D., R.N. (Retired)

What is missing from his Sketch and the Memoir is any
mention of what he claimed to have been a persistent ‘enemy’
in his youth – toothache. In a letter to his Geological Survey
friend, Benjamin Neeve Peach (1842–1926), dated 10 October
1871, he commiserated:42

I am sorry to hear that you are suffering from an old
enemy of mine. When a young man I was annoyed for
years with toothache until I thought of getting them
stuffed.43 Since then I never had toothache. By all means
try the stuffing.

His health advice was also in evidence almost eight years later
(1 July 1879):44

My dear Peach,
…. The head is not much worse than ordinary but as

writing is my greatest enemy I always take advantage of
a willing pen when I can get it. You must take good care
and keep within doors in wet weather. By all means try
and avoid rheumatism….

The preceding quotation reveals Croll’s willingness to benefit
from the assistance of a scribe.45 This is echoed frequently in
Irons’s Memoir where we learn that continued physical and men-
tal tiredness led Croll to obtain ‘the services of a young man for
an hour each evening, who either wrote for or read to him’, while
his niece (Anabella Macdonald):46

accompanied him, as my aunt was not able to walk any
distance, and during our walks, should any thought
occur to him on any of the subjects he was writing or
thinking about, I had to write it down there and then,
and sometimes I would grumble, as it was of no interest
to me. He would add, ‘Well, if you don’t, it may never
occur to me again.’

In a letter to philosopher Shadworth Hodgson (1832–1912)
dated 21 December 1887, Croll apologised for it ‘not being in
my own writing’, while Hodgson commiserated with ‘I am
sorry to see you are obliged to employ an amanuensis.’47

His Congregational Church pastor friend David Caird
recorded that:48

One day he would listen to his amanuensis reading from a
work of reference of criticism, and the next he would dic-
tate a new paragraph of his own treatise. And this is but a
faint indication of the difficulties and disadvantages under
which Stellar Evolution and The Basis of Evolution were
produced. That both books suffered from circumstances
one can hardly doubt.

Only weeks before his death, Croll hadwritten49 toGeorge Carey
Foster with a request that his old friend seek funds from the
Royal Society of London to help Isabella (see section 1), and
explaining that having almost finished The philosophical basis
of evolution:

…my health suddenly gave way, and I am now so weak as
to be able to do little more thanmove about the house. The
breakdown began as follows: I fell on the floor and lay
insensible for above an hour; and when I recovered con-
sciousness, I found I was not so strong either physically
or mentally as formerly. I have since then had four or
five cases of unconsciousness. What I am suffering from
is a slow loss of power in the heart. This state of things
will probably go on till the heart stops, an event which
I am enabled to contemplate with the utmost composure,
as it will be but the way of entrance to a better land.

The Death Register for Croll records that he died at 3.20 a.m.
on 15 December 1890 from ‘Atheroma of vessels’ leading
to ‘Cardiac syncope’;50 in other words, an arterial build-up of
plaque leading to the loss of blood to the brain and
unconsciousness.

5. Awards, societies and attitudes to collegiality

5.1. Honorary memberships
In his Autobiographical Sketch of 1887, followingmention of his
accolades of 1876, Croll added:51

I was afterwards chosen anHonoraryMemberof the Bris-
tol Natural Society,52 of the Psychological Society of
Great Britain, of the Glasgow Geological Society, of the
Literary and Antiquarian Society of Perth, and of the
Perthshire Society of Natural Science. I had the honour

38An earlier certificate dated 2October 1880, requesting four months sick
leave (GSM 1/25, letter 370A) records the address, correctly, as Charlotte
Square (Edinburgh and Leith Post Office Directory 1889–90; https://
digital.nls.uk/directories/browse/archive/83645077).
39The Fund provides grants for writers in financial difficulties (RLF
2021).
40Dr John Bower, R.N., M.D. and retired fleet-surgeon, who lived at
Montreal Cottage, Bridgend, Isla Street, Perth (Leslie 1887). He was a
mourner at Croll’s funeral (Irons 1896, p. 488).
41British Library (BL) Loan 96 RLF 1/220/5. The abbreviation N.B. sig-
nifies North Britain, a common postal designation in Scotland at this
time.
42BGS GSM/GL/Cr/7.
43An archaic word for ‘filled’, certainly within Scotland and used in
Greenock as far back as 1787 at least (Mark Duffy, pers. comm. 21
March 2021).
44BGS GSM/GL/Cr/23.
45Cf. Croll (1887, p. 37).
46Irons (1896, pp. 172–73).

47Ibid., p. 447.
48Ibid., pp. 484–85.
49Ibid., p. 482.
50National Records of Scotland 1890 Statutory Death Register 387/665.
The death was registered on 22December 1990, aweek after the death, by
his brother-in-law William McDonald who had travelled to Perth from
Forres. Croll’s mother’s maiden name is misreported as Geddes rather
than Ellis.
51Ibid., pp. 38–39.
52Bristol Naturalists’ Society, founded 1862, towhich Croll certainly sent
off-prints (Bristol Naturalist’s Society, List of Officers and Council:
Annual Report: List of Members: Additions to the Library. 1877. Bristol,
for the Society).
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of receiving from the Geological Society of London the
balance of the proceeds of the Wollaston Donation
Fund in 1872, the Murchison Fund in 1876, and the
Barlow-Jamieson Fund in 1884.

One of the more intriguing of these is perhaps the Psychological
Society of Great Britain. This only existed for the period 1875–
1879 and seems to have collapsed as a result of some members
straying away from the science of the mind into areas such as
psychical research and the science of the soul.53 In his Fourth
Sessional Address to the Society, its President (Sarjeant Edward
William Cox [1809–1879]) noted that ‘[o]ne of our Honorary
Members,54 Mr. James Croll, F.R.S., favoured us with perhaps
the ablest papers [sic.] [e]ver read in this room on “The Psycho-
logical Aspects of Molecular Motion,” which all who did not
hear should read’.55 The Society’s President read the paper on
Croll’s behalf and it was based closely on a paper he had written
for the Philosophical Magazine.56 Sarjeant’s extended synopsis57

quoted Croll’s words:58

Whatever may be one’s opinions regarding the doctrine of
Final Causes and the evidence of design in nature, all must
admit the existence of the objective idea in nature.

– as well as abbreviated text, which he hoped presented
‘a faithful outline of his [Croll’s] argument’59 and, in part,
derived from a longer section in Croll:60

Natural selection will not explain this objective idea. Mr.
DARWIN’S theory cannot, from its very nature, explain
the mystery of the organic world. He does not trace the
directing cause of molecular motions.

But then he finished by confessing ‘[i]t may be permitted to us to
draw the conclusion from this admirable paper’ and:61

Then come the questions:
What is this Intelligent determining power? GOD.
What is this underlying formative force that moves and

moulds matter? SOUL–SPIRIT.

These are words with which Croll may have agreed, but he is
unlikely to have considered using them in a scientific paper.

The statement (above) that hewas ‘afterwards chosen an Hon-
orary Member…of the Glasgow Geological Society’ is not quite
correct. In the Proceedings for the Year 1866–1867 of the Society
we read that ‘James Croll, Anderson’s University, was elected an
honorary associate’.62 In the list for 1888, he was still an ‘honor-
ary associate’,63 while the likes of Archibald Geikie, Henry Bol-
ingbroke Woodward (1832–1921), William Thomson and
Edward Hull (1829–1917), a ‘hard-working man of shallow
intellect’,64 all of whom signed his nomination form for the
Royal Society of London, were honorary members of the Geo-
logical Society of Glasgow65 as, indeed, was Matthew Forster
Heddle (1828–1897), the geologist at the University of St

Andrews, who had proposed Croll for the honorary degree of
LL.D. in 1875.66

The available records of the Literary and Antiquarian Society
of Perth, archived at the PerthMuseum and Art Gallery, seem to
contain no records of Croll. The Society itself was founded in
178467 and survived until 1915. It only produced one issue of
its Transactions in 1827.68 The Perthshire Society of Natural Sci-
ence, founded in 1867, has few mentions of Croll in its various
publications released under a mixture of titles (with permuta-
tions of Proceedings and Transactions of the Perthshire Society
of Natural Science, covering, stutteringly, the period since
1870, alongside the Scottish Naturalist since 1871).69

5.2. Financial support from the Geological Society
of London
Croll was never a Fellow of the Geological Society of London,70

yet he benefited financially from three awards from named soci-
ety funds – the Wollaston, Murchison and Barlow–Jamieson.
Events surrounding the first of these are deliciously described
by Andrew Crombie Ramsay (1814–1891), Director of the Geo-
logical Survey of Great Britain, in a letter to Archibald Geikie:71

LONDON, 11th January 1872.
MY DEAR GEIKIE – Yesterday in the Council of the
Geological Society I proposed Croll as a proper man to
receive the Wollaston Fund for the year…. The President
and others hailed my proposition. One objection raised
was that Croll’s researches involved no personal expense.
Prestwich72 and I thought that of no importance; but
nevertheless if you can tell me anything on that score
I shall be doubly armed –

And on the top of opportunity,
Quell the base scullion rogues, whose envy dull
Would squash the light of Genius, and instead
Display a dirty, spluttering, farthing dip,
And swear that ’tis the sun.

So look alive, my pigeon, and help in this good
cause…. – Ever sincerely,

A. C. RAMSAY.

It is impossible to know whether the dissenting voice of the envi-
ous ‘base scullion rogue’was a result of monied snobbishness. At
the Annual General Meeting of the Geological Society on 16
February 1872, the President, Joseph Prestwich, tasked Andrew
Ramsay with communicating the good news to James Croll, who
was not present:73

Professor RAMSAY, –The Wollaston Fund has been
awarded to Mr. James Croll, of Edinburgh, for his many
valuable researches on the glacial phenomena of Scotland,
and to aid in the prosecution of the same. Mr. Croll is also
well-known to all of us by his investigation of oceanic

53Demarest (2013).
54Croll was elected by 1877 and he is erroneously listed as ‘JAMES
CROLL, Esq., M.D. Edinburgh’ (p. xv) and ‘President of the Geological
Survey of Scotland’ (Cox 1877a, p. 177).
55Cox (1877b, p. 219).
56Croll (1872).
57Cox (1877a, p. 184).
58Cf. Croll (1872, p. 16).
59Cox (1877a, p. 178).
60Croll (1872, p. 19).
61Cox (1877a, pp. 187, 189).
62TGSG (1867, p. 297).
63Croll had never been an ordinary member.
64Edwards (2021a).
65TGSG (1888).

66Edwards (2021a).
67Allan (2003).
68Transactions of the Literary and Antiquarian Society of Perth. This is
notable for a paper on the failed attempt to move the University of St
Andrews, ‘Copies of papers relative to a projected translation of the Uni-
versity of St. Andrews to the city of Perth, in the years 1697 and 1698.’
69PSNS (2021).
70Fabienne Michaud, pers. comm. 13 July 2020.
71Geikie (1895, pp. 310–11).
72Joseph Prestwich (1812–1896), President of the Geological Society
from 1870 to 1872 and Professor of Geology at Oxford from 1874. He
was interested in the geological aspects of flint technology and also in
the prospects for a tunnel beneath the English Channel linking England
and France.
73QJGS (1872, p. xxviii).
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currents and their bearings on geological questions, and of
many questions of great theoretical interest connected
with some of the large problems in Geology. Will you,
Prof. Ramsay, in handing to Mr. Croll this token of the
interest with which we follow his researches, inform him
of the additional value his labours have in our estimation,
from the difficulties under which they have been pursued,
and the limited time and opportunities he has had at his
command.

Ramsay:74

…thanked the President and Council in the name of Mr.
Croll for the honour bestowed on him. He remarked that
Mr Croll’s merits as an original thinker are of a very
high kind, and that he is all themore deserving of this hon-
our from the circumstance that he has risen to have awell-
recognized place among men of science without anyof the
advantages of early scientific training, and the position he

now occupies has been won by his own unassisted
exertion.

The Fund awarded to Croll was £21 6s 10d,75 equivalent to as
much as the considerable sum of £1920.00 at the present day
(Table 2).

On 18 February 1876, Andrew Ramsay was again empowered
to convey an award to Croll by the President of the Geological
Society, John Evans (a signatory for Croll’s Royal Society of
London nomination):76

Professor Ramsay, –
Will you convey to Mr. Croll the Balance of the pro-

ceeds of the Murchison Fund, and at the same time
express the hope of the Council of this Society that it
may prove of service to him in the prosecution of those
studies with which his name has been so long and so hon-
ourably associated.

Table 2 Levels of income from selected employments and other sources for James and Isabella Croll, including probate (confirmation).

Employer and position
Dates for
stated income

Wages p.a. and
other income
(£-s-d)

Approx.
value1 (2017)

Approx.
value2 (2019) Sources3

John Robertson, Banchory,
Blairgowrie, millwright and joiner

1839–1846 £52 £3145 £4930 CSC 11_73_018

UKProvident Institution; The Safety
Life Assurance Society; agent

1853–1858 ca.£80 £5500 £7530 CSC 11_73_018

The Commonwealth newspaper
office, Glasgow; clerk

1858–1860 £57-4-00 £3380 £5770 CSC 11_73_018

Andersonian University, Glasgow;
Keeper of Museum/janitor

1860–1867 ca.£100 £6100 £9640 OB/1/1/4; CSC 11_73_018

Geological Survey of Scotland,
Edinburgh; geologist/office
secretary

1881 £350 £23,165 £35,570 CSC 11_73_018

Pension/Queen’s Bounty
H.M. Government Civil List
pension

(1881) 1885 £75-16-8 £5500 £8250 RLF Loan 96 RLF/1/2220/8

Queen’s (Royal) Bounty 1882 £100 £6620 £10,150 Irons, p. 373
Annuities
Isabella Croll annuity 1881 £40 £2900 £4350 RLF Loan 96 RLF/1/2220/8; Irons, p. 489;

Haslemere LD-8-899-P189.JPG
Balance of annuities 1886 £15 £1110 £1645 Irons, p. 489

Via Archibald Geikie
From ‘a friend’ 1882 £10 £662 £102 Haslemere LD-8-895-P196.JPG to

198.JPG
Royal Literary Fund
‘Grants to writers in distressed
circumstances’

1885 £100 £7410 £10,880 RLF Loan 96 RLF/1/2220/11, 12, 13

Geological Society of London
The Wollaston Fund 1872 £21-6-10 £1335 £1920 QJGS 1873
The Murchison Fund 1876 £29-3-4 £1880 £2765 QJGS 1877
The Barlow–Jamieson Fund 1884 £20 £1475 £2100 QJGS 1884

Royal Society of London
Relief Fund 1881 £50 £3625 £5438 Haslemere LD-8-892-P417.JPG to

419.JPG
Scientific Relief Fund (to Mrs
Croll)

1890 £100 £8205 £11,090 Irons 1896, pp. 488–89

Probate
Value of James Croll’s estate 1891 £388-0-6 £31,840 £42,690 NRS 1891, SC49/31/143, images 87–97
Value of Isabella Croll’s estate 1913 £333-8-1 £23,200 £33,050 NRS 1913, SC38/42/17 images 801–02

1https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency-converter.
2https://www.measuringworth.com/ (real worth option).
3As follows: CSC= the National Archives of the UK (TNA), CSC 11/73, p. 018; Haslemere =Haslemere Educational Museum, Sir Archibald Geikie
Archive; Irons = Irons (1896); NRS =National Records of Scotland –Wills and Testaments, Lanark Sheriff Court, images 801–802; OB =minute book,
Andersonian Library, University of Strathclyde, 1860; QJGS =Quarterly Journal of the Geological Society; RLF= British Library Royal Literary Fund,
Loan 96 RLF/1/2220.

74Ibid., pp. xxviii–xxix.

75QJGS (1873, p. xvix).
76QJGS (1876, pp. 50–51).
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His researches on Ocean Currents, on Glacial Phenom-
ena, on the bearing of the latter onGeological time, and of
both upon Climate, were generally known and appre-
ciated, even before the appearance last year of his work
on Climate and Time, in which the results of his studies
are so carefully and ably expounded.

The author of that book would be the last to regard the
subjects of which it treats as being all now definitely
settled, and requiring no further investigation; and it is
in the hope that his inquiries into the phenomena of glaci-
ation, and into the physical causes conducing to extreme
modifications of climate may be still further prosecuted,
as well as in recognition of the valuable past labours of
Mr. Croll, that the Fund which I place in your charge
has been awarded to him.

Professor RAMSAY, in reply, said:

Mr. President, –
In returning thanks on behalf of Mr. Croll, I have no

need to enlarge on the merits of a man so well known to
geologists by his numerous memoirs, and now especially
by his remarkable work, ‘Climate and Time;’ and though
on a range of subjects so wide it is not to be expected that
there should be no opponents to some of his views, there
can yet be no doubt that the ability which he has displayed
commands the universal respect of men of science and the
adherence of not a few.

TheMurchison Fund for 1876 carried avalue of £29 3s 4d77 – up
to £2765 in ‘real wealth’ terms. This award alonewould have been
more than sufficient to cover the combined fees for his honorary
LL.D., entrance to the Royal Society of London and his first
annual subscription in the same year.

Croll’s final recognition from the Geological Society of Lon-
don came in the form of the Barlow–Jamieson Fund, which he
shared in 1884 – his co-recipient being Charles Léo Lesquereux,
a Swiss palaeobotanist who worked on the palaeofloras of
Europe and North America.78 Both workers received £20.
The then President of the Geological Society, John Whitaker
Hulke (1830–1895), surgeon and geologist, recorded:79

The Council, in recognition of the value of Dr. James
Croll’s researches into the ‘Later physical History of the
Earth,’ and to aid him in further researches of a like
kind, has awarded to him the sum of £20…. Dr. Croll’s
workon ‘Climate and Time in their Geological Relations,’
and his numerous separate papers on various cognate sub-
jects, including ‘The Eccentricity of the Earth’s Orbit,’
‘Date of the Glacial Period,’ ‘The Influence of the Gulf
Stream,’ ‘The Motion of Glaciers,’ ‘Ocean Currents,’
and ‘The Transport of Boulders,’ by their suggestiveness
have deservedly attracted much attention. In forwarding
to Dr. Croll this award, the Council desires you to express
the hope that it may assist him in continuing these lines of
research.

The response came from Thomas George Bonney (1833–
1923), Professor of Geology at University College London:80

Mr. President, –
I have been charged by Dr. J. Croll to express to the

Society his regret that his weak health and the great

distance at which he resides prevent him from being pre-
sent in person to-day to receive this award. He desires
me to express his deep sense of the honour which is
done to him in this renewed mark of the appreciation of
his work, and he gives us the cheering news that though
still at times suffering, he is now able to do a little work,
a proof of which, in a paper on Mr. Wallace’s remarks
on the theory of Climate,81 reached me yesterday. Deeply
though I regret Dr. Croll’s absence, I feel honoured in
representing a man who has done such original suggestive
and valuable work.

5.3. Collegiality and learned societies
It would seem that these accolades were based on Croll’s written
words rather than any standing attendant upon scientific meet-
ings. He displayed an aversion to the communal gatherings char-
acteristic of learned societies. His absence from these Geological
Society events is instructive in this regard, aswere his decisions to
decline invitations to lecture at the Royal Institution in 1871 and
the Victoria Institute in 1874.82 This applied especially to the
British Association for the Advancement of Science. In the Auto-
biographical Sketch, Croll mentioned the head pain which dog-
ged his life and that

Another thing I was obliged to adopt, was not going
out to public meetings or to dinner or evening parties….
During the thirteen years I was in Edinburgh, I remember
of being only twice at a scientific meeting, and once at a
concert.83

This echoed the contents of two letters sent to friends where he is
rather more expansive and open. The first was sent to the Rev.
Osmond Fisher (1817–1914), a clergyman, geologist and early
proponent of the liquid interior of the Earth, orogenesis and con-
tinental drift.84 On 28 August 1871, Croll confessed:85

I did not, however, attend any of the meetings or excur-
sions of the British Association. There are several reasons
for that. One is, I had exhausted my holiday time, and
could not well leave the office. My chief reason, however,
was that I dislike all such public displays. The truth is,
I have very little sympathy with the leading idea of the
British Association, viz., that science is the all-important
thing. I don’t believe anything of the kind. There are
more noble and ennobling studies than science. You can
hardly expect one who has devoted twenty years of the
best part of his life to the study of mental, moral, and
metaphysical philosophy to have much sympathy with
the narrow-mindedness of the British Association.
Philosophy is just as real a part of human knowledge as

science; and the time is, I trust, not far distant when this
will be universally recognised.

This message is reiterated, though with greater candour, when
Croll wrote to his lifelong friend the Rev. Dr James Mori-
son (1816–1893), founder of the Scottish Evangelical Union86

following Morison’s expulsion from the United Secession
Church – demonstrably a man with form during a period when
Scottish sect-making was not unusual. The letter from Croll
was dated 17 August 1876:87

77QJGS (1877).
78Tritt (2006).
79QJGS (1884, pp. 35–36).
80Ibid., p. 36.

81Croll (1884a, b).
82Irons (1896, pp. 250, 274).
83Ibid., pp. 33, 37.
84Fisher (1881); Wilding (2004).
85Irons (1896, pp. 261–62).
86Ritchie (2004).
87Irons (1896, p. 312).
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…. The older I grow, the more disinclined I feel to go out
to public meetings of any sort.
I have not been at a scientific meeting for upwards of

half a dozen of years. The real truth is, there is a cold
materialistic atmosphere around scientific men in general,
that I don’t like. I mix but little with them. There is, how-
ever, indication of a reaction beginning to take place
towards something more spiritual in science; and the
day, it is to be hoped, is not far distant when religion, phil-
osophy, and science will go hand in hand.

Croll’s animosity towards the British Association for the
Advancement of Science might seem surprising. It was more
inclusive than the Royal Society of London and allowed
women to attend its meetings which took place in a different
city every year. Croll was here declining to attend the Edinburgh
meeting of 1871 and the Glasgow one of 1876. He had commu-
nicated two papers to its meeting in Cambridge in 1862,88 but
two invitations – one from the polymath Francis Galton
(1822–1911) – to attend the Brighton meeting in 1872 and to
contribute to discussion on ocean currents within the Geography
Section,89 met with rebuttal from Croll on the grounds of his
health. Another reason may have been the planned presence
there of William Benjamin Carpenter (1813–1885), who was
also to be President that year of the Association. As it happened,
Carpenter did not speak within the Geography Section, but he
did deliver a paper within the Heat sub-section of the General
Physics Section titled ‘On the general oceanic thermal circula-
tion’ and another in the Geology Section ‘On the temperature
and other physical conditions of inland seas, in their relation
to geological enquiry’.90 He also alluded to ocean research and
the forthcoming Challenger expedition in his florid Presidential
Address.91 There was no mention of Croll in the available text
from the British Association Report,92 though Carpenter’s
intemperate reactions to the criticism of his ideas by Croll from
around this time were evident elsewhere.93

Apart from issues of health and a distaste of certain scientific
people and gatherings, Croll professed that ‘[a]lmost from
boyhood I had a love for retired, solitary walks in the country.
On these occasions I can enjoy a congenial companion, but
I would rather be alone to meditate’.94 It seems likely that
these inclinations, his modesty and perhaps his declaration,
late in his life, of being ‘only a plain, self-educated man’95

reflected a lifelong lack of confidence in his educational back-
ground. This may well have mystified some, academic or other-
wise. Henry William Bristow (1817–1889), Director of the
Geological Survey for England and Wales, wrote to Croll in
1877 indicating that he intended to gather those papers of his
in his possession and ‘get them bound together in one goodly vol-
ume’; furthermore, he solicited Croll’s photograph, which he
would be ‘very glad to add to my own gallery of British
worthies’.96 Just over a decade later, Sir Robert Stawell Ball
(1840–1913), then Professor of Astronomy at Trinity College
Dublin and Astronomer Royal for Ireland, wrote to Croll that
he felt ‘much honoured by you having chosen me as the one

you have applied for an answer to your query.’97 Prior to these,
the Rev. John Cunningham Geikie (1824–1906), a writer of
popular religious books, wrote to Croll having read his paper
on molecular motion98 ‘with equal delight and instruction’:99

Why don’t you come to the front more? A man with your
brain and power of expression might do pretty much what
he liked in making a name for himself in scientific matters,
and in serving his day.

One can only guess at Croll’s reactions to adulation – perhaps
discomfort rather than any satisfaction that he took from some
of the academic honours accorded him?100

6. Money, pension and controversy

Money problems – real or imagined – run throughCroll’s life story
and have been mentioned above (section 1). His various salary
levels for which information is available (Table 2) show a progres-
sion, other than for an interlude with The Commonwealth news-
paper, culminating in what would be considered avery reasonable
income(£350p.a.), for the time, in theofficesof theGeological Sur-
vey.Theaverage salary foranadultmale clerk in theUKduring the
1880s was in the order of £50 p.a.101 As we have seen in the census
records for 1861 and 1881 – though not an unusual event – the
Croll’s were able to afford domestic help and in 1871 they seem to
have been supporting both Croll’s brother David and his wife’s
niece Anabella. This is somewhat at odds, for his time in Glasgow
at least,with his perception that ‘[m]y salarywas small, it is true, lit-
tle more than sufficient to enable us to subsist.’102

Croll’s early retirement at the age of 60 years brought a sharp
reduction in his annual income to £75 16s 8d along with a
£40 p.a. insurance annuity he had settled upon his wife (see
below and Table 2). His pension represented 13/60ths of his sal-
ary with no allowance being made for his forced retirement occa-
sioned by ill health. Greater generosity had been shown to two
assistant geologists with the English and Irish Surveys who had
been disabled for duty around the same time and this clearly
rankled with both Croll and his biographer. Archibald Geikie
drew up a memorial (a statement of facts as the basis of a peti-
tion) in 1881 on his behalf, which was signed by a substantial
number of leading dignitaries, politicians and scientists. The
memorial was submitted to William Ewart Gladstone, the
Prime Minister, in the hope that Croll would be granted an
enhanced pension from the Civil List. This was not successful,
although he was granted £100 from the Queen’s (or Royal)
Bounty, an obscure source of income under the patronage of
the Prime Minister.

In 1883, another effort was made ‘by my friends’103 to secure
more retirement income – though clearly with much letter writ-
ing on the part of Croll and advice from Irons.104 The second

88Croll (1862a, b).
89Irons (1896, pp. 270–71).
90BAAS (1873).
91Carpenter (1873a).
92BAAS (1873).
93Carpenter (1873a, b; 1874a, b); cf. F. R. S. (1874); Mills (2009); Daw-
son (2021); Finnegan (2021).
94Irons (1896, p. 18).
95Letter to Winchell, dated 25 May 1888; Irons (1896, p. 451).
96British Library, Manuscript Collections Reference: Add MS 41077
f. 93. Letter dated 15 September 1877.

97Ibid., f. 123. Letter dated 3 October 1888.
98Croll (1872).
99British Library, Manuscript Collections Reference: Add MS 41077
f. 71. Letter dated 13 May 1874.
100He used the post-nominals F.R.S and LL.D. as a matter of course, and
they were inscribed on his gravestone at his instigation (Edwards 2021a, b).
101Rosen (2014).
102Croll (1887, p. 31).
103Ibid., p. 41.
104Irons (1896, chapter 20). Irons received a letter presumed to be about
Croll, though with no year indicated and most likely 1883 (cf. Irons 1896,
p. 387 – ‘your London friendwho favoured you with his advice’) on ‘Hill-
head House, Glasgow’ letterheaded paper and possibly associated with
the pension quest (British Library Add MS 41077, f. 153). It was sent
by a Joseph Parker (probably the London-based Congregational minister
staying at the historical house in Pollokshaws, Glasgow, and known for
his frank oratory (Adamson 1902)). The letter exclaimed: ‘He has the
kind of head that “goes for” a stone-wall with splendid hope[-?-]. He
has energy but wants the kind of wheedling courtesy that goes so far in
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memorial, with evenmore supporters (153 vs 128), was presented
to the ‘Lords of the Committee of the Council on Education, Sci-
ence and Art Department’. There was a large measure of overlap
of individuals between the two submissions. Writing to Irons on
3 January 1883, Croll had cautioned, ‘[w]e must not append too
many names, but first-rate what there are. A lot of commonplace
men would weaken the memorial.’105 The lists of supporters for
these two efforts are extraordinary. Taking the 1883 memorial
and treating the following numbers as minima,106 there were
five peers, 13 knights, 35 Members of Parliament, 12 Chancel-
lors, Vice-Chancellors or Principals of universities, 74 professors,
85 and 30 Fellows of the Royal Societies of London and Edin-
burgh, respectively, and 12 Presidents or Vice-Presidents of
both national academies and other major learned societies. Of
special note is the Poet Laureate Alfred Tennyson (1809–1892)
who had interests in geology, biology and evolution,107 the nat-
uralist Alfred Russel Wallace (1823–1913) and the forthcoming
Prime Minister, the Third Marquess of Salisbury. In terms of
academic disciplines represented by signatories, these included
19 geologists, 19 members of the medical profession, nine each
of physicists, chemists and biologists and six astronomers.
Wallace had written to Croll on 13 January 1883, declaring
that ‘I have much pleasure in signing your memorial, and sin-
cerely hope you may be successful, as 1 think you have been
very badly treated.’108 This second approach was even less suc-
cessful than the first and Croll was granted nothing.

Why was Croll unsuccessful? Irons offers a range of acerbic
commentary:109

the shabby behaviour of the British Treasury towards one
of its servants; while favourable treatment was meted out
to the English and Irish assistants (‘two inferior men…
who had not a tithe of the claim to recognition which he
had’); the Scotch geologist…the most eminent scientist
on the staff of the Geological Survey Office, was, by her
Majesty’s Treasury, ruthlessly plunged into poverty; Prob-
ably, had Croll been a popular retailer of other men’s sci-
entific discoveries, a studious member of a foreign royal
family, or a well-recommended, although already highly-
paid public servant, hewould have received a liberal allow-
ance from the Civil List; but…the British Treasury
thought fit to refuse him his just reward, and left him
and his wife to subsist, or rather starve, on a beggarly
allowance of £75 per annum.

Perhaps most surprising for a lawyer was Irons’s virtually libel-
lous naming of a supposedly central culprit:110

…it is believed that for this, as for other facts, there was a
cause. It has been hinted that a somewhat popular scien-
tist, some of whose current theories Dr. Croll had vigor-
ously and too successfully assailed, had prejudiced the

Prime Minister [Gladstone – for the first memorial]
against his assailant. We cannot for a moment believe
that the Premier would listen to any paltry, untrue, and
absurd charge of agnosticism or atheism brought against
Dr. Croll; but we do sadly fear that he did not himself
understand his brilliant contributions to geological sci-
ence, and that, in an evil hour, he listened to the detrac-
tions of a prejudiced, or, perhaps, even spiteful man.
Accordingly we are persuaded that the appeals made to
theGovernment onDr. Croll’s behalf were never fully con-
sidered on their merits.

This is clearly an allusion to William Carpenter, with whom
Croll had conducted the heated debate on ocean currents (sec-
tion 5). Carpenter’s religious beliefs emphasised actions of
God as observable but not necessarily fathomable by empirical,
inductive study. This was in opposition to Croll’s belief in the
existence of physical principles, albeit set in train by divine
action, and capable of being elucidated by intellectual process.
Unlike Croll, Carpenter was an establishment figure – Professor
of Physiology at the Royal Institution, subsequently Registrar of
University College London, President of the British Association
for the Advancement of Science for 1872 and appointed as Com-
panion of the Order of the Bath upon retirement.111

Whatever the reasons behind Croll’s failure with his memor-
ials, some financial assistance was forthcoming. While living in
Hamilton, Lanarkshire, he applied to the Royal Literary Fund.
In a letter dated 20 April 1885 outlining the case for an award,
Croll reiterated his medical afflictions, but also provided some
interesting information:112

…owing to disease of the heart, paralysis, and pain in the
head, from which I have long been suffering…I memoria-
lized the Committee of Council on Education for an
increase…[who] recommended it…but the Lords of the
Treasury declined to alter their award.
…I have to pay assurance premium, subscription to the

Royal Society, and some other burdens…. This [income],
I find, barely meets the necessities of life…. I may state
that my writings have never afforded me a source of
income…on the whole, have proved a loss rather than a
gain to me.

It is intriguing to learn that the Council had supported his case
and that he felt the subscription to the Royal Society (£4) was
a necessity in retirement – the need for such imprimatur stayed
with Croll to the end of his life.113 One of his advocates to the Lit-
erary Fundwas Joseph Dalton Hooker (1817–1911), Director of
the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew:114

The remarkable researches andwritings of this author, are
so well known and so highly appreciated…though strictly
scientific, they have so wide a grasp, and throw so novel
and important a light on the history of our planet – (far
beyond the ‘prehistoric’ and ‘geological’) …
Mr Croll’s circumstances are harrowing in the extreme

and a source of great and continued anguish to all his
friends.
…Dr Croll…a most honourable and original thinker

and writer, the result of whose labours, like those of Mr
Darwin, I find referred to in the lightest as well as the
more solid literature of the epoch.

spineless London.’ Parker should not be confused with the Mr (Charles
Stuart) Parker, M.P. for Perth, who was a signatory to the Croll memor-
ials. Joseph Parker featured in the publicity pages for Irons (1896) where
he is quoted as saying (end page 1): ‘Such a book – the biography of the
season! I have not read anything which has done me so much good for a
long time.’
105Ibid., p. 380.
106Based on the data from the memorial itself (Irons 1896, pp. 544–48)
and a variety of sources, especially Waterston & Macmillan Shearer
(2006a, b). It should be born in mind that most individuals are included
within more than one of the assessed categories – e.g., they may be an
FRS, an FRSE, a professor and a geologist.
107Everett (2021).
108Irons (1896, p. 382).
109Ibid., pp. 373–75. The comments quoted in this segment are not all
sequential.
110Ibid., p. 374.

111Smith (2006).
112BL Loan 96 RLF 1/2220/3.
113Edwards (2021a).
114BL Loan 96 RLF 1/2220/4.
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Notwithstanding the fact that Hooker was a sponsor in Croll’s
nomination for Fellowship of the Royal Society and a great
friend of Darwin, this constituted a persuasive endorsement.
Another reference was submitted by his former employer, Archi-
bald Geikie, ‘as one of the Stewards of the Fund this year’ and
who wished to support the application ‘as strongly as I can’.115

Although positive, and perhaps hinting at the encouragement
Croll may have received in applying to the Fund, Geikie’s letter
was formulaic. It was dated 11 May 1885 and it presumably
arrived on or close to the date of the funding committee’s
deliberations given that Croll was notified of his award of £100
by letter on 15 May 1885.116

Irons noted117 that for five years Croll had moved about:

from place to place in an unsettled condition, with no per-
manent home…. Having during the time obtained,
through the kindness of friends, a little increase to his
income, he…naturally gravitated to the quiet, ancient
city of Perth, near his own native place, and was fortunate
in obtaining a lease of a comfortable house in the suburbs
of the city. At the end of the summer of 1886, he accord-
ingly took up his permanent abode there.

The sources and amounts of the assistance that enabled his
resettlement in Perth are largely anonymous. Several years
prior to this, however, Archibald Geikie wrote in a letter to
Croll:118

I enclose [–] a cheque for £10 from a friendwho desires his
name to be concealed. He begs me to entreat your accept-
ance of it and says that I am to let no one know anything
about this trade, adding bywayof joke – ‘say it comes from
a Yankee publisher as conscience money for stealing one
of his [–]’!!

There would also appear to have been helpful support from both
Geikie and Joseph Hooker:

Dear Sir Joseph Hooker
Some time ago you spoke to me of the interest you took

in poor Dr. Croll. I hear this morning that he is doing his
utmost to get as much money together as will enable him
purchase an annuity of £40 or £50 and that he has been to
some extent successful….119

My dear Croll
…. TheRoyal Society to show its sympathy withyou has

cancelled your annual subscription. This is done in the
most sympathetic and kindly way, and you may accept
the proposal without in the least losing your self-respect.
Lastly, I have made application to the Scientific Relief

Fund of the Royal Society for a grant in your favour and I
have a very kind and hearty letter from Huxley120 about it
this morning…. I have been in communication with Sir
Joseph Hooker about these various matters. He has
accounted[?] himself most chivalrously on your behalf….121

Only a matter of days after Croll’s death, his lifelong friend
George Carey Foster was able to inform Isabella that the Royal
Society Scientific Relief Fund Committee had awarded her
£100.122 It is unknownwhether this considerable success (Table 2)
was repeated in 1897 when Irons received a dictated ‘private’ let-
ter from 10 Downing Street from Arthur James Balfour, First
Lord of the Treasury in the Marquess of Salisbury’s government
and a future Prime Minister.123 Balfour was ‘glad to consider
whether anything ought to can be done for Mrs Croll.’ The stri-
kethrough of the word ‘can’ is perhaps an inadvertent survival of
the letter-writing process (i.e., the person taking dictation did not
wish to rewrite the letter, and/or Balfour, if he was aware of the
revelation, did not think it important enough to obscure) and
it provides an insight into the possible lack of intent on the
part of its author.

The value of the estates upon death from both James and Isa-
bella (Table 2) do not necessarily reflect liquid assets, although in
the case of Isabella, then resident in Lanark, it was close at £318
8s 1d. For James Croll the figurewas £260 13s 0d. The balance in
both cases consisted of furniture, other than £5 for James’s ‘inter-
est in the copyright of his literary works’. The cash available to
Isabel upon her husband’s death was about three and a half
times the value of his annual pension.

7. Friendship and sentiment

James Croll may have experienced money problems, but ‘[o]ut of
his scanty means he liberally gave to relieve distress’.124 This
would be consistent with the view that ‘[f ]ew men more thor-
oughly enjoyed the society of friends’125 and that ‘[h]e was
warmly affectionate, strongly attached to relatives and
friends.’126 He himself does not say much about friendship
other than telling us that ‘Mr. David Irons127…proved to be
one of the kindest friends I have ever met with in life’ and, as
already seen, that ‘[t]he union [with his wife] has proved a
happy one. She has been the sharer of my joys, sorrows, and
trials’.128

We do learn that he had ‘amodest, shy, dry, and almost speech-
less manner, except on occasions when he was drawn out by con-
genial conversation among real friends’, and he certainly
maintained the ‘faithful’ friendship of George Carey Foster,
‘a constant correspondent’, as was Andrew Ramsay who ‘never
lost any opportunity of doing Croll a good turn.’129

Extended reminiscences are provided by two church ministers.
The Rev. George C. Baxter of the Free Church in Cargill
wrote:130

Our connection arose from his belonging to this district.
In making one of his visits to this scene of his earlier
years, his affection for which he never lost, he called on
me here at the manse, and from that time he was accus-
tomed every year, during the two or three years preceding
the last seven of his life, to come and spend a day with me,
visiting the scenes of his childhood. These days were to me
days of great enjoyment, both from the kindliness and
geniality of nature characterising Dr. Croll, and from the
originality, intellectuality, and power attaching to his con-
versation. I can still recall the interest of his various

115BL Loan 96 RLF 1/2220/10.
116BL Loan 96 RLF 1/2220/11, 12 and 13. At a later date, Geikie was to
be gently admonished for the non-appearance of correspondence (viz.
seven obituaries, including those of James Croll, Andrew Ramsay and
five ‘foreigners’); Royal Society GB 117, NLB/8/737 Herbert Rix to Sir
Archibald Geikie, letter dated 15 December 1893.
117Irons (1896, p. 430).
118Haslemere Educational Museum, Sir Archibald Geikie Archive,
LD-8-895-P196.JPG to P198.JPG, letter dated 2 October 1882.
119Ibid., LD-8-899-P189.JPG, letter dated 7 May 1885.
120Thomas Henry Huxley (1825–1895), biologist, President of the Royal
Society of London.
121Haslemere Educational Museum, Sir Archibald Geikie Archive,
LD-8-899-P224.JPG to 226.JPG, letter dated 28 May 1885.

122Edwards (2021a).
123BL Add MS 41077, f 147. Letter dated 3 April 1897.
124Irons (1896, p. 495).
125Ibid., p. 489.
126Ibid., p.495.
127The grocer father of James Campbell Irons.
128Ibid., pp. 21, 24.
129Ibid., pp. 70, 259, 265; Edwards (2021a).
130Irons (1896, pp. 472–74).
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references to the great theory of the secular changes, the
interest attaching to his description of the Glacial period,
and its effects on this locality in particular. I can remem-
ber how passionately he declared his preference for meta-
physics over physics, and his intention, if spared, to return
towhat he called his first love, and the intimation he made
to me of his being at that very time engaged on a study of
Kant, with a view to ultimate publication of his views….
He was wont to revisit, at such times, the cottage still
standing, in which he spent the years of his childhood
and earlier manhood. Looking round with searching
eyes on the old familiar walls, I remember his remarking,
as his eye fell on thewindowof the chamber, ‘And there are
the very shutters I made with my own hands’; and, step-
ping up to them, he opened and closed them fondly. A
mantelpiece of wood also that remained from these days,
and was an original contrivance of his for suspending
the ‘crusie,’ [oil lamp] he pointed to with loving interest
and remarked on its survival…. At another time, on my
asking if any of his old playmates and friends remained
in the village whom he might go and see to revive old
memories, he inquired after several, all gone, till at last
he mentioned the name of Robert Young, an intelligent
tailor still surviving in Wolfhill. I said, ‘Robert is
yet alive, we will go and see him.’ On arriving at the
door of the house, it was opened to my knock by Robert
himself. I pointed to Dr. Croll and said, ‘Do you know
this gentleman, Robert ?’ ‘No,’ he said hesitatingly, ‘I do
not.’ ‘This is Dr. Croll,’ I said. ‘Ay, ay?’ he at once
responded, his eyes sparkling with delight. ‘Jamie Croll,
Jamie Croll’; and the two proceeded to live over again
the days of their boyhood….

While the Rev. David Caird of the Congregational Church in
Perth recounted:131

One other thing I should like to add. In the closingmonths
of his life Dr. Croll found great delight in going back by
way of reminiscence on his early days. He spoke with
deep gratitude of his home, of the faith and devotion of
his father, of the wise and gracious Providence that had
shaped his own destiny, of the love of many friends
which had ever been to him a sacred treasure…there
comes back with a strange, deep pathos the memory of a
forenoon when he went for the keys of the old building
in Mill Street, and, opening it with his own hand, went
and sat for a little while in the seat in the gallery which
his father used to occupy when he himself was a boy.
Nor was this mere sentiment. It was one of the last acts
of a true man who loved to trace back to its source the
main stream of influence which had made him what he
was….

The Rev. Osmond Fisher was to say of Croll that ‘[d]uring an
intimate acquaintance of over forty years, the writer never once
saw his temper even ruffled’,132 but Croll felt moved to write
less charitably to George Carey Foster concerning his oceano-
graphic adversary (sections 5.3 and 6):133

When you find leisure to read my reply to Dr. Carpenter,
I need hardly say that I shall feel glad to get your opinion
on the subject in a few lines. You may rest assured that
I shall never follow Dr. C.’s example, and blab out to the
world what my scientific friend may think of my views. If

they cannot stand without such subterfuge, let them go
to the four winds of heaven.

A milder reaction to a perceived misconception is contained
within an account of an excursion on 20th April 1867 to Blair-
dardie Clayfields, Glasgow, recounted by his geologist friend
James Bennie:134

The day was fair, but not bright, the sky being full of loose
watery clouds which threatened rain perpetually…. As
Mr. Croll had a horror of rain, and would not go out in
it, I was frightened throughout the day by every dull
blink that occurred…I found Mr. Croll’s ‘crack’ good,
quiet, undemonstrative, but full of pith and power.
I cannot remember half of what he said, but the impres-
sion that remained was that he was a close observer and
deep thinker on those objects he had seen or those subjects
he had thought upon, but he was not cosmopolitan in the
extent of objects nor encyclopædic in the range of subjects,
as, indeed, in this age, when knowledge fills the earth as the
waters fill the sea, nobody can be…. Having Mr. Croll
with us, our talk naturally drifted in his direction; and
we discoursed of the eccentricity of the earth’s orbit and
its climatic effects as intelligently aswe could…. Mr.Mah-
ony quoted some London review or paper in which Mr.
Stone was alone spoken of as having calculated the eccen-
tricities, when Mr. Croll said in the quietest tone possible
that it was an error, and that instead of Stone the paper
should have said Croll, meaning thereby that it was him-
self that had donewhatMr. Stonewas getting credit for….
No passion was evinced, no jealousy was disclosed, no

chagrin even seemed felt by him at his honour being given
to another. But, as if he was simply correcting an error in
arithmetic or a lapsus linguæ he substituted his own name
for that of the other, and it was done.
…according to Mr. Croll, Leverrier had appropriated

without acknowledgment the discovery of a comet-like
orbit for the meteoric bodies which have a periodic term
of 33 years, giving it forth as his own entirely, whereas it
had been discovered or elaborated by a Roman astron-
omer some time before.

Impressions of Croll’s relationship with a friend and work col-
league are provided further by his correspondence with Benja-
min (Ben) Peach. In a series of letters spanning the period
August 1870 to March 1878, we can see a light-hearted side to
Croll:

I am certainly the laziest fellow on the face of the earth for
I have not yet gone to see the shell mound.135

To open the eyes of yo[ur] post man I have sent the maps
round the biggest stick I could find.136

I was not a little surprised at your announcement of
Etheridge’s marriage. He is hardly so open minded as
most English men or I should have heard something of it.
Is it true that our friend Skae is to be married shortly?

I heard something to that effect. It is time that Horne
and Jack were looking out!
…I should be glad to do a little for you. I sometimes run

out of work for the office.137

131Ibid., p. 487.
132Ibid., p. 369.
133Ibid., p. 261; letter dated 27 November 1871.

134Ibid., pp. 155–58.
135GSM/GL/Cr/4, 23 August 1870.
136GSM/GL/Cr/7, 10 October 1871.
137GSM/GL/Cr/10, 20 October 1871. The people named are Robert
Etheridge (Jr), Harriman Malcolm Skae, John Horne and Robert
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Many many thanks for your kindness. Your report is all
that could be wished for or required. Thanks for your kind
inquire. I am still grumbling away as usual.138

I am very sorry to hear that Mrs Peach has been so
poorly. I had not heard of her illness. I am glad however
to see by your letter that she is improving. Take care of
east winds.
Thanks for your kind enquiries after my health. I am

pretty well although still grumbling away about my old
enemy.139

Finally, Irons reported avisit made by aMr Paton to Croll two
days before he died. The effort of speaking:

brought on a fit of coughing, to relieve which he was get-
ting whisky in teaspoon measures. In that connection he
made almost the only little joke I ever heard him utter.
‘I’ll take a wee drop o’ that,’ he said. ‘I don’t think there’s
much fear o’ me learning to drink now!’140

8. Conclusions

As well as eulogising Croll, James Campbell Irons ended the
main section of his memoir with a statement that he was ‘one
of nature’s noblemen’.141 The biographer saw this as a paean
to Croll’s combination of such characteristics as intellect, gener-
osity, industry, faith and serenity in the face of lack of privilege
and his infirmity and misfortunes. This paper has not sought
to provide an adulatory account of Croll, but rather to examine
selected areas of his life. These contribute, arguably, to an under-
standing of Croll as a person and look beyond the areas of sci-
ence and religion addressed elsewhere in this volume.

It seems clear that Croll was grounded geographically, histor-
ically and spiritually in his home area and that the course of his
life was reflected strongly in such influences. An advantage of
self-education and independence of thought was a willingness
to think things through from first principles. Scientifically at
least, this resulted in novel critiques and findings and their
wide appreciation by the ‘natural philosophers’ of the day. The
achievements which brought him recognition from the world of
science did not translate, in his mind, into institutionally
mediated financial reward from the State. In addition, his experi-
ence of lifelong poor health must have acted as a constant, debili-
tating burden, which, accentuated by perceived financial woes,
were made bearable by the support of his wife and his deep faith.

It would appear that Croll felt most comfortable with his fam-
ily, religious friends andwork colleagueswho seemed to hold him
in awe and esteem. Those colleagues were primarily field geolo-
gists, empirically orientated and not theoreticians. For many
years he held the admiration of renowned men of science, but
he obviously found learned societies and opponents of his scien-
tific ideas sometimes unpalatable. He was not a clubbable indi-
vidual and he avoided such associations in favour of those with
a religious bent andwith whom intellectual engagement was pri-
marily via his writings. Life may have thrown up ‘trials and sor-
rows’,142 but it seems clear from the affection and respect
accorded him that many looked upon James Croll as a ‘man
greater far than his work’.
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