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Fossil Hunter Fossil Hunter Fossil Hunter Fossil Hunter Fossil Hunter Fossil Hunter Fossil Hunter Fossil Hunter 

Mary Anning  Mary Anning  Mary Anning  Mary Anning  Mary Anning  Mary Anning  Mary Anning  Mary Anning  In Lyme Regis there is a 
fossil shop. 

It sells all kinds of 
fossils that have 
been found not 
just in the Lyme 
Regis area, but all 
over the world.
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Did you notice something in the picture that looks 
like a big fish? Do you know what it might be?

Most of the finds at 
Lyme Regis are 
fossilised bones of 
marine reptiles – reptiles 
that swam in the sea 
millions of years ago.
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The fish in the picture is an 
IchthyosaurIchthyosaurIchthyosaurIchthyosaur, a reptile that swam in the 
sea during the time of the dinosaurs.
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Here is a model on display in a museum.
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This is the skeleton of a young Ichthyosaur. Ichthyosaur. Ichthyosaur. Ichthyosaur. 

All these fossils, including the 
whole skeleton, were found at 
Lyme Regis. 

These fossils were once part 
of an Ichthyosaur’s backbone!
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This Ichthyosaur was found in 2000, after several 
days of heavy rain caused a land slip on the coast 
at Charmouth near to Lyme Regis.

The coast in this area is full of fossils!Sa
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This is a portrait of 
Mary AnningMary AnningMary AnningMary Anning who was 
born in Lyme Regis in 
Dorset on May 21st

1799.

Mary was a fossil 
hunter who lived more 
than 200 years ago 
at a time when people 
didn’t really 
understand what fossils 
were or how important 
they are.
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Mary Anning lived an unusual life. When she was Mary Anning lived an unusual life. When she was Mary Anning lived an unusual life. When she was Mary Anning lived an unusual life. When she was 
15 months old a lightning strike caught four 15 months old a lightning strike caught four 15 months old a lightning strike caught four 15 months old a lightning strike caught four 
people out in the open. Three of those people died people out in the open. Three of those people died people out in the open. Three of those people died people out in the open. Three of those people died 
but Mary survived.but Mary survived.but Mary survived.but Mary survived.
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Mary’s father, Richard, was a carpenter but he 
also hunted for fossils and sold his finds to tourists 
to bring in extra money for the family who were 
very poor.

When Mary was a 
young girl, he taught her 
how to look for fossils 
and how to clean them.
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Mary spent most of her childhood collecting fossils 
with her father. She and her brother Joseph loved 
exploring the beach in their home town of Lyme 
Regis, to find things to sell from their father’s 
seafront stall.

Did you know that the 
tongue twister “she sells 
seashells on the 
seashore” was written 
about Mary Anning?Sa
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In those days, many people hunted for fossils to 
sell to anyone who would buy from them. Many 
people bought fossils as souvenirs after a visit to 
the seaside. 

Among those 
who bought 
fossils were the 
scientists who 
needed 
specimens 
to study.Sa
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Mary’s family were very 
poor. When her father 
died, Mary was only 
eleven years old. 

Mary, and her brother 
Joseph, continued to 
search for fossils and 
sell them so that they 
could earn money to 
support the family. 

The scientists always wanted fossils and paid well.
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Mary was good at what she did. The cliffs and 
foreshore at Lyme Regis were full of fossils. 
Waves from the sea and landslides on the cliffs 
were constantly exposing more and more fossils.

It was dangerous 
work for Mary 
and her brother. 
There was mud, 
treacherous tides, 
falling cliffs and 
rough seas.
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One day, Mary and Joseph made a discovery that 
made Lyme Regis – and Mary Anning – famous.

First, in 1811, 
Joseph discovered 
the skull of what 
seemed to be a 
large ‘crocodile’ 
sticking out of 
a cliff. 
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For almost a whole year Mary and Joseph patiently 
tried to uncover the rest of the skeleton and Mary 
searched for information about it in books.

Finally, after a storm 
had scoured away 
part of the cliff that 
had been hiding the 
rest of the ‘crocodile’ 
skeleton, Mary 
discovered what she 
had spent a whole 
year looking for.
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The skeleton was sold to William Bullock for his 
Museum of Natural Curiosities in London. 

Later the skeleton 
was named 
Ichthyosaur – the 
fish lizard. 
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From then on, Mary became famous amongst the 
scientists who were interested in finding out about 
the fossils of creatures that lived long ago.
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Mary’s discoveries 
helped scientists to 
understand that 
life in the seas 
was once very 
different to life in 
the sea today. 

They began to understand 
that animals that have lived 
can become extinct.Sa
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After studying Mary’s fossils, this is what the 
scientists thought life in Dorset would have been 
like long ago.
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This is what one artist thought the Ichthyosaur 
might have looked like in real life.
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Mary’s find was very important because it was the 
first complete skeleton of an Ichthyosaur ever to be 
found.

Much later she noticed 
that oddly shaped 
fossils were sometimes 
found inside what 
would have been the 
Ichthyosaur skeleton’s 
abdomen. Nobody knew 
what they were.Sa
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She discovered that if these oddly shaped fossils 
were broken open, they often contained fossilised 
fish bones and scales as well as sometimes, bones 
from small Ichthyosaurs. 

What do you 
think that the 
oddly shaped 
fossils inside the 
Ichthyosaur 
skeletons were 
telling Mary?
Sa

mp
le 

Sli
de

Did you guess that 
the fossils told Mary 
what the Ichthyosaurs 
ate?

When he found out about Mary’s 
discovery he was very interested. 
He decided the oddly shaped fossils 
were in fact fossilised faeces 
(Ichthyosaur poo) which he called 
coprolites 

Do you remember William Buckland?
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This is the Ichthyosaur fossil found by Mary Anning. It’s 
on display at the Natural History Museum in London.
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Mary made many great discoveries. In 1823 when 
she was 24 years old, Mary discovered the first 
complete skeleton of a long-necked PlesiosaurPlesiosaurPlesiosaurPlesiosaur
which she called the sea dragon.
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Mary’s discoveries were very 
important to science and 
scientists began to listen to her.

Plesiosaur

Mary was by then, 
becoming famous as 
a fossil collector and, 
when she spoke about 
the fossils, she knew 
what she was talking 
about.
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Since she was a young girl, Mary had been 
developing very important skills. She became a 
good observer who could provide important 
information to scientists. She knew the area well 
and became an expert at predicting where fossils 
might be found after storms. 

As a child she had became very 
good at removing the fossils 
without damaging them.

Why do you think all those 
skills were important?
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In 1824, after visiting Mary Anning, Lady 
Harriet Sivester wrote in her diary:

". . . the extraordinary thing about this young woman is 
that she has made herself so thoroughly familiar with 
science that the moment she finds any bones she knows 
exactly what they belong to. She fixes the bones on a 
frame with cement and then makes careful drawings …
It is certainly wonderful that this poor, uneducated  girl 
should be so blessed, but, by studying and hard work she 
has such knowledge that she is capable of writing and 
talking with professors and other clever men on the 
subject, and they all recognise that she understands 
more of the science than anyone else in this kingdom."Sa
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Mary lived all her life in Lyme Regis. She only left 
once for a short trip to London. Her picture shows 
her as a middle aged woman, carrying a hammer, 
and with her dog, Tray.

Whenever she found a good 
fossil, she left her dog behind 
to guard it until she returned 
with others to help her dig it 
out of the ground.
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At the age of 47, Mary Anning 
became ill and died.

Even after her death, many 
scientists of the day could hardly 
believe that a young woman from 
such a poor background could 
have had all the knowledge and 
skills that she had shown them.Sa
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This is the grave of 
Mary Anning and her 
brother Joseph.
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Information for teachers from the Internet.

Mary’s hometown, Lyme Regis, was located on the southwest coast of England. About 
200 million years earlier, the region had been a sea bottom, where numerous 
dinosaur remains were fossilized after their death. As sea levels fell, these fossils 
could be found on the beach and above it, especially in the exposed rocky cliffs. 
Richard Anning was among the first to take advantage of the tourist trade, which 
increased as Lyme Regis became a summer resort seaside town in the late 1700s. A 
popular item was what the locals called "curiosities," a coiled shell. Later, it was 
determined that these shells were ammonites that lived in the Jurassic Period.

In 1811 or 1812, Mary Anning made her first important discovery. Though sources 
differ on the sequence of events and who was involved, it is clear that she was 
primarily responsible for the finding of a well-preserved, nearly complete skeleton 
of what came to be called an Ichthysaurus ("fish-lizard"). Some said that her 
brother Joseph found the skull first, or they found the head together, separate 
from the rest of the body. Others believed that Mary found the whole fossil on her 
own. Mary then hired workers to dig out the block in which it was embedded. In any 
case, the ten-meter (30 feet) long skeleton created a sensation and made Mary 
famous. She sold it to Henry Hoste Henley, a local collector, for £23. Eventually it 
made its way to the London Museum of Natural History, and a debate ensued over 
what to name the creature, a marine reptile with a long body and tail, small limbs, 
and trim head. It was named Ichthysaurus in 1817.
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