


In the spring of 1799, in a little house clinging to the cliffs 
of a seaside town in Dorset, a girl called Mary Anning was 
born. Although no one knew it yet, Mary was a 
remarkable child.  
 It took just over a year for her to reveal how special 
she was.  
 A horse show came to town and although it was a 
stormy day everyone came out to watch! Mary was still a 
baby at the time so one of her neighbours held her up to 
see the show. As the storm raged on the neighbour took 
Mary and sheltered under a tree with a couple of other 
women. 
 The crowds cheered, 
the horses neighed and 
the thunder boomed.  
 Then, all of a 
sudden, a baby’s squeal 
could be heard above it 
all. It was Mary! Lightning 
had struck the tree above 
her and killed the three 
women, but Mary 
survived.  
 Everyone in town 
thought it was a miracle. 
They believed that the 
lightning had sparked 
Mary’s curiosity and 
intelligence. But this isn’t 



quite true. Mary’s cleverness was actually partly inherited 
from her mum and dad and partly due to the way she 
grew up.  
 Mary showed her curiosity on fossil hunts with her 
father along the cliffs. Fossils are special rocks that show 
us the remains of plants and creatures that live millions of 
years ago. 
 The best time to go fossil hunting was just after a big 
storm or a landslide as these wore away the rock so the 
fossils could be seen. Sometimes the storms that helped 
them find fossils also flooded their house! It could be 

dangerous work, but 
Mary didn’t let that stop 
her.  
 She regularly went out 
on the cliffs and along 
the shore with her dad 
and brother to find new 
treasures. She and her 
father even set up a stall 
on the beach to sell their 
fossils to tourists.  
 When Mary was only 
11 years old, her father 
passed away. The whole 
family was very upset, 
especially Mary, he had 
taught her everything she 
knew about hunting for 



fossils. But Mary didn’t let that stop her.  
 She was a smart girl, read lots of books and even did 
her own studies to learn more about fossils. Her father 
hadn’t left the family with much money so Mary and her 
brother, Joseph, continued to climb along the cliffs and 
the beaches to hunt for fossils to sell. 
 It was slow work, many days they would sit by the 
window, wishing for dark clouds to roll in or hoping there 
would be a landslide. For weeks, they wondered along 
the shore and only found tiny fossils or shells. 
 But after a year, Joseph found something huge! He 
dug up a giant skull, 120cm long! It was a great find, but 
Mary, being the curious child she was, didn’t stop there. 
She knew there must be more. The next day she went 
back to the same spot and kept digging.  
 Mary came back day after day and kept going, 
digging into the rock, brushing away the sand. Eventually 
she had uncovered an entire skeleton of an ancient 
creature. She had found the world’s first ichthyosaur 
skeleton! 



 This ichthyosaur was a reptile that lived in the sea 
around 200 million years ago. It was as long as three 
people stood on top of each other.  
 Mary’s ichthyosaur had sunk to the bottom of the sea 
when it died. The soft parts of its body, like the skin and 
muscles, were eaten by other animals. The bones were 
then buried by sand and mud, over time more layers of 
sand, mud and even volcanic ash piled on top, putting a 
lot of weight on the skeleton. Over millions of years, these 
layers turned into rock.  
 Meanwhile, water seeped in from the rock and 
dissolved the bones. This leaves a gap in the shape of the 
bones, where they once were. The water left behind 
minerals which are natural, solid chemicals that are usually 
found in rocks. The minerals filled the gaps left behind by 
the bones. The pressure of layers and layers of sand and 



mud on top of it, caused the 
minerals to turn into rock. This 
process replaced the bones with 
stone. This means that the 
remains Mary found, weren’t 
bones from an ancient creature 
but were stones – which we call 
fossils – created in the shape of 
those bones. 
 At that time, people didn’t 
know about dinosaurs and 
creatures that had lived before us. 
Lots of people thought that the 
Earth was only a few thousand 
years old. No one knew what 
monster Mary had found. But 
Mary didn’t let that stop her. 
 As Mary grew up, she carried 
on hunting for fossils and making 
new discoveries. She remained 
poor and so had to sell her fossils 
for money. Often geologists - the 
scientists who study rocks - would 
buy her fossils and take the credit 
for the things she had found. She 
was not allowed to be part of the 
scientific community because she 
was a woman. But Mary didn’t let 
that stop her.  



 She did lots of her own research and studies and 
found out that rocks that many people called bezoars 
were really fossilised poo! She told a geologist called 
William Buckland about this, who was so impressed that 
he convinced the government to pay Mary for her 
contributions to science. 
 This allowed Mary to set up her own fossil shop – 
Anning’s Fossil Depot. Scientists from all over the world 
came to visit Mary and buy her famous fossils. 
 But even then, Mary struggled. She continued to 
watch the skies for storms, just as she had as a child. She 
searched up and down the coast, but sometimes went 
months or years 
without finding 
anything special. 
This is because not 
all living things 
become fossils. They 
need to be buried 
quickly by mud or 
sand for this to 
happen, that’s why 
most of the fossils 
found come from 
sea creatures. It was 
hard to find a 
complete skeleton 
as often parts would 
be washed away 



before Mary got to them or they may have been crushed 
over the years. But Mary didn’t let that stop her. 
 A few years after opening her shop, she found 
another huge skeleton fossil. This time it was a pterosaur 
– the largest ever flying animal! Everyone was so amazed, 
that this was put on display in the British Museum. Even 
now, you can see lots of Mary’s fossils in the Natural 
History Museum. 
 Luckily, a lot has changed since Mary’s time. Now, 
women are allowed to become scientists. We also know a 
lot more about the creatures that lived before us, a lot of 
that is due to Mary’s hard work.  
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