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The pick-shaped entrenching tool handle, 178mm across the head 

 

Introduction 

This object was once thought to be a hammer made especially for Lyme’s most 

famous fossilist, Mary Anning (1796-1847), by her father Richard. With help 

from colleague museums in 2012 it turned out to be the pick-shaped handle head 

and broken part of the shaft of an 1882-issue British Army entrenching tool. 

 

 
The pick head is chisel shaped at the end in this view, like a  

geologist’s hammer, but pointed at the other like a prospector’s pick 
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Although never recorded in the Museum’s records as anything more than a pick, it 

was so strongly reputed to be Mary’s “extractor” that the Museum came to 

promote it as such, even around the time of the “Ten Object” talks in 2010. The 

professional geologists and fossil collectors currently associated with the 

Museum, including Paddy Howe who gave the talk, were never happy about this 

pick being fit for purpose as a geological hammer or fossil extracting tool. 

 

This paper explains a little about geological hammers and the 1882-issue army 

entrenching tool. 

 

 
A Mary Anning revival actor at the Museum 

 

Provenance of the object 
There is no evidence as to the source of the object or donor. It was accessioned in 

1993 as part of a catching-up exercise and is simply categorised as “found in the 

Museum”. Conceivably it could have been in use in the Museum for breaking up 

coal to feed the boiler or left by a workman. Maybe in its broken state it could 

have been useful for light tasks such as coal breaking or raking out old mortar 

prior to re-pointing a wall. 

 

How did we find out? 

We are grateful to a volunteer from the Weald & Downland Open Air Museum in 

West Sussex for recognising “Mary’s Hammer” in our display as exactly the same 

as a similar broken specimen in its collection in Sussex. Julian Bell, the Curator 

there, kindly sent a picture of their specimen and a page from Chappell (1999) 

which instantly confirmed its true identity as being from the British Army. 

Moreover, in its Mark I form, it was not issued by the Army until 1882, a point 

confirmed for us by Chris Cooper at the National Army Museum by reference to 

Turner (2006). If Richard Anning had made it for his daughter it would be unique. 

Moreover Mary died 35 years before the issue of the Mk1 form of this tool. 
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The entrenching tool handle in the Weald & Downland 

Museum’s collection (Weald & Downland Museum) 

 

Other Anning Tools 

There are two other tools in the Museum’s collection associated with the Anning 

family. A well-made small pointing trowel (LRM 1993/16) is also reputed to be 

a “Mary Anning’s Fossil Extractor”. Like the so-called hammer, the source is 

unknown. This trowel would be fit for purpose for carefully separating shale 

laminae, scraping soft mudstone surfaces or pushing out small bones or 

invertebrate fossils from their matrix, and as such could have been most useful to 

Mary. 

 

 
The pointing trowel, could this have been Mary’s fossil extractor? 

190mm long 

 

Of more convincing Anning connection is a cabinet maker’s tri-square (LRM 

1978/44), clearly marked “ANNING” in upper-case letters inside the maker’s 

circular mark, which reads “Maw & Staley”. This partnership traded only 

between1823-1835. The marks are on the wooden shaft and readers in digital 

format will be able to observe by zooming in. 

 

 
The Anning’s tri-square, the blade is 430mm long 
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It is assumed to have belonged to Joseph Anning, Mary’s brother (1796-1849) or 

her nephew, but there is no evidence other than the word ANNING. Her father 

Richard had been a cabinet maker, and Joseph was engaged in the joinery and 

upholstery trade and in the setting up of a short-lived Mechanics’ Institute in 

1844, which, for a short while, displayed fossils at a small museum in Bridge 

Street. 

 

The tri-square came as part of a purchase of tools from Boswells, a Lyme firm of 

joiners and undertakers. Most of the others are either marked “F Boswell” or 

“WM”, for shipbuilder William Mansfield. 

 

How do we know that “Mary’s Hammer” was not fit for geological purpose? 

The once-called “Mary Anning Hammer” in the Museum is weak in construction, 

has unworn points, poor balance, a broken shaft and insufficient weight to do the 

job that Mary would have wanted a hammer to do, although she employed Blue 

Lias stone quarriers, who worked on the beach and cliffs, to do her heavy work. 

 

Conybeare and Philips (1822) describe hammer versions not far different from 

modern geological hammers, with a square section amongst many other variants 

including picks for special geological purposes. The Rev William Conybeare, 

Rector of Axminster, was a close friend of Mary Anning, so she would have been 

exposed to the latest design developments and would have been able to get the  

innovative Lyme ironmonger, Edward Brown (Bull, 2010) or a local blacksmith to 

make up hammers to her requirements, or Conybeare’s or de la Beche’s 

suggestions. Klemun (2011) describes in detail the development and use of the 

geologist’s hammer.    

 

What kind of hammer did Mary use? 

 

     
Left: detail from Mary Anning’s portrait in the Natural History Museum 

Right: detail from Sir Henry de la Beche’s 1853 portrait in the National 

Museum of Wales. Sir Henry de la Beche, founder and first director of the British 

Geological Survey, the world’s first, came from Lyme and was a keen supporter 

and friend of Mary. 
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The portraits of Mary and her friend Sir Henry de la Beche both hold hammers 

which are little different from the modern pattern, perhaps shorter in the head and 

rather heavy for carrying all day in the field. Mary’s portrait may not have been 

painted from life, so it may illustrate what the artist expected rather than be an 

accurate record. Other drawings, including one by de la Beche, show her holding a 

pick-like hammer. As a fellow geologist, friend and proficient sketcher, de la 

Beche is likely to be correct. 

 

Another well-known Lyme engraving shows a well-heeled young lady on the 

beach at Cobb Gate wielding a pick: it may be an illusion to Mary, although others 

have suggested a skit on Jane Austen geologising. Cobb Gate can never have been 

a profitable spot for Mary to search. 

 

The modern geological hammer and its purpose 

To a modern geologist the right hammer is critically important. It must be easy to 

carry in the hand all day in the field; it must look professional and act as a “badge 

of office”. It must be seen as non-threatening by passers-by, farmers, police 

constables or airport baggage scanners.  Nowadays the handle must be hickory, to 

absorb shocks; the head must be square section at one end and chisel section at the 

other. It must be hard-forged, but tempered so that the edges of the square end are 

softer, so that no steel splinters fly off when a hard rock is hit. This square end is 

also used with chisels to extract fossils or rocks, whilst the chisel end of the 

hammer is useful for ascending and descending steep muddy slopes and for 

cutting steps and clearing away weathered material on cuttings, sections, cliffs etc, 

as well as wedging off small pieces of rock along cracks. The hard steel of the 

chisel point can be used to distinguish between hard quartz and silica-rich rocks 

and softer calcite, limestones and marbles by scratching and by shiny steel marks 

left on minerals harder than it.  

 

 
Once the design settled, conventional British geological hammers did not 

change much in decades. These are examples from the 1960s - £1 coin for scale.  

Left: British Geological Survey-issue Cutrock Engineering Co’s hammers, 1lb 

(454g) & 4oz (114g) sizes, the head held on the shaft by steel wedges like a 

carpenter’s hammer. Whitehead hammers were similar. 

Right: 1lb (454g) hammer by Hardypick, which fits over its handle like a pick 

axe, secured with a steel collar and with wooden wedges. 
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Modern commercial hammers come in sizes varying from 4oz (114g) to 7lb 

(3.2kg), 1lb (454g) being the normal size for soft-rock field work. Smaller 

hammers are used to extract fossils and minerals, the smallest in the laboratory, 

and the large hammers for cracking large pieces of hard rocks such as granites, 

well-cemented doggers or borehole cores to find clean surfaces for examination 

with a hand lens. Further uses are for triming specimens for display and for 

making chips to thin-section for microscope slides, whilst the chisel point is useful 

for splitting fissile rocks held in the hand. 

 

American hammers are quite different and are generally more like prospector’s 

picks, the head pointed at one end. The head and handle are an integral steel 

forging and the handle is rubber-sleeved to absorb shock. Such hammers are 

becoming more commonly used in Britain. 

 

Carpenter’s, bricklayer’s, slater’s, toffee and coal hammers MUST NOT BE 

USED with force on hard rocks. The have the wrong temper or shape and are 

therefore liable to shed steel splinters into the hands, legs or eyes. Cast-iron 

hammers will shatter with similar result. 

 

Army Entrenching Tools 

“Mary Anning’s Hammer” actually was part of an Army entrenching tool made 41 

years after her death.  

 

We are grateful to the Weald and Downland Museum for drawing our attention to 

a specimen exactly similar to ours and broken in the same way.  

 

We are also indebted to the National Army Museum for confirming the 

identification as part of the shaft and the handle of an army trenching tool issued 

only between 1882 and 1892.  

 

The tool, basically a shovel, but with a light pick as a handle, is highly distinctive 

in shape, construction and use. It was worn on the soldier’s waist belt, the pick 

head held by a strap and restrained by a leather loop. Marching, falling to the 

ground under fire and sitting must have been difficult - indeed the tool may have 

endangered the soldier in action, hastening its re-issue in various later versions 

and carrying arrangements. In 1892 it was replaced by a tool with a plain shovel 

handle held in a more practical back-pack.  

 

The pick handle would have been useful to clear small stones or roots when 

digging and climbing out of trenches, but it cannot have been kind to the hand. No 

doubt examples soon came onto the surplus market in the 1890s and with the 

Museum under construction at the turn of the century it is easy to imagine that a 

broken example was left in the cellar by the builders and/or was used to break coal 

for the boiler. 

 

The construction is unusual, the normal wooden shovel handle is shaped as a half-

oval and fitted to the wooden shaft in the usual way and then encased in a steel 
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band cleverly folded to make the chisel and pointed ends which continues down 

the shaft to be held by a collar and rivets.  

  

© 2013 Richard Bull and Lyme Regis Museum  
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