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George Young’s1 first geological 
work, A Geological Survey of the 
Yorkshire Coast was highly praised by 
contemporary geologists of his day as 
a thorough and valuable contribution 
to geological knowledge of Yorkshire 
in north-eastern England.  During the 
19th century, as is still the case today, 
the geological arguments for the age 
of the earth resulted from assumptions 
about the past, rather than the facts.  
Young was very careful to separate 
the facts from the assumptions, and 
powerfully argued from the geological 
evidence and scriptural record that 
those proposing an ancient age for the 
earth were misguided.

Geological Survey was written 
with the artistic assistance of John 
Bird and first appeared as a 236-page 
volume in 1822, with a greatly revised 
edition (356 pages) released in 1828.2  
This review will focus on the 1828 
edition.

After a 12-page introduction, the 
work was divided into three parts.  
Part 1 (172 pages) is a geological 
description of all the strata of the 
Yorkshire Coast.  Part 2 (125 pages) is a 
description of the various fossils found, 
arranged into classes and identified 
according to the locations where they 
were found.  In Part 3 (47 pages) Young 
and Bird presented their theoretical 
inferences from these facts.  It also 
included an index, 37 pages of plates 
showing fossils and 5 pages explaining 
the plates.

The authors realized that there 
would be opposition to the latter part 

and addressed their critics:
‘… as the hints here thrown out 
are chiefly suggested by existing 
phenomena, it is hoped that they 
may be serviceable to the studi-
ous enquirer.  Where the views 
adopted by the authors militate 
against the favourite theory of 
any of their readers, they expect 
from the reader that candour and 
indulgence which he himself has 
a right to claim from others.  On 
subjects involved in so many dif-
ficulties, mutual forbearance is 
indispensable.’3

Contemporary reviews

Whitby geologist Martin Simpson 
described Young’s Geological Survey 
as ‘in every way worthy of a pupil of the 
celebrated Playfair’.  He continued:

‘[It] was performed with great 
accuracy, minute investigation, 
and care, during four years of 
assiduous labour. …  In this work a 
fair and accurate description of the 
series of strata along the coast was 
given, which formed an important 
guide in further researches.  The 
publication of this work, and the 
visits of the authors [Young and 
Bird] to various localities, and their 
intercourse with men of scientifick 
tastes, gave a great impulse to 
geological pursuits throughout the 
district.’4

	 In an 1825 article on diluvial 
formations, Adam Sedgwick, who 
most likely knew Young personally, 
described the Survey as containing 
‘some excellent observations’.  The next 
year, in an article on the classification 
of the strata of the Yorkshire coast, 
Sedgwick again commended the 
work of  Young and Bird, whose 
‘information induced me to shorten the 
task which I had proposed to myself’.  
This was because ‘with many excellent 
details’ the relations of the geological 
phenomena had been ‘elaborately 
and faithfully described’ to give an 
accurate history of the structure of the 

whole Yorkshire coast.5  John Phillips 
also acknowledged the ‘descriptive 
accuracy’ of the Geological Survey 
in his own later work on the same 
subject.6  Though Young did not travel 
extensively, the fact that Young was 
so well acquainted with this particular 
part of England was significant for 
developing a wider view of Earth 
history, because so much of the 
‘geological column’ was represented 
in Yorkshire.7

Young was cautious in his 
theorizing, because of what he 
perceived to be the still rather infant 
state of geology.  In 1828 he wrote: 

‘It is within the last twenty or thirty 
years, that geology has begun to 
assume her proper rank among 
the sciences; … Within these few 
years, the collection of geological 
facts has been rapidly accumulat-
ing.  Still, if we may judge from 
the jarring opinions held on the 
subject, we have not obtained 
sufficient data, for establishing a 
general theory of the earth; in other 
words, we cannot satisfactorily ex-
plain the natural causes, employed 
by the Creator to bring our globe 
into its present state; which, as all 
agree, is widely different from its 
original state.  The chief thing to 
be done, therefore, in the present 
stage of the science, is to enrich 
it with ample stores derived from 
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actual observation; … Every ad-
dition to these stores, will serve to 
enlarge and consolidate the basis, 
on which a true theory of the earth, 
if such can be found, must neces-
sarily rest.’8

Facts and inferences

From his geological research 
of the Yorkshire coast, Young drew 
out the following twenty facts and 
inferences:9  
1.	 All the strata (except the whinstone 

dyke) were formed by aqueous 
deposition.  

2.	 They were deposited horizontally 
or nearly so.  

3.	 Some powerful force inclined and 
dislocated the strata.10  

4.	 A denudation of the strata has oc-
curred by a force other than exist-
ing rivers.  

5.	 Alluvial beds of gravel and sand 
were deposited after, and as a result 
of, the dislocation and denudation 
of the strata.  

6.	 Valleys were formed by faulting 
and denudation, not by the rivers 
in them presently.11  

7.	 In many places subsidence has 
caused basins, which are not lim-
ited to the coal measures, contrary 
to the impression given by many 
geological writers at the time.  

8.	 None of the strata are universal 
over the earth, like an onion skin, 
but rather are scale-like and many, 
if not all, of these strata thin out 
at the edges, many of which were 
obliterated by the denudation of 
the strata.12  

9.	 As a result, we should not expect 
the same strata series everywhere 
in the world, as indeed we find 
examples of missing strata13 and 
strata in the wrong order.14

10.	Often one stratum makes an 
insensible or gradual transition 
into another stratum of a different 
mineralogical character, making 
it difficult to define the dividing 
line.  

11.	 Seams or secretions are sometimes 
imbedded within (and therefore are 
subordinate to) another stratum.  

12.	Strata are in different states of in-
duration (i.e. lower strata are often 
softer than upper strata),15 and or-
ganic remains are in different states 
of preservation irrespective of the 
order of succession of the strata.  

13.	The strata were not formed gradu-
ally at the bottom of the ocean in 
the way that modern rivers and 
ocean currents deposit material.16  

14.	The varying plenitude of fossils 
in the strata is in no relation to the 
order of succession of the strata.  

15.	Some strata have marine fossils, 
some land fossils, but most con-
tain a mixture of the two, which 
implies that when the strata were 
deposited, land and sea life were 
blended together.17  

16.	Some fossils are well preserved, 
while others are mutilated and 
compressed, and none show evi-
dence of having lived where they 
died.18  

17.	The use of fossils to identify 
the strata is very limited to local 
areas, since so many fossils are 
extensively diffused and intermixed 
through the whole geological 
record.19  

18.	Fossilized creatures with living 
analogues and those without (i.e. 
apparently extinct) are so inter-
mixed in the strata as to make it 
impossible to label some as more 
ancient than others.20  

19.	From the above facts and infer-
ences it is reasonable to conclude 
that all the strata had a nearly 
contemporaneous deposition.21  

20.	The basaltic dyke (in Yorkshire) 
was produced by the same agent 
that elevated the continents.  
	 For these twenty reasons Young 

concluded that the old-earth ‘formation 
system [of multiple creations and 
revolutions before the creation of man] 
may please the imagination, and give 
scope to the fancy, but it will not stand 
the test of an appeal to facts’.  

Given the great  amount of 
geological exposure and the solid 
groundwork carried out by George 
Young, the Yorkshire coast would be 
a fertile area for reinvestigation by 
modern creationist geologists.

Kirkdale Cave

Part 2 on fossils included a 17-page 
(pp. 294–310) discussion of the famous 
Kirkdale Cave, with a refutation of 
Buckland’s post-diluvian hyena den 
theory of the cave.  Young pointed out a 
number of factual errors in Buckland’s 
description of the cave and gave his 
reasons for concluding that the cave 
and its fossil remains were deposited 
by the Noachian Flood, though not all 
simultaneously.  Young’s argument was 
based on his own first-hand research of 
the cave, commenced within a week 
of its discovery, and on his personal 
discussions with the workmen who 
cleared the cave of fossils (sometimes 
while he was watching them), as well 
as conversations with William Salmond 
(FGS) and William Eastmead, the 
two geologists most involved in the 
analysis of the cave and its fossils.  A 
number of the fossils were deposited in 
the Whitby Museum, which Young and 
Bird managed.  Eastmead concluded 
that the cave was an antediluvian 
deposit.22 

Young’s discussion on the Kirkdale 
Cave was a revised form of two journal 
articles written in 1822 and published 
in the Memoirs of the Wernerian 
Natural History Society.  There are 
some interesting facts to be noted in 
regard to these.  The first article, read 
to the Wernerian Society in May 1822, 
was published that year23 and was a 
purely descriptive account of caves and 
the fossils found in them.  The second 
article, which gave Young’s theoretical 
interpretations of this geological data 
(in terms of Noah’s Flood) and gave a 
critique of Buckland’s den theory, was 
read to the Society on 30 November 
1822.  However, it was not published 
until at least four years later,24 long after 
Buckland’s theory was established in 
people’s minds.  

In Young’s second article, he 
said that he waited to publish his 
theoretical interpretations until 
Buckland had published his in the 
Philosophical Transactions of the 
Royal Society.  Buckland’s views were 
already known to Young as a result of 
earlier personal correspondence and 
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personal conversation in 
Whitby between the two.25  
So why did the Wernerian 
Society wait so many years 
before publishing Young’s 
objections to Buckland’s 
ideas, especially since 
Young had more first-hand 
knowledge of Kirkdale Cave 
and its fossils than Buckland 
did?  

This may have been 
a case of deliberate sup
pression (under Robert 
Jameson’s influence) of 
Young’s article.  Jameson 
was the founder and director 
of the Wernerian Society and 
editor of its Memoirs.  He 
secretly encouraged John 
Fleming, who advocated 
a tranquil Noachian Flood 
which left no geological 
effects, to oppose Buckland’s early 
views on the Flood.26  Fleming did so in 
the Edinburgh Philosophical Journal 
(co-edited by Jameson and David 
Brewster).27  Could it be that Jameson 
intentionally delayed publication of 
Young’s article until after Fleming’s, 
because of Jameson’s own drift from 
catastrophism to uniformitarianism, 
which was in progress at the time?

Hints and conjecture

Having discussed the facts and 
inferences that he considered to be 
‘certain’, Young proceeded to his 
‘probable’ hints and conjectures as 
to the time and the manner of the 
deposition of the strata.  In defence of 
a literal interpretation of Genesis 1–11, 
he first dealt with the day-age theory 
for harmonizing Genesis with old-earth 
geological theory, which insisted that 
the strata had been deposited before 
the creation of man.  He presented five 
reasons for rejecting this: 
1.	 the order of events in Genesis 1 do 

not coincide with the order of fossil 
remains in the strata, 

2.	 a creation over long ages detracts 
from the honour of God,28 

3.	 the goodness of creation (as stated 
in Genesis 1:31) militates against 
the notion of long ages of destruc-
tion before the sixth day, 

4.	 the strong evidence that the days 
were literal,29 and 

5.	 the incongruity of having ages of 
catastrophes resulting in the misery 
and destruction of creatures before 
man’s Fall in sin and even before 
his creation.30

After giving his reasons for 
rejecting the notion of a tranquil 
Noachian Flood,1 Young concluded his 
theoretical discussions by responding 
to geological objections to his theory 
of a recent creation and a global 
catastrophic Noachian Flood.31  These 
were presented in a question and 
answer format and covered such issues 
as:
1.	 the extent to which the antedilu-

vian strata were demolished by the 
Flood, 

2.	 how the Flood could have dis-
solved so much of the earth’s 
crust, 

3.	 how the pre-Flood world could 
have supplied all the animal and 
vegetable matter that we find in 
the strata, 

4.	 how the violent Flood could have 

produced such a regular series of 
strata and, in many cases, homo-
geneous strata, 

5.	 how it could have transported the 
quantity of matter necessary to 
produce the strata, 

6.	 what the cause of the break up of 
the crust was, 

7.	 how plant life could have survived 
the Flood and been so quickly 
restored after the Flood, 

8.	 and why more quadrupeds and hu-
mans were not found in the fossil 
record.  
It is interesting to note that many 

of the objections of the past are still 
being argued today.  In each case, 
he answered the objection based on 
known facts of natural science. 

Conclusion

Young made very thorough 
investigations of the geology of his 
home area of Yorkshire, where a great 
percentage of the so-called ‘geological 
column’ was exposed in the mines and 
on the sea coast.  The published results 
of these observations were praised 
for their accuracy by the leading 
old-earth geologists at the time.  His 
arguments for a young earth and the 

The frontispiece of Young’s Geological Survey of the Yorkshire Coast, 1822.  Picture by John Bird.
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answers he gave to his opponents 
are still essentially valid and worthy 
of investigation.  I would encourage 
modern creationist geologists to build 
upon the solid research work by George 
Young in the Yorkshire area.
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