Dawkins v Tiddeman
The 1870s excavations were the focus of intense argument between two
career scientists William Boyd Dawkins and Richard Tiddeman
Dawkins directed the excavations from 1870
until he resigned in 1873. He was succeeded by
Tiddeman who remained in charge until the
excavations ended in 1878.
Dawkins (1837–1929) was hugely energetic and
ambitious. Elected Fellow of the Royal Society in
1867 for his work on Ice Age mammals, he
became Professor of Geology at Owens’ College,
now Manchester University, in 1872. He was
knighted for ‘services to geology’ in 1919.
Tiddeman (1842–1917) was an Oxford graduate
who joined the Geological Survey in 1864. He
was promoted to geologist rank in 1870 and
remained a field geologist throughout his career.
Dawkins and Tiddeman held opposing views
about the Ice Age. Tiddeman believed the
deposits in Victoria Cave showed that the climate
in the Ice Age underwent cyclical changes alternating between cold and warm episodes,
with glacial events in the coldest phases.
Dawkins was having none of it. To protect his
professional standing he cast doubt on
Tiddeman’s observations and accused him of
making things up.
By force of
personality
Dawkins got his
way. Tiddeman’s
excavations were
dismissed as
flawed. It was to
take another thirty
years before
Tiddeman’s views
were widely
accepted and in
the meantime
Victoria Cave was
forgotten by the
scientific world.

Fragment of bone found beneath the glacial
deposits and identified as human in 1873 by
Professor George Busk. When Busk changed
his mind about the identification in 1878 this
greatly damaged Tiddeman’s credibility.

Settle Cave Exploration Committee 1873. The geologist Professor John Phillips is
the figure sitting on the far right, sitting next to him is the archaeologist John
Evans (later Sir). Joseph Jackson is centre of the second row holding a spade.
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Joseph Jackson standing between Dawkins (left) and Tiddeman (right). In 1881
the geologist James Geikie described Dawkins as: “…a vain cocky humbug… It
is monstrous that such a nincompoop in physical geology should be allowed to
strut about as an authority…”

The excavation of the glacial deposits outside the cave in 1874. These were crucial
to dating the older deposits in the cave. Tiddeman was very careful to make a
photographic record because he knew Dawkins would dispute their origins.
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