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George Purves Black 

George Black died on 22 August 1997. He was born in 
Edinburgh on 19 July 1929, the son of a headmaster. 
Educated at the Royal High School, and a medal win
ning best student, his aptitude for science and mathe
matics was already much in evidence: however, his 
handwriting was a matter for comment even then! He 
entered the University of Edinburgh in 1945; and 
though an able chemist, graduated in Geology with 1st 
Class Honours, with the medal in economic geology. 
Too young to register for a Ph.D., he travelled in the 
USA for a year, starting his research career (PhD -
"Some aspects of the petrology of the Isle of Rhum") 
back in Edinburgh in 1950, funded by the Falconer 
Memorial Fellowship. After only a year, in 1951, he 
secured a post as lecturer in igneous petrology at the 
Grant Institute of Geology, University of Edinburgh. 

Up to 1960 George, along with a string of research 
students, made important contributions to some of 
the controversial aspects of the Tertiary igneous ge
ology of Scotland. His work on Rhum is wei known, 
but much later work on Ardnamurchan was never 
published. A study of talc pneumoconiosis was done 
with A.D. Bain at the Edinburgh Royal Infirmary. 
Throughout his time at the Grant Institute, George 
was an enthusiast for extra-mural studies, and was 
acknowledged as an amusing, informative and stim
ulating promoter of geology. His valuable and much 
used book "Arthur's Seat" (1966) is a gem. 

In 1960 George Black made a major career move, 
taking up the post of geologist with the Nature Con
servancy, later NCC. For 24 years he was to be the 
official guide and leader of geoconservation in Brit
ain. For many years he dominated the proceedings of 
the Society's Conservation Committee. 

Perhaps his greatest achievement in putting geol
ogy on the conservation agenda, was the Geological 
Conservation Review, a project which mobilised ma
jor sections of the geological community. It had the 
aim of systematically compiling and documenting in 
print a national inventory of key geosites - a unique 
undertaking worldwide. This work is the justifica
tion or all present-day SSSis. His promotion with the 
Geological Curators Group of second-tier site re
cording in Britain, the natural corollary of the GCR, 
foundered for lack of NCC funding. George's resig
nation from NCC in 1984 meant that he was not able 
to see the GCR to completion (though he still con
tributed much data, and later authored one of the 
first-published GCR volumes). The public debate 
triggered by his resignation rumbled on through the 
80s and is still with us: some of the issues raised have 
yet to be addressed. George had another conservation 
persona, in cave conservation, and from the 1960s 
until his death he was the president of the Pengelly 
Cave Trust. He was one of the founders of the Brit
ish Institute for Geological Conservation in 1987. 
The same year also saw the launch by Dutch col
leagues of ProGEO - the European Association for 
the Conservation of the Geological Heritage, now 
made up of prominent geologists and geoconserva
tionists from many agencies in Europe, as well as in-
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dividuals. George was a founder member, and as the 
doyen of geoconservation in Europe automatically 
became ProGEO's frrst president, presiding at~- suc
cession of conferences across Europe, including the 
highly successful First International Symposium on 
the Conservation of the Geological Heritage, at 
Digne, France in 1991. 

George leaves an enormous legacy in Tertiary ig
neous studies and in conservation: the former's loss 
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in 1960 was the latter's gain. He touched the lives of 
many - and many organisations, especially the Soci
ety, ProGEO and the Pengelly, benefited enormously 
from his knowledge and wisdom. He leaves a son 
and a daughter, Alistair and Catriona, from his first 
marriage to Ann Holland: and two sons, lain and 
Angus, by his marriage to Lesley Palmer. 
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