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There’s Adventure in Geology (May, 
1959) is a book that was written for 
young people in the late 1950s. It was 
given to my wife by one of her best 

friends before we were married with the admonition, “If you 
are going to marry a geologist, you have to read this.” In my 
opinion, it wasn’t really a great book, but I can certainly attest 
that the title is true! As president of the Geological Society of 
America, it is my privilege to write this 2007 address, in which 
I wish to stress several points: the uniqueness and the adven-
ture of our science, its importance to society, and some of the 
key issues that confront us as both scientists and citizens. I 
illustrate some of these points with some snippets of my own 
research—my scientific odyssey. This address could also have 
been called “The Privilege of Being a Geologist,” paraphras-
ing Victor Weisskopf’s (1989) The Privilege of Being a Physi-
cist, for we are a privileged group.

My scientific odyssey has taken me to places that I never 
would have imagined in my youth and early career. I suspect 
that many of you who read this will have similar feelings. Who 
would have thought—I certainly didn’t—that I would conduct 
field studies and present papers in Egypt (e.g., Bennett et al., 
2002), Australia (Robinson et al., 1998), the UK (e.g., Sharp, 
1997), México (e.g., Gary et al., 2003; Andring et al., 2006), 
and Italy (e.g., Sharp et al., 1982), as well as many U.S. states, 

most notably Missouri (e.g., Grannemann and Sharp, 1979) and 
Texas (e.g., Sharp and Banner, 1997, 2000; Uliana and Sharp, 
2001)? Fascinating geoscientific problems are everywhere. 
There is much we don’t know and new problems still unimag-
ined. Science, especially geology, is not dead!

International scientific meetings give us an opportunity to 
meet fascinating scientists from the entire globe. The Geolog-
ical Society of America provides us a superb platform from 
which to present our research findings and ideas (as the ref-
erences prove). GSA and our Allied and Associated Societies 
provide scientific stimulation, exposure to new ideas, and a 
great opportunity for camaraderie with fellow scientists. I could 
not have imagined 35–40 years ago that my research path 
would have looked at processes in great sedimentary basins 
(e.g., Sharp and Domenico, 1976; McKenna and Sharp, 1998), 
surface water–groundwater interactions in major alluvial sys-
tems (e.g., Sharp, 1988; Larkin and Sharp, 1992), analysis of 
free convection (e.g., Simmons et al., 2001), interbasinal and 
regional flow studies in semi-arid regions of North America 
(e.g., Sharp, 1989; Mayer and Sharp, 1998), the dominating role 
of fractures in hydrogeologic systems (e.g., Krasny and Sharp, 
2007), the effects of urbanization on groundwater systems (e.g., 
Garcia-Fresca and Sharp, 2005; Wiles and Sharp, 2007), and 
karst hydrology (e.g., Halihan et al., 2000; Wolaver et al., 2006, 
2007). I never conceived that I would have been even remotely 
associated with exploring Earth’s deepest water-filled sinkholes 
as a prelude to eventual exploration of the solar system (Gary 
and Sharp, 2006). Scientific opportunities are constantly offer-
ing themselves to us for study. To the geologists of the future: 
you are lucky; who knows what scientific adventures await 
you and where they will take you. Have fun! Truly, there is 
adventure in geology.
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We geologists are a fortunate group of scientists. We work 
over a range of spatial and temporal scales that is rivaled only 
by the cosmologists. We look for minute chemical traces of life 
in ancient rocks and examine isotopic ratios, but we are also 
looking at deep earth structures and the evolution of the solar 
system where geology provides the ground-truth data. Unique 
to our science is the fact that we are concerned with both pre-
diction and retrodiction of the processes that shape the world 
upon which we live. We are trying to decipher 4.5 billion years 
of Earth’s history. The idea of geologic time (deep time), the 
evolution of life, and the concept of uniformitarianism are a 
few of our science’s many gifts to mankind. It might, however, 
be geology’s projections of earth processes into the future that 
are the most important. Much of the early growth of geology 
was driven by the prediction aspect. Where to find key min-
eral resources and how much of them exist were questions 
that led to support for geological mapping and the formation 
of our geological surveys. These remain critical projections—
what are our petroleum, mineral, and water resources? These 
issues are important politically and economically. One of my 
first professional slides (Sharp and Domenico, 1976, Figure 
2 therein) depicted sedimentary basins in the eastern hemi-
sphere that are receiving such high rates of sediment deposi-
tion that they are predicted to contain excess pore-fluid pres-
sures. For many of them, excess pore-fluid pressures had been 
reported in the literature before 1973, and most have since 
had such pressures documented. It is an interesting coinci-
dence that these basins seem to correspond with zones of 
recent political turmoil. Of course, we either have found or 
expect to find petroleum in these basins. This may not be a 
coincidence, because wars have commonly commenced over 
possession of mineral, water, land, and now energy resources. 
Geology is important politically.

Perhaps the great question of today is—how large a popula-
tion can a state or region or the world sustain given predicted 
climate, geologic, hydrologic, technical, and socioeconomic 
changes? The failure to project these changes and their prob-
able effects continues to be a major source of political and 
economic conflict.

Prediction of geologic hazards is also critical. In some cases, 
we do this relatively well—flood stages and major volcanic 
eruptions are examples—in other cases, we are less precise, 
such as in predicting major earthquakes, catastrophic subsi- 
dence, or the effects of mankind as a primary geologic agent 
of change. On much of the world’s land surface, it is difficult 
to find a square kilometer that hasn’t been profoundly affected 
by mankind. We are, perhaps, the major geologic agent affect-
ing Earth’s surface. Finally, our field of research has expanded 
beyond planetary confines. 

The adventure is there; our predictions involve the real 
world; even children are excited about geology—they can 
sense that adventure!

Our challenges are exciting, and daunting. They include

•  Appreciation of deep time and Earth’s evolution. Clearly, 
any society that denies either fundamental scientific 

facts or scientific uncertainty is in big trouble. We as 
scientists have to bring our knowledge to the public and 
do it repeatedly.

•  Integrating science, especially geology, into public policy 
decision making. For instance, we can predict sea level 
rise and floods, but we continue to build within one meter 
of mean sea level and on flood plains, areas that we are 
sure will be inundated eventually. We just cannot predict 
the timing. Are we rebuilding New Orleans in a rational 
manner? How do we communicate science to politicians, 
the business community, and the public?

•  Population growth and urbanization. What is the maxi-
mum population Earth can sustain and which geographic 
locations are better than others? How do we best, if we 
can, find the energy, water, and agricultural productivity 
to meet the demands? Have we already passed sustain-
able levels?

•  Environmental and climatic change. Geologists are in a 
unique position—we have documented significant changes 
over Earth’s history. How do we predict the effects more 
precisely and how do we deal with the predicted change?

•  Science and learning for its own sake. A line of research 
may not have an immediate practical value, but learning for 
its own sake must be fostered. We don’t have to look far to 
find examples of “dreamer” science later turning out to be of 
immense practical value. Just because research doesn’t have 
an immediate expected payback doesn’t mean it should not 
be pursued. Follow your scientific insights!

We need to support science and push for financial support 
of science at all levels whether or not it is basic or applied and 
whether or not it is immediately practical or “blue sky.” The 
rewards will be great, and the failure to do so will have very 
negative ramifications.

If addressing these challenges isn’t an adventure, what is? 
We are indeed lucky to be geologists. Rock on! The adventure 
continues!
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GSA GeoCorps America™ Announces

68 GeoCorps Positions Open for Application

  Need additional field experience? Want to spend your summer 
working in a National Park? Retired but want to get back in the field? 
Looking for a paid internship? Now is your chance! 

 Visit the GSA GeoCorps AmericaTM Web site to apply for an exciting 
geoscience position available only to GSA members. The deadline to 
apply for GeoCorps is Friday, 1 February 2008. Hurry and get your 
application in today! 

www.geosociety.org/geocorps

Michael Smith, Grand Canyon–Parashant 
National Monument, 2007.

Dead line to A pply: 1 F ebr uar y 2008
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