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In 19 6 8 ,  Fernand Blondel o f  France ,  Honorary  Fellow 
o f  The Geological Society o f  America, succum bed to 
an illness th a t ,  in 1961, had in te rrup ted  his d is tin
guished career in geology and mineral econom ics. He 
will long be rem em bered for the bread th  o f  his vision, 
encompassing the wide econom ic  spectrum  from geo
logical discovery to ex trac t ion  and use, and for his 
genius in identify ing the parts  o f  the spectrum  needing 
to  be s trengthened  and then finding the means to  do 
so. This rare blend o f  scholarship and activism marked 
his whole professional career.

Born in 1894, prepared at the lycée Charlemagne, 
he en tered  l’Ecole Po ly techn ique in 1913. The follow
ing year  he joined the French  Army as a second lieu

tenan t  o f  artillery to  be seriously w ounded at Epargas in 1916. By the close o f  World 
War I he had earned the French and Belgian military crosses and the cross o f  the Legion 
o f  Honor.  After  com pleting his studies at  l’Lcole Po ly techn ique and l’Ecole des Mines 
he jo ined the faculty o f  l’Ecole des Mines de Sain t-É tienne, where he rem apped the 
Saint-Étienne sheet for the 1 :80 ,000  scale Geological Map o f  France and studied the 
structure o f  the Stephanois  Coal Basin.

in 1926 he accepted the post o f  ch ief  o f  the Geological Survey o f  Indochina, 
following in the foo ts teps  o f  Charles Jacob . A. Lacroix visited Indochina in 1927 and 
traveled widely with Blondel,  beginning a lasting friendship. At the same time Blondel 
published a series o f  com m unicat ions  to the Academy o f  Sciences on the geology o f  
Indochina.  A geological map o f  the co un try  (scale 1:4,00 0 ,00 0 )  appeared in 1927 and 
at the In ternational Geological Congress in Sou th  Africa, Blondel gave a paper entitled 
“ The state o f  our knowledge in 1929 on the geology o f  French  Indochina .”

In 1928, a t  the age o f  34 ,  he returned to  France fired with the de term inat ion  to 
accelerate geological and mining studies no t  only in Indochina ,  bu t  in all o f  F rance’s 
overseas colonies. Thus began a facet o f  his career tha t cu lm inated  in his wide recog
ni t ion  as the conscience for mineral developm ent in overseas France.

Eugene Raguin and Jean Marçais kindly sent me the  m anuscr ip t  o f  their  memoria l  which has 
since been published in the Bulletin de la Société Géologique de France (ser. 7, v. 21, p. 733-74 7)  
and I have drawn heavily from it. A memoria l  by Jean Lom bard  was published in the  Chronique 
des Mines et de la Recherche Minière (no. 378, p. 393-39 4) .  T o  these gent lem en I express  my 
thanks. My own diaries have served to  verify dates and occasions o f  past  meetings with  Blondel.
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He enlisted the interest o f the French government and o f mining companies regard
ing problems o f geology and mining research in the colonies, publication o f existing 
knowledge, training o f geologists for service abroad, and improvement o f colonial 
administration. As his biographers Raguin and Manjais have said: “On all levels he 
proved to be an extraordinary anim ator, putting to work his matchless personal com
petence,his experience overseas, and his relation with people in many circles, scientific, 
university, industrial, economic, administrative. His drive, his faith, his optimism, all 
inspired and crystallized good will and active collaboration.”

Through his efforts the Association o f Mining Studies was created, financed jointly 
by the Coal Mining Association, the Association of Heavy Industries, and the Chamber 
of Metallic Mines. Blondel was appointed its director. Within a short time the Associa
tion became the Bureau o f Colonial Geological and Mining Studies, a nonprofit organi
zation but with capital that assured continuing income. In 1932 it established the 
Chronique des Mines Coloniales,a publication that continues today under the direction 
o f J. Lombard. Its title, however, in recognition of changing times, has become Chron
ique des Mines et de la Recherche Minière.

Blondel’s role as catalyst in the development o f mining in French overseas colonies 
clearly emerged in the winter o f 1931—1932 when he organized a series of lectures, 
under the patronage o f Professor A. Lacroix, that began with his own discussion o f 
“Geology and the mines o f France overseas.” This series o f lectures, partly on indi
vidual colonies and partly on specific resources in all o f them, served to focus official 
attention on means for accelerating their development. Blondel went far beyond dis
cussion o f geology and mineral resources to probe into possible improvements in 
colonial administration and the training o f colonial administrators. Significant was his 
plan for training more geologists for service abroad and the inclusion o f some courses 
in geology for engineers preparing for colonial service.

Increasingly, the Ministry o f the Colonies listened to the counsel o f Blondel’s Bureau 
o f Colonial Geological and Mining Studies and made much use o f the wealth o f geolog
ical, mining, statistical, economic, and other information that it had assembled. The 
Chronicle o f  Colonial Mines became a font o f knowledge.

A junior colleague who traveled with Blondel during that period said, “ At the same 
time he is a senior that we respect and the boss that we consult w ithout ceasing to be, 
despite the age differences, the friend in whom we confide and, during long and painful 
African tours, a companion full o f  good hum or who is amused by the incidents and 
discomfort o f  the journey.”

Blondel’s preoccupation with the development o f mineral resources in the French 
colonies led him to question why mines occur where they do and where one should 
look for new mines. His long-time habit o f statistical compilation o f geological and 
mining data convinced him  that quantitative approaches were possible. Some o f his 
ideas in this regard appeared in his 1936 paper on the geology and the mines o f old 
platforms. His approach was similar to that of S. G. Lasky in the United States and 
finally led to the publication in 1956 o f a join t paper in the journal Economic Geology. 
The Council of Economics’ award for 1970 was presented posthumously to Blondel 
and Lasky by the president o f the American Institute o f Mining Engineers on March 3, 
1971. The citation said, “ In recognition o f their many contributions, bo th  individual 
and join t, that spanned 40 years and two continents and tha t, by seeking out the
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middle ground between the physical and social sciences, did so much to define the field 
o f mineral economics.”

His interest in the geographic distribution of ore deposits led him into the study of 
ores in relation to their geologic environment and to each other. His paper o f 1942 on 
scientific research in mineral deposits summarized his thoughts at that time. In 1958 
in Paris, at the first meeting o f the newly organized Subcommission for the Metallo- 
genic Map of the World, he presented a table o f symbols for use on such maps. Many 
o f his ideas were ultimately incorporated into P. Laffitte’s Metallogenic Map of 
Europe.

His emphasis on the need for systematic records on ore deposits appear throughout 
his writings and he did much to document the ore deposits of the colonies. His repeated 
pleas for more complete data on ore deposits blazed the trail for our present efforts 
toward assembling all pertinent information on individual ore deposits in a form 
suitable for computer input.

Blondel had planned to write a treatise on ore deposits but his illness intervened. 
His legacy to his colleagues throughout the world is his written record o f more than 
200 papers in which he not only described what he had seen but pleaded for improved 
techniques in the understanding o f what it all meant.

As Raguin and Mar^ais have pointed out, after 1929 it is difficult to separate 
Blondel’s participation in international organizations from his personal research. His 
early geological studies at Saint-Étienne in France, his work in Indochina, his long trip 
through Asia with Lacroix in 1927, his participation in the International Geological 
Congress in Pretoria in 1929, his trips to America, Asia, and Africa, and his partici
pation in mining study meetings in Berlin and Washington, led him to make contact 
with most foreign miners and geologists. In 1937 at the International Geological 
Congress he was named vice president o f the Commission for the Geological Map of 
the World and, under difficult political conditions, he assumed the chairmanship of 
restricted meetings o f the commission.

In 1937, at the request of M. Lombard, Blondel assumed the general secretaryship 
of the Association o f African Geological Surveys that Lombard had organized. The 
collaboration between these two men proved fruitful and effective. To Lombard fell 
the role o f guiding the organization through the vicissitudes of decolonization. Lom
bard’s memorial tribute to Blondel, fittingly, appeared in the Chronique o f November- 
December 1968.

I first met Blondel at the International Geological Congress in London in 1948, 
where he was the only member present of the old Commission for the Geological Map 
of the World. At the Congress in Algiers in 1952 he became president of a newly re
vitalized Commission for the Geological Map o f the World. In Mexico, in 1956, he 
organized Subcommissions for the Tectonic Map and the Metallogenic Map within the 
framework of the Commission for the Geological Map of the World.

Under his skillful and enthusiastic leadership, plans were made for a geological atlas 
o f the world, for new international legends for continental geologic, tectonic, and
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métallogénie maps, and for specialized continental maps o f coal and iron deposits. 
Those plans were refined at the first general meeting o f the commission at the Musée 
Guinet in Paris, in 1958. I vividly recall arriving at Orly airport at 8:30 in the evening 
after an overnight flight from Rio de Janeiro, to be met by Lombard with the message 
that Blondel expected me at a dinner meeting in a hotel near the Champs Elysées. 
Lombard and I arrived at the hotel at 10:00 in time for dessert and Blondel kept us 
working until well after midnight. In the two weeks that followed, Blondel guided the 
map meetings with tight reins. He had ideas and suggestions on every topic considered 
and often discussion continued at one o f the nearby hotels until resolution was reached. 
Then Blondel relaxed and we all had champagne to celebrate our agreement.

He was an active and enthusiastic participant in various geological and mineral m eet
ings organized by the United Nations’ Economic Commission for Asia and the Far 
East. Under his guidance the Working Party o f Senior Geologists, which met bian- 
nually, became the Asian arm o f his Commission for the Geological Map o f the World.

Another vivid personal memory of Blondel is of the meeting in Calcutta in 1957 of 
the Working Party. Blondel participated in that meeting in the dual role as president o f 
the Commission for the Geological Map o f the World and as head of the French dele
gation. Early on the agenda Blondel reported on the plans o f the commission. As the 
representative o f an international organization he had removed the red rosette of the 
Legion of Honor that he always wore and he spoke in English. At the close of his 
English report and with a twinkle in his eye he said, “ I will now endeavor to translate 
my report into French.” As he left the podium, he replaced the red rosette in his 
buttonhole and took his place with the French delegation for the remainder of the 
session.

With L. Marvier, he organized the Symposium on the Iron Deposits o f  the World 
during the XIX International Geological Congress held in Algiers in 1952, and edited 
the volume that has served for two decades as the basic reference on the subject.

Again I quote the words o f Jean Marçais: “ In F. Blondel, the man was not less 
attractive than the scientist: lively, direct, amicable, and quickly affectionate, he re
vealed beneath his often brusk manner an ardent and generous soul. His good humor, 
his geniality, his enthusiasm swayed those who were close to him and played an 
im portant part in international relationships.”

Lombard, commenting on the organizations which Blondel had served as president 
(among these the Geological Society o f France, the Mineralogical Society o f France, 
the Colonial Academy of Sciences, and the Society o f Civil Engineers), quoted the 
remark of a British scientist to Blondel, made at the close of an international meeting: 
“Again, you impress me as a perfect president.”

Scientist, statesman, organizer, administrator, and above all, a lovable friend, the 
memory o f Fernand Blondel is deeply etched in the minds and the hearts o f all o f us 
who were privileged to work with him.

He is survived by his wife, his son, his daughter-in-law, and two granddaughters, 
all residing in France.
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