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On June 21, 1985. after a long struggle with Alzheimer’s 
disease, Charles W. Wilson, Jr., professor and geologist, 
died in Nashville, Tennessee, a t the age of 79 years. He 
was born September 6, 1905, in Mayfield, Kentucky. 
After graduating from Mayfield High School, he received 
his B.A. in 1927 and M.S. in 1928 from Vanderbilt 
University, where he was captain of the track team and a 
member of Phi Beta Kappa. In 1931 he received his Ph.D. 
from Princeton University, whereupon he returned to 
Vanderbilt University in September 1931 and taught for 
41 years. He became an associate professor in 1940 and 
full professor in 1946. The only break in his teaching 
career was a two-year leave to work with the W ar 
Production Board during the latter part of W orld W ar II. 

F rom  1930 to  World W ar II. he was active in the 
Yellowstone-Big Horn Research Association of W yoming and M ontana. This research 
brought him fame as a geologist, and it also led him to his wife of 50 years, Barbara 
Bookman Wilson. Wilson is survived by his widow; two sons, Charles William Wilson III, 
a m athem atician, and John M orris Wilson, a geologist; a daughter, Kathryn Ann Wilson, 
an executive secretary; and by 9 grandchildren and 5 great-grandchildren. The summer
1947 issue of the Vanderbilt Alum nus said, “His family constitutes one third of his life, 
academ ic and professional work make up a second third, and the final third is his 
hobby—geology.”

Because the geology departm ent had only two faculty members for many years, 
Wilson usually taught three courses each semester, most with a laboratory. All of his 
students experienced a thorough, dem anding course, made pleasant by his kindly humor. 
While teaching so many courses, he continually made progress in his research, beginning 
his working days early and ending them late. He was a prolific scholar, concentrating on 
lines of activity that included or were related to geologic mapping

I first met Wilson when I was an undergraduate student in 1947; I worked as his field 
assistant in mapping. D uring that time I learned how fast he could move. In college he 
was a runner; as a professional geologist, “power walker” might be an accurate description 
of his progress. His students accused him of hitting rocks with his ham m er as he walked, 
as a polo player hits the ball, then identifying the rock fragments in mid-air. This is not 
much of an exaggeration, although he did pore over samples when he needed to.

His avowed goal, which he achieved after about 40 years, was to personally map 
each of the 120 7'/4-minute quadrangles in the central basin of Tennessee. Charlie actually 
produced about 200 geologic maps, many with co-workers whom he trained in mapping.

Lest the reader believe he only did mapping, it should be added that Wilson 
produced 10 books and about 50 articles on varied topics, including stratigraphy, 
structure, systematic paleontology, and the impact of meteors. His stratigraphic work
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remains the standard for our region. He was a pioneer in our understanding of the 
structure of the region, and was one of the few early researchers of meteor impact 
structures. Two special contributions to Tennessee geology are his annotated biblio
graphies. M ost researchers interested in the geology of Tennessee still find useful 
beginnings in these works.

Wilson worked many years with the Tennessee Division of Geology as a consultant. 
M ost of his mapping in Tennessee and many of his other projects were supported or 
published by that agency. Indeed, after his retirement, he worked full-time with the 
Division until he was 70 years old. He was also a consultant for other organizations, 
including The California Company. General Shale Products Corporation, and Tennessee 
Valley Authority.

W ilson was always proud of his association with the Geological Society of America, 
and to  have been elected a Fellow in 1937. He was one of the founders of the 
Southeastern M ineral Symposium, later the Southeastern Section of the Geological 
Society of America. He served as secretary of the new section during three of its 
form ative years. His scientific and professional memberships included the American 
Association of Petroleum Geologists, American Geophysical Union, Paleontological 
Society, American Commission on Stratigraphie Nomenclature, Tennessee Academy of 
Science, and Sigma Xi.

S E L E C T E D  B IB L IO G R A P H Y  O F  C . W . W IL S O N , J R .
1933 Fauna of the McAlester shale, Pennsylvanian, of Muskogee County, Oklahoma: 

Journal of Paleontology, v. 7, p. 412-422.
1935 The Great Smoky thrust fault in the vicinity of Tuckaleeche, W ear, and Cades 

coves, Blount and Sevier counties, Tennessee: Tennessee Academy of Science 
Journal, v. 10, p. 57-63.

____  The pre-Chattanooga development of the Nashville dome: Journal of Geology,
v. 43, p. 449-481.

____  The ostracode fauna of the Birdsong Shale, Helderberg of western Tennessee:
Journal o f Geology, v. 44, p. 815-835.

1936 Geology of the Nye-Bowler lineament, Stillwater and Carbon counties, Montana: 
American Association of Petroleum Geologists Bulletin, v. 20, p. 1161—1188.

____  (and Born, K. E.) The Flynn Creek disturbance, Jackson County, Tennessee:
Journal o f Geology, v. 44, p. 815-835.

1937 (and Newell, N. D.) Geology of the Muskogee-Porum district, Muskogee and 
McIntosh counties, Oklahoma: Oklahoma Geological Survey Bulletin, no. 57, 184 p.

1938 The Tensleep fault, Johnson and Washakie counties, Wyoming: Journal of 
Geology, v. 46, p. 868-881.

1939 Probable connection of the Nashville and Ozark domes by a complementary arch: 
Journal o f Geology, v. 47, p. 583-597.

1948 The geology of Nashville, Tennessee: Tennessee Division of Geology Bulletin, 
no. 53. 172 p.

1949 Pre-Chattanooga stratigraphy in Central Tennessee: Tennessee Division of Geology 
Bulletin, no. 56, 407 p.

1950 Geologic map of Central Tennessee: Tennessee Division of Geology, 13 sheets, scale 
1:63,360.
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1953 Wilcox desposits in explosion craters, Stewart County, Tennessee: Geological 
Society of America Bulletin, v. 64, p. 753-768.

____  Annotated bibliography of the geology of Tennessee through December, 1950:
Tennessee Division of Geology Bulletin, no. 59, 308 p.

1956 (and Jewell, J. W., and Luther, E. T.) Pennsylvanian geology of the Cumberland 
Plateau: Tennessee Division of Geology Folio, 21 p., contains structure and 
geologic maps, scale 1:250,000.

1958 (and Stearns, R. G.) Structure of the Cumberland Plateau, Tennessee: Geological 
Society of America Bulletin, v. 69. p. 1283-1296.

1961 (with others) Geologic map of the Beartooth M ountains. M ontana and Wyoming: 
Geological Society of America Bulletin, v. 47, p. 1143.

1968 (and Stearns, R. G.) Geology of the Wells Creek Structure, Tennessee: Tennessee 
Division of Geology Bulletin, no. 68, 236 p.

1973 (with others) Geologic map of the Beech Grove Quadrangle, Tennessee: Tennessee 
Division of Geology, GM 58-NW, scale 1:24,000.
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