
Alice Evelyn Wilson  

Canada's First Female Geologist and Paleontologist, Alice 

Evelyn Wilson was a brilliant geologist and paleontologist who 

was born on August 26, 1881 in Cobourg, ON. She earned 

degrees from the Universities of Toronto and Chicago, and 

dedicated her entire professional life, spanning from 1909 to 

1946, to the Geological Survey of Canada. Wilson faced 

multiple obstacles throughout her career as a woman in a male-

dominated field, but she persevered and became an authority 

on the fossils and rocks of the Ottawa-St. Lawrence Valley. 

With an academic family background, Wilson was drawn to 

geology from a young age. She spent summers with her family 

collecting fossils while canoeing and camping. After completing 

her Honours Bachelor of Arts in languages and history at Victoria College, Wilson began 

working as an assistant at the University of Toronto's Museum of Mineralogy in 1907. In 

1909, she qualified to work for the Geological Survey of Canada (GSC) as a clerk, cataloging 

and labeling collections. Her mentor, Percy Raymond, the GSC's chief paleontologist at the 

time, encouraged her to take a leave of absence to finish her degree. After completing her 

degree, she was granted a permanent position with the survey. 

Wilson applied for a leave of absence to pursue her doctoral studies in 1915, but her 

request was denied. Despite several attempts to get permission to study, it wasn't until 

1929 that she was granted a PhD from the University of Chicago, thanks to the Canadian 

Federation of University Women's campaign on her behalf. 

Wilson worked at the GSC for her entire career, specializing in invertebrate fossils from the 

Paleozoic era and studying the stratigraphy of Ontario and Québec. She also initiated 

studies of Ordovician fauna in the Rocky Mountains and the Arctic. Although she faced 

discrimination, Wilson refused to let it get in the way of her work. In her own words, “If you 

meet a stone wall you don’t pit yourself against it, you go around it and find a weakness.” 

Wilson's work and contributions to the geology of Ontario and Québec were recognized by 

several notable organizations. She became the first Canadian female Fellow of the 

Geological Society of America in 1936, and the first female Fellow of the Royal Society of 

Canada in 1938. She was also elected as a Member of the Order of the British Empire in 

1935. After her compulsory retirement at the age of 65, Wilson continued to teach 

paleontology at Carleton College and maintained an office at the GSC until she was 82. She 

was a trailblazer for women in the field of geology and a true inspiration. 

You can read more about this remarkable woman on the Canadian Encyclopedia site: 

https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/alice-evelyn-wilson#  

Or on Parks Canada: https://www.pc.gc.ca/apps/dfhd/page_nhs_eng.aspx?id=13037  
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