INTRODUCTION

By Michael P. Cooper

Mining and mineral collecting in northern England has a long and illustrious history. The production of important quantities of lead, silver, copper, iron, barite and fluorite extended over several centuries and almost every major deposit yielded specimen material for collectors and scientists alike. The output of these minerals and ores from the mines of Cumberland, Durham and Northumberland made a huge and crucial contribution to England’s wealth and strength. The mines furnished raw materials for its rise to power during the 19th century when it was expanding its influence on every front at an unprecedented rate.

The sights and sounds of mining in the northern counties now linger only in the memories of a few, but not everyone was sad to see the mines go: tales of corruption, moral and ecological, have always dogged mines and miners and there will always be a divide between those who see the remaining shafts, dumps, and opencasts as unsightly scabs and those that esteem them as honorable scars. Nowadays, surface evidence of mining is mostly restricted to the barren heaps of waste rock and gangue discarded during mining—the mine buildings, shaft heads, and elaborate ore treatment and smelting plants have long since decayed into ruins or been swept away in a tide of environmental improvement. But, regardless of how the mines themselves and their environmental and social legacy may divide us, the mineral specimens from Northern England unite almost everyone in an appreciation of their beauty. In museum cabinets and private collections the world over, the names of these famous mines are still associated with the specimens as testimony to a once powerful and valuable industry and to ore deposits that were once at the forefront of social change and scientific and industrial development. Above all, these treasured specimens still fire the imagination and wonder of collectors and curators, and provide evidence of spectacular and unique mineral occurrences the like of which we will never see again.

The Romans are known to have mined mineral ores from the northern deposits, and documentary evidence of their work can be traced at least as far back as the 12th century. The collecting of minerals—at least in the scientific, social and aesthetic ways in which it is understood today (see Wilson, 1994)—is a much more recent development. With the rise, during the 17th century, of a scientific elite and a corresponding development of science as a gentlemanly pursuit, mineral specimens, along with all other productions of the natural world, came to be esteemed not only as tools with which to grasp the fundamental truths of nature, or as guides to hidden, exploitable wealth, but, increasingly, as objects desirable in their own right, worthy of a place in a gentleman’s “cabinet of curiosities.” 

As collecting per se became more popular in England, especially following the establishment of the institutional museum culture driven by the founding of the British Museum in 1753, there developed a corresponding realization that commerce in these items could be a profitable occupation. Dealers in minerals and other natural curiosities began to appear in significant numbers during the 18th century and had become almost commonplace by the mid-19th century. The commercial pressure that these people exerted served to preserve many specimens that otherwise would have been crushed for ore or thrown away as useless waste. The largest concentrations of such men and women were, naturally, in the metropolitan centers near to their principal—and, at first, essentially aristocratic—clientele or in areas near the sources of desirable natural productions. As time went by, the collecting community became less exclusively aristocratic, and the collecting mentality shifted from that of the gentleman amateur to that of the educated professional or the successful entrepreneur.

As transport became easier, especially with the development of the railway network, travel to the mining areas became more practical for those interested in getting closer to the source. Increasing numbers of people traveled in search of the grandeur of nature, to shiver in awe or gasp in wonder, especially at the powerful scenery of the Cumbrian Lake District, the early home of the British tourist industry. To serve the visitors’ needs for souvenirs, the nascent tourist industry was quick to exploit and celebrate local resources. Private museums were established in Keswick—at the heart of the tourist trade—in the late 18th century and sold, among other things, minerals from the northern mines. It took a few decades for dealers to establish themselves closer to the sources—the mines themselves—but by the 1820s the bleak and isolated mining village of Alston had become a center for mineral dealing and remained so until the decline of the local mines later in the 19th century.

Mines on Alston Moor and in the rich deposits to the east in Weardale and Allenheads produced some of the finest mineral specimens ever seen, and in such profusion that there can be no major public collection today without a representative suite of specimens. Not only was the specimen quality remarkable, but the deposits themselves were sometimes uniquely rich. Take, for instance, the mineral witherite, a barium carbonate uncommon elsewhere in the world: mines near Hexham produced hundreds of thousands of tons of this mineral alone.

The earliest documented northern metal mines centered on Alston Moor, and some of the earliest known northern mineral dealers (around 1800) made the town their base. As time went by the focus of mining and mineral specimen collecting broadened to include first the Caldbeck Fells, whose ancient copper and silver-lead mines were reworked to great effect between 1770 and 1870, and then the great iron deposits of west Cumberland, where the vast production of high-grade hematite ore was only matched by the equally spectacular production of mineral specimens, among them some of the finest calcite and barite specimens the world has ever known.

Although mining and specimen production continued well into the 20th century, competition from abroad forced metal prices down, causing many mines to close in the late 1800s. When the mines closed, the flow of specimens dwindled and eventually ceased. Nevertheless, the potential for fine mineral specimens remained: in abandoned galleries and quarries, pockets of crystals still awaited the collector. But collecting itself dwindled in popularity during the first half of the 1900s, and although the superb specimens that continued to be produced from the west Cumbrian mines still found a ready home in collections around the world, fewer collectors and even fewer dealers were active in England. It was not until the 1960s that a fervor for mineral collecting arose once again in England, and the old mines and dumps began to be searched for their remaining specimens. 

Particularly active at the time was Tony Walshaw, who by the mid-1960s had become Lindsay Greenbank’s principal mineral field-collecting partner. Greenbank and his later collecting partners (Mick and Brenda Sutcliffe, Ralph Sutcliffe, Richard Barstow, and his future wife Patricia) were all instrumental in this trend by the late 1960s. In a final flurry of activity in the 1970s and 1980s, some of the deposits were reworked for barite and fluorite, as well as iron ore at the Beckermet mine until its closure 1982; and a new period of plenty visited the renewed mineral market. But this was short-lived and yet again the mines closed in the face of cheaper supplies from abroad. Collectors of even these recent productions must now await the recycling of old collections on the mineral market.

At one time it must have seemed that the supplies of mineral specimens from northern England were limitless. Hundreds of thousands of specimens came and went, collections blossomed, and serious sums of money changed hands. But whatever the beauty and the cost of the specimens, as the mines closed, as collectors died or lost interest, the fate of these collections and the continued preservation of the minerals within them was as much a matter of luck as judgment. Even their continued preservation in museums was not guaranteed, as shifting priorities and fashions usurped systematic mineralogy from its once prominent position, and tightened budgets made the purchase of new material impossible. For a time, the long-established mechanism of specimen exchange helped many natural history museums remain active in the marketplace. But their supply of classic old material was limited, and making beneficial exchanges became increasingly difficult. 

Modern collectors have reopened many old specimen-rich sites, and much excellent material has been obtained. However, even this risky enterprise is under threat as increasing numbers of sites are being permanently filled in or blocked, and responsible authorities are restricting access or banning collecting altogether.
THE LINDSAY GREENBANK COLLECTION

By Michael P. Cooper
Connoisseurs of mineral specimens regard many of the occurrences in northern England as classics. Ownership of fine examples is something that many aspire to or dream of, but it takes serious application, perspicacity, and perseverance to track down such specimens today, not to mention a good network of contacts, a talent for negotiation and the deep pockets necessary to pry them from the hands of their often-reluctant owners. As is typical of old classics, most of the connoisseur-quality specimens that have survived are now in museum collections; there is but a small proportion still in circulation among private collectors and fewer still are available by other means. Today’s would-be collector of fine northern England minerals is thus faced with a difficult task.

It is doubly remarkable that the occurrences in northern England continue to feature in many lists of the best of species: not only has it been a long time since their heyday, but several of the minerals are very common and are known from hundreds of mines throughout the world in superlative specimens. Nevertheless, the old British classics remain a touchstone for other finds. The witherite, calcite, fluorite, barite, linarite, barytocalcite and plumbogummite have never been beaten, mimetite from Dry Gill (the variety known as campylite) is unique, and the recent finds of boracite from Boulby mine have set new standards for the species. Fine specimens of all of these minerals are to be found in the Greenbank Collection.

The Lindsay Greenbank Collection is remarkable not only for the fine quality of its specimens, its rich history and the detail of its documentation, but also for the fact that such a fine collection is in private hands at all. Although earlier collections have been assimilated into Lindsay’s, it is today truly the collection of one man, since it is his careful research and documentation that have given these 500 or so specimens the conceptual coherence of a single unit. It would be almost impossible to build a collection like this today: the more recently collected specimens are the last gasp of old and dangerous mines or the final products of modern (and now abandoned) reworking of old sites, and many of the historic pieces are those acquired from museums whose reserve collections are now depleted or whose rewritten collection policies have eliminated curatorial freedom to exchange irreplaceable classic material for new acquisitions. 

Any collector’s first reaction to the Greenbank Collection must focus on the beauty of many of the specimens. The informed viewer will appreciate that here is a remarkable set of old-time and modern classics, some among the finest of their kind. On closer examination, the mass of carefully collated supporting data would impress anyone: these data not only preserve the detailed provenance of each specimen, but also inspire the realization that so many other people, some famous, some not, have handled these pieces and by their choice of them have left something of their own personalities to travel with them from collector to collector. In some cases the acquisition of this information took more care and perseverance than the acquisition of the specimen itself. Scrupulous historical research and patience have been necessary to separate truth from rumor, to trace old collectors or to track down the specimen data in collection archives. For the modern specimens there are painstaking location details: maps, site photographs, and accounts of the occurrence. Many of these pieces were dug by Lindsay himself, or his close friends, and the accounts are thus supported by first-hand experience.

PROVENANCE

OF SPECIMENS IN THE GREENBANK COLLECTION

by Wendell E. Wilson & Michael P. Cooper  

It has taken over 40 years years to assemble the Greenbank Collection. It is an amalgamation of the personal collections of a number of contemporary collectors, active from the 1960s to the present day, each, in turn, incorporating the work of earlier collectors and mineral dealers. The earliest specimen in the collection is witherite LG-474 from the collection of Philip Rashleigh (1729-1811), and the most recent specimen was mined in 2003. Each piece has been photographed and has its own individual data sheet. The collection comes with a wealth of detail, not only regarding the persons involved and the historical passage of each specimen, but also of the location where each was found. There are site data for most of the contemporary pieces, including mine plans, photographs and other papers.

Some of the more important collectors and dealers represented in the Greenbank Collection (in addition to Lindsay and Patricia Greenbank themselves) are sketched below; see the Mineralogical Record’s online Biographical Archive for references.

NOTE: THIS IS AN ABBREVIATED LIST OF THE EXTENSIVE PROVENANCE SECTION GIVEN IN THE BOOK, CONTAINING A FEW OF THE MOST RELEVANT FIGURES TO PIECES OLD AND NEW IN THE COLLECTION.

FOR MORE INFORMATION PLEASE PURCHASE THE BOOK FROM THE PUBLISHER, OR GO TO 

THE MINERALOGICAL RECORD BIOGRAPHICAL ARCHIVES. 

Richard W. Barstow (1947-1982)

Richard William Barstow was one of the most talented, dedicated and accomplished British mineral dealers of recent times. He started out working in the sampling office of the South Crofty mine, where he no doubt came in contact with interesting specimens; he later worked in the same capacity at the Geevor mine. By the late 1960s he was already an experienced field collector, scouting over abandoned dumps and looking for old mine entrances. He met Ralph Sutcliffe while mining in the late 1960s and they became fast friends and collecting partners.

Barstow began his mineral business in January 1973 from his home in Tregeseal, near Botallack, Cornwall, then moved to Drakewalls House, Gunnislake in 1978. He collected at many classic and recent localities and was remarkably successful in recovering good specimens, some of which he sold and others he retained; his excellent personal collection of minerals from Great Britain and Ireland was one of the finest made in the last 50 years. In the Caldbeck Fells, Richard was particularly successful with opening a large pocket of pyromorphite in the Roughton Gill vein (now remembered fondly as “Barstow’s Trench”). 

Barstow also dealt in worldwide minerals, and was instrumental in fostering the renewal of interest in mineral collecting in England which is still flourishing today. His monthly lists were very good, always containing something affordable and worth having, and his descriptions were very accurate. Unfortunately he died at the young age of 35, from liver cancer. In 1986 the Plymouth City Museum purchased a portion of his fine private collection of Cornish and Devonshire minerals for £70,000, and much of his finest northern England material was purchased from his widow, Yvonne, by Ralph Sutcliffe. Richard Barstow’s name is honored in the new species barstowite, described in 1997.
Clarence S. Bement  (1843-1923)

Clarence Sweet Bement was one of the greatest American mineral collectors of all time. He was born in Mishewaka, Indiana on April 11, 1843, and was an inveterate collector from an early age. He collected rare coins and books, but minerals were his abiding passion, and he always sought to obtain the very highest quality. His father, William Barnes Bement, had founded an extremely successful manufacturing firm in Philadelphia and made Clarence a partner in 1870, so money was always available for satisfying his high level of taste in specimens. 

From around 1866 to 1900 Bement assembled one of the finest private collections of his or any other era, primarily by buying from the leading dealers of his day (including Bryce Wright, James Gregory and Samuel Henson in England, Emile Bertrand in Paris, August Krantz in Bonn, Bohm & Wiedemann in Munich, and A. E. Foote, Henry Ward, Lazard Cahn, George Kunz and George L. English in America). During the late 1800s he spent more than $100,000 on minerals. 
In 1900 Bement sold this fabulous collection to the wealthy financier J. P. Morgan, who presented it to the American Museum of Natural History. The collection was so large, 12,500 specimens, that two railroad boxcars were needed to transport it from Philadelphia to New York. Bement died on January 27, 1923.

Patrick Gilmore (1833-1892)
Patrick Gilmore was born in Ballygar, Ireland around 1833, the son of Peter Gilmore, a shepherd. By 1861 he had moved to Alston where he appears as a “hawker” in the census records. His entries in trade directories for 1882-1884 list him as a “marine store dealer” or “metal broker” and mineral dealer of The Butts, Alston, but in 1883 and 1896 he was described solely as a mineral dealer on the marriage certificates of his daughters. The American mineral collector Charles Pennypacker (1845-1911) described him as “a junk dealer [who] had a warehouse full of specimens which he had bought from the miners of that region.” 
According to family legend Patrick once fled to America upon hearing that a bale of cloth he had bought was stolen property. The rumor of stolen goods was eventually shown to be false and Patrick returned home. Patrick supplied mineral specimens directly to institutions and private collectors, and also sold minerals wholesale to other dealers, such as Francis Butler, Bryce Wright and A. E. Foote of Philadelphia. Well-known private customers in America included Charles Pennypacker, William Jefferis (1820-1906) and William S. Vaux (1811-1882), with whom he began trading at least as early as 1875. Pennypacker had made a connection with Gilmore by sending a £10 draft to the postmaster at Alston, asking him “to hand it to some collector who would send me its equivalent in local minerals.” 
In 1889 Pennypacker visited Gilmore in Alston and later published the story of his trip in The Mineral Collector. It required three days to review Gilmore’s entire stock of minerals. Pennypacker gave William Jefferis a letter of introduction to Gilmore when Jefferis visited Europe around 1878-1882. 
Patrick’s son Peter Gilmore (born 1855) began helping him in the mineral business around 1886. The Gilmores supplied the British Museum with fine specimens of witherite, barite and fluorite which remain in the collection today. Green fluorite is among the most famous of North Pennine minerals, and the Gilmores supplied many fine specimens, especially favoring crystals containing liquid inclusions. The Gilmores’ specimen acquisition problems were mentioned in an 1881 letter to the British Museum:
 Green Fluors is bad to get now as the Masters has closed up the old mine we got them from on account of so many people going & knocking the place to pieces & might have damages to pay for some of the men getting killed.
Peter died of heart disease and alcoholism on 19 September 1892, aged only 36 (his death certificate describes him as a “hawker of soft goods” so he was not a full-time mineral dealer), and his father, already a sick man, collapsed at his funeral two days later (21 September) and died “having only been ill three hours.” After this double tragedy, the business was carried on by Peter’s wife Elizabeth Gilmore. She moved to Carlisle (her home town) in late 1896 and seems to have given up mineral dealing in the following year. Patrick Gilmore’s warehouse on the Butts in Alston is today an antique shop.
John More Gordon (1849-1922)

The Reverend John More Gordon (1849-1922) was the vicar of St. Johns, Redhill, Surrey. He was elected a Fellow of the Royal Microscopical Society in 1884, and for over 30 years, was also a member of the Swiss Alpine Club. He became an expert collector of Alpine minerals and built a particularly fine collection of Swiss minerals which he bequeathed to the British Museum in 1922. In 1906 he started building a mineral collection in memory of his grandfather, Harry Gordon. This collection was presented in 1922 to Aberdeen University Museum and was named the “Harry Gordon Collection” at his request.

John Graves (1842-1928) 
John Graves was born in Langdale, Westmorland, England on March 12, 1842. He worked as a miner in the west Cumbrian iron mines, and was so inspired by the beauty of the plentiful specimen-quality minerals there that he began dealing in them around 1873 (continuing to work as a miner at least through 1881). Based in Frizington, he was in close proximity to many rich specimen-producing mines that yielded superb examples of barite, hematite and calcite. He may have retired as a miner because of the decline in the price of iron which put many miners out of work in the early 1880s. 
Graves was the principal buyer of the wonderful calcite crystals and twins first found in the mines around Egremont in 1888. He supplied fine mineral specimens to the British Museum, and to Oxford and Cambridge Universities. He also wholesaled large numbers of mineral specimens to other mineral dealers, especially George L. English, Ward's Natural Science Establishment, and British dealer Anthony Furnace of Keswick. English regularly advertised West Cumbrian specimens in The Mineral Collector beginning in 1894, and Graves himself took out a full page ad for "The beautiful, rare and choice minerals of England" in 1895. Some of the finest known British calcite and barite specimens passed through his hands. Graves may have been the unnamed Frizington dealer described by Pennypacker (1897) as having "his house lined and stuffed with calcites from garret to cellar … a keen pursuer of specimens … accumulating them against the days when the mines are abandoned and localities cease to be." 
By 1898 Graves’ health had deteriorated and he decided to offer his stock for sale in bulk, including his personal collection of twinned Cumbrian calcites, but had no takers. His health must then have improved, for he continued dealing in minerals for over 20 years thereafter, finally selling most of his remaining stock to Ward's in 1920. He died December 3, 1928 and was buried in St Paul's churchyard, Frizington. 
John Graves' son Frederick W. Graves carried on the business after his death. In 1942 or 1943 Gregory, Bottley & Co. bought the remains of the Graves collection, amounting to several hundred fine specimens, from the family. Several of the most beautiful calcite and barite specimens in the Greenbank Collection (e.g. LG-114 ,  LG-54, and LG-57) were handled by John Graves.
William W. Jefferis (1820-1906)

William Walter Jefferis was born in West Chester, Pennsylvania on January 12, 1820, and made his home in West Chester. He was educated in the West Chester Academy, and then took a position in the local bank while still in his teens. By 1857 he had worked his way up to the position of Cashier at the Bank of Chester County, second in command to the bank President, Dr. William Darlington. He held this position for the rest of his career, until 1883 when he retired for health reasons, and it must have paid quite well.

Jefferis had developed his first interest in minerals at the age of ten, and started collecting minerals seriously in 1837, probably while studying mineralogy at the Chester County Lyceum. For the next 60 years he worked tirelessly at enlarging his mineral collection; eventually it came to be regarded as one of the finest private collections in the country. It was rich in suites of minerals from eastern Pennsylvania and northern New York, many of the specimens self-collected. And he has one publication to his name: in 1864 he published Minerals of Chester County. Jefferis broadened his collection through exchanges and purchases from collectors and dealers in America and Europe, and accumulated countless specimens of calcite, barite and fluorite from classic British localities and significant suites from other European localities, mostly via the British dealer Bryce M. Wright.

Jefferis corresponded regularly with important mineralogists of his day, including George Brush, James D. Dana and Benjamin Silliman, often loaning them specimens for study and illustration. Several of his specimens were illustrated in the 6th edition of Dana's System of Mineralogy--for example, phlogopite form Clark's Hill, St. Lawrence County, New York and clinochlore from West-town, Chester County, Pennsylvania. The mineral jefferisite was named in his honor by Prof. Brush, but was later discredited as a variety of vermiculite. From 1877 to 1878 he served as Professor of Mineralogy at the West Chester Normal School, in addition to his duties at the bank. In 1883, after retiring from the bank, he moved to Philadelphia and took the position of curator to the William S. Vaux collection, a position he held for 15 years until 1898.

In 1900 the word got out that Jefferis was thinking of selling his enormous collection, and numerous important collectors and museums made a play for it. In 1904, the industrialist Andrew Carnegie (himself a mineral collector) purchased Jefferis' entire collection, over 14,000 specimens, for $20,000, and in January of 1905 he donated it to the Carnegie Museum of Natural History. Two railroad boxcars were needed to transport the collection to Pittsburgh where much of it remains to this day. William, Jefferis died in New York on February 23, 1906. 
Ralph A. Sutcliffe
Ralph Sutcliffe of Nelson, Lancashire, has been for many years one of the best known private collectors and dealers in England. Like his good friend and collecting partner, Richard Barstow, he did not restrict his collecting to the “silver pick,” but pursued an active commitment to field collecting, particularly in the classic occurrences of northern England. Ralph, Richard and their associates reopened many old mines in search of minerals and, being among the first to do this on a significant scale, were often the first to tread the old galleries since the miners abandoned them in the last century (on one such trip, he met Lindsay Greenbank while underground). Apparently their explorations in those early days also spurred a sudden interest in collecting old mining antiques. Ralph is especially associated with campylite and plumbogummite  from the Dry Gill mine, Caldbeck Fells, which was reopened in the 1970s after decades of neglect. 

Ralph has assembled two fine collections. The first, a wide-ranging suite of minerals, was sold to a collector in the U.S. in the 1970s. The second, a much more focused collection concentrating on minerals from Derbyshire, northern England and Leadhills-Wanlockhead in Scotland, was sold in January 1991 to Lindsay and Patricia Greenbank. His exceptional suite of Scottish minerals was recently acquired by the Royal Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh; many of his specimens are superior to corresponding examples in the museum’s long-established collection. Other pieces now reside in museums in Derby, Liverpool and elsewhere in England. Several Sutcliffe specimens were featured in Minerals of the English Lake District: Caldbeck Fells, published by the Natural History Museum, London in 1990; and photographs of his Scottish material have appeared in Minerals of Scotland, published by the National Museum of Scotland. The finest of the northern England specimens, however, were retained in the Greenbank Collection.
Today, after a decade of hiatus, Ralph has taken up full-time mineral dealing once again with the purchase of the Raymond Clements collection, and attendance at worldwide mineral shows. He was also instrumental in brokering the recent sale of a large portion of the Greenbank collection to American dealer Rob Lavinsky.

Anthony Walshaw
Anthony (Tony) Walshaw was a field collector from Witherslack, Cumbria. He was Lindsay Greenbank’s first field-collecting partner beginning around 1963; the two spent many weekends together inspecting old and abandoned mine dumps, with the guidance of their joint mentor, mineral dealer Bill Davidson of Penrith. They soon ran into Ralph Sutcliffe while field collecting underground in the Brandy Gill mine, and became lifelong friends.

Tony emigrated to Australia in 1967. His collection of worldwide minerals was purchased jointly by Ralph Sutcliffe and Lindsay Greenbank in 1989; specimens that initially went into the Sutcliffe Collection later came to Lindsay Greenbank in 1991.
Bryce McMurdo Wright (1814-1875) 
Bryce McMurdo Wright, Sr. (spelled "Brice" before 1860) was one of England's most prominent 19th-century mineral dealers. He and his son (Bryce McMurdo Wright, Jr., 1850-1895) dealt in minerals, fossils, shells, rocks, gems, corals, ethnological collectibles, and worked stones old and new for over 50 years. Despite their varied and worldwide stock in trade, it is for the minerals of northern England that their name is best remembered.

Wright Sr. was born June 24, 1814 in Dumfries, Scotland and raised in Hesket Newmarket, Caldbeck, Cumberland, England. Little is known of his early decades, but according to Charles Pennypacker he worked as a miner in Cumberland, probably in the Caldbeck lead mines. His formal education was minimal, but more important to his success were his commercial acumen and tenacity, his capacity for learning and hard work, and above all his good fortune to be in the right place at the right time. In 1842 he married Jane Smith in Liverpool, where he was working as a painter, but he had probably already been mining and selling mineral specimens privately for a number of years before that. In 1843 he sold several fine self-collected Caldbeck Fells mineral specimens to the British Museum, one of which is present in the Greenbank Collection: linarite LG-230. This linarite was sufficiently notable in its day to receive mention in Lazarus Fletcher’s History of the Mineral Collections of the British Museum (1904). In the following years Wright made regular sales to the Museum of up to 100 specimens at a time. In 1845 he turned professional mineral dealer, and in 1849 he opened a shop in Liverpool. His advertising in 1854, mentioned his "extensive collection of minerals...of upwards of 3,000 specimens," including "many exceedingly rare substances."

In 1855 he moved from Liverpool to London; two years later he moved to no.36 Great Russell Street, Bloomsbury, in the heart of London's "natural history district," just across the road from the British Museum. By 1857 he was claiming a stock of 7,000 mineral specimens, and by 1860, 10,000 specimens. He moved to No. 90 on the same street in 1866, where he remained until his death eight years later. The business flourished in that neighborhood, Wright becoming the most successful and the best-known London-based mineral and fossil dealer of the mid-nineteenth century. Some of the staff of the British Museum became personal friends and provide him with valuable professional scientific support. In 1868 he claimed to be in "direct communication with the most experienced miners in Cornwall and Cumberland, and also with Collecting Naturalists in Germany, Russia, India, and America." He even rented specimens out as temporary decorations for parties and lectures.

Wright traveled extensively throughout England five or six times a year, and occasionally on the continent, in search of minerals; one of his earliest trading contacts in America was William W. Jefferis (1820–1906), a mineral collector from West Chester, Pennsylvania. He sold specimens to the elite collectors of the day, including Clarence S. Bement (q.v.), and was an expert on the mines and localities of Cumberland. He died in London on October 10, 1874. Part of his excellent private mineral collection was auctioned in April 1875 by the J. C. Stevens auction house, amounting to about 1,500 fine specimens, and 3,000 more of his specimens were offered for sale in 1881. His well-known international mineral business was taken over by his son, Bryce Wright, Jr.
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