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I worry frequently
(well, approximately
quarterly) that I will
not have a topic upon
which to muse when
the time comes, but it
seems that there is
seldom a real shortage of geological stories from near and
far. Here are my two
favourites of the moment - I hope that they have also crossed
your interest threshold.
First, the astonishing scenes of hot mud
erupting in Java. When the story first
broke a few weeks ago, it was said that
the disaster had been precipitated by
nearby oil drilling. Now it appears that
the hole was being drilled on the flank of
a volcano, which makes the heat and sulphurous stench more credible. Either
way, it is simply astonishing that such
huge volumes of hot water could lie dormant until released in the fashion of lancing a boil. Presumably, water is being expelled from unconsolidated sediments
which have been disturbed and liquified
by a combination of seismic or volcanic

oops...

stimuli. Little else could account for the
effusion of such extraordinary volumes
of water.
Mud volcanoes and cold seeps are far
from unknown in unstable terrains, and
are the subject of intense study where
they occur. The plan which I saw being
expounded on the television news, to drill
into the leaking formation and grout it up
with cement, would seem doomed to failure in view of the flows displayed. Let us
hope that my fears are unfounded as this
human catastrophe unfolds. So far we
have not seen any geologists commenting
on the problem, but perhaps they are just
too busy to give interviews.

Second, and closer to home is the
continuing saga of the redevelopment of the Snowdon Summit
building. Our very own Prince has
waxed lyrical on this subject, but I
do not believe that it has actually
been called a carbuncle. Basically,
the National Park Authority has
specified that the new building
should be built with granite from
Trefor - or its equivalent in terms
of appearance and performance.
Even the roof will be made of granite - which is a strange material for
such an application - in view of the
extreme weather, and slate has
been ruled out. The Authority is
unable to specify Welsh slate as
that would be a breach of EU treaty
A sketch of folds joints and faults in west Anglesey by Henslow (Darwin’s
mentor) published in 1822—come to the Wed 18th Oct meeting to learn more. principles, even if it would be suit-
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Chairman’s Eruptions (cont.)
able. So, a Portugese material will be used for
the roof because the (unnamed) local supplier
could not guarantee the supply and indemnify
the building contractor accordingly.

Bugail by present owners McAlpine we are
referring to, neither of them are in a formation remotely describable by a geologist as
granite. I know of no source of a useful
granite for dimension work in the Blaenau
Now this is where it becomes tricky, so take a
Ffestiniog area, and wonder if we are being
deep breath........Granite for the walls and pav- hoodwinked by the tendency of the old
ings will be sourced from Cwt y Bugail Quarry slate men to call anything hard that was not
near Blaenau Ffestiniog because the contractor a useful slate a 'granite', e.g. gritstone or
is able to ask for more money for a material
conglomerate. Anyone with anything to
which exceeds the specification if he feels that add to this debate should contact me immeits use is justified. The Authority judged that the diately, because it just does not add up.
Welsh and Portugese materials were preferable
to Chinese, even though all of them met the
Further information and a full statement
specification, and allocated a further £84,000 to from which I drew the above is available
the project to pay the extra price for these mate- online on the website of the National Park
rials. You will be pleased to know that various Authority and its Snowdon Summit seceminent persons donned suitable safety gear and tions.
made symbolic gestures of demolition at the old
building last month, and that the new building
On a lighter note, please enjoy the newsletwill open in 2008.
ter and forward programme which we have
produced for you, and I look forward to
OK, now here's the rub. Even if it is certain
seeing you at meetings in the future.
which of the quarries to have been called Cwt y

The hunt for the Base Carboniferous Unconformity…..
Flat-lying Carboniferous sandstones
& mudstones

Carboniferous

Trying to stay upright on mud, slime and weed

The contact
Weathered Ordovician

Dipping and cleaved Ordovician mudstones
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Library / book exchange?
We were suprised at the last meeting by the
generosity of Cathy O'Brien who has donated
an 'attic-full' of recent periodicals to our members for their delight and edification. If you
are one of those who has enjoyed the rich
source of geological reading matter and now
do not know what to do with them, please
consider bringing them along to the next

meeting so that they can be passed on to a
new recipient. Organising a lending library is
too complex logistically, but an informal
swapping could and should work well.
Thank you again, Cathy, since you were not
present in person to receive our gratitude at
this gesture.

Cathy O’Brien
geology book
donations

Mystery rocks or fossils…….

Photos from
Doug Harthill

Other Geological Organisations
Visitors are most welcome to all the following
meetings
Liverpool Geological Society:
All start at 7.30 pm at John Moores University.
Contact Joe Crossley 0151 426 1342; lgsjoecrossley@hotmail.com Web site: www.livjm.
ac.uk
Tues 31 Oct: The geology and scenery of Connemara by Dr Siobhan Power.
Tues14 Nov: Research in the Real World by
Alan Thompson.
Tues 28 Nov: DIY Geology Quiz with Cheese
and Wine.
Tues 13 Feb: Exceptionally preserved fossils by
Dr John Nudds
Manchester Geology Association:
contact Jim Spencer 0161 434 7977. Web site:
www.mangeolassoc.org.uk
Wed 11 Oct 7.00 pm: Ediacaran Fossils of Australia & Newfoundland: First animals or failed
experiment? Dr John Nudds
Sat 11 Nov 1.30 pm: Seminar of 4 talks on Metamorphism & metamorphic rocks

Sat 9 Dec 1.30 pm: Seminar of 4 talks on
Coral Reefs
Sat 27 Jan 07 1.30 pm: A Belt of Complication: Structure of NW Highlands of Scotland.
A seminar of 4 talks.
Shropshire Geology Society:
All meetings start at 7.30 pm in the Shirehall,
Shrewsbury. Contact: Keith Hotchkiss: 01649
723130; email keithhotchkiss@onetel.com
web site: www.shropshiregeology.org.uk
Wed 11 Oct: Geophysical surveys in South
Shropshire by Dr John Donato
Wed 8 Nov: Cainozoic uplift by Simon Hutton
Wed 10 Jan 07: Ice Age by Dr J Chambers
Wed 14 Feb: Letters from America: Dinosaur
excavations in S Utah by Sue Beardmore.
GC OUGS:
27-29 Oct: Anglesey Weekend with Ros Todhunter and Chris Arkwright. Contact Chris on
01772 335316
Nov or Mar 07: Revisit Parys Mountain underground. Contact Rachel Atherton on 01942
270152

Fred Owen
keeping us updated on events
around and
about
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A surprise field-trip to South Africa

Fred neglects to
mention he helped
sponsor building a
primary school in
NW Tanzania as a
contribution “in
kind” towards this
trip

It’s not often that an amateur gets an invitation
out of the blue from a professional geologist to
accompany him on a sixteen-day ‘field-trip’ to
South Africa. Then, when he says the cost of
the flights and accommodation will be nominal, it becomes an offer not to be refused. This
happened to me last December and resulted in
Rob and I departing for Cape Town on 2 May.
From there we flew east to Port Elizabeth then
drove 200 km further east to Bathurst, a small
town 15 km inland from the Indian Ocean
coast, where we stayed for nine days with
Pete, a friend of Rob’s who was a career-long
BGS geologist. The other four days were spent
at an exceptional fossil park on the Atlantic
west coast, 100 km north of Cape Town.

in the 1820s. Geologically the top of this hill is
the Pliocene (5Ma) to Early Pleistocene (1.6 Ma)
Nanaga Formation comprised of bioturbated calcareous sandstone deposits and sandy limestones
containing fossils of several species of terrestial
gastropods and some bryozoans. Lower
downslope, at 285 m, we found an un-bioturbated
sandstone cross-bedded infill sequence, dipping
at about 300, within an erosion channel in the bioturbated calcareous deposit shown in Photo 1.

Rob must have had a clear objective in mind
for him to spend two weeks of his precious
1

2
Pete and Rob being told where to go by John, the “Pig Island” resident.
holidays in S Africa. When asked he said we
would be looking for evidence that Africa was
rising relative to sea-level! Exciting stuff, but
what will I be able to contribute to this, I
asked? I couldn’t argue with Rob’s reply:
“another pair of eyes” he said.
In the two weeks packed with interest, described here are just a few of the geological
highlights, including some features which contributed evidence to support the idea of uplift
of Africa.

The Indian Ocean South Coast
Naturally we started by looking at exposures
around Bathurst. Fortunately there is a prominent hill, 330 m high, which is a local panoramic landmark, The Toposcope, designating
the locations of the earliest British settlements

3

Could this be a coastal dune environment now 13
km inland and ca 300 m above sea level very
similar to those seen on the present-day coast
shown Photos 2 & 3? If this were so it would imply an average sea regression rate of 2.5 mm to
7.5 mm per year and an average uplift rate of 0.1
mm to 0.2 mm per year.

P ag e 5

V ol u me 4 7

At Birbury, 10 km east of Bathurst, there is a
sliver of older Tertiary calcareous sandstone of
the Alexandia Formation which underlies the
Nanaga Formation and is reported to contain
sharks’ teeth. We went in search of them and,
with the aid of a clue from a passing farmer, we
found one, then another and another! See Photos
5/6. Here was unequivocal evidence of a marine
deposit at 200 m above sea level 12 km inland.
4
Going a few km east from Bathurst to Pig Island, near Birbury, we saw a good example of
the many incised river valleys as shown in
Photo 4. In fact this is an incised meander with
Pig Island as it’s core. It is notable that the valley is steep-sided rather than the usual ‘V’shape.
This is because the river has cut into the terrain
faster than its banks can be eroded and transported by the river. This happens when the land
is uplifted and the river flows faster to reach the
same level as before uplift began.

The Atlantic West Coast
After leaving Bathurst we flew from Port Elizabeth to Cape Town then drove 100 km north to
the West Coast Fossil Park at Langebaanweg on
the Atlantic coast. Although we were staying in
the Park during our 4 day visit, we again went in
search of raised beaches and inland marine deposits.
We found such evidence near Elandsbai to the
north of Langebaanweg. We came across a grey
clint and gryke exposure, shown in Photos 8/9,
which looked to me just like a limestone pavement, but Rob said it was sandstone which had
been eroded and weathered by salt water.

8

5

6
Fred makes the first of several shark tooth
finds at Birbury Hill—200m above sea level.

9
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A surprise field-trip to South Africa (cont.)
It was new to me that sandstone weathered in
this way in a coastal environment and the knowledge came in useful on a recent trip to Skye
where similar sandstone weathering was seen on
the coast near Elgol.

ment. The bones range from animals like, shortnecked giraffes (sivatheres), moles, rabbits, elephants, rats and turtles to parrots, penguins, ostrich, owls and hawks to fish, seals, whales and
frogs!

Closer examination revealed the that base of this
3 m high, massive, coarse-grained sandstone outcrop showed pronounced cross-bedding (Photo
10).

11

10
Open joints in the sandstone basement contained
well-rounded pebbles of the same rock and, laterally sandy clay beds adjacent to this outcrop,
contained layers of well-rounded cobbles and
boulders suggesting that they had been rolled to
and fro by wave action, as on a beach. The top of
the exposure was 85 m above sea level. Putting
all this together convinced us that it was a raised
beach and cliff line now several km inland.

12
Rob discussing a detail of the excavation with
Pippa Harhoff, manager of the Fossil Park.

Langebaanweg Fossil Park
The main aim of our visit was to examine the
geology and palaeo-environment of the exceptionally preserved fossil bone-bed in a massive
phosphate deposit, which was, until recently
mined as a fertilizer. The fossil bed is known
world-wide as one of the exceptional preservation Konzentrat Lagerstatten.
Researchers are currently manually excavating
thousands of fossil bones of all sizes from an
area of about 100 m2, protected by a plastic marquee, shown in Photo 11 and 12.. The density
and variety of animal species’ bones is incredible. Photos 13 & 14 give some idea of what can
be seen in a metre square of the phosphatic sedi13
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A surprise field-trip to South Africa (cont.)
To date the most abundant bones belong to the extinct sivatheres - those of over 600 different animals have been recovered. These were big herbivores so needed masses of vegetation and space to
survive, see Photo 15 of Sivathere hendey. How did
this mixture of bones from species of completely
different habitats become so concentrated in such a
small area?
The popular theory is that it was a catastrophic
flood event, which deposited them in a river channel. However, we found no evidence of the boneabrasion this would have caused nor did the sediment have the coarse texture expected –eg no pebbles. There is not space to go into all the arguments
here, but to help solve this
problem we think the research needs to focus more
on the surrounding strata and
sedimentary structures in
which the bones are found,
than recovering the bones of
more animals of species already identified.

14

On that controversial note I
will conclude this brief summary with a big ‘thank you’
to Rob for an extremely interesting, enlightening and enjoyable two weeks with his
friends Spana and Pete, in
beautiful South Africa.

Dawn on Saturday 9th of September, was one
of the lowest low tides for many years. So I
was out onto piles of boulders that never normally emerge off Penmaenmawr Beach. Another pile several 100m farther out, and beyond
wading range, has given rise to the “Llys Hellig” stories and commentaries.

15

How low can you go?

My particular pile was composed entirely of
Snowdonia volcanic boulders, with no sign of
the more exotic clasts such as limestone or
granite, which we have seen previously in Irish
Sea till at Pen sewage works.
So, was this debris dumped by the overflow
rivers that cut waterfalls behind Conwy Mountain? Or was it a route of the palaeo-Conwy
river? Or Irish Sea till that bulldozed Snowdonia till & inherited the clasts? Or maybe I hadn’t spent enough time hammering boulders to
find exotic clasts……..

In less than 20 minutes the tide was pouring back in, and it was time to beat a hasty
retreat to shore.
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Contacts

E-mail notices: Derek
Jones, NEWI Natural and
Built Environment Dept.,
01978 293098,
d.jones@newi.ac.uk
Event liason: Fred Owen,
01565 651004,
fredowen@tinyworld.co.uk
Chairman & website:
Jonathan Wilkins, 01492
583052,
www.ampyx.org.uk/cdgc
Meetings: Frank Buxton,
01244 816712,
frank.buxton58@virgin.net
Secretary: Susan Brooks,
01248 715381, DBMadryn@aol.com
Treasurer: Gareth Williams, 01248 680770
garethann@amserve.com
Newsletter editor: Rob
Crossley, 01492 623579,
pencrossleys@aol.com
Lifelong learning: Ken
Howarth, 01492 584113,
ken.howarth@btinternet.
com
Without portfolio: Jan
Heiland,
jan@vixenseven.co.uk

Visit our
website:
www.
ampyx.org.uk
/cdgc

N O RT H W A LE S G E O L O G Y D I A RY:
October 18th Wed, Fugro Robertson Site ( not Conwy
Hall), 7.30 pm, Unravelling Folds at Rhoscolyn, Anglesey,
a talk by Dr Sue Treagus, School of Earth, Atmospheric and
Environmental Sciences, University of Manchester. Sue has
been working for a number of years on understanding these
spectacular, complex, folded beds.

Venue:
Fugro
Robertson
Ltd

November, 15th Wed, Wrexham meeting, 7.30 pm, NEWI,
usual venue (Lecture Theatre B by Library) Landscape
and history of metal mining in North-east Wales, a talk by
Stephen Brown, an industrial chemist with long-standing interests in mine and cave exploration throughout North Wales.
From Roman times (and perhaps before), through to Victorian
times, NE Wales was one of the principal metal mining areas
of the UK. The imprint of different mining practices, which tie
closely to the geology, has left a distinctive signature on the
landscape. Do not miss this talk…....
January 20th Sat, venue and time to be announced, AGM
February 14th Wed, Conwy, 7.30 pm, Igneous Anglesey, a
talk by Dr Rob Crossley.

Mystery rocks or fossils…….
A granite with crystal banding?, and a granite boulder cut by a harder vein of
aplite, which through abrasion has ended up looking a bit like a whale bone...

