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From the Chair
It will be obvious to you all that there has not
been a newsletter of any sort over the Summer
and Autumn seasons, and that there have been
no meetings planned, either in the field or indoors. This state of affairs is most regrettable,
but it reflects the fact that the Association is short
of inputs to be turned into those public outputs
which we enjoy. As a consequence of that silence, I have been unable to bring you some
items of news that really should be shared.

The preparation involved for leading two days in
Snowdonia was considerable – not only getting
out onto the ground, but producing handouts
with key points and references.
I find that time well-spent when there are the
best part of two dozen enthusiastic participants,
but the size of that party contrasted with our own
field meetings earlier in the year, when a grand
total of six members found the prospect of a trip
into the Mona Mine attractive. .

In May I was contacted by Sue Hartill to
say that Doug had passed away rather
suddenly. Doug had been with us for a
long time, having come to the fore in the
early days of our organisation – and then
left because his interest had turned to
photography, where he indulged his passion through the local camera club. I am
pleased to report that geology won
through and he returned to us subsequently, a keen participant in our various
meetings. He also represented the North
Wales branch of the Cardiomyopathy
Association, a condition with which he
was diagnosed some 10 years ago, and
he was active as a ward volunteer at Ysbyty Glan Clwyd.
Doug was active for the Association as a point of
contact with Conwy County Borough Council
when booking the Civic Hall for our meetings.
Well, that too has passed. As part of cuts in expenditure it has been announced that the Civic
Hall will henceforth be unstaffed out of library
hours, and no more bookings are to be accepted,
although existing major commitments will be
honoured (the local pantomime for example).
Whilst there is local support for the only venue
accessible for such productions, it seems very
unlikely that funding will appear for its continuation, and especially not for the lavish re-building
which was proposed.
Part of the reason for the lack of activity in the
Association has been the fact that I have been
very active, not only professionally, but with a
holiday on the island of Mull, leading field meetings for the OUGS and participating in a field
meeting in the Eastern part of Germany.

NWGA Members hard at work in the Parys Mine
Photo: J. Wilkins

Fewer still a month later when Dr. David Jenkins led us around the surface workings as a
carefully chosen alternative to the underground
tour which is not accessible to everybody. So
everybody is bored with Parys Mountain – the
jewel in the crown of the Anglesey Geopark? I
find it more interesting every time I go, as the
ideas sink in and new avenues of thought are
revealed.
Continued…..

1

Seasons greetings to all our
members

I am deeply concerned by the dwindling support
for our meetings, and this is a matter that must be
addressed at our forthcoming AGM. We have a
great speaker lined-up, who has been very poular
in her previous appearances, so it should be a
convivial affair. It will be held at Pensychnant near
Conwy again, as that provides just the right ambience for our meeting.

―Fire and Brimstone - The Italian Volcanoes Trip
2010.”
Speaker Dr Cathy O’Brien

Italy is a tectonically active place with volcanic centres
strung along the western coast of the mainland, on Sicily and the Aeolian Islands to the south. Many of these
volcanoes have been active throughout historic time
and there is evidence of earlier volcanic activity to the
It is with regret that I must announce that I shall north of Rome, but all of it is geologically recent. It is a
be standing down at that meeting. I am not receiv- country also blessed with a fine climate, good food and
ing the support that I need to sustain our activi- wine!
ties, and it is evident that the members of the
NWGA do not care enough about geology to at- Italy's volcanoes were the first to be studied in historic
tend meetings in worthwhile numbers, or find it time with Pliny the younger producing the first descrippossible to commit their own energies to organis- tive account of a major volcanic eruption in the first cening activities of any kind. We have, as you are tury AD and the area that was also studied at the beginaware, lost a number of the key team of organis- ning of the science of geology in the eighteenth century.
ers over the last few years, and it has not proved A classic area for the study of volcanology, where not
possible to recruit any replacements. We have only the products of the volcanoes, but also the effects
enjoyed a huge success over the last 15 years, of major eruptions on human habitation may be studied.
but it is increasingly difficult to organise new
meetings and outings as we have, in effect, cov- The evidence of volcanism ranges from suspiciously
ered the easier ground and people have now round lakes surrounded by pyroclastic deposits, through
been to places that were hitherto unknown.
pools of bubbling mud, fumaroles disgorging sulphurous
fumes to the continuously active 'Lighthouse of the
Members may also be aware of the programme of Mediterranean', Stromboli.
lectures that has been put on by the locally-based
Geoscience Wales organisation. Your editor has
publicised those meetings in the past, and they
deserved greater attendance than they succeeded in generating. It appears that they have
also fallen victim to the apparent apathetic malaise and appear not be expected to continue in
the foreseeable future. Many of you will also be
aware that the Open University Geological Society have also retreated from North Wales, and left
the province as an outpost of North West
(although an unfortunate choice of colour on their
web-based map makes it appear that the Irish
Sea has removed the entire region through flooding!). If we add in to this picture the loss of university extra-mural activities that have traditionally
brought geology to the interested public, then few
opportunities will present themselves whereby
enthusiasm for rocks can be expounded. It is a
Type locality: Strombolian eruption of Stromboli"
relief to find that the teaching of geology in local
Photo Dr. C. O'Brien.
English universities remains strong – although I
know of one Scottish university toying with dropping undergraduate geology courses altogether. This presentation represents a distillation from a 5-week
So, unless there is a change of fortune, it looks as 'trip of a lifetime' itinerary by camper van through Italy to
if the annual Herdman Symposium in Liverpool celebrate a personal anniversary. Although Cathy now
will become a sole annual pilgrimage for the geol- works for the Environment Agency in Wales, her geological roots are very igneous indeed, and I believe that
ogy enthusiasts among us.
we have a real treat in store.
I look forward to being proved utterly wrong in
January – but the future of the NWGA is in your Under ideal circumstances, there may be a subsequent,
short walk to view aspects of the local geology.
hands. J. Wilkins
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Next Meeting:
Saturday January 29th 2011
The Annual General Meeting
And
Speaker: Dr. Cathy O'Brien
―Fire and Brimstone The Italian Volcanoes Trip 2010.‖
Pensychnant Conservation Centre,
Sychnant Pass Road, CONWY LL32 8BJ.
10:00h
————————–-—————————–—————————--——————————————

Details of AGM:
The AGM will commence at 10:00h.
Your annual opportunity to get matters off your chest and
help to steer the Association through the next 12 months.
Nominations are sought for the position of chairman in
view of the intention of the present incumbent to stand
down. Your ideas for indoor and field meetings could be
the starting point of a great year of North Wales geology.
Refreshment break followed by Cathy O'Brien at 11:30h

3

The Dragon’s Teeth…
It‟s been a while since I introduced you to any of my “Roadside Rocks”, so it‟s nice to be able to offer
you something new and interesting. I‟d be willing to bet that, like me, you‟ve all driven past this site
many times and have completely missed it – mostly because you were either watching the traffic or else
admiring the view on the opposite side of the road...
Standing high above the Nant Gwynant valley is this superb cliff-side exposure of columnar basalt – in
quality every bit as good as the Giant‟s Causeway, although of much smaller extent. The exposure is
over 50 mtrs long, with the well-defined columns themselves measuring about 4 mtrs tall and around
600mm wide.
I have searched, but so far I
haven‟t been able to find any
previous written reference to
this site, which is surprising
as it is quite spectacular – in
all giving the suggested appearance of a great dragon
laying up the side of the hill,
with the columns standing out
like a row of gargantuan teeth
– hence my titular reference
to them.
For now, it‟s a little difficult to
determine its relationship to
the local country rock, mainly
because it‟s entirely contained within a huge expanse
(roughly 5 x 2 km, both sides
of the valley) of mixed volcanics of the upper Ordovician.
The Snowdon Volcanics are
a broad subject in themselves, and here contain everything from basalt flows to complex mixtures of
eruptive ash, fragments and jumbled pyroclastics. The columnar basalt appears at first sight to be a
generally concordant sill, intruded into beds of a pyroclastic jumble containing large (up to 150mm) fractured clasts of volcanic material.
The argument for the basalt being
an intrusion is that the columnar unit
appears to bifurcate from one into
two separate units within the country
pyroclastics. However, as any field
verification of the relations would
involve working high on the cliff face
itself, that interpretation will remain
open for later inspection. There are
similar columnar beds above the opposite side of the valley, close by
Llyn Teryn, alongside the Miner‟s
Track to Snowdon from Pen-y-Pass,
but there the exposure is nowhere
near as dramatic. The Teryn beds
are thought to be the result of an
intrusive andesite (Gannon 2008)
and may be related to our Gwynant
exposure, though no geographical
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relationship can be assumed as the entire Gwynant valley lies within the displaced remnants of the Snowdon Caldera.
In order to help with a better analysis, Jonathan has kindly produced a thin section from site samples which
will tell us much more. However, in the process of sorting suitable samples for sectioning, something quite
unusual came to light. One sample of the basalt quite clearly contains small but distinct porhyritic crystals of
metallic sulphide, which appear to have originated from the original melt. Porphyritic metals are quite common in more acidic igneous emplacements, such as the massive Coed-y-Brenin copper deposit, but are not
the sort of thing that you expect to find in a more basaltic rock. Examination of the thin section suggested
that it was a classic microgabbro (dolerite), of medium grain and with a distinct ophitic texture (not diagnostic
in itself of intrusive origin). What it does not show are any textures diagnostic of a typical basaltic lava.
It will take some time to inspect and understand the site further as it comprises the columns within the base
of a cliff, set above a very steep and unstable scree slope of columnar fragments. This is not a site where
you can stand back to assess things. For this reason, it should be made clear that this is NOT an easyaccess site and should not be attempted by anyone who does not have sound hill-working experience. Any
site visit should be under warning and strictly at the individual‟s own risk. Fortunately, the site can be
scanned to good benefit from the roadside lay-by with a modest pair of binoculars, and this is the much preferred option.
For those who must - the site does lie on „access‟ land and the approach is off the road, just up-hill of an enclosed (non-access) stand of trees. Head directly up the grassy slope to the cliff face and work along a difficult, steep and rough 2-mtr width of grass at the base of the cliff. Do not, under any circumstances, try to
use the scree slope as it is deceptively unstable and once disturbed will continue to move. A good pair of
adjustable walking poles are an essential recommendation. If venturing on site do take sandwiches and, by
continuing along the outcrop, walk up to the top of this outlier (easy going), where you will be rewarded with
a wide hilltop and absolutely
stunning panoramic views of the
whole valley, from Moel Hebog
above Beddgelert to Castell-yGwynt on the Glyderau, with the
summit of Snowdon opposite, just
appearing around the corner of
Gallt-y-Wenallt on Llywedd.
The site is easily viewed from a
long narrow lay-by at map ref SH
657 530, about half-way up the
road between Llyn Gwynant and
the Look-Out point on the way to
the Pen-y-Gwryd hotel. The outcrop itself is just NE of the road at
SH 660 533.
Those of you who, like me, are
fans of the climbing detective
novels written by Showell Styles
(under the pen name of “Glyn
Carr”) will recall this site from the early pages of “Death under Snowdon”. It is here that our hero, Sir Abercrombie Lewker, first comes across his young accomplice Tansy Pauncefoot as she tumbles down the hillside in front of his ancient Wolseley car. Please do not emulate her wild but uncertain adventure….Jan
Heiland
Ref: Gannon, P. 2008 Rock Trails in Snowdonia.
Pesda Press. Caernarfon.
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Herdman Society Symposium - Geoscience Frontiers 2
Date: Saturday 19 February 2011 09:00 - 17:00
The Herdman Society is the undergraduate society of the Earth and Ocean
Sciences Department at Liverpool University; William Herdman was
founder and benefactor for the original Department of Geology. In recent
years the Herdman Symposium has become a significant event in the
Northwest, now typically with some 250+ participants, including about 70
members of amateur geologists? associations, teachers and some school
pupils. The symposium is pitched at Year 1 to Year 4 undergraduate level,
although our excellent speakers manage to excite interest across all levels
including our postgraduate students and academic staff.
Location: To be confirmed Website: Event website
Contact name: Mr Ian Bamber Contact email: bamberi@liv.ac.uk
Contact telephone: 0151 794 5146 Contact fax: 0151 794 5196
Manchester Geological Association
Saturday 15 January 2011 at 13:30 - The Scottish Dalradian
The Dalradian of Scotland seen from the roadside and coast - Dr. Jack
Treagus, University of Manchester
Dalradian Metamorphism: Patterns and Puzzles - Dr. Giles Droop,
University of Manchester
Dalradian Mineralisation - Professor Richard Pattrick, University of
Manchester
Sir Archibald Geikie, searching for a name to give a group of ancient rocks
that stretched across the Highlands of Scotland and the northern part of
Ireland, settled on the term 'Dalradian', after the ancient kingdom of Dal
Riada, which was occupied by a tribe of Scottish and Irish Celts and
covered the same area.

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

The Dalradian succession is a thick sequence of sedimentary rocks with
minor volcanics that formed on the southern margin of a continent from late
Precambrian to early Ordovician times. In early Dalradian times
sandstones, mudstones and carbonates accumulated on a stable platform,
but this platform started to founder into a series of basins by late
Precambrian. Sea level rose during Cambrian times giving rise to a
transgression in which shelf sediments were deposited further into the
continental margin (the present-day north-west Highlands of Scotland).
In the early Ordovician this sequence of rocks was deformed,
metamorphosed and subsequently mineralised during the Grampian
Orogeny following the closure of the Iapetus Ocean. The remnants of this
mountain chain stretch across the highlands and islands of Scotland,
providing classic areas for the study of intensely folded rocks and the
zonation of metamorphic minerals.
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