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Down to Earth

The Stiperstones and its magnificent quartzite ridge in
Shropshire.
(Image: Visit Shropshire Hills & Ludlow)

We have late single or double vacancies on the
Dorset Coast trip (March 27-April 1) and Northwest
Highlands (April 14-22) due to cancellations

- contact us for details NOW!

Following a confirmation of the booking situation,
we now have 2 vacancies on our September 2026
Iceland trip. There’s a male and a female vacancy in
two twin rooms. Several other 2026 trips are either
full or nearly so. Remember that there are plenty of
single rooms on our Summer School to Shropshire.

To view a brochure, go to our to website at:
www.geosupplies.co.uk orTel: 0114 245 5746

Remember that booking forms are only available
direct from us:
Email: downtoearth@geosupplies.co.uk
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= Residential Field trip

The learning zone

e I

* The Jurassic Coast of Dorset, March 27-April |
* Northwest Highlands of Scotland,
April 14-22
* Central Cornwall, May 1-8
* Teesdale & North Pennines, May 16-23 FULL
* Minehead & North Somerset, June 7-12
* Shetland, The Northern Isles, June 17-25 FULL
* Anglesey, July 5-10
* Summer School, Shropshire, August 8-15
* Iceland, North & East Fjords, September 13-22
See opposite
¢ Melrose, the Scottish Borders, October |8-24

Early booking is advised, especially if you are
looking for a single room.

Search online at www.geosupplies.co.uk or ring us on 0114 245 5746
Geo Supplies Ltd 49 Station Road, Chapeltown, Sheffield S35 2XE
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cover story

We all love a new ‘go to’ locality and § ===
for us in 2025, that place was
Portreath on the North coast of
Cornwall, close to the town of
Camborne.

1t has some great cliffs with some
highly distorted and faulted
Devonian strata. I can’t wait to
return in May of this year!

(Image: Chris Darmon)

Down to Earth 134 @ editorial
February 2026

How are you getting along with your new Al
friend?

So we are entering a world where artifical intelligence, or Al as we
should call it, is becoming ever more common in our everyday world.
For us, at the Down to Earth editorial desk, it has rapidly become a
part of our everyday life.

There, at the very top of the search results, is an Al generated
summary. For the vast majority of times it’s absolutely sensible and
correct. On a number of occasions you can see that it has been pretty
well lifted from Wikipedia. To be perfectly honest, it doesn’t by itself,
seem to add very much to the body of knowledge that’s available on
Wikipedia that’s been generated by the endeavour of human
volunteers.

But there are occasions when it’s possible to see how Al has mixed
things up, sometimes with similar sounding or spelled terms. It’s on
occasions such as this that we have to remind ourselves that Al can
make mistakes, much like us humans. At least there’s honesty here, it
is badged clearly as an “Al summary”, so we should treat it as such.

At the moment Al is principally being used as a means of
summarizing all available data, something that it can do quickly and
accurately. But it can also be used to put forward a particular line of
evidence, or push a particular theory over a rival one.

What about Al in the hands of a six-day creationist for example? We
should of course, treat all sources with the some degree of scepticism,
or should we say scientific curiosity? Scientists should, by their very
nature and training, be better at questioning sources than other people,
but don’t be complacent about it.

Treat Al just as you would any other source. Treat it as a friend and
ally, unless and until you think it’s letting you down or leading you
down a path that you think is heading you towards bad conclusions.
Remember that not all science is good, not all science is correct.
Down through the ages people have been quite capable of coming up
with theories that prove to be wrong and Al is no different.

But where will Al take us in the future, that’s the question that is
engaging minds across the globe? In our terms when will Al become
the researcher rather than the researcher’s trusted assistant? Some
would say, that in some areas, we’ve already reached that point whilst
others would say that we haven’t got there yet, but it’s not that far off.

We already know that Al has come to terms with many of the
complexities of the human body. Well, planet Earth is even more
complex than that. But if it can analyse the numerous issues
surrounding climate change then, I suppose it can tackle many other
issues that we are currently engaged upon.

At the moment then, don’t let Al intimidate you. You are human, with
a mind and brain of your own. Accordingly don’t give Al a status that
it doesn’t deserve. Don’t allow it to take over, unless of course you
want it to. For the moment at least, it’s important that you try and stay
in control at all time! With luck your new found Al friend and
companion will be just that, sitting alongside you and helping you.

Chris Darmon, Editor
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% news up front

New map of Antarctica reveals there’s considerable
relief beneath the thick ice covering...

Researchers have released the results of their extensive studies
beneath the ice covering in Antarctica. Lead author, Helen Ockenden
of the University of Grenoble-Alpes and a PhD researcher at the
University of Edinburgh, and an international team have just
published their findings in the journal Science.

The familiar ice covering of Antarctica, but what’s the relief below
that ice cover?
(Image: Courtesy of Edinburgh University)

Previous attempts at mapping the ground beneath the ice cover have
been done by dragging heavy radar equipment across the ice in
snowmobiles or suspend the radars from the wings of airplanes.
Despite this work having taken place over decades, there are still some
considerable gaps in the mapping, often 100s of km across.
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Some of the physical features discovered by the new mapping
technique.
(Image: Courtesy of Edinburgh University)

The new research takes a very different approach, it uses satellite
images of the surface. It works to analyse subtle changes in the
surface of the ice to understand the sub-surface features that cause
these undulations. The method has revealed some amazing features.
Their findings have uncovered specific geographical details across
previously uncharted regions, including large mountain ranges, deep
canyons and wide valleys, as well as tens of thousands of previously

A digest of some of the latest Earth
Science news from around the world.

undiscovered hills and valleys.

This could be the first of many attempts at improving our mapping of
Antarctica as scientists grapple with ice tectonics, in the light of rising
temperatures and ice melting. In particular there is worry about major
avalanching in the mighty Thwaites Glacier.

Ockenden’s team do not believe that radar methods are at an end, but
it will guide future radar surveys: “We’re not so blind now,” says
Robert Bingham, a co-author and glaciologist at the University of
Edinburgh. “We have a really good impression of where the bed’s
quite rough, where you would need to survey closely if you really
want to see the details of the features.”

This comes from the University of Edinburgh:

“Their findings have uncovered specific geographical details across
previously uncharted regions, including large mountain ranges, deep
canyons and wide valleys, as well as tens of thousands of previously
undiscovered hills and valleys.

Old map
(Bedmap3)

New map
(IFPA)
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A new map of the hidden features beneath Antarctica's ice shows the
icy continent in unprecedented detail.
(Image: Courtesy of Helen Ockenden)

Previous research has shown that rough areas of subglacial land - such
as jagged hillsides and sharp mountain ridges - can slow the retreat of
Antarctica’s glacial sheet by providing frictional resistance against the
ice flowing towards the sea.

“Because making scientific observations through ice is difficult, we
know less about the landscape hidden beneath Antarctica than we do
about the surface of Mars or Venus. So it’s really exciting that this
new method allows us to use satellite measurements of the ice surface
to fill all of the gaps in our maps, revealing new details about
mountain ranges, canyons and geological boundaries,” said Helen
Ockenden.




This latest map serves as an important guide to inform scientists
where future surveys should be focused, and will help develop more
accurate projections of where and how much sea levels could rise in
the future.”

This article has been compiled from various internet sources. You’ll
be able to find a lot more and also other recent mapping from our
own British Antarctic Survey. With fears about what might happen
to the mighty Thwaites Glacier as ice continues to melt, there will be
more studies coming down the line.

Laetoli hominid footprints under climate change
threat...

It’s amazing how we discover stories here at Down to Earth. Whilst
looking for an image to illustrate Paddy Gaffikin’s trace fossil
article in this issue, I came across this story from 2024 - sorry that
it’s a bit late...

This comes from the University of St Andrews website:

“A project led by the University of St Andrews to protect the site of a
3.6-million-year-old human footprint at risk from climate change is
one of 22 new projects to be supported by the British Council’s

Cultural Protection Fund.
—

Some of the Laetoli footprints from Tanani
(Image: Atlas Obscura)

The Laetoli footprint site in Tanzania, the oldest unequivocal evidence
of human ancestors walking on two feet, is currently at risk of being
lost forever due to erosion caused by increasing storms and rainfall.
The Cultural Protection Fund project led by Professor Richard Bates
from the School of Earth and Environmental Sciences will address the
threats facing the footprint sites through digital documentation,

training, and community engagement.

It will also capture local stories, myths, dance and rituals which are
linked to the footprint sites, ensuring that the heritage is permanently
preserved and available to future generations. In Winde, a nineteenth
Century slave warehouse complex faces similar erosion caused by
rising sea levels. Both sites will be documented by the project led by
the University of St Andrews.”

Atlas Obscura says:

“Today, the actual footprints have been covered up in hopes of
protecting them, but due to fear of erosion they are planned to be
uncovered again. Whether the prints remain at their discovered
location (with a possible museum built over them) or are to be cut-out
and moved entirely is currently under debate.

For now visitors can visit the covered up site of discovery and the
nearby Olduvai Gorge Museum, which features casts of the prints and
related artifacts.”

New hydrothermal field off Greece discovered...

A new study in the journal Scientific Reports from the University of
Bremen’s Centre for Marine Environmental Science (MARUM)
outlines s the discovery of a massive new hydrothermal field off
Greece.

This comes from the University of Bremen’s website:

A new study published in Scientific Reports details the discovery of a
remarkably extensive hydrothermal vent field on the shelf of Milos
Island, Greece. The vents were identified during the METEOR
expedition M192, where the research team used a combination of
different methods, including underwater technologies such as an
autonomous and a remotely operated vehicles, to survey the seafloor.
These approaches revealed previously undocumented venting between
100 and 230 meters depth. This makes Milos home to one of the
largest known shallow-to-intermediate hydrothermal systems in the
Mediterranean and substantially expands current knowledge of vent
distribution in the region.

Sampling fluids of 180 degree Celsius at the White Sealhound
structure.

(Image: MARUM — Center for Marine Environmental Sciences,
University of Bremen )

The study identifies three major vent areas — Aghia Kiriaki,
Paleochori—Thiorychia, and Vani — all located along active fault
zones that run across the Milos shelf. These faults belong to a large
tectonic depression, the Milos Gulf-Fyriplaka graben, which has




lowered the seafloor to depths of up to 230 metres. The close
alignment of vents with these geological structures shows that tectonic
activity plays a key role in determining where hydrothermal venting
occurs: “We never expected to find such a large field of gas flares off
Milos,” says Solveig I. Biihring, senior author of the study and
scientist at the MARUM — Center for Marine Environmental Sciences,
University of Bremen, who led the expedition M192 during which the
vents were discovered. “When we first observed the vents through the
ROV cameras, we were stunned by their diversity and beauty — from
shimmering, boiling fluids to thick microbial mats covering the
chimneys.”

According to first author Paraskevi Nomikou of the National and
Kapodistrian University of Athens, the spatial pattern of these vent
clusters is closely controlled by the island’s tectonic fabric: “Our data
clearly show that the gas flares follow the patterns of the major fault
systems around Milos,” Nomikou explains. “Different fault zones
influence different vent clusters, especially where several faults meet.
These tectonic structures strongly control how and where
hydrothermal fluids reach the seafloor.”

During the METEOR cruise off the Greek island of Milos: The
water sampler rosette and the AUV MARUM-SEAL on deck, with
the volcanic island of Antimilos visible in the background.
(Image: MARUM — Center for Marine Environmental Sciences,
University of Bremeny; S. 1. Biihring)

According to first author Paraskevi Nomikou of the National and
Kapodistrian University of Athens, the spatial pattern of these vent
clusters is closely controlled by the island’s tectonic fabric:

“Our data clearly show that the gas flares follow the patterns of the
major fault systems around Milos,” Nomikou explains. “Different
fault zones influence different vent clusters, especially where several
faults meet. These tectonic structures strongly control how and where
hydrothermal fluids reach the seafloor.”

The findings demonstrate how active faulting and ongoing geological
processes have shaped the evolution of these vent fields. This
discovery establishes Milos as one of the most significant natural
laboratories in the Mediterranean for studying the interplay between
tectonics, volcanism, and hydrothermal activity.

The results are also relevant for the MARUM-based Cluster of
Excellence “The Ocean Floor — Earth's Uncharted Interface.” A
follow-up expedition to Milos, the Kolumbo submarine volcano off
Santorini, and Nisyros is planned. The research is the result of close
collaboration between Greek and German institutions, including the
National and Kapodistrian University of Athens, MARUM —
University of Bremen, Friedrich-Alexander-Universitét
Erlangen-Niirnberg, ICBM — Institute for Chemistry and Biology of
the Marine Environment Oldenburg, Carl-von-Ossietzky-Universitit
Oldenburg, and Constructor University Bremen.

New evidence for early fire-making in Suffolk...

Just when did mankind light the first fire? We have long thought that
this was something carried out exclusively by our own species Homo
sapiens but now a new site in Suffolk pushes that event back a long
way, possibly to the Neandarthals.

Now a team led by Nick Ashton, Curator: Palaeolithic Collections, at
the British Museum and Rob Davis, Project Curator, Pathways to
Ancient Britain, and Simon Parfitt from UCL in London, have
uncovered evidence from an archaeological dig site at Barnham, in
Suffolk. This, indicates that the ability to make fire is much older than
previously thought. The evidence of this early use of fire has now
been published in the journal Nature.

This comes from the UCL website:

“Described in Nature, the artefacts date to about 400,000 years ago
and include scorched earth, fire-cracked flint hand axes, and two
fragments of iron pyrite, a mineral that can produce sparks when
struck with flint.

The presence of pyrite is significant as it is a mineral not commonly
found in the area, suggesting that early humans carried it to the site
deliberately. In later prehistoric periods, pyrite was used to ignite fires
by striking it with flint to create sparks. Its presence at Barnham
suggests that this technology may have emerged much earlier than
previously thought, possibly from neanderthals that lived in the region
at that time or another species of early humans.

Previous discoveries at sites in Africa indicate that humans had used
natural fire over a million years ago, but the artefacts at Barnham
suggest the creation and control of fire, which carries huge
implications for human development and evolution. Until now, the
oldest known evidence of fire making was from 50,000 years ago and
was found in northern France.

"', ;)n w ﬁ"!-’”’ b 5 >4
Some of the team excavating the fire-pit at Barnham
(Image: Jordan Mansfield, Pathways to Ancient Britain)

Co-author, Simon Parfitt (UCL Institute of Archaeology) said: “This
discovery gives us a rare window into a moment when early humans
were not just using fire, but had begun to understand and control it.
This discovery highlights the ingenuity and skill involved in mastering
fire, a game-changing moment in human evolution.”

Controlled fire use offered evolutionary advantages including warmth,
protection from predators, the ability to cook food, and a social hub
where early humans likely gathered. Distinguishing natural wildfires
from deliberate burning has long frustrated archaeologists.




However, at the Barnham site, the team discovered sediments with
geochemical signals that indicated fires were repeatedly lit in the same
spot, as well as imported pieces of pyrite and clusters of flint that also
showed evidence of being exposed to heat. Together, the artefacts
point to their combined use in creating and controlling fire.

The sylvan glen setting of the Barnham excavation site
(Image: Jordan Mansfield, PAB)

This access to fire on demand would have allowed early humans to
cook meat more reliably, thereby improving its digestibility and
energy intake. This, researchers say, may have supported the
expansion of the human brain.

Lead author Professor Nick Ashton (UCL Institute of Archaeology &
the British Museum) said: “This is the most remarkable discovery of
my career, and I’m very proud of the teamwork that it has taken to
reach this groundbreaking conclusion. It’s incredible that some of the
oldest groups of Neanderthals had the knowledge of the properties of
flint, pyrite and tinder at such an early date.”

Iron pyrites and flint were both required to make fire
(Image: Jordan Mansfield, PAB)

Co-author Dr Rob Davis, of the British Museum, said: “The
implications are enormous. The ability to create and control fire is one
of the most important turning points in human history with practical
and social benefits that changed human evolution. This extraordinary
discovery pushes this turning point back by some 350,000 years.”

The Barnham site was situated near a watering hole where these
humans encamped. “We think humans brought pyrite to the site with
the intention of making fire. And this has huge implications pushing
back the earliest fire-making,” said archaeologist Nick Ashton. The
other essential ingredient for making fire, flint, would have been
locally sourced from flint nodules.

Massive Italian landslide causes evacuation of 1000
residents in Sicily...

A massive landslide has hit the Italian town of Niscemi on the island
of Sicily. It was triggered, not by an earthquake, or a volcanic
eruption, but by relentless rain.

This is from the website Wanted in Rome:
“Triggered by the relentless rainfall of Cyclone Harry, the landslide

has created a shifting chasm that is actively swallowing parts of the
historic centre of the town in southern Sicily.

The landslide, which first began to show signs of instability on
Sunday, January 25th, has expanded into a massive front stretching
approximately four kilometres. Mayor Massimiliano Conti has
described the situation as "dire," as the cliffside upon which the town
is perched continues to crumble.

A couple of

dramatic images taken by
local residents of the
landslide and posted on

§ Facebook.

Aerial drone
footage has
captured
dramatic
images of the
destruction,
with multiple
buildings torn
apart as
properties and cars hang perilously over the 25-metre precipice.

Under the direction of the civil protection department, a "red zone"
has been established, leading to the immediate evacuation of over 300
families. While many residents found refuge with relatives, hundreds
spent the night at a local sports arena, where the civil protection unit
from Palermo delivered emergency supplies.

Two provincial roads leading to the town have been swallowed or
blocked, and all schools in the area remain closed as technicians
monitor the movement of the landslide, which is reportedly still
advancing toward the heart of the town.

Regional president Renato Schifani has estimated that the broader
damage caused by Cyclone Harry across Sicily has already reached
€740 million, a figure likely to climb as the Niscemi crisis evolves.
Italy’s civil protection minister Nello Musumeci has pledged the full
support of the Meloni government, dispatching a specialised team of
geologists to assist local authorities in predicting the landslide's next
moves.”
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Author: Patrick Gaffikin

Illustrations courtesy of author unless shown.

Trace fossils - uncovering the secret

lives of fossils!

1 suppose it was only a matter of time before our ‘geological
sleuth’ Paddy Gaffikin took on those enigmatic trace fossils. We
find lots of them, but what made them isn’t always that clear.

There’s plenty of evidence, but who, or what, was the culprit?

Paddy investigates...

“....many organisms have left fossil evidence of their presence and
way of life in the form of tracks or trails”

—p. 227, ‘Principles of Palaeontology’— D. M. Raup
and S. M. Stanley (1971).

Trace fossils in general

Trace fossils in the form of calcium carbonate ‘tubes’ left by
serpulid worms.

Trace fossils, also known as ichnofossils, are tangible evidence, of an
aspect of ancient life, preserved for us to see. They are not the actual
remains of animals and plants which lived in the distant past — these
are known as body fossils. Trace fossils provide insights into the
behaviour and movement of ancient living things.

Examples are imprints, burrows, footprints, coprolites (fossilised
dung) etc. Unlike body fossils, they can capture a picture of
interactions between organisms and how they lived in their
environment millions of years ago. Body fossils can tell us a lot but
sometimes trace fossils can tell us even more, for instance if the rock
in which they occur is the ‘right way up’.

If certain worm burrows, for example, are upside down then the rock
in which they are present was inverted ( by tectonic forces). Body
fossils are not always easy to find but it can be even more difficult to
discover trace fossils. They are not as numerous as body fossils
because the conditions for the formation of trace fossils are rarer than
the conditions necessary for the preservation of body fossils.

Imprints

Imprints of ancient organisms were originally formed in soft sediment

="

Sketch showing some trace fossils — a footprint and worm burrows.
(Not to scale)

like mud, silt or sand. The impression eventually hardens and is
infilled with sediment which also, after a long space of time, hardens
and preserves the original shape. After very many years the infilled
sediment erodes to expose the imprint. Plants, because they are
composed of soft organic material, often are found as trace fossils.

The imprint of a reptile foot in Triassic Scrabo (Co. Down)
sandstone. It is usually on display in the Ulster Museum, Belfast.
(Image: Ulster Museum, Botanic Gardens, Belfast.)

The original plant is compressed into suitable sediment — the sediment
would not be too soft or too hard. If the former, no lasting impression
is made and if the sediment is too hard, no imprint is made.
Sometimes plants are fossilised to reveal carbonised plant remains but
these are NOT regarded as trace fossils. It is only plant imprints with
no organic remains are considered trace fossils.

Burrows
Worms, because they do not have any hard parts, do not leave any

body fossils but their burrows into (initially) soft sediment are
preserved and these are trace fossils. Some marine crustaceans, like




Most burrows will, by definition, cut through the sediment sometimes
in a simple U-shape, but also, in some cases, in a much more elaborate
fashion.

Burrows thought to have been made by crustaceans like shrimp.
Image(: Dr. N. Moles, Brighton.)

Finally, don’t forget that it’s not just worms that can burrow. There

A carbonised plant in Carboniferous Limestone. It is NOT regarded ~ 7€ many other organisms, including some with shells, that can live in
as a trace fossil this way. Think about the modern razor shell for example.

Wood cast fossils
(Image: Dr. N. Moles, Brighton.)

shrimp, also leave trace fossils in shallow sea conditions.

There are a couple of points to note when examining burrows in the
field. They are often harder and paler coloured than the surrounding
rock due to being better cemented and any organic material having
been removed by the animal responsible.

A fine example of a simple cylindrical burrow often found in
sandstone and can date back as far as the Cambrian Period.
(Image: Dr. N. Moles, Brighton.)

Footprints

Footprints, such as those of dinosaurs, can enable scientists to estimate
; the weight of the creature which produced them. These days such
Varied tracks and trails on a bedding plane. trace fossils are often the starting point for investigations that can
(Image: Dr. N.Moles, Brighton.) involve 3-D investigations and computer modelling. At the end, we
can often track down the animal that made them right down to species




level. We can also understand how it walked and even the speed that
it was moving and its weight - not bad for a few footprints'

Dinosaur footprints.
(Image: Dr. N. Moles, Brighton.)

Coprolites

Picture of what is thought to be a fish coprolite
(Image: Dr. N. Moles, Brighton.)

Coprolites were discovered in the early 1800s on the Jurassic coast by
the famous fossil collector Mary Anning. Her samples were studied by
the renowned palaeontologist Rev. William Buckland who, in 1828,
coined the name ‘coprolite’. They can contain small bones, scales,
plant material and even pollen and experts study the pollen, for
example, to establish the type of plants living at the time the animal,
which produced the specimen, was living.

From such findings they can come to an understanding of the type of
climatic conditions prevailing at that time. Diet can also be
ascertained and this can illustrate whether the creature was a
herbivore, carnivore or omnivore and lived in the sea or on land. Thin
sections, chemical analyses, electron microscopes etc. can be
employed to study even extremely small constituents of coprolites.
Specimens can range in size from a few millimetres to over 60
centimetres.

Some ‘famous’ trace fossils
The Laetoli footprints

In 1976, a team led by the archaeologist Mary Leakey found
hominin footprints, of age around 3.6 million years old (Neogene),
made by what is thought to be the distant human ancestor
Australopithecus afarensis in solidified volcanic ash in Laetoli,
Tanzania.

The Laetoli footprints of Tanzania
(Image: University of St Andrews)

The path is around 27 metres long and consists of about 70 separate
prints. Their discovery established that these ancient humans walked
upright and had a human-like gait. Those same footprints are now in
danger of being lost to the threats posed by climate change (see
elsewhere in this issue).

Dinosaur trackways in Oxfordshire

A long dinosaur trackway consisting of over 200 footprints, around
166 million years old (Jurassic), was discovered in a quarry in
Oxfordshire and this enabled scientists to establish dinosaur behaviour
like movement.

Termite nests

Fossilised termite nests from the Jurassic were uncovered in Utah and
Colorado and these exhibit intricate tunnels, which provide clues as to
the social behaviour of these ancient creatures.

Valentia Island footprints

Valentia Island, off the coast of Co. Kerry, Ireland, is world-famous
for a series of footprints made by a very primitive tetrapod (a four-
limbed animal) around 385 million years old (Late Devonian). It was
discovered by a geology student in 1993 and it is famous because, to
date, it is the earliest evidence of tetrapods walking on land.

The Valentia islad trackway
(Image: University College Cork)

Finding trace fossils

If you are on the lookout for fossils, don’t overlook trace fossils, even
though not as abundant in situ as body fossils. But this makes them
even more satisfying to find! Don’t forget history has shown that it is
often amateur geologists that make the most significant discoveries of
geological samples.
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Author: Sylvia Woodhead

Illustrations courtesy of author.

Geoconservation in action - Mililom
Rock Park rejuvenated!

Around fifteen years ago, I had the pleasure of visiting the newly
created Millom Rock Park on the occasion it had won the ENI
Geological Challenge. This national competition was awarded
for a volunteer led project designed to promote geology and
landscape in a local area.

Since then I’ve visited the site on a number of occasions with
groups of people and have kept up with what’s happening.

Here, Sylvia Woodhead of Cumbria GeoConservation, recounts
the long and detailed processes (almost geological in length)
behind the new geological interpretation panels at Millom Rock
Park, that will ensure it’s continued contribution to the regional
geological scene...

Nine Cumbria GeoConservation (CGC) members, six Holcim
(formerly Aggregate Industries) staft, two Millom Without Parish
Councillors, a Deputy Lieutenant of Cumbria, pupils from nearby
Thwaites school, and others braved cold weather to celebrate the
official relaunch of the refurbished panels at Millom Rock Park, on
18th November 2025.

The rain had washed the panels clean of any dust and the rocks shone
in the unexpected sunshine. A ribbon was placed across the entrance,
and groups of people, including the school pupils, took turns in cutting
the ribbon. Frequently visited on GeoSupplies field trips, this
wonderful geological treasure is now back to its former glory, and is
always worth a visit, whatever the weather.

52 A Sty -

' Millom Rock Park Relaunch Event 18 November 2025 with
“=! the invited guests and volunteers.
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Millom ck Park in uly 25, with the revamped oads nwly
reinstated

The Rock Park is situated at Holcim’s Ghyll Scaur Quarry (SD
171827). The quarry, operated by Holcim, produces high specification
roadstone aggregate. It was designated a Local Geological Site (LGS)
in 1996 for the scientific interest of its Borrowdale Volcanic Group
(BVG) vulcanicity, cultural links to mining in Millom, aesthetic views
over a working quarry, and its fantastic educational value, now with a
4-star rating. It is a geological site that can be visited by those with
low mobility.




An overview of Holcim’s Ghyll Scaur Quarry as seen from the Rock
Park.

Large specimens of Cumbrian rocks were sourced and placed at the
Rock Park, at a clearing overlooking the working quarry. Originally
each rock had a separate label on a nearby post. Two boards at the
quarry overview explained the rocks and the quarrying processes. A
board looking south to Millom explained the former iron ore mining
in this area. A large piece of haematite, splendid in a sealed
transparent case, is still there. Other boards detailed the rock cycle.
The geological texts for the original panels were written by Dr. Eric
Johnson. In March 2010 Aggregate Industries opened the Rock Park,
with a talk by Prof Peter Kokelaaar.
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One of the new boards, putting the rock trail into a larger
community setting and bearing Holcim’s branding.

Over time, the boards deteriorated, and the rock blocks lost their
original clarity, due to lichen growth. Visits in 2017 & 2021 noted
some signs missing, and general deterioration of the information
boards. Meanwhile Aggregate Industries was rebranded as Holcim.

After several visits by CGC and Holcim, and many emails, in 2023 it
was agreed by Geoff Storey, Area Manager of Holcim, that all the
boards needed to be replaced. Geologist Dr Elizabeth Pickett and
designer Marcus Byron were commissioned to design new signs, in
liaison with CGC. Visits were made by CGC and Holcim.

Several visits and improvements started. Gary Jacques, Holcim quarry
manager, organised clearing the area of encroaching vegetation and
refreshing the chipping surface. The rocks were power washed.
Elizabeth contacted Eric Johnson to check that he was happy with the
updates. Marcus and Elizabeth installed all the new boards in June
2025.
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Welcome to ‘Rock Street’ a bold new board - and a brilliant concept!

A new board explains the layout of ‘Rock Street’. A map shows the
source of the blocks (where known) and there is a board describing
each rock in detail. These new boards grab and maintain the interest.
The geological information is clearly explained for all to understand:
the boards are bright, modern, and hopefully will last another 15
years, and more. Holcim will maintain the Rock Park until at least
2045.

A visit to Millom Rock Park is strongly recommended, though until
then, you can get a sneak preview of the boards here:
https://www.holcim.co.uk/about-us/millom-rock-park.

The Peperite
(Andesite)
board takes a
serious
geological topic
and tells it for
A the wider

e public

Y U h. F — ST il

-

Footnote: CGC now has 12 other geological identification boards, at
quarries and LGS. Given their value, in monetary and geological
terms, CGC has now introduced an annual review visit, with a
member assigned to check the board’s condition and to give it a
refreshing clean. Members will go armed with a gentle washing up
liquid spray and cloths, and perhaps secateurs to tackle any
encroaching vegetation.
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Author: Sylvia Sherriff

Illustrations courtesy of author unless shown.

Anne Hathaway'’s cottage & its
Limestone flooring

We are always pleased when Down to Earth readers put pen to
paper (in the electronic sense) and provide us with original
material that we can share with you our readers.

Enter then a new contributor, Sylvia Sherriff, who tells us about
a lias limestone floor in Anne Hathaway'’s cottage...

In August, whilst visiting the house of Shakepeare’s wife, Anne
Hathaway, I had been silently admiring the flagstones of the kitchen
floor, neatly jig-sawed together and rich with the shiny patina of age,
when the guide said, “The floor is interesting. It is of Blue Lias
limestone.”

I remembered, when on a geological field trip with BGS, seeing the
treacherous quagmire of grey mud at the foot of the crumbling Blue
Lias cliffs near Lyme Regis! I was, therefore, very surprised to see the
floor was still intact.

Interior shot of Anne Hathaway'’s cottage showing brick and stone
walling and Blue Limestone flooring

Detail of the Blue Lias flooring of Anne Hathaway’s cottage. It’s
amazing to think that this floor was laid in 1463.

The floor was laid when the cottage was built as a hall house in 1463.
That would have been during The War of The Roses, when the
Yorkist King Edward IV was on the throne. Seven years later the Earl
of nearby, Warwick, just ten miles to the north of the cottage, would
be heavily involved in putting the Lancastrian, Henry VI, back on the
throne, but only for six months, until Edward IV was back again.
These were turbulent times indeed!

So, the kitchen floor, at what is now called Anne Hathaway’s Cottage,
has been there for over 500 years. As a further testament to its
durability and of Blue Lias Limestone generally, when used indoors, is
that it is the only ground flooring in the property that has not suffered
from water problems.




The limestone for the floor came from a quarry near the village of
Wilmcote, close to where Shakespeare’s mother, Mary Arden, lived. It
was also used in the foundations and plinths of The Mary Arden
Farmhouse to support the timber frame building. The medieval
packhorse bridge at Bidford-on-Avon, although patched over the
centuries using a mix of other stone and bricks, still contains a lot of
the original Wilmcote Limestone from its medieval construction.

The bridge at Bidford on Avon incorporates a lot of Blue Lias in its
construction.
(Image: Courtesy of Wikipedia)

It is thought that the bridge, which is still in use today for the B4085
to carry traffic into the village, was built in the early 1400s by local
monks from Bodesley Abbey. Helen Smith of The Shakespeare
Birthplace Trust says that Wilmcote Limestone can also be seen in the
ruins of a what were once a fine Jacobean manor house and church at
Billesley, a village that largely disappeared following ‘The Black
Death’.

The Palladian mansion of Ragley Hall, near Alcester, that was built for
the 1st Earl of Conway in the 1680s, is also constructed from
Wilmcote Limestone, although, it is dressed with local Arden
Sandstone. Warwick Castle was mainly built using local sandstone
from the river buff at the foot of the castle walls, although, it is
possible that some Wilmcote Limestone was used for decorative
purposes.

A group of Blue Lias quarrymen at Wilmcote Quarry photographed
in 1905

(Image: Warwickshire County Record Office - taken from the Our
Warwickshire website)

The Wilmcote Quarry was reopened in the early 1800s, using canal
transport and a network of light gauge railways. The limestone
continued to be used in construction and the softer shale layers for the
production of lime and cement. Sadly, the limestone was found, in

retrospect, to be unsuitable for gravestones; exposed to the elements
on the vertical plane, they suffered severely from weathering.
However, Wilmcote Limestone continued to be very popular and in
the mid-1800s Sir Charles Barry specified that Wilmcote Limestone
flagstones be used along with the decorative encaustic tiles for the
flooring of the new Palace of Westminster.

The quarry was in operation until 1908 when it was decided that the
over burden was too deep to allow quarrying to be continued
economically. Unfortunately, I did not have time to visit the site of the
old quarry but online information says that there is still quite a lot of
industrial archacology to be seen and that one of the old quarries is
now a nature reserve. Also, the row of Wilmcote Limestone miners’
cottages is still standing and occupied, though no longer by miners.

As a child I found an ammonite fossil on the beach at Sandsend, near
Whitby. It would have come, of course, from the Blue Lias. Many
years later, I enjoyed visiting the cliffs of Blue Lias on the Dorset
Coast. However, until learning of The Wilmcote Quarry, I had not
realised that, between the outcrop on the Northwest Coast and the one
on the Dorset Coast, the band of, mainly unexposed, Blue Lias has
been quarried for hundreds of years and that the limestone, as well as
the softer shales, continues to play an important role in today’s
construction industry.

Somewhere, in one of the larger flagstones on the kitchen floor in
Anne Hathaway’s Cottage, an ammonite can be seen, or so the guide
told me. Perhaps, if your eyesight is better than mine, you can see it in
the photograph?

With many thanks for their helpful assistance, both to the volunteer
guide in the kitchen at Anne Hathaway’s Cottage on the 6th of
August 2025 and to Helen Smith of The Customer Service Team for
The Shakespeare Birthplace Trust.

Editor’s footnote: I came across this additional note about the
Wilmcote Limestone Quarry on the WarwickshireRailways.com
website.

“There were two strata of limestone at Wilmcote, a hard layer which
was used for building and paving stone (most famously the floor of
the House of Lords) and a soft layer ideal for making into quicklime.
William James had extensively invested in other ventures and when
the Napoleonic Wars ended in 1819, a general financial collapse
caused him liquidity issues and he went bankrupt in 1823. His quarry
and canal interests were taken over by the Stratford carrier, Richard
Greaves who owned a fleet of canal barges. In 1824, Richard Greaves
started a lime quarry at Gipsy Hall Farm and built a three foot gauge
tramway to the canal basin, where in 1830 he constructed several lime
kilns. In 1840 he went into partnership with John Kirshaw and started
manufacturing ‘artificial’ cement. By 1847 the annual output of the
Wilmcote quarries exceeded 16,000 tons and employed 150 people.”

ADDRESSES AND OPENING TIMES

Shakespeare’s Birthplace Trust
www.shakespeare.org.uk Tel: 01789 204016
Email info@shakespeare.org.uk

Anne Hathaway’s Cottage

22 Cottage Lane, Shottery, Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire
CV37 9HH

Open Daily — from 10am to 5pm with a café across the road.
Contact details as above.



