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For an inquisitive teenager, my school was temptingly and ideally
situated near several disused quarries; they were, of course,
declared to be “out of bounds”, which made visiting them all the
more challenging and interesting. I made several clandestine visits
to them, curious about the pinky-red sandstone but disappointed by
the absence of fossils. If only I had known then what I know now.
The image below shows a small exposure of them, although in the
1950s they were clear of the lichen and other micro vegetation.

But my hunt for fossils materials was satiated by the plant remains
in various carbon-rich rocks found elsewhere in the district and the
shell-rich limestones found nearby in the White Peak of Derbyshire.

Move forward in time now to this Century when, still inquisitive, I
joined this merry band of geology enthusiasts. I've seen fossils on a
number of our field trips, but one I missed was to Aust Cliff which
produced a goodly haul of material from a highly fossiliferous bone
bed at the top from the Rhaetian Penarth series. This bed is full of
teeth, and reptile and fish remains, and is the most productive
Triassic site in the UK. It is also linked to a recent exciting find at
Lilstock in Somerset and to a sharp eyed member of our group.
Who? Well read on to find out.



Lilstock hits the headlines

This tiny hamlet is an unlikely place to make headlines around the
world but recently it did, all due to the discovery of what turned out
to be the jaw bone of an ichthyosaur. Fossil collector Paul de la
Salle found the 205-million-year-old (Late Triassic epoch) specimen
on the beach at Lilstock, in May 2016.

Palaeontologists Dean Lomax from the University of Manchester and
Professor Judy Massare of SUNY College at Brockport identified it as
an incomplete bone — called a surangular — from the lower jaw of
a giant ichthyosaur. The researchers estimate the length of this
specimen’s body would have been up to 26 m — almost the size of
a blue whale.

They also compared the specimen with several ichthyosaur species,
including the largest ichthyosaur known — the
shastasaurid Shonisaurus sikanniensis, which is 21 m long. They
found similarities between the new specimen and Shonisaurus
sikanniensis which suggest the Lilstock bone belongs to a giant
shastasaurid-like ichthyosaur.

In 1850, a large bone was described from the Late Triassic (208
million-years-old) of Aust Cliff, Gloucestershire. Four other similarly
incomplete bones were also found and described. Two of them are
now missing and presumed destroyed. They have variously been



identified as the limb bones of several dinosaurs (stegosaurs and
sauropods), indeterminate dinosaurs and other reptiles.

However, with the discovery of the Lilstock specimen, this new
study refutes previous identifications and also the most recent
assertion that the Aust bones represent an early experiment of
dinosaur-like gigantism in terrestrial reptiles. They are, in fact, jaw
fragments of giant, previously unrecognised ichthyosaurs.

And the Malvern connection

And this is the specimen in question; it is a vertebra - possibly from
our giant ichthyosaur, which at over 25m long, must have had a lot
of them. The black inclusions are fish scales, so it is clearly a
marine specimen. Intriguing! Credit for the discovery goes to Jim
Handley.

Holes in the ground

My brother is still a resident of God’s own County and magnificent
though it is, there were some downsides to living there in former
times. Industry had a voracious appetite for cheap and conveniently
located energy sources and that meant digging coal. Burning it
produced quite worrisome air pollution but at least it meant that the
green growths that now cover rock faces didn’t stand a chance.

There was another effect too; one morning my brother discovered
that he couldn’t open his front door and shortly afterwards the



house next door was evacuated and ultimately demolished - it was
the dreaded mining subsidence. Modern mining techniques did not
leave roof supports and the roof was simply allowed to collapse into
the excavated area. This produced a ripple effect right up to the
ground surface which, although often relatively small, was enough
to cause serious damage to rigid structures like houses. Here
though is a fairly extreme example in Dudley caused by 19t
Century mining.

There is now a method of detecting the more subtle effects of
subsidence and its reverse phenomenon of uplift. Using data from
the Sentinel 1 satellite the whole of the UK has been examined and
here are some examples of ground level changes:
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This is South Yorkshire and the red and yellow patches are areas of
subsidence. But curiously, perhaps, in some other former mining
areas, the ground surface is being uplifted.



This is shown by the blue areas on this image of Lowton Park,
Lancashire — old mine workings refilling with groundwater and
rebounding
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You’'ll no doubt be pleased to learn that our area of Worcestershire
is broadly stable.

Aerial views

Give you a different perspective of landscape and its features. In
the north west of the Pacific Ocean is the Kamchatka peninsula, site
of large volcanic belts containing around 160 volcanoes, 29 of which
are still active. The peninsula has a high density of volcanoes and
associated volcanic phenomena, with the 29 active volcanoes being
included in the six UNESCO World Heritage Lists. The link takes you
to a video tour of some of the more spectacular sites.

https://vimeo.com/263459635

And higher still, again

The European Space Agency satellite EXO Mars orbiter has recently
been established in a circular orbit above the planet. It has a high



resolution camera that at its current altitude can make out objects
as small as 5m. The following image shows ice on the walls of the
volcano Korolev in the high northern latitudes.

Rock of the month




ANNULARIA is a plant fossil belonging to the order Equisetales.
Fossil of this genus have been discovered in the Permian strata of
Russia and very widely distributed in the Carboniferous (around 360
to 300 million years ago)

Stop Press
This link will take you to the United States Geological Survey (USGS)
facebook page that has the latest videos showing the spectacular

eruption in Hawaii

https://www.youtube.com/user/usgs/videos
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