Earls Hill ‘workshop’ - 18th May 2004
Earl’s Hill and its twin summit Pontesford Hill are prominent
features of the Shropshire landscape and the site of a longstanding Nature Reserve of the Shropshire Wildlife Trust.
Visitors also come here learn rock climbing on the crags.
Indeed, a place crying out for some geological interpretation,
but the question is “what is appropriate?”.
The last general mapping of the area including the Uriconian
Volcanics of the hill and the Ordovician (Caradoc) Pontesford
Shales on its flank was carried out by Pocock and Whitehead
in 1927 and described in the Shrewsbury memoir in 1938.
Subsequent work by Dean and Dinely in 1961 revised the
view of the Pontesford Shales and their relationship to the
Longmyndian. Not much has been done since then.
With this background in mind the visit set out to explore the
opportunities for interpretation. The starting point amongst
the walls and old buildings at Pontesford exhibited most of
the local rocks - Upper Coal Measures, Stiperstones
Quartzite, Mytton Flags and Western Longmyndian. Indeed
quite a geological museum, which significantly did not
include the local Uriconian as it does not produce good
building blocks. The route into the reserve passed exposures
of pale rhyolites on Pontesford Hill and led to the cliffs of
dolerite below the main summit. Descending to the valley of
the Habberley Brook a search was made for the exposure
showing the unconformable junction between the Pontesford
Shales and the underlying , almost vertical, Longmyndian - no
easy option without the right boots! The significance of this
unconformity to the local landscape was discussed: i.e.the
odd rounded spurs and summits of this corner of the Long
Mynd still have the remains of the Pontesford Shales lapping
around their feet here and around nearby Plealey. Could they
be in part the remains of the sub-Caradocian erosion surface
from which the shales have only recently been stripped
away? This need not be such a strange idea in view of a

similar unconformity and a neptunian dyke on Hazler Hill.
The general conclusion of the morning’s observations was
that the story of the area was indeed complicated and the
resultant exposures limited. Further research was needed
before interpretation could go beyond the simplest facts that
hard rocks form hills while soft rocks form vales and the
Shropshire plain.
A few survivors, much refreshed by the Nags Head, then
toured the surrounding area, normally in view from the
summit. The discussion continued the theme of the
relationship between rock type and landform and the role of
other unconformities, contributing to ‘exhumed’ ‘secondhand’ landscapes.
For example the maps show Silurian (Llandovery) banked
against the slopes of Ordovician Hope Shales and Mytton
Flags overlooking Minsterley. In the landscape the flattened
ridge of the Stiperstones finally descends beneath Upper
Coal Measures at Pontesbury but still carried clues to the
former extent of these beds far higher up, in the form of
hydrocarbon residues.
How Earl’s Hill fits into this pattern of ‘second-hand’
landscapes is not clear. Is it a stubborn survivor of both
Ordovician and Carboniferous erosion reappearing as those
soft beds are removed? Where does the Pontesford-Linley
Fault fit into the story?
Add to this the contribution of the Ice Ages diverting drainage
and cutting meltwater channels (lakes? subglacial channels?
etc) the layman or student might well be confused by this
landscape - never mind that the leaders and tutors don’t
understand it either! But we are working n it.
David Pannett.

Abberley and Malvern Hills
European Geopark
Congratulations to our neighbours, Hereford and Worcester Earth Heritage Trust, on
their successful application for designation of the Abberley and Malvern Hills
European Geopark. This is based on the Malvernian Axis which effectively results in
the Malvern Hills separating upland from lowland in the Midlands, with Triassic
sandstones to the east and Silurian and older rocks spreading westwards from the
Precambrian of the hills themselves. To embrace the fullest range of geological strata
within this area, the boundary has been extended northwards up the mid-Severn vallay
as far as Bridgnorth and to May Hill in Goucestershire in the south. Our “share” of the
geopark includes part of the Wyre Forest coalfield as well as the spectacular cliff
scenery arond Bridgnorth. In support of this, we will be holding our annual family
Extravaganza at Severn Valley Country Park on June 5th as our contribution to
European Geopark Week.
European Geoparks are those areas, currently 11 in all, across Europe that are
recognised by the European Geopark Network. This is not a statutory designation but
is conferred by the members of the Network, originally in Spain, Greece, France and
Germany, on a territory with a geological heritage of European significance, and with
a sustainable development strategy. As mentioned elsewhere in this Newsletter,
Shropshire Geological Society is now in consultation with others regarding the
possibility of a Shropshire Hills Geopark.

These pieces, terranes, would not have completely fitted at
first so what happened to the ‘bits’ that did not fit?
Example Avalonia: About 445ma Avalonia was about to
collide with Europe. It moved in obliquely, struck the BrunoSilesian Promontory and lost its tail which swung round to the
east and ended up in what is now Turkey. Exposures in
Turkey reveal a sequence of Late Pre-Cambrian basement,
overlain unconformably by Ordovician shelf sediments
complete with ‘Welsh’’ fauna, succeeded by Palaeocene
limestones. Granite dykes have been dated at 560m years
which can be compared to Ercall granophyre and so
evidence suggests the Turkish block and that of the Welsh
borders were once a single terrane. Additional evidence
comes from the Rondonian signature of approx. 1450m years
shared by each ‘piece’ which links them with NW South
America and thus Gondwana. Interestingly, the Hercynian
blocks eg Black Forest, Brittany, Vosges etc bear no
Rondonian signature and are therefore probably derived from
N. Africa.
At no time during his lecture did Dr Winchester refer to either
‘plates’ or ‘tectonics’ although the term ‘terrane’ was used at
least twice! Has ‘Plate Tectonics’ theory now been
superseded?
Correspondence on this topic to Andrew please!
Chris Rayner

Ancient Metal Mining in the
Middle East
by Dr Keith Ackermann - October 8th 2003
Keith a while ago, was a fellow student of Gordon Hillier next
immediate supervisor of Peter Toghill and later my “big boss”
while he headed Rio Tinto’s large Saudi Arabian office for
many years!
His fascinating talk was not the usual slide-shoe of scenery,
rocks and graphs, but hie did bring pieces of rich gold ore
from Arabia. This was a learned and many-stranded account
from Biblical studies to modern economic theory, expanding
on the birth o smelting technology from Bronze and Iron
Ages: the first smelting, from ceramic pigments and their
conversion to metal; how gold became mined and how
metals led to powerful economies driving early political
changes.
There was much evidence for early prospecting skills having
already discovered ore where modern geological science
only now suggested new areas to prospect.
Keith gave us much to think about: principles of extractive
industry, technology and economics have a very long history,
from times when even a wetter climate caused a quite
different gold prospecting scene.
David C. Smith

2003 Field Secretary’s
Report
Accounts of individual excursions have already appeared in
the Newsletter and the purpose of this report is to summarise
certain aspects of the summer’s outings.
All Field Secretaries prepare a programme and then worry
“how many will turn up?” Numbers are especially important
when outside specialist leaders are involved and therefore
various strategies are useful in reducing risks of
embarrassment. These include sharing trips with
neighbouring geological societies, ‘hitching a ride’ on local
excursions led by one of us for a visiting group, sharing a visit
of mutual interest with another local society or inviting some
of our current students both young and ‘mature’. In this way
members explored the Clee Hills and the Severn Valley with
the Leeds Midweek Geology Group, hunted for Wroxeter
building stones with the Shropshire Archaeological Society
and were joined by an ‘evening-class’ on Lyth Hill; so that
each trip had a good social gathering and a worthwhile
audience for the leaders. As if to prove the point, without such
back-up, we could only muster one car-load for David
Thompson's well planned and well documented tour of the
haunts of the young Darwin. We made a special effort to offer
quality to compensate for our quantity and were pleased to
help David find a missing dyke first reported by Darwin.
The Purbeck weekend was very successful, thanks to the
kind weather and the energy and generosity of our leader
Graham Williams, a retired ‘oil man’. Numbers were sufficient
but there was still room for a few more. Such weekends
enable us to explore more distant areas and must remain a
worthwhile part of our programme. In general, therefore, we
hope members will view the programme as they would their
local post office or bus service with the words “use it or lose
it”.
Involvement with various on-going projects such as ‘The
Shaping of Shropshire’, RIGS, Geoparks etc has influenced
excursions and will continue to do so. It was therefore
appropriate to explore Earl’s Hill Nature Reserve (see page
6) with interpretation in mind. If we did not come up with
answers, at least we could see the problems.
David Pannett
Field Secretary

Safety in the Field
Members are reminded of the need to exercise extreme
caution when on field trips, whether by themselves or with a
party. The Society carries third party insurance for organised
field visits and field work but this does not include individual
accident insurance, nor does it cover members carrying out
their work. Access to quarry sites is becoming increasingly
difficult because of the safety issue, and it is always essential
that you are adequately protected. To this end the Society
now has a small supply of hard hats and high-visibility
waistcoats that can be leant to any individuals needing them.
Call Andrew Jenkinson on 01547 530660 for details.

