Pilning and Severn Beach History Group
Collecting fossils in Severn Beach

Many of you will be familiar with the well-known fossil site at Aust Cliff, but it is quite easy to collect fossils
from the beach at Severn Beach itself. There is no obvious source of fossils on the beach, but I have
collected bucket loads of fossil oysters and sea lilies from the beach. How is that possible?

Geologists divide the history of the earth into chunks of time called eras which are further sub-divided into
periods. The two eras found in our area of the Severn Estuary region are the Palaeozoic, (meaning ancient
life) and the Mesozoic or middle life. The geological periods of interest are the Carboniferous, (Palaeozoic),
and the Triassic and Jurassic from the Mesozoic era.

The geology of the Severn Estuary in our region is fascinating, with geological sequences such as that at
Aust Cliff being world famous. Some of the fossils visible and collectible at Severn Beach may originate
from Aust Cliff but, may also be weathered out of rocks from further afield. The Severn Estuary has the
second highest tidal range in the world, beaten only by the Bay of Fundy on the east coast of Canada. At
13-14m, (39 feet), it is the highest tidal range in Europe. This means that coastal weathering and erosion
is an important factor when looking for the source of fossils. Some could have started out at Hock Cliff, not
far from Slimbridge, or from the Welsh coast at Nash Point, Lavernock and Penarth. There are also rocks
that yield our fossils further south on the Somerset coast.

What types of fossils can be found on the beach at Severn Beach and New Passage?

The bedrock here is Carboniferous limestone laid down between 359 million years ago and 299 million
years ago. It forms the base on which both the Severn crossings are built. During the Carboniferous the
area was covered by warm, tropical seas. At times, these seas retreated and tropical swamps with tree
ferns grew up, only to be submerged again by an influx of sea. The coal measures that have been mined in
the Bristol area were formed in this period. The fossils that can be found at Severn Beach are a type of
animal called a crinoid or, very confusingly a sea lily or feather star. The animal lived attached to a rock or
the seabed at the end of a long stalk and at the top there were tentacle like structures that waved about in
the sea catching tiny organisms called plankton. When fossilized, these structures became broken up, so it
is possible to see round sections of the tube embedded within the rock. If you are lucky, you might find a
long section of the tube with ridge like formations as seen in the picture below. These are found elsewhere
in the UK as well. In Derbyshire they are known as screw stones and a quick look at the picture below
shows why. Very rarely, a whole crinoid may be found although I have yet to find one. Look out for these
fossils in larger chunks of a reddish-brown rocks on the beach.
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Many sites around the Severn estuary have rocks of Jurassic age.
The top of Aust CIiff is early Jurassic in age, around 190-200
million years old. You can find well weathered fossils at Severn
Beach and New Passage of a type of oyster called Gryphaea
arcuata. These have probably been weathered and eroded out of
the cliffs at Hock and north Somerset or the sites previously
mentioned on the Welsh coast opposite. They would have ended
up at Severn Beach because of the strong tidal flow in the estuary.
The common name for Gryphaea is the Devils Toenail, named at a
time when evolution and palaeontology were unheard of.
Gryphaea was a bottom feeder and had two shells or valves. They
are found in many fossil sites around the UK in rocks of Jurassic
and Cretaceous age. The examples at Severn Beach are very
weathered but occasionally you can find one with both valves or shells intact.




