Clipsham and Castle Bytham quarries 9 ™ May 2009
Leaders Andrew Swift & Professor Jim Rose (Royal Holloway College)

On a fine May day Andrew introduced 17 members to the geology of the quarry and its long and
notable history, and was also pleased to welcome quarry owner Sue Thomas and her husband
Alan, who were very hospitable towards us and joined us for our exploration of their quarry.
Andrew explained that the working Clipsham Quarry offers one of the best exposures of the
Middle Jurassic (Bajocian) Lincolnshire Limestone in the UK, laid down some 175 million years
ago. The quarry contains both the upper and lower units of the Formation and in certain areas
the division can be seen as a hardground encrusted by various fauna including bivalves.
Essentially it is a shallow water deposit although the energy conditions varied during its
formation, the lower unit being generally finer grained and more likely to produce the much sort
after freestone.

However, the best building stone was being quarried from deposits infilling channels cut down
into the lower beds. One of these was very nicely seen at the far end of the quarry. Due to the
extreme paucity of ammonites and other useful fossils, biostratigraphy is difficult, with various
long-ranging gastropods, brachiopods, bivalves and corals making up the bulk of the contained
organisms.

Looking over Clipsham Quarry

We then welcomed Professor Jim Rose (and his wife) who has a long-standing interest in the
overlying glacial deposits, a problem for the quarrymen but of national interest otherwise to
Pleistocene researchers. Clipsham is remarkable for two reasons, the presence of a meltwater
channel, and evidence that the area was subjected to two separate glacial advances. The
evidence for the latter is the presence of two very different tills separated by an organic layer.
The earliest till is chalk free and is the result of ice moving down from the Pennines and
effectively creating the Vale of Belvoir. This is overlain by a paleosol containing comminuted
vegetation and pollen spores, suggesting Nordic type woodland at that interval. The upper till
contains chalk and came from the North Sea and Lincolnshire, scouring the Wash and the Fen
Basin. The direction of approach of this latter ice sheet resulted in its deposits lying at a 90
degree angle to those of the earlier one.

At an appropriate point Sue Thomas gave the party a rundown of the commercial aspects of
her business in exploiting Clipsham Stone, and it was pleasing to hear that business was good.
She referred to the history of the quarry and the evidence that it was mined in Roman times,
possibly as a source for the hardcore required to lay the foundations of the Roman version of
the Al. The Quarry, together with Big Pits, came into Sue’s family in the 1870s when they took
over Clipsham Hall. Currently run by the Thomas’s and Sue’s 92 year old father the Quarry
supplied the stone to build the Houses of Parliament. Under Winston Churchill’'s auspices the
stone was again used to repair the Houses after the second world war. It remains the preferred
and original stone for many Oxford and Cambridge Colleges and Cathedrals. When Sue was



asked about the durability of the stone she gave as an example Salisbury Cathedral, where the
Clipsham Stone spire has stood for 700 years! Business these days is centred on the niche
building stone market and stone is extracted traditionally using plugs and feathers. Permission
had just been granted to extend and make a new entrance on Bidwell Lane, meaning traffic
through Clipsham will be reduced.

The Clipsham party

The group enjoyed a good ramble around the quarry, noting bags of stone for facing and
walling, apparently containing ‘cocks and hens’. This reference is rather obscure but possibly
alludes to how the blocks are mounted on a wall to show lower and higher ‘combs’ . Close by
were a couple of ‘guillotine’ like machines for small scale dressing of the stone. On the upper
bench of the quarry we examined the ‘stockyard’
of freestone awaiting sale and collection. Alan Thomas commented on the ease of working this
particular variety of stone from the channel infill. Albert Horton then explained the mechanism of
freeze/thaw, which created a frost heaved jumble of angular rock, sometimes seen as wedges.
We then moved on to look at the tills and study the evidence for the two glaciations. The lower
till contained Bunter pebbles and rocks sourced from the Pennines, and the later one contained
a Jurassic marine fauna, including Lopha and Gryphaea, plus chalk. Unfortunately the evidence
for the boundary organic layer was hidden. Jim discussed the preglacial landscape and the
course of the Bytham River, which was diverted at least twice by ice sheets.

The face at Castle Bytham Quarry



The morning excursion had been superb and the only casualty appeared to be the dog
belonging to the Thomases, who looked about all in. We thanked the owners and commented
upon the interplay between our many experts which made the visit so stimulating.

We then said goodbye to the Thomas’s and Rose’s and moved on to the long-disused quarry
at Castle Bytham where after a pleasant al fresco lunch Andrew led us on an exploration of the
Lincolnshire Limestone exposed there. Although a superficial glance might indicate that the
sequence lacked variety and interest, Andrew concentrated on the sedimentological features to
demonstrate that in fact an awful lot was happening at the time of deposition, including high
energy currents creating cross bedded deposits and subsequent erosive events removing
varying amounts of the underlying cycles, leaving innumerable small and large gaps in the rock
record. One of the main reasons for going to Castle Bytham was that a fossil hunt was more
practicable and safe at this disused site than at Clipsham and the party duly enjoyed a leisurely
search amongst the abundant scree.

To end a most satisfactory day about half the party followed Andrew to Exton church to see
the amazing suite of tomb monuments contained therein, renowned nationally. As well as the
monuments the church itself is built of Lincolnshire Limestone and is a fine example of a
Victorian gothic style edifice, rebuilt after the tower fell into the nave in 1843. But that wasn’t
quite the end of the day, because, being the Geology Section, we managed to hunt down a pub
in Exton village for a convivial drink before heading back to our homes.

Helen Jones & Andrew Swift



