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Agenda

Andy talking for 45 minutes (at  the most) 

• Overview of the Geology of Somerset / the Geology of the 
Somerset Coalfield.

• The Fossils of the Somerset Coalfield

• The father; the birthplace and the home of English Geology?

• The Coalfield Geology and the Faulting – Variscan Orogeny

Q&A

If I do not know the answer today, I will 
find it for you….
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Overview of the Geology of Somerset
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Geology of Somerset – a quick 
overview

Coal 4



Overview of the Geology of the Somerset Coalfield
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The Geology of the Somerset 
Coalfield 

Outcrops of the Westphalian and Lowermost 

Stephanian

Somerset coalfield

Forest of Dean coalfield

Bristol coalfield

Nailsea coalfield
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Distribution of Coal Measures 
(outcrop and subsurface) 
showing coal 'basins’
• Somerset Coalfield: Radstock and Pensford 

Synclines

• Bristol Coalfield: Kingswood Anticline and 
Coalpit Heath Syncline

• 73% of the Bristol and Somerset coalfields are 
covered by Mesozoic rocks – only 10% is 
outcrop
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The Fossils of the Somerset Coalfield
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Carboniferous European 
subdivisions
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Carboniferous Period. BGS © UKRI

Most coal in the UK is Upper Carboniferous 

and in particular -  Westphalian. 

The Somerset Coalfield also has Lower 

Stephanian coal.



Standard British 
Chronostratigraphical 
Classification of the Coal 
Measures 

This is  the Chronostratigraphical 
Classif ication of the Coal Measures after 
Ramsbottom et al(1973).  
The spore zones are after Smith and 
Butterworth (1967).

Somerset Coalfields span the Westphalian 
through to the Lower Stephanian.
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Writhlington SSSI
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• 3,000 tons of spoil

• 1,400 insect fossils found – the largest 

collection of Carboniferous insects in 

Britain.

• Meganeura (Boltonites radstockensis): 

Radstock's major fossil contribution to 

geological science - the giant dragonfly.  

Wing fragments found at Writhlington 

indicate a wingspan of 40cm, making this 

the largest insect ever to fly.

British Geological Survey /CAMSM/P858032.jp2

Photo by Garry Dawson, SGG.
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John Strachey & William Smith –  The Father of 
English Geology; the Birthplace and the Home of 
English Geology?
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William Smith - Father The Birthplace – High Littleton? The Home – Chew Magna?



William Smith
(1769-1839)

• It was in the coalfield at High Littleton 

that William 'Strata' Smith, first put 

together his ideas on stratigraphy.

• He is the father of English Geology 

(named by Adam Sedgwick)

• He called High Littleton the Birthplace 

of English Geology (wrongly in my 

opinion)
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John Strachey 
(1671-1743)

• Born almost 100 years before William Smith, this 

Somerset (Chew Magna) man produced this drawing in 

1727. He introduced a theory of “stratum” .

• Strachey’s stratigraphical cross-sections, of which he 

published several, are the earliest known in scientific 

literature.

• High Littleton is the birthplace of English Geology 

according to William Smith ….I would propose that Chew 

Magna is  actually the Birthplace of English Geology 
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The Coalfield Geology and the Faulting – Variscan Orogeny
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Farmborough Fault Belt

(over lap fault s )

Radstock Slide 

(overthrust  fault )

Southern Overthrust

( reverse  thrust  faul t )

Vobster Klippe

( thrust  created feature)

Clandown and Luckington 
Faults

(normal faults)



Post-Westphalian (Variscan) earth movements 

have led to the separation of the Bristol and 

Somerset coalfields into several structurally 

distinct areas (previously referred to as basins).
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The Geology and the Faulting 
- Recap

• Somerset Coalfield: Radstock and Pensford 

Synclines
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The Geology and the Faulting - Definitions
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1931 Map (Originally Surveyed in 1883)
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The Geology and the Faulting – Radstock Syncline

23BGS 1962



Impact of the Variscan Orogeny
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Radstock Slide (Overthrust) Fault and the Coal Seams
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Coal

British Geological Survey P948973



Horizontal Section Across the Radstock Syncline-Faulting
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Thank you

Andy Gordon

agordon929@gmail .com
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