
INTRODUCTION TO THORNESS BAY

Thank you for enrolling on our fossil hunting event. 

Thorness Bay is situated on the north side of the Isle 
of Wight and the area is made up of Eocene and 
Oligocene rocks. Most of the sediments from the 
central and upper part of the Oligocene formations 
accumulated in floodplain lakes or lagoonal 
conditions, or even near a sluggish river system, 
which led to the development of marshes

Over 30 million years ago, the Oligocene epoch saw 
the start of the global cooling that would eventually 
shift the Earth's climate to one where glaciers were 
present and ice ages were possible. Worldwide, this 
was the time when grasslands began to expand and 
forests - especially tropical ones - shrank 
correspondingly. 

Fossil collecting at Thorness Bay requires a hands 
and knees approach, carefully looking along the 
foreshore. Patience will be rewarded, as the area 
can yield some very interesting finds. The Oligocene 
beds can yield crocodile bones and teeth, turtle 
carapace and especially the teeth and bones from a 
wide range of mammals, such as pig-like Bothriodon 
(illustrated above). 

Bones will require some preparation and should 
certainly be de-salinated by washing regularly in 
clean water and left to dry naturally. A coating of 
PVA:water in the ratio of 1: 3 will be beneficial. 
Teeth can be washed and require no further 
preparation. 
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THE GEOLOGY

Thorness Bay is on the northwestern coast of the Isle 
of Wight, on the coast of the West Solent. 
The bay is cut into the Eocene-aged Bembridge 
Marls, which are easily eroded and there are no high 
cliffs, just coastal slopes. Exposures are present in 
ledges at low tide. The Bembridge Marls (of 
Priabonian age of 34-33.75 million years ago,) start 
below beach level, in which blocks of the Bembridge 
Insect Bed can be seen, especially during scouring 
conditions but over-collecting makes the collection of 
insects less productive than in the past.

The northern and southern cliffs are part of the 
Oligocen Bouldnor Formation, from the Rupelian 
Stage. Only the lower part of the formation is present 
here, which is the Lower and Upper Hamstead 
Member. It is particularly rich in mammal remains, as 
well as various molluscs and gastropods.
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We hope you enjoy your day at Thorness Bay. 
Please visit our website for further events which might 

be of interest to you at  https://ukafh.com/
Our book, with over 50 other sites across England & 

Wales, can be purchased at £16.95 here:
http://www.ukge.com/en-GB/A-guide-to-fossil-

collecting-in-England-and-Wales__p-3439.aspx

Above: Various teeth and bones from Thorness Bay.

WHAT FOSSILS MIGHT YOU FIND?

At any fossil hunting event, you cannot be 
guaranteed to find fossils. The frequency of 
fossils depends on the rates of erosion of the 
cliffs, the weather and of course, if others 
have already scoured the site beforehand!

Bones and vertebrae of crocodiles are a 
common find, such as this vertebra from 
Diplocynodon (below) and a selection of 

scutes and a jaw bone.

Many of the bones found here represent the 
profusion of life in Oligocene times and 
especially the diversity and growth of 

mammals. 
Below is a jaw section from Elomeryx, an 
extinct genus of artiodactyl ungulates that 

might be related to a modern hippopotamus.
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