
INTRODUCTION TO WHITEHAVEN

Thank you for enrolling on our fossil hunting 
event. 

Whitehaven is one of the only coastal localities 
for the collection of Carboniferous plant fossils. 
It’s an accessible site and foreshore collecting 
can prove very rewarding. Over the years, 
Whitehaven has yielded many specimens of 
plants from the Whitehaven Sandstone 
Formation and the Pennine Middle Coal 
Measures Formation, from a time when Britain 
lay close to the Equator. Sandstones, 
mudstones and coals were deposited in 
coastal swamps, dominated by lush forests of 
giant ferns and horsetails. 

There are around 30 different specimens of 
plant type recorded from Whitehaven. The 
foreshore is full of fossil roots in between 
layers of plant material. The most common 
plants include Annularia, Neuropteris and 
Asterophyllites, and many of these can be 
found in their original life positions, which 
makes this location extremely important.

Across the railway track, exposures can easily 
be found on the foreshore. On the surface, 
only roots of the horsetail, Calamites, can be 
seen as much of the plant material has been 
washed away, but if you split the shale, you will 
find it is full of plant material with some 
excellent specimens. Carefully split the rock, 
using a flat chisel and a geological hammer. 
Ensure that you wear goggles when attempting 
this! 

WHITEHAVEN, 
CUMBRIA

THE GEOLOGY

The foreshore and cliffs at Whitehaven are famed for their 
Silesian (Upper Carboniferous) plant remains. Many of the 
plant fossils that can be obtained here are of exceptional 
preservation and whilst the section in the cliff provides 
good collecting opportunities, the section of foreshore 
beneath exposes beds of Bolsovian age (311.7–306.5 
Mya from the Westphalian Stage and generally consists of 
far better fossil material. It is also a safer collection area.

Continuing northwards to Parton Cliff, siltstones can be 
found in the shale. These contain ironstone nodules, 
which, when broken, may contain well preserved plant 
fossils.

The fossil record here is evidence of when flowering plants 
had not yet evolved and the dominant vegetation was 
giant clubmosses, horsetails and seed ferns growing on 
the banks of the coal-forming swamps. Animal life at the 
time was dominated by insects which included dragonflies 
with a two-metre wingspan. A substantial river once flowed 
to the southwest through this environment and the 
Countess Sandstone, provides us with evidence of this.

         
WHITEHAVEN SANSTONE FORMATION

including the WHITEHAVEN SILTSTONES and

COUNTESS SANDSTONE (at base)



The many plant and leaf specimens at Whitehaven are 
a unique record of Carboniferous Britain 311-306 

million years ago. Large fragments of Calamites root 
(bottom photo) are very common finds.

We hope you enjoy your day at Whitehaven. 
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

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, by the sea and weather and of course, if 
others have already scoured the site 
beforehand! However, Whitehaven can have 
a high frequency rate of finds , if conditions 
are right. You should be able to find roots of 
the horsetail, Calamites and many other  
plants once the rocks have been split.

The photos above give a good example of 
likely fimds at Whitehaven.
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