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Shropshire Geological Society, 16, 25–30. Evidence for landscape evolution in central Shropshire is contained in 

geological surfaces. A simple field aid is described, used to demonstrate this evolution in a manner easily absorbed 
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LANDSCAPE EVOLUTION 

The stratigraphy of Shropshire includes several 

unconformities representing periods of erosion 

before further continuing deposition. Some are 

local but others widespread and common to much 

of the Welsh Borderland (Toghill, 2011). 

While such old erosion surfaces now lie buried 

under the new layers, they may also make a 

contribution to the present landscape beyond their 

‘outcrop’ zone. This subject can be explored and 

demonstrated by simple card and paper models, 

most appropriate for use in the field away from 

sophisticated electronic presentation. ‘Students’ 

can also be encouraged to make their own copies 

from base maps provided. 

A SIMPLE FIELD AID 

Construction involves first clipping the maps to a 

sheet of A4 card and then identifying those 

boundaries associated with the well-known 

unconformities: at the base of the Caradoc, 

Llandovery, Lower Carboniferous, Upper 

Carboniferous, and Triassic (Figure 1). By cutting 

along these lines each overlying layer can be 

converted into a ‘flap’ hinged at the margin, which 

can be peeled back to reveal the continuation of 

older structures underneath, now drawn on the 

exposed backing card (Figure 2). Some of these 

may of course be guesswork but useful cross-

sections based on boreholes do appear on the 

published geological maps (e.g. Greig et al., 

1974). The whole model can then be pasted down 

on the base card for stability and extra paper added 

where necessary to allow flaps to extend under the 

one above. 

The model is particularly useful for 

demonstrating the general ‘Caledonian’ trend of 

the Welsh Borderland structures, extending 

underneath the Carboniferous cover or the 

continuation of earlier fault systems. 

GEOLOGICAL EVOLUTION AND 

INFLUENCE ON ANCIENT LANDSCAPES 

Having identified these buried surfaces, the more 

detailed way in which they can influence the 

present landscape can be demonstrated by a similar 

model at larger scale, and with contours. The area 

around Pontesbury (Figure 3) is a very suitable one 

where three of those unconformities overlap 

around the northern end of the Ordovician 

Stiperstones ridge and the Precambrian Longmynd 

plateau. 

There is independent evidence from 

contaminated mineral veins that the covering 

formations once extended over the higher ground 

and only acquired their present boundary through 

Late Tertiary erosion (Toghill, 2011). The exposed 

upland summits at least could therefore represent 

parts of these unconformities. Then, as the 

successive layers of ‘cover’ are peeled back on the 

model (Figure 4), it can be demonstrated how 

those surfaces extend down beneath them. 

In particular, the very irregular north-eastern 

flank of the Longmynd may have originally been 

produced by pre-Caradocian erosion and is now 

revealed by the partial removal of the Pontesford 

Shales. Earls Hill may be just one more part of this 

irregular landscape, cut short to the west by the 

movement along the Pontesford-Linley Fault. 

More well-known is the way in which the 

Llandovery transgression drowned irregular relief 

in the Welsh Borderlands and West Midlands. The 

model demonstrates how the flanks of the 
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Stiperstones ridge may once have been a Silurian 

sea cliff! 

Devonian and Lower Carboniferous rocks are 

absent from this area, giving a long enough 

erosional timescale for a more even tropical plain 

to develop upon which the Upper Coal Measures 

were eventually deposited. Nevertheless the 

resistant Stiperstones Quartzite and the igneous 

Earls Hill could still stand out amongst those coal 

swamps. 

The succession in the East Shropshire Coalfield 

includes a period of earth movement and erosion 

between the Lower and Upper Coal Measures, 

which miners called the ‘Symon Fault’. This same 

unconformity could be here around Pontesbury, 

revealed on the model by ‘peeling back’ the Coal 

Measures and also seen to continue over the 

exposed summits. St Georges Land is indeed still 

here before our eyes! 

In short, in our new high technology age, those 

old skills promoted by the BBC series ‘Blue Peter’ 

can still be useful in helping students and laymen 

to understand Shropshire’s complex landscape. 
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Figure 1. Major unconformities across Shropshire. The A4 paper-based model constructed by the author, mounted on card. The 

area covers the whole county, approximately 70 by 50 km. 
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(a)  (b)  

(c)  (d)  

 
Figures 2a-d. Unpeeling the stratigraphy to reveal the geological outcrops now represented as major unconformities at the 

beginning of the Permo-Trias (2a), Carboniferous (2b), Lower Silurian (Llandovery) Kenley Grit (2c), and Upper Ordovician Hoar 

Edge Grit (2d), to reveal the Lower Ordovician, Cambrian and Precambrian beneath. 
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Figure 3. “Secondhand landscapes”: geology, unconformities and possible exhumed surfaces in the present day relief, Pontesbury 

and North Stiperstones, central Shropshire. The A4 paper-based model constructed by the author, mounted on card. Area is 

approximately 15 km square. 
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(a)  (b)  

(c)  (d)  

 
Figures 4a-d. Present geology with suggested exhumed unconformities in present landscape (4a), at the beginning of the Upper 

Carboniferous/Permian (4b), Lower Silurian (Llandovery) (4c), and Upper Ordovician (Caradoc) (4d). 
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