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Preface 

 
This Field Workshop is part of the Geologists’ Associations’ 2011 conference ‘Geoconservation for science 
and society: an agenda for the 21st Century’.  The conference examines the 21st Century challenges and 
opportunities for geoconservation and the partnerships required to ensure that our geological heritage 
continues to be valued and protected as part of the natural environment. It also celebrates 60 years of 
successful geoconservation since the first UK Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) were designated 
in the early 1950s.  
 
Geoconservation has come a considerable way since then and much has been achieved.  This includes the 
undertaking of comprehensive audits, the protection and recognition of international, national and local 
sites, underpinning legislation which has provided a strong legal basis for geoconservation in the UK and 
the development of planning policy and practice that has supported this.  The voluntary geoconservation 
sector has grown and there has been a significant increase, over this period, in the funding available to 
support geoconservation. 
 
We still, however, have a long way to go in geoconservation.  Our geological heritage remains vulnerable 
and its conservation a low priority beyond the geoconservation community.  How can we overcome this and 
how can we make the need for geoconservation better understood and a part of the way we conserve and 
involve people in the environment around us? 
 
This conference Field Workshop is about exploring these issues ‘on the ground’.  The places we’re visiting 
have been chosen to demonstrate the successes, the challenges that have been overcome and the 
challenges that remain for geoconservation and, in particular, to encourage discussion about what we need 
to do next for the future of geology and geoconservation over the next 100 years. 
 
The conference Field Workshop will be an important part of the output from the conference and will guide 
the next steps for geoconservation.  
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Introduction 
 
Geoconservation is ‘action taken with the intent of conserving and enhancing geological and 
geomorphological features, processes, sites and specimens’ (Burek and Prosser, 2008).   
 
Before geoconservation is undertaken, however, we have to demonstrate there is a need for 
geoconservation.  We need to understand and value geodiversity, geodiversity must, in some way, be 
placed under threat and then we need to act in response to the threat – to actually undertake 
geoconservation. 
 
The geological community recognises geodiversity as an important part of our environmental heritage.  
Gradually, conservation practitioners beyond the geological community are realising the importance of 
geodiversity in understanding and sustaining those aspects of the environment that society values, in 
supporting the way the environment works and as critical to the way people experience and benefit from 
the natural world. 
  
Burek and Prosser (2008) summarise the history of geoconservation, demonstrating that that 
geoconservation has a sufficiently mature state to have a coherent history.  What is clear is that 
geoconservation has faced a series of challenges, successes and setbacks and this remains truer than 
ever.  Geoconservation for science and society: an agenda for the 21st Century is about the geological 
community sharing success and facing up to new challenges and opportunities.  To the set the scene for 
the conference, and encourage debate, the Geologists’ Association ‘View Point’ paper (Prosser et al, 2011) 
set out some of the challenges and opportunities we’re facing: 
 

Selecting sites  We have some great success here, the Geological Conservation Review (GCR) in 
the UK (Ellis et al, 1996), the identification and selection of Local Geological Sites across England, 
Scotland and Wales, the establishment of a Global Geopark Network and the growth of geological 
World Heritage Sites, notably the Jurassic World Heritage Site.  The challenge remains to sustain 
and grow site networks and, increasingly, to work beyond site networks. 

 
Legislation   Legislation underpins geoconservation in the UK but its prominence has waxed and 
waned and at an international level there is no specific Convention or Directive for geodiversity but, 
as demonstrated by the rapid growth of the Global Geopark network and the increasing profile given 
to geodiversity by the UNESCO World Heritage Convention, there is clearly considerable 
importance and value placed on geodiversity as part of our heritage.  The challenge here is how to 
increase profile and therefore the political weight given to geoconservation and make better use of 
existing and new legislation for geodiversity. 

 
New agendas There is a shift towards a more integrated approach to natural and built heritage 
conservation.  This recognises the complex nature of ecosystems (including that of the urban 
environment), that the environment is dynamic and changing and that we need to find ways to 
establish effective and holistic conservation practices.  Geodiversity has a fundamental role to play 
in this ‘new agenda’.  Our challenge is to bring that role to the fore, to show in a real and practical 
way the importance of geodiversity as part of the natural environment and central to delivering the 
aspirations of the government Natural Environment White Paper 

 
New techniques  Innovation has been at the heart of geoconservation, developing new techniques 
and solutions, learning from others and sharing our experience.  From the early theory there is now 
a significant amount of practical experience (Prosser, Murphy and Larwood, 2006).  
Geoconservation techniques continue to develop and be refined and increasingly we need to work 
across conservation disciplines (archaeology and biodiversity, for example) to develop mutually 
beneficial approaches to conservation. 

 
Raising awareness  One of the great challenges of geoconservation is imparting interest in, and a  
desire for deeper understanding of,  Earth Science. With that will come a sense of value and a 
realisation of the fragility of geodiversity.  Making geodiversity valued outside the geodiversity 
community is one of the greatest challenges we face and possibly the key to future success. If 
people don’t feel impassioned about this subject then we will quickly return to where we started. 



 
The big question - for geoconservation what does success look like?  At this moment in time we’re facing a 
challenge and a setback. Through success we’ve reached a stronger place than ever before with a well 
established voluntary movement.   We have benefited from periods of funding that have made significant 
shifts in the processes and structures through which we organise and administer practical geoconservation. 
In response to this innovation we have witnessed the diversity of what we have achieved for 
geoconservation grow, and now have achieved the establishment of a strong network of sites from local to 
international protected through the planning system. As a consequence of that awareness we have been 
able to lever increasing resources for the management of geodiversity and a gradual increase in the profile 
generally of geoconservation in planning controls and strategic policy making.   
 
Geoconservation, however, is still not high on the political agenda and still not well lodged in the hearts and 
minds of people. Clear evidence of this is that we’ve recently lost the Aggregate Levy Sustainability Fund 
(which strongly benefitted geoconservation) and the Natural Environment White Paper, ‘The Natural 
Choice’, simply fails to acknowledge the role of geodiversity in the natural environment. Furthermore, those 
involved are few - who will follow to build on, or merely sustain the successes of the past? 
 
How secure is what we’ve achieved and how do we move forward in geoconservation so all our good 
efforts are not lost? Geoconservation for science and society: an agenda for the 21st Century addresses 
this challenge and this Field Workshop will scrutinise the realities of meeting these challenges on the 
ground and in the real-world situations that face our geodiversity in the years ahead. 



 

Geoconservation for science and society: an agenda for the 21st Century 
 
Field Workshop 
 
This Field Workshop will visit three contrasting localities to view the current practices, innovation and 
aspirations of geoconservation.  These will provide the context in which to further explore the realities and 
practicalities of issues raised in the conference. 
 

 
Itinerary 
 
10th September 2011 
 
9.00  Depart Worcester University  
 
10.00  Lickey Hills Country Park (lead by Herefordshire and Worcestershire Earth Heritage Trust) 
 

View point to the north and east showing the influence of geology on landscape, 
environment, land-use and settlement pattern 
 
Barnt Green Road Quarry exposing the Ordovician Lickey Quartzite, tectonics and the 
innovative work of the Champion’s Project – site clearance and community involvement 

 
11.30  Depart  
 
12.15  Dudley Museum and Art Gallery (lead by Graham Worton, Dudley Museum and Art 

Gallery) 
 
  Lunch 
 

Introduction to the museum, it’s role in involving people in geology, geoconservation and 
supporting research.  An opportunity to explore the galleries. 

 
13.15  Depart 
 
13.30 Wren’s Nest National Nature Reserve (lead by Jessica Welch, ‘Ripples Through Time’ 

Project) 
 

An iconic geological National Nature Reserve illustrating Silurian reefs, industrial heritage, 
and urban conservation.  A new vision ‘Ripples Through Time’ project. 

 
15.45  Depart 
 
1700  Worcester University 
 
 



Lickey Hills and Barnt Green Road Quarry 

 

Introduction 

 

In 1888 land gifted to the City of Birmingham by the Association for the Preservation of Open Spaces 

established the Lickey Hills park which became a popular destination for the people of Birmingham and the 

Black Country.  Receiving Country Park status in 1971 it remains a haven away from the bustle of the big 

city and home to a wide variety of wildlife, flora and geology.  

 

Geology 

The geology within the Country Park spans five geological Periods from the Ordovician (488 million years 

ago) to the Triassic (251 million years ago). In this short field visit the geology that we will examine is 

restricted to the Ordovician Lickey Quartzite Formation and associated structural elements that give an 

insight into the deeper geology that underlies most of the area and the Black Country coalfields to the north 

of the Lickeys. 

 

The high ground of the Lickey Hills, which forms a ‘natural boundary’ between southwest Birmingham and 

Worcestershire, is controlled by a fault bounded block of uplifted and folded quartzites and associated thin 

intercalated mudstones. These formed in a shallow tropical sea far to the south of the equator near the 

coast of the ancient continent of Avalonia. 

Geoconservation 

 

Barnt Green Road Quarry is one of nineteen geological sites in Herefordshire and Worcestershire that were 

chosen as part of the Community Earth Heritage Champions Project (funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund 

and Natural England through Defra’s Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund).  Working with local 

communities each of the nineteen sites was chosen and adopted by a group of local community members.  

The aim has been to restore, manage and present geodiversity as part of the environment understanding 

and demonstrating the relationships between geology, ecology and archaeology.  Champions have 

received geological and conservation training which they now pass onto new volunteers. 

 

At Barnt Green Road Quarry the changes have been significant.  Machinery has been used to clear the 

degraded and overgrown sections, new fences have been erected and access opened up and a range of 

interpretation put in place.  In this new open space events have been held and the Barnt Green Road 

Quarry Champions, working with the rangers of the Country Park, will continue to manage and promote the 

geology of the Lickey Hills. 

 

Stop 1 Bilberry Hill viewpoint towards Birmingham and the Black Country 

  

Bilberry Hill, at approximately 900ft, provides a vantage looking eastwards towards Birmingham.  

This is an ideal location to examine the relationship between geodiversity, landscape and the 

growth of the Birmingham conurbation.  The wide valley to the east is underlain by softer Triassic 

sandstone and mudstone contrasting with the resistant quartzite ridge of Lickey.  Here rock-type, 

faulting and folding control drainage, land use and settlement parttern.  

 

Stop 2 Barnt Green Road Quarry 

 

Barnt Green Road Quarry is one of a number of former road stone quarries on the Lickey Hill ridge, 

the last quarrying on the ridge was in 1935.  In 2010 the Barnt Green Road Quarry was restored as 

part of the Community Earth Heritage Champions Project.  Today the cleaned sections provide 

spectacular exposures of the Ordovician Lickey Quartzite and fault and folding structures returning 



the site to a condition similar to that witnessed and recorded by Professor Charles Lapworth in 1899 

(in the Proceedings of the Geologists’ Association). 

 

The quarry is dominated by the Lickey Quartzite interbedded with thin layers of sandy siltstones and 

clays (possibly including contemporary volcanic ash).  The Lickey Quartzite was deposited in a 

shallow sea on the edge of the continent Avalonia approximately 600 south of the equator.  A 

succession of post-Ordovician earth movements have folded the Lickey Quartzite into an anticline 

bounded by faults to the west and east and forming the Lickey Ridge.  The main face of the quarry 

displays a tight over fold cut by faulting (to the north and east of the quarry) which brings Triassic 

sediments into contact with the Ordovician Quartzite. 

 

The future 

Research work continues here today, revitalised by the Champions Project work.  In the future this site has 

great potential for acting as the starting point for a classic geological Highlights tour of the whole of the 

Birmingham and the Black Country region as this spectacular exposure is the best local example of the 

oldest Palaeozoic basement rocks and for demonstrating the nature of tectonics at the surface which 

control the geology, resources and landscapes of the sub-region.  

 

As such the sustained geoconservation effort is particularly important here which presents some interesting 

challenges: 

 

 What happens next here? What are the future ambitions and priorities of this site? 

 How does a site like this link to the wider landscape geoconservation? 

 What are the ‘view point’ geoconservation challenges here and how are they to be met? 

 Could Lickey be a starting point for exploring the geological highlights of the Birmingham and the 

Black Country?  

 Future success at Lickey is about the future ability of the Lickey Hills Champions to keep the 

involvement of the Park rangers and to widen the involvement of others in the geology of Lickey – 

how will this be achieved?  

 What challenges do the Champions feel and struggle with? And what can be done to ensure their 

longevity and effectiveness? 

 The Champion’s Project – a sustainable and transferable model?  

 

 
 

     
 

Barnt Green Road Quarry, late 19th Century and in 2010 (pre and post clearance – post Champions Project 

clearance



Dudley Museum and Art Gallery 

 

 

Introduction 

 

A geology and mining museum was established in Dudley by 1838.  Local miners assembled a collection of 

fossil finds in advance of the visit of Professor Roderick Murchison as part of the British Association for the 

Advancement of Science meeting in 1839.  

 

With the encouragement of Murchison the local people decided that these collections should remain 

together and form a permanent museum in the Town of Dudley. The museum building visited today was 

opened in 1884 and was in its early years the town’s art school and public library.  Geology moved here in 

1911 when a grand opening with a military parade and a speech by Professor Lapworth began a long and 

very fruitful geological association (Worton, 2008). 

 

Dudley Museum and Art Gallery today 

 

Today, the role of this and similar museums is to care for its geological collections, to make them 

accessible to all and to use them to inspire and educate in imaginative ways that engage the public in its 

widest sense. In particular, we aim to interpret and make relevant local geology and connect it to the 

natural and urban environment around us.  

Ultimately our ambition is to engender knowledge, respect, enthusiasm and concern for our local, regional 

and national geological heritage.   

For Dudley Museum and Art Gallery there are key partners and networks that help us to achieve our vision.  

This includes:  

1. Other Black Country local authorities via contacts within their planning, engineering and countryside 

management departments   

2. The Black Country Geological Society (the BCGS), a practical body for the conservation and 

development of geological sites and collections and instrumental in lobbying for the establishment of 

a permanent geological curator in the museum. 

3. Natural England, and its predecessors 

4. Educational professionals in schools, sixth form colleges and universities  

In the recent history of the geoconservation efforts of the museum, it’s the local people and amateurs as 

much as the professionals who have made incredible contributions and without whom geology per se may 

not be happening at all in Dudley Museums Service, like in so many area’s of the UK that hold geological 

collections but have no champions. 

In 1989 the first Dudley Rock and Fossil Fair was held and supported by many local and national geological 

organisations including the GA, BGS and others. Again the local volunteers of the BCGS actually ran the 

event and it was a huge success. It is now the biggest event of its kind attracting more than 7000 visitors in 

a single weekend.  Perhaps the greatest of its outcomes is the ‘networking’ and huge information exchange 

in the geological communities that happens during those two days, which has lead to many initiatives and 

partnerships as well as attracting many new geological enthusiasts into the life of the geological community 

in the area. 

 

 

 



Geoconservation 

Quite apart from its engagement with promotional and learning activities centred around geology, the 

museum has a more fundamental and practical role in geoconservation.   

 

Since 1985 the museum has been the Geological Records Centre for the West Midlands with information 

on more than 700 local sites and temporary sections.  The museum now holds a collection of some 20,000 

specimens with associated records and a geological library. Since 2005 a large secure off-site storage 

facility with office space has been established at Himley Hall and a geological map collection has been 

added to the supporting literature.  

 

The museum is also a first line consultee on planning and engineering works where geology may be 

positively or negatively impacted.  In 2009 we established a simple laboratory and now play an active 

research role in advancing geological and geoconservation knowledge.  

 

In brief, the last two decades of geological endeavour here have made the museum the sub-region’s local 

centre of excellence for geology and geoconservation, with a high profile and strong linkages and networks 

in many areas of related expertise. 

 

As a result of this capacity building we currently are actively engaged in a wide range of geological and 

geoconservation initiatives including: 

 

 Collections imaging, digitisation and development of online resources – ‘Geology Matters’ 

(http://geologymatters.org.uk) 

 Silurian microfossil and bentonite research – particularly Scolecodont stratigraphy 

 The development of the museum ‘GeoTeam’ volunteers (a dozen or so geology students and 

enthusiasts)  

 New Displays – Geological Heroes, Geology and Beer and Geology, Metals and heavy metal music 

 Geological events, conferences and festivals 

 Various Geology and Art Projects including the development of geology and artworks along the 

canal networks 

 The development of a Black Country Global Geopark  

 

The museum has had a long established and special relationship with the nearby Wren’s Nest National 

Nature Reserve.  This continues today with a close involvement with The Strata Project, particularly the 

Ripples through Time and associated Canal learning hub developments. 

The future 

 How does a museum site like this link to the wider landscape geoconservation? 

 What are the ‘view point’ Geoconservation challenges here and how are they to be met? 

 Museums are non-statutory provisions of local government and are vulnerable to politics and 

financial savings, what are the key features that provide sustainability in this environment? 

 Dudley Museum – a sustainable and transferable model?  Localism. Local community and ‘Big 

Society’ agenda? 

 What challenges do the volunteers feel and struggle with in this setting? And what can be done to 

ensure their longevity and effectiveness? 

 What happens next here? What are the future ambitions and priorities of the museum and what else 

could museums be doing to support the geoconservation movement in different areas? 

 

 

 

http://geologymatters.org.uk/


 

 

 

 

              
 

Dudley Museum and Art Gallery today and Town’s Coat of Arms showing the centrally placed Dudley Bug 

(Calymene blumenbachi) 

 

     

 

Dudley Rock and Fossil Fair public engagement and the museums ‘GeoTeam’ volunteers at work on the 

collections in the off-site secure store at Himley Hall.



 

 

Wren’s Nest national Nature Reserve and Ripples Through Time 
 

 

Introduction 

 

The Wren’s Nest Hill is the best know of three related limestone hills, Castle Hill and Hurst Hill being the 

others, which rise out of the coal-bearing rocks of the South Staffordshire Coalfield in Dudley. The folded 

layers of the Silurian Much Wenlock Limestone Formation have been quarried and mined since the 18th 

Century, the last workings finally closing in 1924.  The remnants of the quarries and mines, recognising 

their national and international importance for geology, were declared as the Wren’s Nest National Nature 

Reserve (NNR) in 1956 (the first for solid geology in the UK).  

 

For over 50 years now the Wren’s Nest has been managed as an urban NNR.  Over this time it has 

presented many challenges and opportunities including the management of dangerous and unstable 

ground, the cutting of new geological sections, the establishment of geology trails, the development of 

wardening and volunteering and strengthening of local community links. 

 

This history is described in full by Prosser and Larwood (2008) and today we pick up the story with a new 

era for the Reserve – the Ripples Through Time project. 

Geology  

The geology at Wrens Nest is exclusively Silurian, belonging to the uppermost Wenlock and Lowest Ludlow 

Series rocks.   At Wren’s Nest the lowest strata of the Wenlock Series are represented by limited exposure 

of the light brown and grey shales of the Coalbrookdale Formation. The major exposures belong to the 

Much Wenlock Formation, which comprises three very distinctive lithological divisions namely – the Lower 

Quarried Limestone Member, Nodular Member and Upper Quarried Limestone Member. On top are the 

poorly exposed shales of the Lower Elton Formation at the base of the Ludlow Series.  

 

During the Variscan Orogeny, at the end of the Carboniferous Period, the rocks of Wren’s Nest were folded 

into a north-north-west/south-south-east trending elongated pericline. A tectonic trend which echoes the 

older and deeper structural lineaments of the Precambrian basement below such as the nearby Malvern 

Axis (and also seen at Lickey Hills Country Park).  During deformation the structure was faulted along its 

axial plane and the western limb was downthrown. The fault effectively reduces the outcrop of the Much 

Wenlock Limestone Formation on the western limb of the fold.  Further evidence of the fault is given by 

contrasting strike patters at the southern tip of Wren’s Nest Hill.  An offshoot of the main fault cuts through 

the centre of the pericline and appears as a small tear fault on the eastern limb.  

 

The extensive exposures at Wren’s Nest (the overall site is some 101 acres) and distinctive differences 

between the major rock units found here, have made the NNR a popular locality for teaching aspects of 

stratigraphy and palaeontology.  In recent years the rocks at Wren’s Nest have been placed in a sound 

stratigraphical framework, based particularly on a detailed comparison with the strata of Wenlock Edge in 

Shropshire, the type are for the Wenlock Series, and the development of new stratigraphic techniques 

including bentonite geochemistry and sequence stratigraphy.  

 

Geoconservation 

 

The Wren’s Nest with its industrial background, its caverns and trenches and its urban setting has provided 

many management challenges.  It’s urban setting and the relationship with local communities and visitors to 

the Reserve has always been critical.  Trails, visitor centres and alternative sections have all been part of 



visitor management and maintaining and developing links with the local communities of the Reserve have 

been fundamental to success.  Instability has been variously dealt with over the years through secure 

fencing, deliberate collapse and infilling much of which, through careful planning, has ensured the key 

geological exposures remain accessible and visible today.   

 

Stop 1 Ripples view point  

 

From the viewing platform extensive bedding planes can be seen. These are the uppermost 

Nodular Member and lowest Upper Quarried Limestone Member beds and contain excellent 

examples of bifurcating symmetrical mega-ripples and smaller interference ripples, indicating 

deposition in relatively shallow marine conditions. 25 individual ripple bed layers have been 

identified within these bedding planes, each representing a storm event that was strong enough to 

penetrate to storm wave base agitating the sediment to create the ripples. The surfaces of these 

rippled shelly debris units provided the ideal firm substrate for crinoids to attach themselves to.  In 

July 2011 new laser photo scanning of the ripple beds have revealed detail that hasn’t been seen 

before and will allow visitors in the future to see the surface up close on their computers.  

 

This is perhaps a useful future tool for recording in great detail features that are transient and in out 

of reach situations on high or unstable rock faces. 

 

Stop 2 Time Periscope 

 

One of the new range of interpretative features that will be installed on the site. This iron structure 

aims to encourage people to look through it and learn about the cliff in front of them. Understanding 

that each layer represents thousands of years in the Earth’s history is a difficult notion to explain 

and this feature will be illustrated in a simple and playful way.  

 

Stop 3 Steps and view of urban setting 

 

The steps themselves are being used to illustrate the passing of geological time, small iron discs will 

be installed at points up the steps to illustrate the vastness of geological time, with the Earth forming 

at the bottom and all the exciting events happening on the way up to the top, including the 

appearance of dinosaurs and man. Geological time has always been hard for people to understand 

and this will explain it in a fun and obvious way. 

 

At the top of the steps there is a wonderful view eastwards across the Wren’s Nest Estate over to 

Upper Gornal and Sedgely Beacon to the north-west. It was only in the 1930’s that the surrounding 

housing was built, until then it had been farmland. Here the visitor can truly appreciate how this wild 

landscape sits within the urban setting of the Black Country.  

 

Stop 4 Seven Sisters - bats vs geology?  

 

From the northern viewing platform there is an impressive view of the northern end of the Seven 

Sisters Mine. In 2001 the decision was made to infill the mine due to increasing instability within the 

roof zone of the mine and gravity slides along bentonites within the pillars. The mine has, however, 

become the hibernation roost for 10,000 bats. Of the sixteen species of British bat seven species 

were found roosting in the Seven Sisters, making the mine one of the most important bat 

hibernaculums in the country. Bats are protected by the Wildlife and Countryside Act and it is an 

offence to knowingly disturb, harm or kill a bat. As the mine was to infilled Dudley MBC had to 

mitigate the impact the works and another roost was built for the bats to use and this was achieved 

by sinking a new mine inclined tunnel at the letterbox entrance, the first since the 19th Century, 

down to a large underground chamber known as the northern gallery.  The bat population for this 



roost site is currently estimated at 800 bats, it will take many years for numbers to return to what 

they were before the Seven Sisters mine complex was infilled.  

 

Stop 5 Seven Sisters Story Stones 

 

As you approach the Seven Sisters from the northern viewing platform there is large nine metre 

stone sculpture set into the ground to the left. The components that form this overall sculpture are 

the Seven Sisters Story Stones, a sculpture to reflect the multi-faceted history and use of the Seven 

Sisters mine. The focal text is the famous quote from Sir Roderick Murchison and this is 

accompanied by sculpted cast iron figures of miners. Two pillars accompany the sculpture and 

these contain facts about the Seven Sisters as well as quotes from local people who have strong 

memories of the mine and how they played down there as children. Local school children worked 

very closely with artists behind the sculpture, creating beautiful pictures and poems about the site 

and what it means to them. We aim to use these in the future as part of an exhibition celebrating the 

social history of Wren’s Nest.  

 

Stop 6 Murchison’s view – in Murchison’s footsteps  

 

From here there is lovely view out to Castle Hill, upon which Dudley Castle can be seen. Dudley 

Town centre is visible and the Rowley Hills loom in the background and on a clear day Birmingham 

City centre can be seen.  This view was named after Sir Roderick Murchison whose research into 

the rocks of Dudley and the Welsh Borderlands ultimately led him to publishing ‘The Silurian 

System’ in 1839.  65% of the fossils described and presented as evidence for the Silurian System 

are from the Wren’s Nest and its attendant Castle Hill. We know that he stood here some time in the 

1830’s as the illustration of the view given in that great geological work was created by his talented 

and usually uncredited wife Charlotte and is an equivalent view to that which you see today.  

 

The Wren’s Nest today and the future 

 

During the 1990’s and the first decade of the 21st Century plans have been slowly evolving and realities 

developing for both the Wrens Nest and Dudley Museum sites.  The overall project, conceived by, and then 

driven forward was one created jointly by Dudley Museum, Dudley Tourism and Dudley Engineers is a 

unifying vision that we have called ‘The Strata Project’ 

 

The Strata Project has provided a vision for the geology and limestone mining heritage of Dudley.  This 

scheme, broken into several smaller elements, aims to link the geodiversity assets of the twin limestone 

Hills of Wrens Nest and Castle Hill with new underground canal tunnels and other infrastructure, with 

additional interpretation facilities and improvements to access and interpretation at strategic points above 

ground.  It is our intention, in the fullness of time, to stabilise and reopen the Seven Sisters and Step Shaft 

mines and connect to the Dudley Canal and the Dudley Canal Trust’s Singing Cavern experience.  Visitor 

centres are planned both at Wren’s Nest and adjacent to the Black Country Living Museum on Castle Hill.  

 

Currently bids are being drawn up for the access and learning hub at the canal-side and in 2010 the 

Heritage Lottery Fund and other partners agreed to jointly fund another element of the Strata Project -  

‘Ripples Through Time’.  This has received just under £1million from HLF and additional funding from the 

Natural Assets scheme of Natural England and has a total of £1.1 million pounds to deliver major 

improvements to the surface accessibility of the Wrens Nest site and to engage substantial new and wider 

audiences for this geological national treasure.  

 

The three year Ripples Through Time project aims to realise the diverse potential of Wren’s Nest for natural 

and cultural heritage and conserve its features of international, national and local importance for future 

generations. It also aims to ensure that Wren’s Nest NNR can realise its potential as geotourism destination 



while at the same time improving access for local people to enjoy this ‘green lung’ in what is the most 

deprived ward in Dudley Borough and in the top 5% deprived wards in the UK. Though the site is still 

lacking in visitor facilities it does have a dedicated Learning and Community Development Officer as well as 

a new car park and from September 2011 four themed way-marked trails, accompanied by interpretation 

panels and sculptures.  

 

Next steps: 

 

 The Ripples Through Time project is a year and a half old now and all the capital works have been 

completed which include new viewing platforms at the Seven Sisters, a car park and re-graded 

paths to make them more accessible to all. After the new interpretation features have been installed 

at the end of September 2011, over the next year it is planned to: 

 

- Develop a formal education pack for Key Stages 2 and 3 in partnership with Dudley Canal Trust 

and Black Country Living Museum. 

- Finish the installations of interpretation, artworks and trails 

- Set up community groups e.g. after school club called the Wren Rangers. 

- Start a health walk programme on the Reserve and train volunteer health walk leaders. 

- Set up an informal learning course in partnership with the Castle & Priory Neighbourhood 

Learning Team. 

- Work in partnership with local Young Advisors to create activities for young people on the 

Reserve. 

- Work in partnership with artists and local schools to run more art initiatives.  

- Develop natural play features for Bluebell Park with local children. 

 

 Artists – over the last six months the Ripples project team have worked with various artists for a 

variety of sculptural interpretative features for the Reserve. This includes the Story Stones at the 

Seven Sisters, various metal rubbing plaques that are scattered across the site and a series of 

sensory plaques that aim to encourage visitors to explore the reserve using their senses.  

 Innovation and outreach – as part of the Ripples project an extensive outreach programme is being 

developed by the Learning and Community Development Officer who aims to engage with all 

aspects of the community. All age groups will be engaged from 3 year olds at the local Children’s 

Centres to OAPs in the nearby retirement home. As part of this outreach work the online presence 

of the Wren’s Nest will be increased and developed further to create a more interactive experience 

for the prospective visitor. This includes downloadable resources, the development of a smartphone 

app for fossil hunters and the use of QR codes across the site, which will be linked to online 

resources.  

 

Part of the long term goal for the area is the establishment of a Black Country Global Geopark. Dudley 

Museum and Art Gallery, the Wren’s Nest National Nature Reserve, Strata and the Ripples Through Time 

project are all part of achieving this aspiration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



              
 

Calymene blumenbachi – the famous Dudley Bug and icon of the Wren’s Nest and view of the Silurian reef 

overlooking the Wren’s Nest Estate 

 

 

 

1960s view looking along the line of the Seven Sisters and design for the new interpretation at the Seven 

Sisters viewing platform as part of the Ripples Through Time project 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Murchison’s viewpoint 
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