
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Wanmer, Sapphire Rose (2018) Characterisation of eruption and 

depositional processes of volcanic ash. PhD thesis. 

 

https://theses.gla.ac.uk/30743/  

 

 

 

Copyright and moral rights for this work are retained by the author  

A copy can be downloaded for personal non-commercial research or study, 

without prior permission or charge  

This work cannot be reproduced or quoted extensively from without first 

obtaining permission in writing from the author  

The content must not be changed in any way or sold commercially in any 

format or medium without the formal permission of the author  

When referring to this work, full bibliographic details including the author, 

title, awarding institution and date of the thesis must be given 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Enlighten: Theses  

https://theses.gla.ac.uk/ 

research-enlighten@glasgow.ac.uk 
 

https://theses.gla.ac.uk/30743/
https://theses.gla.ac.uk/
mailto:research-enlighten@glasgow.ac.uk


 

 

 

Characterisation of eruption and depositional 
processes of volcanic ash 

 
 
 
 
 

Sapphire Rose Wanmer 
Master of Geology, University of Leicester 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the Degree of Doctor of 
Philosophy 

 
 
 
 

School of Geographical and Earth Sciences 
College of Science and Engineering 

University of Glasgow 
 
 
 
 

April 2018 
 
 
 
 

© Sapphire R. Wanmer 2018  



2 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer  April 2018 

Quotation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“…This is it!” 

David A. Johnston 8:32am May 18th 1980 as the eruption of         

Mount St. Helens began 
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Abstract 

The morphologies of pyroclasts in basaltic and silicic ash deposits and tuffs in 

volcanic sequences have been used by previous authors to determine eruption 

processes in proximal settings commonly from modern eruption deposits. 

However, little research has been conducted on the finest tephra fraction, ash 

and fine-ash, in distal settings. The study of tephra in distal localities, >100 km 

from source, may provide important information regarding the dispersal of ash 

from highly explosive large-scale eruptions, for which proximal deposits are no 

longer present. The grain morphologies (blocky, bubble-wall, irregular and rod-

like) and vesicularity of pyroclasts can be used to determine eruption processes 

and distinguish between ‘dry’ magmatic and ‘wet’ hydrovolcanic eruption-styles. 

This research is mainly concerned with the characteristics of pyroclasts in 

basaltic ash/tuff likely formed by highly explosive eruptions, and whether the 

explosivity of these eruptions was due to magma-water interactions and 

hydrovolcanism. This study includes a re-examination, and detailed 

petrographical analysis, of tuffs in the Early Eocene Balder Formation, North Sea 

Basin, and Harwich Formation, SE England, where the source of tephra produced 

by explosive volcanism and the extent of basaltic ash dispersal have been 

contested. Previously, these basaltic tuffs have been attributed to large-scale 

hydrovolcanic eruptions that occurred during initial sea-floor spreading in the NE 

Atlantic during the separation of Greenland from NW Europe. These tuffs are 

compared and contrasted with the basaltic Saksunarvatn Ash (10.3 ka BP) of 

Grímsvötn Volcano, Iceland, and various non-lava lithologies of the Miocene 

Columbia River Flood Basalt Province, USA.  

The primary characteristics of pyroclasts may be modified by abrasion and 

alteration, particularly during additional transport and deposition. Therefore, 

the features created directly by the fragmentation and quenching of pyroclasts 

need to be distinguished from features created by the reworking of this material 

in the sedimentary environment. It is therefore essential to determine the 

characteristics of pyroclastic and volcaniclastic materials, which can be achieved 

by comparing data on the overall deposit characteristics, grain-types, grain-size 

distribution and grain-morphologies. For example, pyroclastic deposits of ash-

grade are dominated by up to 100% igneous/volcanic grain-types, particularly 
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glassy pyroclasts; in thin-section the pyroclasts have smooth-edges and may have 

undergone limited alteration in modern deposits. In contrast, volcaniclastic 

deposits may contain a wide range of clast-types, including a greater number of 

non-volcanic grains, and sedimentary structures such as cross-stratification; in 

thin-section, reworked pyroclasts of ash-grade (volcaniclastic grains) often have 

jagged-edges, and varying levels of alteration. This study builds upon the 

observations and naming schemes of previous authors and proposes a scheme 

applicable to distal deposits of ash and fine-ash, of both basaltic and silicic 

composition, including highly altered material.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Explosive volcanic eruptions can produce large volumes of ash that may be 

transported and deposited over large distances from source. The characteristics 

of the resultant deposits and the features of the ash can give an indication of 

eruption processes (Heiken 1972,1974; Walker 1981; Wohletz 1983; Wohletz & 

Sheridan 1983; Carey & Sparks 1986; Cas & Wright 1988; Barberi et al. 1989; 

Houghton & Wilson 1989; Cioni et al. 1992; Blower et al. 2001; Riley et al. 2003; 

Gaonac’h et al. 2005; Houghton & Gonnermann 2008; Polacci et al. 2008; Clarke 

et al. 2009; Rose & Durant 2009; Mattsson 2010; Shea et al. 2010; Bonadonna et 

al. 2011; Brown et al. 2012; Ross & White 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013; Moitra 

et al. 2013; Cioni et al. 2014; D’Oriano et al. 2014; Heap et al. 2014), that can 

be important in assessing styles of ancient volcanic activity.  

Characterisation of ash morphologies, including their shapes and vesicularity, as 

well as the overall nature of the deposit, is required to determine the type of 

eruption responsible for ash production, for example, whether eruptions 

involved purely magmatic fragmentation, via the expansion of volatiles, or 

hydrovolcanism, which involves magma-water interactions (e.g. Walker & 

Croasdale 1971; Heiken 1972, 1974; Wohletz 1983; Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Cas 

& Wright 1988; Rose & Durant 2009; Brown et al. 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013). 

This is particularly relevant for the interpretation of the mechanisms responsible 

for highly explosive basaltic eruptions, the products of which are being more 

frequently recognised in the volcanic record, but are currently poorly 

understood (Walker et al. 1984; Hanson & Elliot 1996; Houghton et al. 2004; 

White et al. 2004; Gurenko et al. 2005; Carey et al. 2007; Kutterolf et al. 2007; 

Houghton & Gonnermann 2008; Costantini et al. 2009; Pérez et al. 2009; 

Costantini et al. 2010; Goepfert & Gardner 2010; Freda et al. 2011; Brand & 

Clarke 2012; Oddsson et al. 2012; Szramek 2016). In addition to identifying the 

eruption signatures preserved in ash deposits, now tuffs, it is essential to 

determine the differences between primary pyroclastic material, deposited 

directly by an eruption, and volcaniclastic material, that involves the additional 

transport (reworking) and re-deposition of pyroclastic material. Different 

definitions for volcaniclastic deposits exist in the literature (see section 1.1.1), 

but there remains problems in how to define the lithological and microscopic 
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features of ash and how to relate these to eruption and/or reworking processes 

(e.g. Frolova 2008; Lenhardt et al. 2011; D’Oriano et al. 2014). 

1.1 Research Rational 

1.1.1 Definition and terminology of pyroclastic and volcaniclastic 

deposits 

Tephra is used here to describe all material produced during any volcanic 

eruption or explosion (e.g. Brendryen et al. 2010). The term pyroclastic can be 

applied to all material formed during an eruption involving the fragmentation of 

magma and its expulsion from a vent (e.g. Fisher 1961; Schmid 1981). Pyroclastic 

deposits include all material deposited on the Earth’s surface directly by 

eruption processes, for example air-fall ash or deposits of pyroclastic density 

currents (PDCs) (e.g. White & Houghton 2006). Once lithified these deposits are 

termed tuffs (e.g. Schmid 1981; Frolova 2008). Pyroclastic deposits and rocks 

may be classified based on their grain-size (e.g. Schmid 1981; Cas & Wright 

1988; White & Houghton 2006; Waitt 2007; Table 1-1), similar to the 

classification of sediments and sedimentary rocks (e.g. Wentworth 1922; Table 

1-1). 

This research is focused on volcanic ash (unlithified), tuff (lithified) and their 

volcaniclastic equivalents (Table 1-1). Ash has a grain-size of <2 mm and can 

consist of glassy pyroclasts, crystalline igneous lithics and crystals (e.g. Schmid 

1981; Cas & Wright 1988); further subdivisions of grain-size include fine-ash (up 

to 63 µm; Fisher 1961; Schmid 1981; White & Houghton 2006) and very fine-ash 

(up to 4 µm; White & Houghton 2006). The resultant tuff will be comprised of 

ash including glassy or devitrified pyroclasts, crystalline igneous lithics and 

crystals (e.g. Schmid 1981). 
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Table 1-1 Grain-size classification and nomenclature for sedimentary, pyroclastic and 
volcaniclastic deposits and rocks. *Unconsolidated deposits would be termed volcaniclastic 
boulder, cobble, pebble, gravel deposit based on the Wentworth (1922) grain-size 
classification. The pyroclastic terminology of Cas & Wright (1988) has been modified to 
include subdivisions for fine-ash and very fine-ash.  

If air-fall ash is transported (reworked) prior to lithification, then it will be re-

deposited as volcaniclastic material (e.g. Cas & Busby-Spera 1991; Manville et al. 

2009). The resultant rock-type should be defined based on its grain-size with the 

prefix ‘volcaniclastic’ (Table 1-1; Cas & Wright 1988).  

Volcaniclastic deposits can be found in proximal and distal locations surrounding 

volcanoes, in all depositional environments (e.g. Frolova 2008). The supply of 

volcaniclastic sediments may be controlled by weathering and erosion and can 

be instantaneous, consisting of large volumes of material that can inundate 

sedimentary systems (Manville et al. 2009).  

A volcaniclastic sediment or rock is one in which a significant proportion of the 

clasts are of volcanic origin. The British Geological Survey (BGS) define this as 

being 10% volcanic clasts, whereas Frolova (2008) defines volcaniclastic material 

as containing >50% volcanic clasts; others do not make a quantifiable distinction 
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(e.g. Fisher 1961; Ross et al. 2005; Manville et al. 2009). Therefore, even when 

identifying volcaniclastic material, there are discrepancies in how these are 

defined.  

Volcaniclastic terminology was first introduced by Fisher (1961) who based 

definitions on the origin of grains (Fisher 1961; Manville et al. 2009). By Fisher’s 

(1961) definitions, pyroclastic clasts originate from the explosive fragmentation 

of magma; hyaloclastic clasts are produced by water-lava interactions involving 

quench fragmentation; and, autoclastic clasts are produced by mechanical 

fragmentation during flow movement (mainly of lavas). Primary volcaniclastic 

material is defined as material directly formed and deposited during eruptions, 

whereas secondary volcaniclastic deposits involve reworking. In Fisher’s (1961) 

definitions, epiclastic clasts are formed by the weathering and erosion of pre-

existing rocks and do not include particles originating from unconsolidated loose 

material (Manville et al. 2009). McPhie et al. (1993) extended the use of 

epiclastic to include deposits originating from weathering and erosion of 

unconsolidated pre-existing volcanic material. 

Cas & Wright (1987) suggested that the term pyroclastic should only be applied 

to material produced and transported by subaerial explosive eruptions, including 

deposits from ash-fall and PDCs. This does not include any pyroclastic material 

deposited through water. According to Cas & Wright (1987), pyroclastic material, 

irrespective of reworking, is a sediment once it touches water (Manville et al. 

2009), and is therefore of volcaniclastic character.  

White & Houghton (2006) defined volcaniclastic in terms of the initial 

depositional mechanism and they also redefined grain-sizes for different 

volcaniclastic grain terms. In their nomenclature, primary volcaniclastic rocks 

are described using volcanic clast names such as tuff (or ash) and lapilli tuff (or 

lapilli ash if non-lithified); clasts that are not deemed ‘primary’ and have been 

stored temporarily and therefore reworked are given sedimentary terms and are 

not referred to as being epiclastic. The term ‘volcaniclastic’ is not used to 

describe all volcanic material irrespective of origin, instead it is used to replace 

the term pyroclastic to describe particles deposited by volcanic eruptions (White 

& Houghton 2006; Manville et al. 2009). White & Houghton (2006) conclude that 
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the terms pyroclastic, autoclastic, hyaloclastic and peperitic are interpretations 

of deposits and should be used secondarily after a formal name has been given in 

terms of grain-size (supported by Manville et al. 2009). They also conclude that 

reworked ‘volcaniclastic’ rocks should be given sedimentary names without any 

reference to volcanic processes (supported by Manville et al. 2009).  

Confusion clearly remains over the classification of pyroclastic and volcaniclastic 

deposits and rocks, with authors applying the classification best suited to them, 

rather than following any consensus and preferred naming convention. 

Regardless of this, direct observations of the features in exposures or samples 

that would allow classification of these rock-types has received little attention 

in the literature (e.g. Suthren 1985; Frolova 2008). These issues will be 

addressed in this thesis; definitions used are provided here for reference: 

Pyroclastic – Any material produced and deposited directly from an eruption, 

this includes air-fall ash, deposits from PDCs and submarine eruptions. 

Ash/Tuff – Any unconsolidated/lithified deposit composed of ash (pyroclastic 

grains of <2 mm), with no reference to the origin of the ash or depositional 

processes. This includes all subaerial and water-lain material. A noun may be 

applied to indicate the origin and nature of the deposit where known, for 

example, air-fall or water-lain ash/tuff. 

Volcaniclastic – Any unconsolidated or lithified deposit containing >50% 

pyroclastic grain-types, where there is field or microscopic evidence of 

reworking and the re-deposition of grains. 

In addition to naming issues, determining the differences between pyroclastic 

and volcaniclastic deposits is essential to our understanding of the processes of 

ash dispersal and therefore has implications for ash-related hazards at modern 

active volcanoes. Ashes will be analysed and compared from a range of 

environmental settings, including air-fall terrestrial, fluvial, lacustrine, shallow 

marine and deep marine. 
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1.1.2 Basaltic volcanism and hydrovolcanism and their ash 

Basaltic magmas are commonly associated with eruptions of low explosivity, 

such as Strombolian- or Hawaiian-style eruptions, or the effusion of lavas 

(Thorarinsson et al. 1964; Walker 1973; Kokelaar & Durant 1983; White & 

Houghton 2000; Sorrentino et al. 2010; Vaughan & Webley 2010; Gjerløw et al. 

2015). However, deposits of highly explosive basaltic eruptions, including 

Plinian-styles, are becoming more commonly recognised (Walker et al. 1984; 

Hanson & Elliot 1996; Houghton et al. 2004; White et al. 2004; Gurenko et al. 

2005; Carey et al. 2007; Kutterolf et al. 2007; Houghton & Gonnermann 2008; 

Costantini et al. 2009; Pérez et al. 2009; Costantini et al. 2010; Goepfert & 

Gardner 2010; Freda et al. 2011; Brand & Clarke 2012; Oddsson et al. 2012; 

Szramek 2016). The conditions required to cause a basaltic magma to erupt 

explosively in this way are not fully understood, although, a growing quantity of 

research is being conducted (e.g. Wilson & Head 1981; Head & Wilson 1989; 

Zimanowski et al. 1997; Houghton et al. 1999; Houghton et al. 2004; Parfitt 

2004; Gurenko et al. 2005; Houghton & Gonnermann 2008; Dellino et al. 2012; 

Graettinger et al. 2013; Pompilio et al. 2017). Explosive magma-water 

interactions may be one mechanism for the increased explosivity of these 

eruptions (Clarke et al. 2009; Dellino et al. 2012). Hydrovolcanic eruptions occur 

when a magmatic eruption, influenced by the expansion and release of volatiles, 

interacts with an external source of water (Sheridan & Wohletz 1983). These 

interactions can occur in any setting regardless of magma composition, and may 

involve magma interacting with groundwater, crater lake water, ice, infiltrating 

rainwater, or ocean water (e.g. Sohn et al. 2008). Hydrovolcanism may also 

occur where lava interacts with surface water, for example, in the formation of 

rootless cones (Hamilton et al. 2010; Reynolds et al. 2015). Hydrovolcanic 

eruptions involve the rapid transfer of heat from magma to water, which leads 

to further fragmentation of the magma (Walker 1981; Sheridan & Wohletz 1983; 

Németh & Cronin 2009; Houghton et al. 2011; Dellino et al. 2012). Therefore, 

hydrovolcanic eruptions are often more explosive than purely ‘dry’ magmatic 

eruptions, and therefore produce finer-grained deposits (Wohletz 1983; Dellino 

et al. 2012). Explosions during a hydovolcanic eruption can produce shock waves 

that resonate in a vent and further enhance the fragmentation of the magma 

and clasts (Wohletz 1983).  
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Several authors regard hydrovolcanic eruptions as being like the fuel-coolant 

interactions observed in the metals industry, where the magma is the fuel and 

water is the coolant (Sheridan & Wohletz 1983; Wohletz 1983; White 1996; 

Trigila et al. 2007). These interactions are considered to involve: 1) Initial 

contact of water with magma that produces a vapour film which prevents the 

two phases from mixing (Figure 1-1a; Starostin et al. 2005). 2) Collapse of the 

vapour film between the water and magma allowing rapid mixing and 

fragmentation of the melt (Figure 1-1b-c; Sheridan & Wohletz 1983; Trigila et al. 

2007). 3) Water flashes to steam during rapid heat transfer allowing rapid 

explosive expansion of the system (Figure 1-1d; Sheridan & Wohletz 1983; Trigila 

et al. 2007). This process can become self-sustaining until either the magma 

(fuel) or the water (coolant) runs out (Kokelaar 1983; Sheridan & Wohletz 1983; 

White 1996; Starostin et al. 2005; Trigila et al. 2007). Kokelaar (1983) suggests 

that explosive hydrovolcanic eruptions will only be sustained by active injections 

of magma into water and that expansion and explosion is therefore not self-

sustaining. Some authors suggest that these fuel-coolant interactions are 

essential for hydrovolcanic eruptions (e.g. Starsotin et al. 2005), whereas others 

suggest that this is important but not essential (e.g. Kokelaar 1983; White 1996).  



 Chapter 1:Introduction
  36 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer  April 2018 

 

Figure 1-1 Suggested stages of explosive magma-water interaction within a layered 
medium. A) Formation of a vapour film at the magma-water contact. B) Increased pulsating 
produces a high-pressure steam. C) Large-scale magma-water interaction leads to 
explosion (D) (After Sheridan & Wohletz 1983).  

There may be issues in applying the fuel-coolant interaction model to a real 

volcanic system (Kokelaar 1983; White 1996). For example, the model uses pure 

water, but in a volcanic setting an impure water or sediment-laden water is 

likely to be present therefore affecting the efficiency of the fuel-coolant 

interaction model (Kokelaar 1983; White 1996). This is because magma 

interaction with impure sediment-laden water can increase the efficiency of 

mixing, leading to greater interaction between the two phases (White 1996). The 

vent environment alone can affect fragmentation and explosiveness during these 

interactions (White 1996). 

Observations of modern explosive hydrovolcanic eruptions show that explosions 

are periodic and pulsatory, with explosions occurring directly after magma-water 

contact or mixing (Shridan & Wohletz 1983). Observations show that the amount 

of water and apparent depth of explosions appear to affect the behaviour of the 

ejected pyroclasts the most (Sheridan & Wohletz 1983). Although, not all 
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magma-water interactions result in explosive activity, for example, too little 

water will have no effect, and too much water will inhibit explosive activity 

(Starostin et al. 2005). Experiments have shown that the optimum water:magma 

ratio for a basaltic magma is 1:3, resulting in the most explosive hydrovolcanic 

eruptions (Sheridan & Wohletz 1983). Additionally, the ejection of hydrovolcanic 

tephra above a vent would require explosive magma-water interactions to occur 

at shallow enough depths to eject material out of the vent (Valentine et al. 

2014). It is not clear how a change in magma composition, volatile content or 

temperature of the magma and water would affect the explosivity of magma-

water interactions.  

Hydrovolcanic eruptions produce water, steam, brecciated country-rock (i.e. 

accidental lithics) and juvenile tephra (glassy pyroclasts, crystalline material 

and crystals). According to Wohletz (1983) hydrovolcanic eruptions produce five 

dominant pyroclast morphologies: 1) blocky equant clasts produced by brittle 

fragmentation and quenching, 2) vesicular irregular-shaped clasts with smooth 

surfaces formed by turbulent mixing with water before quenching, with smooth 

surfaces controlled by vesicle walls, 3) convoluted and moss-like clasts with 

highly irregular surfaces formed by agglutination of very fine clasts, 4) spherical 

or drop-like clasts which have more fluidal shapes that are commonly 

agglutinated together or attached to larger clasts, and 5) plate-like clasts which 

are typical of phreato-Plinian eruptions and consist of shattered vesicle walls 

which interacted with water. Blocky equant clasts are found in coarse-grained 

hydrovolcanic ash, and moss-like, convoluted, spherical, drop-like and plate-like 

clasts are all found in the fine-grained hydrovolcanic ash (Wohletz 1983). In 

contrast, purely magmatic tephra will contain more fluidal, spherical and drop-

like shaped clasts that are less fragmented than clasts produced by 

hydrovolcanism (Clarke et al. 2009). All hydrovolcanic clasts may be coated in 

vesiculated glass or contain micro-fractures (Sheridan & Wohletz 1983), and are 

more likely to be coated in alteration minerals, secondary mineral overgrowths 

and have infilled vesicles than magmatic clasts due to the involvement of water 

(Sheridan & Wohletz 1983; Clarke et al. 2009). In the present research pyroclast 

shapes have been divided into four main types (Figure 1-2); blocky, bubble-wall, 

irregular and rod-like. Clasts produced by hydrovolcanic eruptions may undergo 

abrasion during transport, prior to or after their initial deposition, and evidence 
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of this will be recorded by the shape and features of the clasts (Sheridan & 

Wohletz 1983). For example, clasts may have edge modifications such as 

grooves, scratches and fractures, and may be adhered to other particles 

(Sheridan & Wohletz 1983). 

 

Figure 1-2 Pyroclast morphologies used in this research and their interpreted modes of 
formation.  Blocky pyroclasts are considered to be formed by high levels of fragmentation 
and will be most common in very fin-ash deposits regardless of magmatic or hyrovoclanic 
processes. Bubble-wall pyroclasts are evidence of magmatic fragmentation of magma via 
the expansion of bubbles; these may fragment a magma forming bubble-wall pyroclasts 
with pointed edges, however, additional fragmentation of these clasts via quenching in a 
hydrovolcanic plume could allow brittle fragmentation of these. Irregular pyroclasts retain 
some fluidal morphology and may be evidence for magmatic fragmentation with slower 
cooling of the pyroclasts allowing them to fluidally deform within the ash plume prior to 
deposition. Rod-like pyrolcasts may be formed in highly-explosive magmatic eruption in 
which bubbles within the magma are stretched into tubes and the surrounding magma 
fragments into rod-like glass fragments. Alternatively, rod-like pyrolcasts may be evidence 
of the involvement of water within the vent at the time of eruption (Graettinger et al. 2013).   

Hydrovolcanic deposits have commonly been interpreted based on their content 

of accidental lithics (e.g. Sheridan & Wohletz 1983; Ross et al. 2005; Clarke et 

al. 2009; Németh & Cronin 2009; Valentine et al. 2014). This clast-type is 

created when explosions occur within the vent and fragments of pre-existing 

rock (accidental lithics) become incorporated into an eruption plume and its 

deposits (e.g. Németh & Cronin 2009; Valentine et al. 2014). Hydrovolcanic 

deposits can contain a high proportion of accidental lithics, particularly if the 
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eruption involves interaction with groundwater (e.g. Valentine et al. 2014). 

However, accidental lithics are not always present in hydrovolcanic deposits, for 

example, they are less likely to be found in Surtseyan eruptions that occur 

where a volcanic island emerges from a body of water, with explosions that 

occur at a shallow level within the conduit that is not necessarily surrounded by 

country-rock (e.g. Kokelaar 1983; Sheridan & Wohletz 1983). 

Hydrovolcanic ashes can have a wide dispersal, especially those produced by 

phreato-Plinian eruptions (Sheridan & Wohletz 1983) as the steam in 

hydrovolcanic plumes lofts particles to greater heights than in ‘dry’ purely 

magmatic eruption plumes (Dellino et al. 2012; Oddsson et al. 2012).  

Literature on the deposits of hydrovolcanic eruptions is mostly concerned with 

proximal tephra deposits, with no analysis of truly distal fine-grained (ash) 

material. Analysis of basaltic ash in this thesis will provide additional evidence 

of highly explosive basaltic eruptions and an interpretation of the mechanisms of 

these based on the characterisation and interpretation of distal ash deposits.  

1.2 Research aims and objectives 

In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the features of volcanic ash 

and the processes by which it forms, the following research objectives have 

been set: 

a) To assess the characteristics of ash produced by a range of eruption-types 

and styles, and deposited in a range of environments, by interpretation of 

deposit characteristics on a bed- to grain-scale.  

b) To determine the differences between pyroclastic and volcaniclastic 

features of fine-ash that could allow the discrimination of eruption versus 

reworking processes.  

c) To detail the features of distal ash deposits of highly-explosive basaltic 

eruptions, and relate these to potential mechanisms that led to the 

highly-explosive eruption of basaltic magma. Here, a particular focus is on 
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basaltic volcanism associated with the early sea-floor spreading events 

during formation of the Palaeogene North Atlantic Igneous Province. 

d) To assess the pyroclastic, volcaniclastic and siliciclastic deposition 

associated with the non-lava stratigraphy of flood basalt provinces, within 

and beyond the province. Here, a particular focus is on the non-lava 

stratigraphy of the Miocene Columbia River Flood Basalt Province, USA, 

and the Palaeogene North Atlantic Igneous Province. 

1.3 Methods 

1.3.1 Field work and core-store data collection 

The Balder Formation of the North Sea and Faroe-Shetland Basin was initially the 

focus of this research, therefore the additional field areas were chosen based on 

their likely comparison to parts of the North Atlantic Igneous Province to allow a 

comprehensive interpretation of the Balder Formation and its tuffs. 

• The Saksunarvatn Ash, Iceland, was chosen as a possible analogue for fine-

ash produced in hydrovolcanic basaltic eruptions that are relatively fresh. 

• The Harwich Formation of SE England was chosen as it represents an 

onshore exposure of the offshore Balder Formation, and extends the study 

area of the Balder Formation tuffs.  

• The Ellensburg Formation, USA, was chosen for its well-exposed non-lava 

stratigraphy within a flood basalt province, allowing a greater 

understanding of sedimentary and volcanic processes. 

Core of the Balder Formation was chosen based on references in the literature, 

and availability of core held by the British Geological Society and Norwegian 

Petroleum Directorate. Additional core was viewed but was too badly damaged 

to allow comprehensive study of the formation to be made (e.g. the type section 

in core of Norwegian well 25/11-1).  
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In the field, localities were chosen based on the ease of access and the quality 

of the exposure. Lithologic logging of exposures, and core, was carried out, in 

addition to sampling. Logging of the core was conducted on a mm-scale and a 

mm- to cm-scale in the field. Samples were taken systematically with an aim to 

characterise all the rock-types. Sampling of core typically involved a limit on the 

number and size of samples that could be retrieved; samples were therefore 

taken of each lithology and of tuffs that were most likely to remain intact during 

any subsequent sample preparation.  

1.3.2 Petrography 

Polished thin-sections were produced at the University of Glasgow, and ALS 

Petrography. Thin-section preparation of core samples involved kerosene as the 

rocks swelled when in contact with water. Many samples were impregnated with 

a blue-dyed resin, as is standard for samples used in the hydrocarbon industry, 

to assess porosity and permeability. Key samples from the Ellensburg Formation 

were thin-sectioned at the University of Durham but many were not labelled 

properly or sectioned to a high enough standard to allow analysis to be 

conducted. 

Polished grain-mounts of unconsolidated samples were produced by myself at 

the University of Glasgow by gently mixing loose grains into a layer of epoxy 

resin on a glass slide. Once set, the surfaces of these samples were ground down 

until an even surface was formed and then polished with a 1200, 2500 and 4000 

grit silicon carbide paper. Further polishing was carried out with 1 µm and 0.3 

µm aluminium oxide on a Kemet polishing machine. Samples were cleaned with 

distilled water and placed in an ultrasonic bath between polishing stages. 

Finally, the polished samples were coated in colloidal silica to remove any 

subsurface damage and allow clearer imaging using a Scanning Electron 

Microscope (SEM).  

Optical microscopy was initially carried out on thin-sections using plane-

polarised, cross-polarised and reflected light. Thin-sections and grain-mounts 

were analysed using a Zeiss Scanning Electron Microscope (SEM) at the University 

of Glasgow for more detailed analysis of clast shapes and the general 
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characteristics of the samples. All samples were carbon-coated in preparation 

for high-vacuum SEM analysis. Back-scatter (AsB) images were collected and 

Oxford software was used to provide basic chemical spectral analysis of the 

composition of minerals.  

1.3.3 Image analysis 

8-bit AsB SEM images were analysed using open source ImageJ software to obtain 

quantifiable data on various characteristics of the samples using image analysis 

based on the combined methods of Lewis et al. (2010), Ferriera & Rasband 

(2012), Jutzeler et al. (2012), and Heilbronner & Barrett (2014). This produced 

results regarding the grain-size distribution of the deposits, as well as more 

detailed characteristics of volcanic grains, including vesicle density and the 

abundance of pyroclasts of varying chemical composition. Data can be found in 

the digital appendices (Index of digital appendices p601). 

When obtaining general grain data for the deposits, thresholding was applied to 

the 8-bit images to allow easier distinction of grains (Figure 1-3). Once 

thresholding was complete (Figure 1-3b), a median filter was used to reduce the 

noise of the image (Figure 1-3c). Following this, the application of a ‘watershed’ 

allowed for grains to be automatically separated where they were touching, to 

allow analysis of individual grains (Figure 1-3d). The process of applying the 

watershed to separate grains led to some errors that were then manually 

corrected by comparing the new image (Figure 1-3d) to the original SEM image 

(Figure 1-3a). Once grain data were calculated using ImageJ, they were copied 

into an excel spreadsheet in preparation for data analysis. 
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Figure 1-3 Methods adopted for the preparation of an AsB SEM image for the collection of 
grain data using ImageJ. A) Original AsB SEM image from sample ICE_09A: the first task in 
image pre-processing is to apply an appropriate scale so that data will remain true to the 
scale of the original image; the original scale bar is then cropped to eliminate errors in the 
data set when particle analysis is carried out. B) Thresholding. C) Application of a median 
filter to reduce noise and artefacts within the processed image. D) Watershed is then 
applied to separate touching grains; some errors are made by the programme but can then 
be corrected manually. 
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Look-up tables (LUTs) were used in ImageJ to modify the 8-bit AsB grey-scale 

images into pseudo-colour images (Figure 1-4b). The ‘Jet’ LUT was used, as this 

provided the best means of identifying and separating grains of different 

chemical composition (Figure 1-4b). The colours applied by the LUT are directly 

related to the original grey-scale values of the image (Heilbronner & Barrett 

2014), and are therefore a direct representation of the original data. Application 

of an LUT allowed the original data within the images to be preserved. Grey-

scale values could then be applied to separate grains of different types based on 

their chemical composition and the grouping of different grain-types based on 

the Jet LUT (Figure 1-4c-f). Grain separation was carried out using thresholding 

(described above).  

Grain-size data (Appendix 2) were produced for individual grains separated in 

thresholded SEM AsB images. ImageJ was used to collect data on the feret 

diameter, which represents a value for the ‘longest distance between any two 

points’ along the grain-boundary (Ferreira & Rasband 2012). Grain-sizes were 

separated based on Wentworth (1922) grain-size values and nomenclature (Table 

1-1). A percentage of each grain-size group was calculated and the results were 

used to create a grain-size distribution curve and grain-size charts.  
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Figure 1-4 ImageJ methods used to separate grains of different composition. A) Original 8-
bit AsB SEM image from sample ICE_09A, B) Application of the Jet LUT in ImageJ adds 
pseudo colour to the original 8-bit image; the colours are applied based on the original 
grey-scale values (0-255). In the original SEM image the grey-scale values (0-255) reflect 
differences in the composition of the grains, therefore the pseudo colours applied by the 
LUT reflect the same information but in a more visual format. C-F) Results of thresholding 
the Jet LUT image to separate grains of different composition within varying grey-scale 
value ranges 57-164, 135-192, 174-255 and clasts that have been identified as aggregates 
based on observations of the general characteristics of clasts. 

Image analysis was applied to vesicular pyroclasts to calculate their vesicle 

densities. This was carried out by calculating the total area of the grain, with 

and without voids (vesicles). The results were copied from ImageJ into Excel and 
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used to determine the percentage of vesicles in each of the pyroclasts (Equation 

1). 

Equation 1 

 

Colour photo-micrograph images were used to calculate the porosity of thin-

section samples that have a blue resin (Figure 1-5; Grove & Jerram 2011). Red-

Green-Blue (RGB) colour images were collected from optical photo-microscopy 

then imported into ImageJ (Figure 1-5a). Firstly, the colour channels were split 

to create a grey-scale image representing the red, green and blue colour 

channels of the image (Figure 1-5b). The red channel separated the grains from 

the pore space with the most confidence; this channel was used for further 

analysis and the green and blue channels were ignored. Thresholding was applied 

to the red channel to separate the grains from the pore space (Figure 1-5c). The 

area occupied by the grains was calculated then subtracted from the total area 

of the image to give the area occupied by pore-space. This could then be 

converted to give the percentage of grains and the percentage of pore space in 

each image. This method was repeated for images of the same magnification 

then all data was averaged to provide the mean percentage porosity for the 

sample. Measurements could be made on a pixel area rather than a scaled image 

as this would not affect the result as a percentage.  
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Figure 1-5 Methods used for calculating the percentage porosity of a sandstone using 
ImageJ. A) Original RGB full colour image, B) Original image split into separate red, green 
and blue colour channels which are portrayed as 8-bit grey-scale images, C) Grains are 
separated from the pore-space by thresholding the red channel, this image is then ready for 
analysis of the particles.  

Manual point-count was carried out to obtain data on the number frequency of 

different grain-types. A 10 x 10 grid was applied to 8-bit SEM images and the 

grain-type manually recorded at each intersection of the grid; this method was 

repeated until at least 100 grains had been counted for each sample. Areas 

where the grid intersected empty space were not counted. The grain-count of 

each grain type (pyroclast, crystalline igneous, crystals, granular lithics, 

aggregates) was then input into excel to allow graphs to be made for the 

comparison of data. This method was also used to calculate the number 

frequency of different pyroclast shapes within pyroclast-bearing samples 

(blocky, bubble-wall, irregular and rod-like).  

Additional methods are outlined with their results in the relevant chapters.  
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1.4 Thesis outline 

The outline of this thesis will be detailed here for each chapter; supplementary 

material is provided in the appendix and referred to where relevant. Each of the 

case-studies (chapters 2 – 5) have been written to stand alone, and therefore 

each contain an introduction, geological history, results, discussion and 

conclusions.  

Chapter 2: a field and petrological study of the Saksunarvatn Ash, a series of 

basaltic hydrovolcanic ashes deposited from Holocene eruptions of Grímsvötn 

Volcano, Iceland. This chapter introduces explosive basaltic volcanism 

associated with hydrovolcanic eruptions, and the characteristics of pyroclastic 

and volcaniclastic ash. This work provides the basis for the further development 

and characterisation of pyroclastic and volcaniclastic features and their relation 

to eruption processes and reworking, in the following chapters. 

Chapters 3-5 all refer to deposits of Early Eocene volcanism associated with 

formation of the North Atlantic Igneous Province and the onset of sea-floor 

spreading. Figure 1-6 is relevant for all of these chapters and is provided hear as 

a general reference for the ages of various tectonic and magmatic phases later 

referred to.  
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Chapter 3: a core and petrological study of the Early Eocene Balder Formation of 

the North Sea Basin. This formation contains hundreds of basaltic tuffs that are 

associated with large-scale explosive volcanism during the formation of the 

North Atlantic Igneous Province. The tuffs provide details of the morphological 

features of pyroclastic and volcaniclastic ash deposited in a marine environment, 

and also shows how these deposits can be affected by alteration within the 

marine realm.  

Chapter 4: a seismic and wire-line interpretation of the Balder Formation of UK 

Continental Shelf Quad 204 in the Faroe-Shetland Basin. No core of the Balder 

Formation is available in this part of the Faroe-Shetland Basin so all 

interpretations of the lithology of the Balder Formation and its pyroclastic and 

volcaniclastic content must be interpreted from offshore data. This chapter 

provides an additional case-study for improving our understanding of the nature 

of the Early Eocene Balder Formation. 

Chapter 5: a field and petrographical study of the Wrabness Member of the 

Harwich Formation of SE England. These rocks were deposited in the North Sea 

Basin during the Early Eocene: they are a stratigraphic equivalent of the Balder 

Formation exposed on-land. This chapter extends the data-set for the Early 

Eocene ashes associated with opening of the NE Atlantic Ocean, and provides 

data on distal ash deposition within a shallow marine environment.  

Chapter 6: a field and petrographical study of the Ellensburg Formation; the 

siliciclastic, pyroclastic and volcaniclastic rocks interbedded with the basaltic 

lavas of the Miocene Columbia River Flood Basalt Province, USA. This case-study 

investigates the controls on sedimentation during formation of a flood basalt 

province on land, with a particular focus on the distribution and preservation of 

distal ash deposits from explosive silicic eruptions. This chapter compliments the 

basaltic offshore data-set of the North Sea Basin (Chapter 3), Faore-Shetland 

Basin (Chapter 4) and E. Anglia (Chapter 5), by providing data of pyroclastic and 

volcaniclastic processes in a different environmental setting.  

Chapter 6: a discussion of the main findings of the field, core and petrographical 

studies related to the interpretation of ash morphologies used to interpret 



 Chapter 1:Introduction
  51 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer  April 2018 

eruption processes, and to distinguish between pyroclastic and volcaniclastic ash 

deposited in distal locations. The main conclusions of the thesis will be given in 

this final chapter.  
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Chapter 2: The Saksunarvatn Ash, Iceland 

2.1 Introduction 

The Saksunarvatn Ash (SA), of tholeiitic basalt composition, was erupted from 

the Grímsvötn Volcano (GV) in Iceland (Figure 2-1), in the Early Holocene, ~10.3 

ka BP (Andrews et al. 2002; Jennings et al. 2002; Gudmundsdóttir et al. 2011; 

Thornalley et al. 2011; Bramham-Law et al. 2013; Lind et al. 2013; Lohne et al. 

2013; Jennings et al. 2014; Neave et al. 2015). The products of this eruption are 

found as primary pyroclastic and reworked volcaniclastic deposits, onshore and 

offshore Iceland. These deposits may represent a suitable analogue for the 

identification and understanding of the source and depositional history of Early 

Eocene basaltic pyroclasts found within the Balder Formation of the North Sea 

and Faroe Shetland Basins (NSB and FSB, respectively) (see Chapter 3:). 

 

Figure 2-1 Map of Iceland showing the location of field sites mentioned in this study and the 
source volcano, Grímsvötn Volcano, beneath Vatnajökull (adapted from Google Earth 2016). 
The active volcano-tectonic regions of Iceland are also shown in yellow (Homuth et al. 
2010). 

The term ‘tephra’, used herein, includes all the material that is expelled during 

a volcanic eruption (e.g. Brendryen et al. 2010). Primary pyroclastic deposits are 
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produced from direct fall-out deposition (of tephra) from an eruption, and can 

form chronostratigraphical marker units across large areas and throughout a 

range of depositional environments (e.g. Boygle 2004; Brendryen et al. 2010; 

Gudmundsdóttir et al. 2011; Lind et al. 2013; Neave et al. 2015).  

Tephra can easily become remobilised and re-deposited (e.g. Brendryen et al. 

2010), for example by wind, water or ice, leading to the formation of reworked 

deposits which should be treated as sediments and explained in terms of 

sedimentary processes, and referred to as volcaniclastic deposits (e.g. Fisher 

1961; Fisher 1984; Suthren 1985; Smith 1986; Waitt 2007; White & Houghton 

2006, 2007; Frolova 2008; Manville et al. 2009; Doronzo & Dellino 2013; 

Schindlbeck et al. 2013). It is therefore important to study the volcanic deposits 

of one eruptive event, throughout a variety of environmental settings, to gain a 

better understanding of the characteristics of primary pyroclastic and 

volcaniclastic deposits (e.g. Gudmundsdóttir et al. 2011). Deposits of the SA can 

be found preserved in a range of environments including fluvial, lacustrine and 

marine (e.g. Mangerud et al. 1986; Sjøholm et al. 1991; Merkt et al. 1993; 

Andrews et al. 2002; Wallrabe-Adams & Lackscewitz 2003; Larsen & Eiríksson 

2008; Gudmundsdóttir et al. 2011; Thornalley et al. 2011; Bramham-Law et al. 

2013; Lind et al. 2013; Lohne et al. 2013, 2014; Thordarson 2014; Neave et al. 

2015), as well as ice-core from the Greenland Ice Sheet (e.g. Grönvold et al. 

1995; Jennings et al. 2002; Mortensen et al. 2005; Lind et al. 2013; Jennings et 

al. 2014). Onshore, these deposits are commonly easily accessible, so provide 

ample means for the study and comparison of this material between locations.  

Volcanic deposits are most likely to be preserved in lacustrine or marine 

environments (Larsen & Eiríksson 2008), with a lack of preservation in terrestrial 

sequences. Therefore, deposits of the SA are characteristically incomplete or 

patchy (e.g. Bramham-Law et al. 2013; Lind et al. 2013).  

In this chapter the geological history of the SA will be reviewed, followed by 

details of the aims of the current study undertaken. The methods of data 

collection, preparation and analysis will then be given, followed by the results of 

this investigation. Discussion and interpretation of the results will be presented 

followed by the conclusions of this study.  
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2.2 Geological history 

The SA was deposited by multiple eruptive episodes of GV, around 10.3 ka BP 

(Table 2-1), which lies within the Eastern Volcanic Zone (EVZ) of Iceland, and 

forms an important stratigraphic marker in the North Atlantic (Andrews et al. 

2002; Jennings et al. 2002; Larsen & Eiríksson 2008; Lind et al. 2013; Jennings et 

al. 2014; Neave et al. 2015). At least three eruptions that occurred over an 

interval of ca. 500 (Jennings et al. 2013; Lind et al. 2013) to 150 years (Larsen & 

Eríksson 2008) were likely responsible for deposition of the SA.  

 

Table 2-1 Published ages of the Saksunarvatn Ash.   

Ash from these eruptions was deposited across Iceland, Eastern Greenland, the 

SE Greenland shelf, and southwards across NW Europe as far as northern 

Germany (Figure 2-2; Grönvold et al. 1995; Andrews et al. 2002; Jennings et al. 

2002; Mortensen et al. 2005; Gudmunsdóttir et al. 2011; Thornalley et al. 2011; 

Bramham-Law et al. 2013; Lohne et al. 2013; Neave et al. 2015), and Central 

Norway (Lind et al. 2013). This ash has also been referred to as the Skagi tephra 

by some authors (e.g. Larsen & Eiríksson 2008; Fig 1), due to its identification in 

the Skagi Peninsula to the east of the Iceland Northwest Peninsula (NWP; Figure 

2-1; Andrews et al. 2002).  
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Figure 2-2 Distribution of the SA from Grímsvötn Volcano in Iceland with additional 
information for locations where the SA has been identified in the literature (Bramham-Law et 
al. 2013; Neave et al. 2015). The additional information shows the locality name, thickness of 
the SA unit, type of deposit, and the reference for the information. The thickest deposits (2-
50 cm) are found in Iceland, with thinner deposits in the Greenland ice core (GRIP) (1 mm) 
and northern Germany. 

 The type locality of the SA lies in Lake Saksunarvatn in the Faroe Islands 

(Mangerud et al. 1986; Andrews et al. 2002; Neave et al. 2015). Compositional 

data show that the source of this tephra was the GV in Iceland (Figure 2-1; e.g. 

Mortensen et al. 2005; Jennings et al. 2014; Neave et al. 2015). At the type 

locality the deposit has a thickness of 5 - 10 mm (Figure 2-2; Neave et al. 2015). 

In a more proximal location in Lake Torfadlasvatn, Iceland, deposits reach a 

thickness of 22 cm (Figure 2-2; Grönvold et al. 1995). Corresponding deposits 

with an age of ca. 10.347 Ka have been identified within the NGRIP Greenland 
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ice cores (Table 2-1), where the deposits are 1 mm thick, with a maximum grain-

size of 125 μm, silt/ash, (Figure 2-2; Grönvold et al. 2002; Jennings et al. 2002; 

Mortensen et al. 2005; Jennings et al. 2014). The shards identified within the 

NGRIP core are brown and have cuspate, blocky and vesicular ash morphologies, 

and may have been deposited as primary air-fall ash (Mortensen et al. 2005). In 

general, all of the tephra deposits have a grain-size <250 μm, reaching a grain-

size of medium-sand (ash) within the Seltjörn peat section to the west of 

Grímsvötn (Figure 2-2; Andrews et al. 2002).  The coarser grain-size of the SA, 

distally, within the Greenland ice cores, suggests that this tephra was deposited 

from plumes that were blown to the west and north-west (Jennings et al. 2002; 

Jennings et al. 2014). This is in contrast with most atmospheric wind-direction 

models for this area during the Holocene, which imply that atmospheric wind 

directions would not have blown plumes to the west or north very often (e.g. 

Jennings et al. 2014). However, prevailing westerly winds could have 

transported tephra to the east and north at heights below 15 km (Jennings et al. 

2002), which could suggest that the eruption plume responsible for dispersing 

this tephra reached at least 15 km in height. Multiple eruptions may have had 

varying dispersal axes; for example, it has been suggested that some eruptive 

episodes of GV dispersed ash to the north-west, reaching Greenland, and later 

eruptions dispersed ash to the south-east (Bramham-Law et al. 2013). Debate 

has occurred over the locations of the SA, Bramham-Law et al. (2013), suggest 

that only ash deposited in to the south-east should be referred to as the SA, and 

that ash deposited to the north-west should not. A greater abundance of 

coarser-grained ash deposited at distal locations can also be caused by the 

premature removal of fine-ash in proximal areas due to ash aggregation (Carey & 

Sigurdsson 1982; Durant et al. 2009; Taddeucci et al. 2011; Brown et al. 2012; 

Van Eaton et al. 2012; Mueller et al. 2016). Aggregation removes fine-ash from 

an eruption cloud by causing the fine-grains to coalesce and form a coarser, 

more-dense grain of aggregated finer-grained material (James et al. 2003; 

Scolamacchia et al. 2005; Taddeucci et al. 2011; Brown et al. 2012; Van Eaton et 

al. 2012; Mueller et al. 2016).  

The eruptive activity of GV ca. 10.3 ka BP was explosive (e.g. Jennings et al. 

2002; Johannsdottir et al. 2004;  Larsen & Eiríksson 2008; Thordarson & 

Höskuldsson 2008; Bramham-Law et al. 2013; Jennings et al. 2014; Thordarson 



 Chapter 2:The Saksunarvatn Ash, Iceland
  57 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer  April 2018 

2014), and likely involved phases of hydrovolcanic activity, including phases of 

phreato-Plinian style eruption, caused by the interaction of erupting magma and 

glacial water/ice (e.g. Johannsdottir et al. 2004; Larsen & Eiríksson 2008; 

Thordarson & Höskuldsson 2008; Neave et al. 2015). This interpretation can be 

supported by the ‘presence of blocky and modestly vesiculated sideromelane 

glass’ within the deposits (Mortensen et al. 2005; Neave et al. 2015)  

A large volume of tephra was erupted during this event (Larsen & Eiríksson 2008; 

Neave et al. 2015), allowing widespread distribution of pyroclasts into many 

onshore and offshore environments, including lacustrine and marine 

environments (e.g. Grönvold et al. 1995; Andrews et al. 2002; Jennings et al. 

2002; Larsen & Eiríksson 2008; Lind et al. 2013; Jennings et al. 2014; Neave et 

al. 2015). It is possible that the widespread distribution of the SA within the 

North Atlantic Ocean was enhanced by tephra deposition from ice rafting 

(Jennings et al. 2002).  

Highly explosive hydrovolcanic eruptions are common in Iceland due to the 

presence of ice, glaciers and a high water table (Larsen & Eiríksson 2008). Large-

scale eruptions of GV and formation of the SA during the early Holocene 

coincided with deglacial unloading of the Icelandic mainland (Thordarson 2014), 

which led to an increased abundance of volcanic activity in the region (Jennings 

et al. 2002; Thornalley et al. 2011). 

The composition of the magma identified from the study of melt inclusions 

within plagioclase of the SA show that the original magma was very primitive 

(Thordarson 2014; Neave et al. 2015). Primitive melts like this are considered to 

be somewhat rare within the EVZ and have a high MgO content >7 wt % (Neave et 

al. 2015). In general, the composition of the tephra is homogenous, which allows 

for correlations to be made between sites (Andrews et al. 2002; Johannsdottir et 

al. 2004; Jennings et al. 2014; Thordarson 2014; Neave et al. 2015). This magma 

composition may be similar to that of the tephra preserved in the Early Eocene 

Balder Formation of the NSB and FSB (Pedersen et al. 1975; Knoc & Morton 1988; 

Roberts et al. 1984; Morton & Knox 1990; Waagstein & Heilmann-Clausen 1995; 

Haaland et al. 2000; Larsen et al. 2003; Brooks 2006; see Chapter 3:). 
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Originally, the SA was thought to have been deposited over a large area by a 

single eruption (Lind et al. 2013; Lohne et al. 2013; Jennings et al. 2014). 

However, dating and identification of corresponding deposits, based on 

geochemistry (Figure 2-3), in an increasing number of localities, suggests that 

the tephra were more likely deposited from multiple eruptive episodes (Larsen & 

Eiríksson 2008; Lind et al. 2013; Lohne et al. 2013; Jennings et al. 2014; Neave 

et al. 2015). These eruptive events occurred between 10.5 – 9.9 ka (Lind et al. 

2013; Jennings et al. 2014; Neave et al. 2015). All of these deposits have the 

same chemical composition, suggesting that the ash came from one source, 

however, the SA was not deposited from an individual eruptive event but instead 

represents a series of eruptive and depositional phases (e.g. Jennings et al. 

2014; Neave et al. 2015).  

 

Figure 2-3 Comparison of the chemical composition of the SA from various localities (from 
Bramham-Law et al. 2013). GRIP data from the Greenland ice core (Grönvold et al. 1995), 
LINK 12: 185 data collected from core retrieved from the Faroe Shelf (Rasmussen et al. 
2011). The data show that the Saksunarvatn Ash has a basaltic composition. 

The SA can be identified within some North Atlantic Ocean marine cores drilled 

on the South Iceland Rise, where it is represented by an increase in the 

abundance of basaltic material (Andrews et al. 2002; Jennings et al. 2002; 

Thornalley et al. 2011). In these cores the rock comprises a black silty layer, 1-2 
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cm thick, with a sharp base (Thornalley et al. 2011). Within these marine 

deposits the individual grains of tephra are pale brown and contain abundant 

vesicles (Thornalley et al. 2011). The SA can also be identified where there is a 

reduction in the magnetic susceptibility of the material (Andrews et al. 2002), 

the tephra can also be identified regionally in seismic data, where it creates a 

strong sub-bottom reflector (Figure 2-4; Andrews et al. 2002).  

 

Figure 2-4 Seismic profiles from offshore Iceland showing the SA reflector which produces 
a recognisable hard kick in the seismic response (from Andrews et al. 2002). 



 Chapter 2:The Saksunarvatn Ash, Iceland
  60 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer  April 2018 

2.3 Aims and objectives 

The main aim of this investigation is to assess the SA deposits of the GV in terms 

of their eruption and depositional history. It is important to identify features of 

the basaltic pyroclasts of the SA to see whether there are characteristics that 

can be used to identify the nature of the eruption source, distance to source, 

together with other volcanic parameters and processes, including 

fragmentation/vesiculation history and eruption dynamics, as well as the 

depositional history and the discrimination between primary air-fall pyroclastic 

and reworked volcaniclastic deposits. This information can be gained from 

unaltered modern deposits exposed onshore in Iceland, and have the potential to 

allow a better understanding of the volcanic material identified within the Early 

Eocene deposits of the Balder Formation of the NSB and FSB (see Chapter 3:), by 

acting as an analogue.  

2.4 Methods 

Fieldwork was conducted for 2 weeks throughout August at several localities as 

found, recommended and shown by T. Thordarson (Table 2-2). The deposits 

visited are all characterised by unlithified material that has undergone a limited 

degree of compaction. The ash was deposited in various shallow sub-aqueous 

settings, including lacustrine and fluvial, which enabled preservation of the 

material. 

 

Table 2-2 Location name and grid reference for each of the field sites used in this study. 
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The morphology of various clasts, glass-shards and other material within each of 

the deposits can provide information about syn- and post-depositional processes 

(e.g. Brookfield 2004). The overall characteristics of a deposit can also provide 

this information, for example, the grain-size, roundness, sorting and the 

presence and nature of any depositional structures (e.g. Brookfield 2004). This 

can help when identifying pyroclastic and volcaniclastic material and 

understanding the depositional history of tephra after it was erupted and 

initially deposited. 

Polished thin-sections impregnated with a blue resin were produced by ALS 

Petrophysics for optical microscopy and Scanning Electron Microscope (SEM) 

analysis (see 1.3 Methods). In addition to this, polished grain-mounts were 

produced, at the University of Glasgow, from loose grains that were collected as 

grab-samples (see 1.3 Methods). Petrographical and SEM analysis were conducted 

to provide information on the composition of the sediments, grain-size 

distributions and grain morphologies. SEM analysis also allowed chemical data to 

be collected for mineral identification and compositional classification of 

pyroclasts. 

Image analysis was conducted on 8-bit backscatter (AsB) SEM images from 

polished thin sections to provide quantitative data regarding the grain-size 

distribution of the deposits, as well as more detailed characteristics of 

pyroclasts, including vesicle density and the abundance of pyroclasts of varying 

chemical composition (see 1.3 Methods).  

2.5 Results 

2.5.1 Field observations 

Several sites to the west of GV were visited (Figure 2-1). At each locality full 

descriptions of the stratigraphy were prepared, along with lithological logs and 

sample collection. Presented below are the field observations for each locality.  



 Chapter 2:The Saksunarvatn Ash, Iceland
  62 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer  April 2018 

2.5.1.1 Búrfellsstöđ, Locality 1a-d 

A partially dry river bed is present to the SE of the Búrfellsstöd hydropower 

plant, below the dammed Bjarnalón to the North of the Búrfell topographic high, 

and accessed off of the main 32 road (Figure 2-5; Figure 2-1). The deposits are 

exposed in metre-high cliffs, and waterfalls within the eroded river bank. To 

access some deposits it was necessary to dig through eroded loose sediment to 

reveal the features investigated in this current study (Figure 2-5, Locality 1a).  

Deposits of the SA can be identified by an abundance of black, vitreous basaltic 

pyroclasts, with lesser amounts of rust-orange crystalline igneous clasts and 

transparent, vitreous fragments of plagioclase (Gudmundsdóttir et al. 2011; 

Thordarson pers. comms. 2015). These features are observed throughout the 

deposits at Búrfellsstöđ within black sands and gravels. 

 

Figure 2-5 Locations of field sites at Búrfellsstöđ (A-D) , located along, a mostly dry, river 
bed below a hydro-electric dam (Google Maps 2017). 
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The pale grey, pumice-rich deposits of Hekla 5 are visible above the sections 

logged in detail at the Búrfellsstöđ (Thordarson pers. comms. 2015). The Hekla 

deposits are characteristically pale grey due to their more silicic composition 

and these can be easily identified in the field between layers of black (basalt-

rich) volcaniclastic sediment.  

Locality 1a: 64o5’57.78”N 19o49’4.69”W 

The deposits at Locality 1a (Figure 2-5), are predominantly composed of fine- to 

medium-sand (125 – 25 μm) with abundant asymmetrical climbing ripples, clay 

drapes, lenses of coarser- or finer-grained sediment and less common beds of 

silt/clay (Figure 2-6). Diffuse parallel stratification may be present in some of 

the thicker units, which otherwise appear to be structureless. 

The asymmetrical climbing ripples within the sequence all appear to climb in the 

same direction and show truncation of their upper surfaces; less commonly an 

additional set of climbing ripple cross-laminae is present above this or an 

interval of coarser-grained, more homogeneous, structureless sand (Figure 2-7). 

These are examples of subcritical climbing ripples which form when the 

accumulation rate of sediment is small in comparison to the rate at which the 

ripple is migrating (Collinson et al. 2006). The apparent orientation of the 

preserved foreset laminae of these ripple structures, as viewed in the field, 

suggest that water flowed towards the east, which is opposite to that seen at 

the present day at this location. Very fine laminations of paler grey clay drape 

the ripples and their foreset beds (Figure 2-7). 
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Figure 2-6 Lithostratigraphy for Locality 1a at Búrfellstöđ (Figure 2-5). The sequence is 
dominated by fine to medium sand, with rare interbeds or drapes of clay and discontinuous 
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lenses of granules. Some areas appear a darker bluish black and are considered to be more 
fresh.  

 

Figure 2-7 Types of ripple structure identified at Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1a. A) Asymmetrical 
subcritical climbing ripples with fine, <1 mm, clay drapes and foreset laminations. All of the 
climbing ripples show the same apparent orientation, implying that the palaeo-flow direction 
was ca. west-to-east. B) Symmetrical dune structure with clay drape laminae. Above this lies 
an erosional surface with a greater abundance of clay (paler grey) with complete ripple-form 
laminae followed by asymmetrical truncated ripple cross-laminations shown by the 
presence of foreset laminae picked out by thin <1 mm drapes of clay. 

Locality 1b: 64o5’55.80”N 19o49’13.90”W 

Below a waterfall at Locality 1b (Figure 2-5), the SA deposit is predominantly 

composed of very coarse sand and gravel with some interbeds of peat and clay. 

Sub-rounded and well-rounded pebbles of black igneous rock are present 

towards the top of the section (Figure 2-8). The sand intervals are structureless, 

with possible diffuse bedding, although this is difficult to identify with certainty. 

Coarser grains are dominantly angular. 
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Figure 2-8 Sedimentary log from Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1b (Figure 2-5). This section is 
dominantly composed of very coarse sand/gravel with interbeds of peat and pebbles 
towards the top of the exposed section. Some areas appear a darker bluish black and are 
considered to be more fresh. 
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Locality 1c: 64o5’58.02”N 19o49’0.57”W 

The exposure at Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1c (Figure 2-5) is composed of silt/fine 

sand, silt and clay (<125 μm) in a generally fining-upwards sequence. All of the 

contacts show loading features such as flames and ball-and-pillow structures 

(Figure 2-9; Figure 2-10), which may have been influenced by post-depositional 

seismic deformation (Figure 2-11). The deposits are moderately- to well-sorted 

with angular to sub-rounded grains observed within sand and gravel beds.  

The upper part of this section is dominated by deformed beds of finer-grained 

sediments (silt and clay), that have irregular fluidal bed boundaries and show 

the mixing of sediment from different intervals. A cross-section of a sediment 

volcano cuts through these deformed sediments (Figure 2-9). The sediment 

volcano has formed by the expulsion of fine-grained sediments, which are no-

longer present within the structure. Any gaps left by the removal of these finer-

grained sediments have been infilled by the upper levels of sediment, which 

have slumped into the structure (Figure 2-9). Deformation within the sediment 

volcano and the surrounding interbedded sediments has removed the original 

features of the sediments, such as the true nature of any bed boundaries.  

 

Figure 2-9 A sediment volcano, showing a high level of deformation  , cuts through less 
deformed fine-grained sediments in the top section of the Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1c exposure. 
The fine-grained sediment appears to have been expelled from the sediment volcano and 
the resultant void infilled by the slumping and mixing of sediment from above. Below the 
sediment volcano (shaded grey) lies an un-deformed gravel bed.  
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Figure 2-10 Sedimentary log from Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1c (Figure 2-5). This section is 
composed of a generally fining-upwards sequence of silt/fine sand to silt then clay. All of 
the contacts between these beds and many of the internal structures of the beds are 
deformed, with fluidal flame features caused by post-depositional seismic deformation. 
Some areas appear a darker bluish black and are considered to be more fresh. 
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The lower parts of this exposure contain diffuse parallel bedding and laminations 

of silt and clay, as well as various types of ripple structures. Critical climbing 

ripples (Figure 2-11a) have formed due to the influence of a unidirectional 

current affecting sediment transport and deposition. Asymmetrical supercritical 

climbing ripples occur at several intervals (Figure 2-11b), indicating a period of 

deposition where a unidirectional current was present but where fine-grained 

sediments were not eroded after their initial deposition. 

 

Figure 2-11 Types of ripple structures identified in the sedimentary deposits at Búrfellsstöđ 
Locality 1c. A) Parallel, thinly bedded silts and fine sand followed by the deposition of 
asymmetrical critical climbing ripples are evidence of deposition in a fluvial environment 
(e.g. Collinson 1981; Prothero 1990; Stand 2005; Collinson et al. 2006), where the palaeo-
flow direction was ca. east to west. B) Symmetrical ripples followed by asymmetrical 
supercritical climbing ripples with a thin interval of subcritical climbing ripple laminae. The 
palaeo-flow direction during deposition of this sequence is the same for that of A, i.e. east 
to west. 
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Differing ripple structures preserved throughout this sedimentary sequence show 

that the flow dynamics were constantly changing throughout deposition. The 

presence of asymmetrical climbing ripples shows that the flow was 

unidirectional, and indicative of a fluvial environment (e.g. Collinson 1981; 

Prothero 1990; Strand 2005; Collison et al. 2006). Changes in the flow regime 

(strength and direction) are also reflected in the changing grain-size of the beds, 

from clays to gravels and vice versa with increasing and decreasing rates of 

water flow (e.g. Prothero 1990; Collinson et al. 2006).  

Locality 1d 64o5’54.62”N 19o29’39.10”W 

The section exposed at Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1d (Figure 2-5) is predominantly 

composed of cross-stratified sands and gravels (Figure 2-12; Figure 2-13). This 

part of the fluvial stratigraphy lies below that investigated at Locality 1b, as 

inferred from the presence of black/grey/orange sands and gravels at the top of 

this section that have the same appearance as those observed at Locality 1b to 

the east of this locality (see above). This unit generally has the coarsest 

sediment, with more prominent depositional features, in comparison to the 

other sites at Búrfellsstöđ; for example, it displays large-scale cross-bedding 

(Figure 2-13). 

 

Figure 2-12 . The lower section of sediment exposed at Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1d  , with cross-
stratified gravel and coarse sands truncated and overlain by cross-stratified fine/medium 
and medium sands. The gravel and coarse sand at the base display a general fining 
upwards in grain-size, whereas the dominantly finer-grained bed above shows an increasing 
abundance of medium sand upwards (coarsening upwards).  
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Figure 2-13 Sedimentary log showing the stratigraphy exposed at Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1d 
(Figure 2-5). Features of the deposits are shown on the left and grain-size characteristics on 
the right.  This section is dominated by cross-stratified coarse-grained sands and gravels, 
which are occasionally interbedded with diffusely-stratified or cross-stratified fine-grained 
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sands. Towards the top of the exposure are intervals of pebbles of igneous material. All of 
these deposits appear to be reworked and are not considered to be primary pyroclastic.  

2.5.1.2 Hekla, Locality 2: 64o46’9.00”N 19o29’39.10”W 

This exposure is found on the lower slopes of Hekla (Figure 2-1). The sequence is 

dominated by a lower section of sands with deformation structures (flame and 

load features) followed by parallel-laminated, finer-grained sands, and finally a 

repetitive sequence of laminae of fine-sand, silt and clay, which may represent 

varves (Figure 2-14; Figure 2-15; Collinson 1978; Prothero 1990; Glenn & Kelts 

1991; Collinson et al. 2006). Each varve (normal-graded unit) represents one 

year of deposition in a low-energy, lacustrine environment; variations in 

thickness therefore reflect the abundance of material available for deposition 

present within the lake, which may mirror seasonal environmental or climatic 

conditions (Collinson 1978; Prothero 1990; Glenn & Kelts 1991; Collinson et al. 

2006). For example, coarser-grained sediment is more likely to be deposited in 

the summer months due to an increase in melt water discharge into the lake, 

and finer-grained sediment is deposited during the winter when discharge into 

the lake is at a minimum due to the presence of ice on land. 
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Figure 2-14 Normal-graded laminae (or varves), observed at the top of the logged section 
exposed at Hekla, Locality 2 (Figure 2-13). Each unit is normal-graded, with dark grey/black 
fine-sand/silt at the base, fining upwards into a pale grey silt or clay. Micro-faults can be 
seen displacing some of these units.  
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Figure 2-15 Sedimentary log for the exposed section seen at Hekla, Locality 2 (Figure 2-1). 
This sequence shows a general fining-upwards trend, with fine-sand and silt at the base and 
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thinly interbedded silts and clays at the top. Soft-sediment deformation features can be 
seen in the sand and silt unit at the base of the exposure. In contrast, the upper part of the 
sequence is dominated by parallel laminated or ripple-laminated sands, silts and clays. 
Some areas appear a darker bluish black and are considered to be more fresh. 

The highly deformed material at the base of this sequence (Figure 2-15) may 

represent soft sediment deformation caused by seismic activity, similar to that 

identified at Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1c (64o5’58.02”N 19o49’0.57”W). 

Asymmetrical climbing ripples draped by finer-grained sediments and normal-

graded varves can be identified locally throughout the section (Figure 2-15; 

Figure 2-16). These show that unidirectional currents rarely occurred within the 

lake to affect the nature of deposition. 

Syn-depositional soft sediment deformation features are present at the base of 

some of beds of sand (Figure 2-15). These features are often associated with 

flame and ball-and-pillow structures at the base of a sand-rich unit which 

terminates in an asymmetrical ripple (Collinson et al. 2006). These loading 

features suggest that the sediments were water-saturated during deposition of 

the coarser-grained sands. 

 

Figure 2-16 Soft sediment deformation at the base of an asymmetrical ripple composed of 
sand. Flames of finer-grained sediment (silt/clay) intrude into the lower section of the sand, 
above. The sand creates loading features into the upper part of the underlying silt/clay. The 
asymmetrical ripple is draped by finer grained sediments that form a series of varves. 
Another sand-rich unit occurs at the top of this image and has a slightly erosional contact 
with the underlying varves, instead of causing an interval of soft-sediment deformation. 

Small-scale faults are present in the lowest section of this sequence (Figure 

2-17). These faults are limited to a localised part of the succession and 

represent another type of post-depositional deformation, which takes the form 
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of slumping (Figure 2-17). Centimetre-scale displacement can be measured along 

these small faults.  

 

Figure 2-17 Localised extensional faulting, or slumping, of cohesive blocks of sand within 
the lower section of the lacustrine deposits exposed at Hekla, Locality 2.   

2.5.1.3 Kjaltell, Locality 3: 64o21’19.96”N 19o44’30.56”W 

The exposure at Locality 3 is found at the base of Kjaltell, a small Holocene 

volcanic edifice (Figure 2-18). The deposits lie below a pahoehoe lava-plain 

which was produced by later eruptions from Kjaltell, following the deposition of 

the SA in this area.  
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Figure 2-18 Map showing the location of Locality 3, at the base of Kjaltell. The position of 
this locality in regards to the other localities in Iceland can be seen in Figure 2-1. Locality 3 
lies between Langjökull and Vatnajökull near to the boundary between the north-western 
and southern regions of Iceland.  

Overall, the sequence is dominated by black, coarse- to fine-grained sand, that 

is composed of black vitreous pyroclasts and red and brown lithics mainly of 

basaltic composition (Figure 2-20). These units are interbedded with silts and 

clays, with some intervals displaying parallel or cross-ripple laminae (Figure 

2-19). Many of the black sands contain abundant transparent fragments of 

plagioclase crystals, typical of deposits of the SA (Gudmundsdóttir et al. 2011; 

Thordarson pers. comms. 2015).  

In general, the deposit exposed at Locality 3 appears to coarsen upwards, with 

thinly interbedded fine sands, silts and clays at the base and more structureless 

coarser-grained sands and gravels at the top (Figure 2-20). 
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Figure 2-19 Parallel and ripple cross-laminated silts and clays observed at Kjaltell, Locality 
3. In the lower part of this image, parallel laminated fine-sand and silt/clay are present. The 
top of this unit has been eroded, with ripple cross-laminae becoming the dominant 
sedimentary feature. The ripple cross-laminated silts and clays contain multiple erosional 
surfaces. Above this lies more structureless sand, which contains rare clasts of laminated 
clay. At the top of this image are parallel laminated sediments. (Photograph courtesy of 
T.Thordarson). 
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Figure 2-20 Sedimentary log representing the section exposed at Kjaltell, Locality 3 (Figure 
2-1). The sequence is predominantly composed of interbedded sands, silts and clays, which 
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show parallel lamination and ripple cross-laminae. In general, the sequence coarsens 
upwards, with coarser, more structureless units of sand and pebbles, as well as diffusely 
cross-stratified sands and gravels towards the top. Samples were selected based on the 
apparent freshness of grapb samples, black sand was considered more fresh than red sand. 
All parts of the deposit appear to have been reworked.  

2.5.2 Optical microscopy 

Polished thin-sections of consolidated samples from Hekla, Locality 2, were 

examined under plane- and cross-polarised light (PPL and XPL) to view the 

components of consolidated samples in more detail (Figure 2-15). Each of the 

thin-sections were impregnated with a blue resin to help to highlight the 

porosity of the samples: where the section is blue there is pore-space, or a 

fracture in the sample. 

Thin-section/petrographic analysis has allowed minute features of the rocks to 

be identified that cannot be seen by eye in the field, for example, normal-

graded laminations and fine-scale truncated cross-stratification (Figure 2-21). 

Some beds also have rare coarse sand to granule sized lithic clasts (Figure 2-21d; 

Figure 2-22b-d).  
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Figure 2-21 PPL optical microscopy images showing the range of different micro-structures 
observed in thin-section. A) Normal-graded laminations (ICE_09A). B) A normal-graded very 
fine bed/lamination (ICE_09A). C) Truncated cross-laminations and normal-graded 
laminations (ICE_09A). D) Laminations defined by varying grain-size, with abundant matrix-
supported coarse sand grains of various compositions (ICE_04A). 

In general, all of these sediments are composed of a range of mineral and lithic 

fragments ranging from angular to sub-rounded opaques, plagioclase, quartz(?), 

crystalline igneous lithics (Figure 2-22c-d), and vitreous pyroclasts (e.g. Figure 

2-22b). The pyroclasts show a variety of different morphologies, including, 

vesicular and non-vesicular, blocky and bubble-wall shards; these types are 

shown in more detail in SEM images below (see section 2.5.3). 
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Figure 2-22 PPL optical microscopy images showing a variety of granular features observed 
within the samples from Hekla, Locality 2. A) High porosity and permeability of the 
sediment, as indicated by the large amount of blue resin between grains (ICE_04A). B) 
Diffuse bedding and coarser grains floating within a finer-grained matrix. These coarser 
grains include vesicular vitric pyroclasts and crystals (ICE_09A). C) Granule-sized lithic that 
has deformed/modified the fine-scale bedding below and is draped by sediment above 
(ICE_04A). A fracture is also present in this image (blue). D) A coarse vesicular crystalline 
igneous grain 'floating' within a finer-grained matrix, which deforms the diffuse bedding 
below it (ICE_04A). 

The patchy matrix and greater amount of pore-space shown in Figure 2-22a may 

be an artefact of thin-sectioning, or an artefact created by 2D sectioning of a 3D 

material. It is possible that polishing of the thin-section has led to the removal 

of some of the finest material within these samples, thus, removing the matrix 

and making the porosity appear to be greater in the thin-section compared to 

that within the original deposit.  

2.5.3 SEM 

Polished thin-sections of the samples from Hekla, Locality 2, (Figure 2-1; Figure 

2-15) were carbon coated for SEM analysis, alongside polished grain-mounts from 

Búrfellsstöđ, Locality 1, and Kjaltell, Locality 3. SEM analysis provides a more 
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detailed view of the individual grains within these sediments, allowing a more 

in-depth investigation into the morphology of the igneous component, as well as 

the basic chemical composition of pyroclasts. 

2.5.3.1 Búrfellsstöđ, Locality 1a-d 

Polished grain-mounts were produced from grab-samples from each of the 

localities of Búrfellsstöđ (1.3 Methods); their characteristics are described here.  

Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1a: ICE_13 - 15 

A range of clast types can be observed in samples from Búrfellsstöđ 1a, with the 

same clast types being present in each. In general, all the clasts are angular to 

sub-rounded (Figure 2-23, Figure 2-24).  

Granular clasts are present in varying amounts in all of the samples. One type of 

granular clast is comprised of a clay matrix with fragments of glassy pyroclasts 

(Figure 2-23b), another is comprised of fine-grains of all the clast-types that are 

otherwise present within the sample, for example, grains of crystalline igneous 

rock, fragments of plagioclase, granular lithic clasts, alongside less common 

grains of titanomagnetite (Ti-magnetite), supported by a clay matrix (Figure 

2-24a-b). 

Crystalline igneous clasts of varying compositions contain varying crystal sizes 

and types, for example, one type of crystalline igneous clast is comprised of 

pyroxene, plagioclase and ulvospinel, and can be more coarsely crystalline 

(Figure 2-23a) or more micro-crystalline (Figure 2-24c). Another type of igneous 

clast contains micro-crystals of euhedral plagioclase and pyroxene with localised 

accessory pyrite (Figure 2-23a). Rare crystalline igneous clasts comprised of 

euhedral olivine, and plagioclase can also be observed (Figure 2-24d).  
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Figure 2-23 Main clast types identified in ICE_14 from Búrfellsstöđ 1a. A) Two types of 
angular crystalline igneous clast; both are comprised of plagioclase with various other 
minerals, such as, pyroxene, ulvospinel and accessory pyrite. B) An angular clast 
comprised of fragments of pale grey (Type 1) pyroclast surrounded by a darker grey clay 
matrix. A blocky pyroclast can also be observed to the left of this clast. C) Sub-angular 
granular clast containing grains of crystalline igneous material, fragments of plagioclase 
and fine-grained glassy pyroclasts. Varying morphologies of blocky pyroclast can also be 
seen. D) Bubble-wall and blocky pyroclasts.  
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Figure 2-24 Examples of granular and crystalline igneous clast-types in samples from 
Búrfellsstöđ 1a. A) Glassy pyroclasts, angular crystalline igneous clast and a coarser-
grained sub-rounded granular clast. The yellow box shows the location of the B. B) Granular 
clast containing grains of microcrystalline igneous material, angular lithic clasts, 
plagioclase and Fe/Ti mineral grains, held together by a clay matrix. C) Angular crystalline 
igneous clasts containing varying proportions of plagioclase and pyroxene. D) Angular 
crystalline igneous clast, containing euhedral olivine and plagioclase, some of this grain 
may have been removed during sample preparation.  

These samples contain a homogeneous composition of basaltic, glassy pyroclasts 

which appear pale grey under SEM AsB. Two sets of pyroclasts with different 

chemical compositions have been identified in some of the other samples (see 

descriptions below), thus, pale grey pyroclasts will now be referred to as Type 1 

pyroclasts. The pyroclasts display a range morphologies, from blocky (Figure 

2-23b-d), to bubble-wall (Figure 2-23d), and fluidal or irregular (Figure 2-25c). 

Rod-like pyroclasts can also be observed in ICE_15, but are absent from ICE_13 

or ICE_14. The pyroclasts are non-vesicular to poorly vesicular with occasional 

highly-vesicular pumice (Figure 2-25). 
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Figure 2-25 Examples of pyroclast types in sample ICE_14 from Búrfellsstöđ 1a. A) Highly-
vesicular pumice surrounded by generally blocky, Type 1 pyroclasts. B) Glassy pyroclast 
containing abundant rounded vesicles separated by bubble-walls, with only limited 
evidence of bubble-coalesence. Over-all this pyroclast has a blocky morphology. C) Glassy 
pyroclast with relatively large vesicles and thin bubble-walls between these. This pyroclasts 
shows evidence of bubble-coalescence where two vesicles intersect. The outer surface of 
the pyroclast is predominantly formed of bubble-walls giving the pyroclasts a fluidal or 
irregular overall morphology. D) Poorly vesicular pyroclast with rounded vesicles (in cross-
section) of different sizes. Thin-bubble walls can still be noted within and on the outside of 
the pyroclast. This pyroclast also contains localised plagioclase phenocrysts (also referred 
to as microcrystals).  

Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1b: ICE_16 – 17 

The composition of sediment in grain-mounts from Búrfellsstöđ 1b are the same 

as that identified in samples from Búrfellsstöđ 1a. However, clasts of vesicular, 

irregularly shaped, microcrystalline igneous rock can be observed in these 

samples; here, this clast-type is interpreted as lava-like clasts. Lava-like clasts 

are present in addition to, angular to sub-rounded crystalline igneous clasts, 

granular clasts, and pyroclasts. The nature of many of the pyroclasts also varies 

in samples ICE_16 and ICE_17. Many pyroclasts in these samples have clay-rich 

edges and/or vesicles filled with fine ash (Figure 2-26). 
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Figure 2-26 Lava-like clasts and features of pyroclasts observed in ICE_16 and ICE_17 from 
Búrfellsstöđ 1b. A) Clasts of microcrystalline lava with irregular-shaped vesicles. B) Glassy 
vesicular pyroclast with euhedral phenocrysts of plagioclase. The edge of this pyroclast 
and its vesicles is comprised of fractured clay. Very fine ash infills some of the vesicles. C) 
Smooth-edged blocky pyroclasts with vesicles occasionally infilled with fine ash, and, a 
pyroclast with clay-rich edges. One of the blocky vesicular pyroclasts has a few sharp but 
rough/jagged edges. D) Two blocky pyroclasts with different appearances. Most of the 
vesicles in the pyroclast on the right are infilled either partially or completely by very fine 
ash. The pyroclast on the left contains less vesicles and vesicles that are generally smaller 
in size, some of which are infilled with very fine ash. E) A generally blocky vesicular 
pyroclast with abundant clay edges and spherical vesicles partly or completely infilled with 
very fine ash. The partly infilled vesicles all contains a layer of very fine ash on one side of 
the vesicle. The yellow box shows the location of F. F) Higher magnification shows that 
some vesicles are unfilled and have smooth edges, others are unfilled but have a pitted 
edge appearance (lower unfilled vesicles). One vesicle is partly infilled with concentric 
layers of very fine ash. In general the partly or completely infilled vesicles have pitted edges 
and the unfilled vesicles have smooth edges.  
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In general, the pyroclasts of ICE_16 and ICE_17 appear to be predominantly 

blocky and are more vesicular than those of the samples from Búrfellsstöđ 1a, 

with much less bubble-wall and non-vesicular pyroclast types. 

Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1c: ICE_18, ICE_24 – 25, ICE_27 

Samples from Búrfellsstöđ 1c are similar to those of Búrfellsstöđ 1a. All of the 

samples contain abundant Type 1 pyroclasts of vesicular and non-vesicular types, 

in addition to angular to sub-rounded crystalline igneous clasts, granular lithic 

clasts and fragments of plagioclase. However, in addition to this, samples 

ICE_18, ICE_24 and ICE_25 also contain a minor abundance of mid-grey 

pyroclasts (Type 2 herein). The Type 2 pyroclasts display similar characteristics 

to the Type 1 pyroclasts but are generally finer-grained. The Type 2 pyroclasts 

are vesicular and non-vesicular and display a range of pyroclast morphologies, 

from blocky to bubble-wall and rod-like (Figure 2-27). In some samples the Type 

1 pyroclasts also exhibit an irregular morphology, that is often more fluidal in 

appearance (Figure 2-28).  
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Figure 2-27 Features of Type 2 pyroclasts (mid-grey colour) observed in ICE_18 and ICE_25 
from Búrfellsstöđ 1c. A & B) Blocky, vesicular Type 2 pyroclasts. The vesicles in A are more 
irregular in shape than those in B, which are more circular. Image A also shows a blocky 
non-vesicular Type 1 pyroclast. C) Blocky non-vesicular Type 2 pyroclast associated with 
some very fine mid-grey ash. A Type 1 bubble-wall shard is also present in this image. D) 
Bubble -wall or rod-like Type 2 pyroclast with a lense-shaped vesicle. This image also 
shows the presence of angular crystalline igneous clasts and blocky Type 1 pyroclasts. E) A 
rod-like Type 2 pyroclast with an elongated vesicle, alongside a blocky Type 1 pyroclast.  
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Figure 2-28 Irregular and fluidal-shaped pyroclasts in samples from Búrfellsstöđ 1c. A) A 
coarser-grained example of an irregular shaped Type 1 pyroclast with multiple vesicles of 
varying morphology. Some vesicles in this example are elongate, irregular or more circular 
in cross-section. Some also show evidence of bubble-coalescence where bubble-walls have 
broken as the bubbles have begun to merge. B) A sharp-edged irregular-shaped pyrocast 
with irregular-shaped vesicles. The vesicles in this pyroclast also show evidence of bubble-
coalescence. To the right of this pyroclast lies a granular clast which contains a coarser-
grained vesicular pyroclast as one of its components. C) Fluidal shaped, vesicular 
pyroclasts with more circular vesicles in cross-section. An irregular-shaped Type 2 
pyroclast with elongate vesicles is also present. D) An irregular shaped pyroclast with sharp 
edges, including the edges of bubble-walls.  

Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1d: ICE_31 

One sample was selected from Búrfellsstöđ 1d for comparison with the samples 

from the other Búrfellsstöđ localities (Figure 2-5). The grains within sample 

ICE_31 are very similar in character to those described for Búrfellsstöđ 1b, 

where there is evidence of alteration and/or reworked pyroclasts, in the form of 

clay-rich and fractured, jagged edges, and infilled vesicles (Figure 2-29 

compared to Figure 2-26). The pyroclasts show a range of features, from 

smooth, sharp edges (Figure 2-29a-b) and partially infilled vesicles (Figure 

2-29b), to completely filled vesicles (Figure 2-29c), rough surfaces and jagged 
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edges (Figure 2-29c) to clay-rich edges (Figure 2-29d). The infilled vesicles are 

predominantly filled with very fine-ash.  

 

Figure 2-29 The range of features associated with pyroclasts from Búrfellsstöđ 1d. A) A 
poorly vesicular pyroclast with smooth, sharp edges and empty vesicles. B) A poorly 
vesicular pyroclast with vesicles that are partially filled by a very fine ash. C) Two poorly 
vesicular pyroclasts with rough outer edges and partially to completely infilled vesicles. 
Some of the outside edges of these pyroclasts are comprised of bubble-walls, the edges of 
which are coated in a thin layer of very fine ash. D) A blocky pyroclast with rough outer 
edges caused by progressive alteration from the outside to the inside of the clast. The 
darker grey regions of the edge of this pyroclast are clay-rich. An angular granular clast can 
also be seen.  

2.5.3.2 Hekla, Locality 2 

Bedding characteristics identified by optical light microscopy (Figure 2-21) can 

also be identified with the SEM, along with features that were not initially 

identified in the Hekla, Locality 2 samples (Figure 2-30). Features that were not 

easily identified prior to SEM analysis include grain-scale laminations of coarser 

grains within finer-grained beds (Figure 2-30a). 
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Figure 2-30 SEM AsB images showing different bedding and lamination features in samples 
from Hekla, Locality 2. A) Laminations caused by the presence of strings of coarser grains: 
the laminations are only a few grains thick, planar and generally continuous (ICE_04A). B) 
Some beds contain a patchy matrix of very fine ash grains, whereas others have no matrix 
at all and are grain-supported (ICE_04A). C) Many beds have abundant pore space with 
grains seeming to float (ICE_09A). D) An example of the normal-graded, fining-upwards unit 
(ICE_09A). 

The pyroclastic material of these samples takes on several forms (Figure 2-31), 

from vesicular and non-vesicular pyroclasts of blocky and bubble-wall 

morphologies, to partially devitrified pyroclasts (Figure 2-31d). The finest grain-

size fraction forms the interstitial matrix or forms clasts comprised of very fine-

ash (Figure 2-31; Figure 2-32). 
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Figure 2-31 SEM AsB images showing the range of volcanic clast-types that can be 
identified within the Hekla, Locality 2 samples. A) Blocky shards and bubble-wall shards 
alongside blocky lithics containing pyroclasts and very fine-grained ash (ICE_09A). B) 
Pyroclasts with differing chemical compositions are identified by variations in the grey-
scale of the SEM image; poorly vesicular pyroclasts are also present (ICE_09A). C) A 
vesicular Type 2 pyroclast within a fine-grained ash matrix (ICE_04A). D) A partially 
devitrified pyroclast and examples of granular lithics. One lithic is comprised of very fine 
ash, whereas others contain a greater variety of clast types (pyroclasts and grains of 
crystalline igneous material) and grain-sizes (ICE_09A). 

Different types of fine-grained ash-rich lithics are present (Figure 2-32). Some 

are formed of poorly sorted material that includes pyroclast fragments and 

igneous clasts with a very fine-grained ash matrix (Figure 2-32a & c). Others are 

better sorted and composed of fine-ash only Figure 2-32d). Some appear to be 

dominated by a single composition of volcanic glass, with little or no interstitial 

very fine-ash, giving them an unconsolidated appearance (Figure 2-32b), 

referred to as irregular aggregates (Scolmacchia et al. 2005). These are lithics in 

the sense that they are comprised of fine grains; however, ash aggregates can 

form by the aggregation of fine-ash during transport in an eruption plume. These 

unconsolidated-looking lithics could therefore be interpreted as ash aggregates 

(particle-cluster type) and should be considered as a primary pyroclastic clast-

type, unless evidence of reworking can be found.  
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Figure 2-32 Various types of lithic clasts and an example of an ash aggregate observed in 
ICE_09A.A) Examples of lithic clasts that contain bubble-wall pyroclasts and other igneous 
material , fine ash forms the matrix of these lithic fragments. B) An irregular aggregate, or 
particle cluster, containing loosely compacted ash. C) Rounded lithic clast comprised of 
pyroclasts, feldspar, crystalline igneous rock fragments and other minerals. D) Examples of 
very fine-grained sub-rounded lithic and an more angular lithic comprised of grains with a 
wider range of compositions and grain-sizes, including coarser grains of crystalline igneous 
rock and finer grained ash.  

Some pyroclasts show the presence of micro-fractures along their rims, which 

may be interpreted as hydration cracks (Figure 2-33; e.g. Scolamacchia et al. 

2005; Mascarenhas-Pereira 2006). 
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Figure 2-33 Possible hydration cracks within pyroclasts of the Hekla, Locality 2 samples. A 
& B) Very fine-scale cracks (red arrows) within pyroclasts of ICE_09A and ICE_04A may 
represent hydration cracks formed during rapid cooling of an erupted magma. B) Parts of 
the original fine-ash matrix which supported the grains in this deposit (ICE_04A).  

In addition to pyroclasts, there are a variety of angular to sub-rounded 

crystalline igneous clasts (Figure 2-34). These clasts all appear to have the same 

general mineral composition, comprising hornblende, pyroxene and labradorite, 

although of varying abundance, shape and size (Figure 2-34). 
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Figure 2-34 Various types of crystalline igneous clasts (red arrows) within ICE_09A. A) Sub-
angular crystalline igneous clast with crystals of hornblende and pyroxene. B) Irregularly-
shaped sub-angular clast with crystals of the same composition as in A, as well as irregular-
shaped vesicles. C) Rounded, clast dominated by labradorite (darker grey) with dendritic 
hornblende (paler grey). D) Striped angular crystalline clast containing larger-scaled 
crystals of horblende and labradorite. 

2.5.3.3 Kjaltell, Locality 3 

Grain-mounts were produced for a selected number of samples from Kjaltell, 

Locality 3. Samples were chosen for analysis based on their apparent ‘freshness’. 

Samples that contain black vitreous sediment were considered as being ‘fresh’ 

and samples that appeared to be reddish-brown and more-dusty/dull in 

appearance were considered less-fresh. A range of samples were chosen, with 

the aim of identifying and comparing the difference between ‘fresh’ pyroclasts 

and more altered or potentially reworked pyroclasts.  

All of the samples contain similar grain-types, including various crystalline 

igneous clasts (Figure 2-35), vesicular microcrystalline lava-like clasts (Figure 

2-36a), granular lithic clasts (Figure 2-36b, c), fragments of plagioclase crystals, 

and pyroclasts (Figure 2-37). 
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Figure 2-35 Varying types of crystalline igneous clasts observed in samples from Kjaltell, 
Locality 3. A) Sub-angular and angular crystalline igneous clasts containing euhedral laths 
of plagioclase as well as crystals of pyroxene and ulvospinel. B) An angular, vesicular 
crystalline clast comprised of euhedral plagioclase, amphibole(?), and Ti-magnetite. C) 
Angular crystalline igneous clasts with microcrystals of plagioclase. The clast on the left 
also contains crystals of euhedral olivine. D) A more coarsely crystalline sub-angular 
igneous clast with coatings of granular material. This igneous clast is comprised of 
euhedral plagioclase, pyroxene and olivine microcrystals.  



 Chapter 2:The Saksunarvatn Ash, Iceland
  98 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer  April 2018 

 

Figure 2-36 Lava and granular lithic clasts observed in samples from Kjaltell, Locality 3. A) 
Sub-angular/sub-rounded clast of vesicular lava with plagioclase phenocrysts and a micro-
crystalline groundmass. B) Angular granular lithic clast comprising fine-grained fragments 
of plagioclase crystals (albite and labradorite), fine-grained lithic clasts, and Ti-magnetite, 
amongst a range of clast-types. A clay matrix can also be identified in some areas of this 
clast. C) An angular granular lithic clast dominated by one large glassy pyroclast. The 
glassy pyroclast contains euhedral plagioclase microcrystals and is lined by clay. Very fine 
ash makes up the rest of this granular clast.  

The pyroclasts in these samples are of predominantly Type 1 pyroclasts (Figure 

2-37) with very rare Type 2 pyroclasts (Figure 2-38). The Type 1 pyroclasts 

exhibit a range of features, from smooth edges (Figure 2-37a) and thin bubble-

walls (Figure 2-37b), to jagged and fractured edges (Figure 2-37d, e) with 

evidence of replacement resulting in the pyroclasts being lined by clay (Figure 

2-37e). Non-vesicular and poorly vesicular pyroclasts (Figure 2-37) are present in 

addition to uncommon highly vesicular pumice (Figure 2-37b). Vesicle shapes 

include circular (Figure 2-37a), irregular and elongate or tube (Figure 2-37d). 

The more highly vesicular pyroclasts show evidence of bubble-coalescence due 

to the preservation of broken bubble-walls and the irregular shape of some of 

the macro-vesicles, which indicates the coalescence of multiple bubbles (Figure 

2-37b-c; Goanac’h et al. 2005; Polacci et al. 2008). 
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Figure 2-37 Features of pyroclasts in samples from Kjaltell, Locality 3. A) A smooth-edged 
poorly vesicular pyroclast with bubble-wall edges and jagged, fractured edges. The vesicle 
in the centre of the pyroclast is circular in this cross-section orientation. B) Pumice with 
very thin bubble-walls along with some localised very fine ash. Evidence for bubble-
coalescence can be seen where bubble-walls have been breached and bubbles have 
merged, leading to the formation of a much larger, irregularly shaped vesicle. C) A vesicular 
pyroclast with an angular inclusion of crystalline igneous material. The crystalline igneous 
clast is comprised of a section of a plagioclase phenocryst and a more finely-crystalline 
groundmass that contains microcrystals of euhedral plagioclase. D) Blocky pyroclast with 
elongate tube vesicles. Some edges of this pyroclast are jagged and fractured. E) A more 
fluidal-shaped, poorly vesicular pyroclast lined by clay. The edges of vesicles and thin 
bubble-walls have also been replaced and lined by clay. The thickness of the clay lining is 
relatively consistent throughout. F) Various blocky vesicular and non-vesicular pyroclasts 
with abundant fractures and jagged edges. Some vesicles or bubble-walls are infilled with 
very fine ash. In general, these pyroclasts have a more jagged and fractured appearance 
compared to the smooth-edged pyroclast in image A.  
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Type 2 pyroclasts are rare or absent in the Kjaltell samples. Where present these 

pyroclasts have jagged corners and outer bubble-wall features are filled by very 

fine-ash (Figure 2-38).  

 

Figure 2-38 Features of a Type 2 pyroclast identified in sample K_20 from Kjaltell. This 
example of a vesicular Type 2 pyroclast from sample K_20 has rounded edges. Some of the 
external bubble-walls on the edges of the pyroclast are filled with very fine ash. Localised 
euhedral plagioclase phenocrysts are present within this glassy pyroclast. The vesicles are 
circular or elongate in cross-section. A blocky, vesicular Type 1 pyroclast is also present. 
Both the Type 2 and Type 1 pyroclasts have localised micro-fractures.  

2.5.3.4 Chemical composition of pyroclasts 

Individual eruptive events should produce glass shards that have a similar 

geochemistry, which can be used to correlate between deposits in separate 

locations and allow interpretation of the corresponding volcanic source based on 

compositional correlation (e.g. Brendryen et al. 2010). The SEM can be used 

indicate the presence of pyroclasts of different compositions, for example, 

variations in the grey-scale of these reflect some variation in their chemical 

composition. In addition, the SEM can be used to provide non-quantitative 

information on the chemical composition of the different components by 

producing elemental spectra of the mineral or material (e.g. glass) that is 

selected for analysis. However, quantifiable chemical data should be obtained, 

for example from electron probe or laser ablation techniques (see Further Work 

7.7), to allow proper comparison of the chemical variation of pyroclasts and 

allow comparison with data published in the literature.  
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Here, SEM images show that there are two compositions of pyroclast, as shown 

by variations in their grey-scale on backscatter SEM images. The spectra 

generated for these pyroclasts also suggests that there may be chemical 

differences in the composition of these. Two main compositions of pyroclast can 

be identified (Type 1 and Type 2; Figure 2-39). Type 2 pyroclasts have the 

highest abundance of Si and Type 1 pyroclasts contain the least Si (Figure 2-39). 

Type 1 appear pale grey under AsB, where-as Type 2 appear a mid-grey colour 

(e.g. Figure 2-38).  

 

Figure 2-39 Comparison of the chemical spectra of the two types of pyroclast identified 
during SEM analysis of samples ICE_02A, ICE_04A and ICE_09A, from Hekla, Locality 2. 
Type 1 pyroclasts have slightly larger peaks for Mg, Ca, Ti and Fe compared to the other 
pyroclast types. The Type 2 pyroclasts have greater peaks in Si, Na and K.  

Uncommon Type 1 pyroclasts appear to have darker grey embayments around 

their edges (Figure 2-40). In some cases, this feature has developed to almost 

replace the entire pyroclast (Figure 2-40b) This is evidence of the progressive 

nature of alteration of the originally glassy pyroclastics via palagonitisation.  
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Figure 2-40 Progressive alteration of pyroclasts observed in ICE_09A. A) Small darker grey 
embayments around the edge of a blocky pyroclast. B) Continued alteration of the pyroclast 
leads to layering of these dark grey embayments, growing inwards from the edge of the 
pyroclast. 

2.5.4 Image analysis 

ImageJ software was used to gain quantitative data on: grain types and 

abundances, clast morphologies and vesicularity, as well as clast orientation. 

After basic pre-processing, the SEM AsB images (see 1.3 Methods) could be used 

for analysis of the grain characteristics in each of the samples.  

2.5.4.1 Grain-size distribution 

Quantifiable grain-size data (Figure 2-41, Figure 2-42) show that the samples 

have grain-sizes that range from clay (<125 μm) to very coarse sand (1-2 mm). 

These data do not include ash aggregate clasts or the size of their component 

grains. 

Samples from Búrfellsstöđ have a range of grain-sizes, from clay to very coarse 

sand. In general, samples from Búrfellsstöđ 1c have the finest grain-sizes and 

those from Búrfellsstöđ 1b and 1d are coarser-grained and display a larger grain-

size distribution (Figure 2-41, Figure 2-42).  

The grain-size distribution for Hekla, Locality 2, thin sections, range from clay 

(<125 μm) to fine sand (125-250 μm), and are predominantly comprised of silt-

sized grains (Figure 2-42). The average grain-sizes of the Type 1 and Type 2 

pyroclasts were also calculated separately to see how their grain-size 

distribution compares to the average grain-size distribution of the deposit as a 
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whole (Figure 2-43), and between the samples (Figure 2-41, Figure 2-42). In 

general, the grain-size distribution of both Type 1 and Type 2 pyroclasts mirrors 

that of the samples on a whole (Figure 2-42), being dominated by silt-sized 

grains (125 μm). 

The samples from Kjaltell, Locality 3, often follow the same grain-size trend as 

those from Hekla, Locality 2 (Figure 2-42). However, samples K_4 and K_7 show 

a bi-modal grain-size distribution (Figure 2-42). These samples show peaks in silt 

and medium-sand sized grains. In general, the grain-size distribution for the 

selected Kjaltell samples is also larger than those from Hekla, Locality 2, and 

range from silt (3.9 – 62.5 μm) to coarse-sand (0.5 – 1 mm; Figure 2-42).  
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Figure 2-41 Grain-size distribution for Búrfellsstöđ, Locality 1a-c. Samples ICE_13, ICE_14 
and ICE_15 from Búrfellsstöđ 1a have a grain-size distribution of clay up to very coarse 
sand, sample ICE_14 shows a bi-modal distribution with grain-size peaks (arrows) for silt 
and fine sand sized grains. Búrfellsstöđ 1b samples have a grain-size distribution of clay to 
very coarse sand. ICE_16 shows a uni-modal distribution where-as ICE_14 shows a bi-
modal grain-size distribution. Samples from Búrfellsstöđ 1c have a grain-size distribution of 
clay to coarse sand. In general, ICE_18 and ICE_25 are finer-grained and are predominantly 
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comprised of silt-sized grains. However, ICE_27 is coarser-grained, with grains of 
predominantly fine-sand size.  

 

Figure 2-42 Grain-size distribution for Búrfellsstöđ, Locality 1d; Hekla, Locality 2; Kjaltell, 
Locality 3. Sample ICE_31 from Búrfellsstöđ 1d has a uni-modal grain-size distribution that 
ranges from clay to very coarse sand -sized grains with predominantly fine-sand -sized 
grains. All of the samples from Hekla, Locality 2, show the same grain-size distribution 
characteristics. ICE_02, ICE_04 and ICE_09 range from clay to fine sand, and are 
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predominantly comprised of silt-size grains. Samples from Kjaltell, Locality 3, are generally 
coarser-grained than those of Hekla, Locality 2. These samples have a general grain-size 
distribution of silt to coarse-sand. Most of these samples have a uni-modal grain-size 
distribution; however, K_4 and K_7 show a bi-modal distribution, with peaks for both silt-
size and medium-sand sized grains.  

 

Figure 2-43 Comparison of the grain-size distribution (number frequency %) for Type 1 and 
Type 2 pyroclasts within ICE_02A, ICE_04A and ICE_09A.  All of the grain-size distributions 
are similar for both pyroclast compositions with most pyroclasts being of silt-grade (125 
µm). 

2.5.4.2 Sample characteristics, clast-types and features 

The results of the manual point count and image analysis point-count (see 1.3 

Methods) of clast types for ICE_02A, ICE_04A and ICE_09A shows that Type 1 

pyroclasts are the most abundant grain type in all of these samples, followed by 

granular lithic clasts or grains (Figure 2-44). Type 2 pyroclasts are the third most 

abundant grain type. Components of the ash matrix were not included in these 
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counts due to their fine grain-size and difficulty in determining individual shards 

and clasts from granular lithic clasts. In general, plagioclase crystals, lava-like 

clasts and aggregates are the least abundant clast-types in all of these samples 

(Figure 2-44). 

Grain-mounts of Búrfellsstöđ and Kjaltell samples do not contain any aggregate 

clasts. SEM analysis shows that some samples contain rare Type 2 pyroclasts; 

however, use of a ten-by-ten grid for manual point-counting did not intersect 

any of these pyroclasts, therefore, they do not appear in the graphs depicting 

the point-count data of grain-types in any of these samples (Figure 2-44). 

Irregular-shaped, vesicular, microcrystalline clasts, interpreted here as lava-like 

clasts, are observed in the Búrfellsstöđ and Kjaltell samples, but were not 

counted in the Hekla, Locality 2, samples. 

Results of the grain-type point-counts for all of the Búrfellsstöđ samples shows 

that each of the samples contain similar abundances of the different clast-types; 

plagioclase crystals, pyroclasts, granular lithic clasts and grains, angular non-

vesicular crystalline igneous clasts and irregular-shaped, vesicular, 

microcrystalline lava-like clasts (Figure 2-44). Pyroclasts are the most abundant 

grain-type in these samples, followed by crystalline igneous clasts. The 

abundance of lava-like and granular lithic clasts varies between the samples and 

plagioclase crystals are the least abundant grain-type. 

The abundance of each grain-type observed in the Kjaltell samples vary 

considerably (Figure 2-44). These samples are also visually different to those of 

Búrfellsstöđ, Locality 1, for example, the Kjaltel samples tend to have a greater 

abundance of crystalline igneous clasts and lava-like clasts. Sample K_4 has a 

composition of clast-types that is most similar to the Búrfellsstöđ samples 

(Figure 2-44). 
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Figure 2-44 Graphs showing the percentage of each grain-type observed in all of the thin-
sections and grain-mounts. These data were collected from manual point-count analysis of 
SEM AsB images. Only minimal lava-like clasts were observed in the Hekla, Locality 2 
samples. However, these samples do contain a much greater abundance of Type 2 
pyroclasts compared to their relative absence in the data for Búrfellsstöđ and Kjaltell. The 
samples from Búrfellsstöđ and Kjaltell do not contain any aggregate particles and only rare 
Type 2 pyroclasts which were not observed during the point-count. All of the samples are 
predominantly comprised of pale-grey pyroclasts. The samples from Kjaltell show the 
greatest differences in the percentage of each grain-type between the samples, where-as 
the abundances are similar throughout the samples from Búrfellsstöđ. The order of the key 
reflects the order of the grain-types displayed in the graphs, for example, plagioclase 
crystals are represented by black bars on the left of the graph, Type 2 pyroclasts are 
represented by black bars in towards the centre of the graph and aggregates are 
represented by black bars on the far right.  

This grain-type data can be considered in terms of pyroclasts versus non-

pyroclasts, where pyroclasts include Type 1 and Type 2 pyroclasts and non-

pyroclasts include all of the other grain-types; crystalline igneous clasts, 
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plagioclase crystals, granular lithic clasts and lava-like clasts (Table 2-3; 

Appendix 1). 

 

Table 2-3 Percentage of pyroclasts and non-pyroclasts in each sample. The percentage of 
pyroclasts includes all Type 1 pyroclasts, Type 2 pyroclasts and aggregate clasts, all non-
pyroclasts include: crystalline igneous, lava and granular clasts and plagioclase fragments. 
All of the Búrfellsstöđ and Hekla samples contain >50% pyroclasts, whereas most of the 
Kjaltell samples contain <50% pyroclasts. 

In general, the Búrfellsstöđ and Hekla samples are comprised of more than 50% 

pyroclasts (Table 2-3). However, samples from Kjaltell contain 29 to 52% 

pyroclasts (Table 2-3); generally, fewer than samples from the other localities. 

An additional way to sub-divide these data is to consider what are the juvenile 

and accidental, or accessory, volcanic products that may be found in these 

deposits (Table 2-4; Cas & Wright 1988). The juvenile and accidental clast-types 

are those which could have been produced and deposited directly from an 

eruption. Juvenile products include glassy pyroclasts and are generally the result 

of the direct fragmentation of erupting magma. Accidental clasts can be 
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considered as any other material that is caught-up in an eruption, for example, 

fragments of crystalline igneous rock that formed prior to the eruption and that 

became incorporated into the volcanic material that was subsequently erupted 

and deposited. In these samples juvenile versus accidental means: pyroclasts 

and ash aggregates versus crystalline igneous clasts and plagioclase crystals. It 

can be useful to consider the possible abundance of juvenile and accidental 

material as this can help to indicate eruption dynamics (Clarke et al. 2009; 

Németh & Cronin 2009; Valentine & White 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013; 

Valentine et al. 2014). For example, a greater number of accidental clasts are 

more-likely to form in hydrovolcanic eruptions, particularly if explosive magma-

water interactions occur within a conduit and expel material outside of the vent 

(Graettinger et al. 2013). The maximum possible percentage of juvenile and 

accidental material has been calculated for each sample (Table 2-4); however, it 

is possible that the crystalline igneous material and/or plagioclase crystals were 

not formed during an eruption and are part of the background sediment being 

deposited in each environment. It is also possible that these samples are 

comprised of reworked pyroclasts and, therefore, these do not represent 

juvenile material. These aspects will be discussed further in section 2.6 

Discussion. Ash aggregates are not included in the calculation of the percentage 

of juvenile versus accidental lithics as they may be formed from accumulations 

of fine grains of juvenile and accidental lithics. 

The maximum percentage of juvenile material in samples from Búrfellsstöđ and 

Hekla is >70% (Table 2-4). In contrast to this, samples from Kjaltell give a 

maximum percentage of juvenile material < 70% (Table 2-4). 
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Table 2-4 Maximum percentage of juvenile and accidental volcanic material in each sample. 
Calculation of the percentage of juvenile material includes the abundance of pyroclasts and 
aggregates, whereas the percentage of accidental material includes crystalline igneous 
clasts and plagioclase crystals. These results give the maximum percentages of juvenile 
and accidental volcanic material in each sample, as some of the included pyroclasts, 
crystalline igneous clasts or plagioclase crystals may have been reworked and should 
therefore be considered to be grains of sediment, which are not included in the percentage 
of juvenile to accidental material in a volcanic deposit. The Búrfellsstöđ and Hekla samples 
contain >70% juvenile material; however, in contrast to this, the Kjaltell samples contain 
<70% juvenile material.  

2.5.4.3 Pyroclast characteristics 

The pyroclasts in all samples display a variety of morphologies, from blocky to 

bubble-wall and rod-like, and are either vesicular or non-vesicular. These 

morphologies can indicate the eruption dynamics and the nature of the source 

magma during initial magmatic or hydrovolcanic fragmentation (Carey & Sparks 

1986; Cas & Wright 1988; Barberi et al. 1989; Cioni et al. 1992; Blower et al. 

2001; Riley et al. 2003; Gaonac’h et al. 2005; Houghton & Gonnermann 2008; 

Polacci et al. 2008; Clarke et al. 2009; Mattsson 2010; Shea et al. 2010; 

Bonadonna et al. 2011; Ross & White 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013; Moitra et al. 

2013; Cioni et al. 2014; Heap et al. 2014). Point-count analysis was carried out 

manually from SEM images, using a 10 by 10 grid, to gain information on the 
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abundance of different pyroclast morphologies (Figure 2-45). In addition, ImageJ 

software was used to calculate the percentage vesicularity of vesicular 

pyroclasts; these data were then analysed in Microsoft Excel to produce an 

average value for the percentage vesicularity of vesicular pyroclasts in each 

sample (Table 2-5). 

  

Figure 2-45 Abundance of blocky, bubble-wall, irregular and rod-like pyroclast 
morphologies in each sample. All of the samples are dominated by blocky pyroclasts. The 
pyroclast morphologies for Type 1 and Type 2 pyroclasts in samples from Hekla, Locality 2, 
are shown separately. In general, the Type 1 and Type 2 pyroclasts for each sample give 
very similar abundances of the different pyroclast morphologies, with the Type 2 fraction 
generally containing a higher percentage of blocky pyroclasts. However, this trend is absent 
in ICE_09A, where the Type 2 pyroclasts contain irregular morphologies and less blocky 
pyroclasts compared to the pale grey pyroclasts. Rod-like pyroclasts are only observed in 
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samples from Búrfellsstöđ 1c and Hekla. Irregular morphologies are generally absent in 
samples from Hekla.  

The results of this point-count analysis show that all of the samples are 

dominated by blocky shards, and that this character can be observed in both the 

Type 1 and Type 2 pyroclasts of ICE_02A, ICE_04A and ICE_09A (Figure 2-45). 

Bubble-wall shards are present within all of the samples, with the highest 

abundance being present in samples from Búrfellsstöđ, particularly sample 

ICE_25. Rod-like pyroclasts are absent in half of the samples, but, are most 

abundant in samples from Hekla, Locality 2, where they can be found within the 

Type 1 and Type 2 compositional sub-divisions. Irregular-shaped pyroclasts have 

a more fluidal shape and are almost absent in all samples from Hekla, Locality 2, 

regardless of the chemical composition of the pyroclasts. 

Type 1 and Type 2 pyroclasts show varying amounts of vesiculation, between 

samples, and also between localities (Table 2-5).The average vesicularity for all 

samples and both Type 1 and Type 2 pyroclasts from Búrfellsstöđ and Hekla is 

less than 25% (Table 2-5). Three of the Kjaltell samples have a vesicularity that 

is greater than 25%, although, two have a vesicularity that is less than 20% 

(Table 2-5). 

In general, the Kjaltell samples have a coarser grain-size compared to samples 

from the other localities (Figure 2-42). At finer grain-sizes the vesicular nature 

of pyroclasts at both Búrfellsstöđ and Hekla may have been lost, either due to 

initial fragmentation of the magma during eruption or later due to reworking. 

Efficient fragmentation during eruption, and reworking, would both allow thin 

bubble-walls to fracture, and produce smaller grains. Pyroclasts with a high 

vesicularity are likely to be the most fragile grains during transport, leading to 

an increased concentration of non-vesicular or poorly vesicular pyroclasts in the 

resulting deposit. This can be seen when the abundance of vesicular and non-

vesicular pyroclasts are compared for each sample (Table 2-6).  
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Table 2-5 Results of percentage vesicularity calculations for vesicular pyroclasts of all 
samples. In general, the vesicular pyroclasts from Búrfellsstöđ have a percentage 
vesicularity (%vesicularity) of <25%. In general, these samples have a vesicularity within the 
range of <1 to 54%. Both the Type 1 and Type 2 pyroclasts of Hekla, Locality 2, samples are 
similar and all lie within the range of 3 to 39%. More data is required for ICE_02A Type 1 
pyroclasts to give a reliable calculation; very few of these vesicular pyroclasts were 
observed in this sample. Samples from Kjaltell, Locality 3, generally have a higher 
percentage vesicularity compared to the other localities. However, their range shows a 
similar trend to that of all of the samples, with a range of 2 to 56%. K_4, K_7 and K_20 have 
a vesicularity of >20%, although, K_13 and K_21 have an average vesicularity <20%.   

Samples from Hekla, Locality 2, contain the least amount of vesicular pyroclasts, 

<10% (Table 2-6), and generally have a low average vesicularity, < 21% (Table 

2-5). In contrast to this, samples from Kjaltell have the greatest abundance of 

vesicular pyroclasts, some >50% (Table 2-6) and also have the highest average 

vesicularity, some >20% (Table 2-5). However, all samples have an average 

vesicularity of <40%, which shows that they are all poorly vesicular (Houghton et 

al. 2004; Ross & White 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013). The range given for the 

vesicularity of individual pyroclasts shows that some have a vesicularity of >40%; 
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these pyroclasts are considered to have a higher vesicularity and may also 

include fragments of pumice (Houghton et al. 2004; Graettinger et al. 2013).  

 

Table 2-6 Percentage of vesicular pyroclasts present in each sample. Samples that contain 
less than 10% vesicular pyroclasts are highlighted in red, those with more than 50% 
vesicular grains are highlighted in blue. From this it is clear that the Hekla samples contains 
the lowest occurrence of vesicular pyroclasts and samples from Kjaltell generally contain 
the greatest abundance of vesicular pyroclasts.  

Finally, image analysis was also used to assess the orientation of grains from an 

orientated thin-section to determine if grains within ICE_09A have been affected 

by a significant current, or simply by deposition within a (low energy) lacustrine 

environment (Figure 2-46). Elongated grains, with a circularity between 0.0 - 

0.5, were separated using ImageJ software and their orientations relative to the 

horizontal plane of the orientated sample were calculated. The results show that 

the majority of elongated grains lie relatively horizontal within the deposit. This 

result was also replicated throughout the data for ICE_02A and ICE_04A, for 

elongate grains with a circularity of 0.0 - 0.5. 
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Figure 2-46 Example of the orientation data for elongate grains (circularity 0.0 - 0.5), as 
calculated by image analysis of an AsB SEM image for a layer within sample ICE09A. This 
data was produced from an orientated thin-section where the way-up was recorded in the 
field and on the section; this result shows that there is a preferred orientation of the grains 
in an almost horizontal plane. 

2.6 Discussion 

2.6.1 Deposit characteristics and environments of deposition 

All of the deposits described have undergone very little burial and compaction. 

Where burial has occurred, for example at Hekla, Locality 2, and Kjaltell, 

Locality 3 (Figure 2-1), this has been very shallow, a few metres to tens of 

metres only. Burial has occurred due to the emplacement of further sediments 

(at Hekla), or lavas (at Kjaltell). The main diagenetic process has been grain 

compaction. No post-depositional lithification has occurred. Because of this, the 

coarser-grained sedimentary units of sand and gravel maintain a high porosity 

and permeability and are typically held together by grain-compaction.  
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The SA has been identified at each of the localities based on the observation of 

deposits that are predominantly composed of black/brown vitreous pyroclasts 

with minor amounts of rust-orange crystalline igneous clasts and fragments of 

plagioclase. However, the nature of the deposits in each locality differs due to 

the environmental conditions in which deposition took place. Reworking of 

primary volcanic material has also affected features of the clasts, for example, 

rounding of their edges, as well as the depositional features of the deposits, for 

example, reworking may have introduced cross-stratification upon re-deposition 

from a current. 

All of the samples contain a varying amount of crystalline igneous clasts (Figure 

2-44). These clasts generally contain hornblend (amphibole), pyroxene and 

plagioclase in various amounts typical of basalt. The crystalline clasts are 

therefore clasts of basalt, as they are too finely-crystalline to be gabbro, and 

may have come from within the vent or conduit of GV during eruption of the SA, 

and may be accidental clasts deposited as part of the ‘primary’ pyroclastic 

tephra. Many of the pyroclasts contain microphenocrysts of plagioclase, 

plagioclase is also present as crystal fragments within the deposits (Table 2-4). 

Therefore, it is highly likely that the plagioclase crystals in the deposit are also 

accidental clast-types and were also produced as a primary product in the 

eruption of the SA (Table 2-4).  

A fluvial environment of deposition is interpreted for the deposits of Búrfellsstöđ 

and Kjaltell based on field-observations of asymmetrical climbing ripples and 

cross-stratification. Hekla, Locality 2, can be interpreted as a lacustrine 

environment with deposition occasionally influenced by currents. This 

interpretation is based on the presence of sub-horizontal laminations and 

bedding planes along with repeated sequences of normal-graded cm-scale varves 

(e.g. Collinson 1978; Prothero 1990; Glenn & Kelts 1991; Collinson et al. 2006). 

Asymmetrical ripple structures suggest that deposition was occasionally 

influenced by unidirectional currents (e.g. Collinson 1978; Baas 1994; Mazumder 

2000; Collinson et al. 2006; Miall 2014; Perillo et al. 2014; Bartholdy et al. 

2015). At this locality, micro-faults and soft-sediment deformation suggest that 

the sediments were water-saturated (e.g. Collinson et al. 2006). The presence of 

post-depositional deformation, possibly caused by seismic activity, in the form 
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of soft-sediment deformation at Búrfellsstöđ 1c and Hekla, and the presence of a 

sediment volcano at Búrfellsstöđ 1c, may have been caused by liquefaction, 

suggesting that the deposits originally contained a high fluid content (e.g. Scott 

& Price 1988; Popescu 2002; Chen & Lee 2011).  

Fluctuations in the concentration of sand- and gravel-sized grains predominantly 

composed of vitreous basaltic pyroclasts throughout the deposits may reflect 

seasonal changes in the catchment area of the sub-aqueous depositional 

systems. For example, spring and summer thaw of ice and snow on land would 

transport and deposit a greater abundance of coarser sediments into both fluvial 

and lacustrine environments (Collinson 1978; Prothero 1990; Glenn & Kelts 1991; 

Collinson et al. 2006). Alternatively, an increase in coarser-grained basaltic 

material could represent a greater availability of these clasts in the 

environment, for example, following an eruption (e.g. Riggs et al. 2001).  

In this section, the characteristics of each deposit will be discussed, followed by 

comments regarding the pyroclastic components and what these indicate about 

the eruption dynamics which led to their formation. The characteristics of 

pyroclasts deposited as primary fall-out pyroclastic deposits and reworked 

volcaniclastic detritus will then be discussed. 

2.6.1.1 Búrfellsstóđ, Locality 1a-d 

The stratigraphy of each locality at Búrfellstóđ, (Figure 2-1, Figure 2-5) 

represents part of a dynamic fluvial system, as shown by the presence of 

asymmetrical climbing ripples and small-scale to large-scale truncated cross-

stratification, and the occurrence of gravel beds and pebbles (Collinson 1978; 

Prothero 1990; Collinson et al. 2006).  

Clay drapes within dominantly fine- or medium-sand grade deposits and clay 

preservation of foreset laminations within ripples (e.g. Figure 2-7, Figure 2-11, 

Figure 2-19) may be associated with variations in the energy of currents within 

the fluvial system (Collinson 1978; Baas 1994; Mazumder 2000; Collinson et al. 

2006; Miall 2014; Perillo et al. 2014; Bartholdy et al. 2015). Sand would be 

deposited during and shortly after high-energy periods, perhaps when the flow of 

water was greater during spring/summer, when ice and glaciers melt, or during 
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floods, whereas clay would be deposited during low energy conditions, perhaps 

in the winter when the flow of water was reduced, or in-between flooding 

events (e.g. Collinson 1978; Baas 1994; Mazumder 2000; Collinson et al. 2006). 

These features can be viewed in real-time at the Markfljót River in Iceland 

(Figure 2-47). 

 

Figure 2-47 Modern analogue for the formation and identification of clay drapes and fluvial 
deposits in Iceland  , from the Markfljót River used as a comparison for features of the 
Búrfellstóđ localities. An example of the wide range of grain-sizes that can occur within a 
short distance (ca. 1m), including silt and sands to pebbles with a silt/sand matrix, overlain 
by clay. B) Clay may be deposited directly on-top of silts and sands from stream water that 
has a high suspended clay content. C) Small-scale cross section through fluvial deposits 
showing the range of grain-sizes experienced within <10 cm, from pebbles with a sand 
matrix to silt and sand. D) Very fine (<1 mm) layer of clay drapes a ripple structure 
comprised of silt and sand; silts and sands deposited above this will lead to clay draped 
ripples, like those identified in the deposits at Búrfellstóđ (Figure 2-7, Figure 2-11).  

Subcritical, critical and supercritical climbing ripples can all be identified within 

the deposits at Búrfellstóđ 1a (Figure 2-7), b (Figure 2-8) and c (Figure 2-11). 

The presence of these different ripple types shows that there were variations in 

the flow regime of the fluvial system and/or changes in the sediment load 

available for deposition over time (e.g. Collinson 1978; Baas 1994; Mazumder 

2000; Brookfield 2006; Collinson et al. 2006; Perillo et al. 2014; Bartholdy et al. 

2015). Supercritical climbing ripples that can be traced without any changes to 
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the thickness of their laminations are found in some of the finer-grained 

sediments, mostly within clays. These suggest that the sediment was able to 

accumulate on both the lee- and stoss-slopes of the ripple at the same rate 

(Collinson 1978; Collinson et al. 2006), indicating that there was little influence 

from the flow of water at these locations during the formation of this feature. 

These ripple forms may have formed in the shallowest parts of the river channel, 

where the finest grains are deposited. In contrast, the presence of subcritical 

climbing ripples with truncated upper and lower surfaces are more indicative of 

more rapid water-flow (e.g. Collinson 1978; Collinson et al. 2006; Bartholdy et 

al. 2015). These might have formed during periods of flood or deepening of the 

river channel as it migrated over this area.  

Large-scale dune cross-stratification is found at the top of the exposure at 

Locality 1d, (Figure 2-5). This suggests that this locality lay within the main river 

channel during deposition of these cross-stratified sands and gravels, and there 

was little or no deposition of fine-grained sediment at this time. A correlation of 

the upper unit of this sequence has been made, with a corresponding sand at the 

base of the section observed at Búrfellstóđ 1b (Figure 2-5), to the east. If the 

sequence at Locality 1d does lie below that exposed at Locality 1b then it is 

possible that this whole sequence represents a fining upwards succession and a 

shallowing of the fluvial environment, eventually leading to the formation of a 

thin palaeosol (ca. 13 cm), composed of clay and peat. Above this palaeosol is 

more sand and gravel, suggesting that there was a flood event or a slight change 

in the position of the channel, allowing sediment to be deposited without the 

influence of vegetation. Above this, the environment of deposition becomes 

shallower again and the development of a thicker palaeosol composed of clay 

and peat developed.  

At Búrfellstóđ 1c, the presence of a preserved sediment volcano and 

deformation of the boundaries between interbeds of the adjacent clay and silt, 

in the form of liquefaction (Figure 2-9), suggest that a significant seismic event 

affected the sedimentary sequence after deposition. Scott & Price (1988) 

proposed a list of criteria that should be satisfied before seismic deformation of 

soft sediments should be considered; these criteria are satisfied at Búrfellstóđ 

by: 1) the deformed sequence is located within a seismically active region, 2) 
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deformation is limited to a particular interval, with undeformed material above 

and below, 3) the original sediment was relatively flat-lying, so that deformation 

is not due to slope failure, 4) the original sediments had the potential to become 

liquefied, for example by being deposited in a fluvial or lacustrine environment.  

The deformation of the interbedded silts and clays surrounding the sediment 

volcano, in addition to the expulsion of fine-grained sediment to form the 

sediment volcano, suggests that the sediments contained a high amount of water 

when the earthquake occurred (e.g. Popescu 2002; Chen & Lee 2011). These 

features also suggest that the sediments were relatively close to the surface 

(e.g. Scott & Price 1988). At the time of seismic deformation, the sediment had 

undergone little compaction, and had a higher porosity than is observed in the 

deposits today. This high porosity likely enabled grains to move about during the 

earthquake, allowing the beds to deform in a fluidal fashion, leading to changes 

in the bed boundaries and obscuring the original depositional characteristics of 

the deposits. This liquefaction induced soft-sediment deformation may 

correspond to the soft-sediment deformation observed in the lower part of the 

sequence exposed at Hekla, Locality 2 (Figure 2-15). 

It has been suggested by several authors (e.g. Morgnestern 1967; Kuribayashi & 

Tatsuoka 1975; Youd 1977; Scott & Price 1988) that liquefaction of shallow sub-

surface sediments will only occur during earthquakes with a Richter magnitude 

of 5 and above, at a particular distance from the epicentre. For example, it has 

been predicted that liquefaction can occur during an earthquake with a Richter 

magnitude of 6 up to 4 km from the epicentre (Seed & Lee 1966; Scott & Price 

1988). The duration of the seismic event has also been identified as an 

important factor in causing liquefaction, for example, shaking of more than 8 

seconds (Seed & Lee 1966; Scott & Price 1988). Liquifaction and soft sediment 

deformation caused by ground movements can also be caused by volcanic 

explosion due to the shock waves that are produced (Scott & Price 1988). 

However, the extent of the deformation observed at Búrfellsstöđ 1c and Hekla, 

Locality 2, and the presence of a sediment volcano, suggest that this was 

seismically induced deformation, caused by a nearby earthquake with a Richter 

magnitude of 5, or more. 
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2.6.1.2 Hekla, Locality 2: 64o46’9.00”N 19o29’39.10”W 

The deposits exposed at Hekla, Locality 2, are representative of deposition in a 

lacustrine environment. The presence of mm-scale, normal-graded varves at 

intervals throughout the section (e.g. Figure 2-14), suggests that the body of 

water was present for a substantial amount of time, with little influence from 

volcanic activity during their formation. Thicker units of coarser-grained 

sediments commonly interrupt the sequence of varves and therefore indicate 

significant events that disturbed the low-energy depositional environment of the 

lake. The deposit is found on the lower slopes of the volcano, Hekla, therefore 

showing that during deposition of the varved sediments there was neither 

explosive activity at Hekla, nor from any neighbouring volcanoes, including GV. 

In intervals where sand lies on top of varved silts and clays, the boundary 

displays loading structures such as flame and ball-and-pillow structures (Figure 

2-16). The coarser-grained sediments above these boundaries therefore most 

likely represent events in which the coarser-grained material was rapidly 

introduced into the lake. These coarser-grained sediments are often overlain by 

a continuation of the varved, fine-grained sediment, and therefore likely 

represent a depositional event that disrupted this seasonal pattern of 

sedimentation (e.g. Collinson 1978; Prothero 1990; Glenn & Kelts 1991; Collinson 

et al. 2006). These coarser-grained beds could represent the sudden influx of 

volcanic material from an eruption, or an influx of grains following the reworking 

of erupted material that was originally deposited on the land surrounding the 

lake. Sequences like this occur in at least seven intervals throughout this 

exposure, possibly indicating that a minimum of seven eruption events 

influenced deposition in this region. The sands are all composed of basaltic 

pyroclasts with minor plagioclase fragments and crystalline igneous lithics, 

suggesting that these seven eruption events may represent at least this many 

eruptive episodes of GV, contributing to the formation and deposition of the SA.  

Coarse-grains of crystalline igneous lithics, or vitreous pyroclasts surrounded by 

finer-grained sediment, with corresponding deformation of the bed boundaries 

below these (Figure 2-22c, d), may represent localised deposition of coarser-

grains from ice (Figure 2-48; e.g. Collinson 1978; Bennett et al. 1996; Hass 2002; 
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Doublet & Garcia 2004; Bailey et al. 2013; Jonkers et al. 2015; St John et al. 

2015). An alternative interpretation of these coarse-grains is that they could 

have been deposited as tephra fall-out during an eruption (e.g. Collinson 1978; 

Bennett et al. 1996). However, the rounding of some of these larger-grains and 

their isolation from any other coarse-grained material (Figure 2-22c, d) suggests 

that they may have been deposited from ice and were subsequently deposited 

into the lake (e.g. Hass 2002; Doublet & Garcia 2004; Bailey et al. 2013; Jonkers 

et al. 2015; St John et al. 2015).  

 

Figure 2-48 Diagram showing how coarse-grains can be transported by ice and deposited 
through an underlying water body to be deposited with fine-grained sediments. 

Image analysis shows that in the sampled thin beds (ICE_02A, ICE_04A, ICE_09A), 

there is a preferred orientation of their elongate grains (Figure 2-46). This 

orientation is generally horizontal, suggesting that the grains were deposited in 

a low-energy sub-aqueous environment which was not influenced by any 

dominant currents. This observation could be expected of grains within the 

finer-grained units that were sampled, which are more likely to be deposited 

from suspension under very calm conditions (Collinson 1978; Baas 1994; 

Mazumder 2000; Collinson et al. 2006). The accumulation of thick sequences of 

fine-grained sediments that were likely deposited from suspension can be 

expected in lakes (Collinson 1978; Prothero 1990).  
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The deformed beds at the base of the exposed sequence at Hekla, may 

represent post-depositional soft-sediment deformation and liquifaction in 

response to a significant seismic event (greater than Richter magnitude 5; 

Morgnestern 1967; Kuribayahi & Tatsuoka 1975; Youd 1977; Scott & Price 1988). 

This may correspond to the seismically deformed beds and sediment volcano 

identified at Búrfellsstöđ Locality 1c (64o5’58.02”N 19o49’0.57”W). The 

deformed sedimentary/volcaniclastic units at both of these localities might 

therefore act as a correlative sequence or marker unit linking the relative timing 

of sediment deposition and deposition of the SA in both of these areas. An 

alternative interpretation could be that the deformed units were formed in 

response to slumping of deposits within the lake related to earthquake (Elliott & 

Williams 1988; Perucca et al. 2014; Deev et al. 2015; Kale et al. 2016), or non-

earthquake (Elliott & Williams 1988; Pisarska-Jamroży & Weckwerth 2012; Kale 

et al. 2016; Yang & van Loon 2016), related gravity driven processes. However, 

the entire sequence observed at Hekla is sub-horizontal and the deformed 

sequence can be traced laterally across the exposure, suggesting that something 

on a larger-scale than slumping in a relatively small lake was responsible for the 

deformation.  

2.6.1.3 Kjaltell, Locality 3: 64o21’19.96”N 19o44’30.56”W 

The deposits of the SA described from Kjaltell, Locality 3 (Figure 2-1), are 

similar to those of Búrfellsstöđ, Locality 1a-c, having been deposited in a fluvial 

environment (see section 2.6.1.1). However, the sedimentary sequence at 

Kjaltell, contains more sub-horizontal bedding, with less evidence of ripples and 

cross-stratification (Figure 2-20). This indicates that the fluvial system here 

behaved differently to that at Búrfellstöđ, and was, perhaps, more stable 

(Prothero 1990; Glenn & Kelts 1991; Collinson et al. 2006). Generally, the 

deposit appears to coarsen upwards, suggesting that the main channel of the 

fluvial system gradually migrated over to this locality, or that the river level 

fluctuated over time to allow deposition of only coarse-grained, more 

structureless units of sediment (Collinson 1978; Prothero 1990; Glenn & Kelts 

1991; Collinson et al. 2006).  
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2.6.2 Eruption dynamics 

Several features of the pyroclasts within the samples from each locality can be 

used to interpret the eruption dynamics which led to their formation. These 

features are discussed and interpreted below.  

2.6.2.1 Pyroclast morphology 

The morphology of pyroclasts can indicate the fragmentation mechanisms 

dominant during eruption of the magma at the GV source (e.g. Carey & Sparks 

1986; Cas & Wright 1988; Barberi et al. 1989; Cioni et al. 1992; Blower et al. 

2001; Riley et al. 2003; Gaonac’h et al. 2005; Houghton & Gonnermann 2008; 

Polacci et al. 2008; Clarke et al. 2009; Mattsson 2010; Shea et al. 2010; 

Bonadonna et al. 2011; Ross & White 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013; Moitra et al. 

2013; Cioni et al. 2014; Heap et al. 2014). These can also indicate the type of 

eruption that occurred during the formation of the pyroclasts, and whether this 

was ‘dry’ magmatic or involved hydrovolcanic processes (e.g. Heiken 1972, 1974; 

Wohletz 1983; Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Cas & Wright 1988; Rose & Durant 

2009; Brown et al. 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013).  

In general, all of the samples are dominated by non-vesicular blocky pyroclasts 

that are formed by brittle deformation of a magma and are a common pyroclast 

type identified in deposits from hydrovolcanic eruptions (Table 2-7; Heiken 

1972, 1974; Wohletz 1983; Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Cas & Wright 1988; 

Zimanowski et al. 1997; Mattsson 2010; Dellino et al. 2012; Ross & White 2012; 

Graettinger et al. 2013). The presence of highly vesicular pumice within some 

samples (Figure 2-25a, Figure 2-37b) is more indicative of fragmentation of a 

gas-rich magma formed during a ‘dry’ magmatic eruption and magmatic 

fragmentation (Cas & Wright 1988; Houghton et al. 2004; Mattsson 2010). 

Calculation of the percentage vesicularity of vesicular pyroclasts for each sample 

(Table 2-5), give values that are generally <40%, indicating that the pyroclasts 

are poorly vesicular (Houghton et al. 2004; Clarke et al. 2009; Mattsson 2010; 

Dellino et al. 2012; Ross & White 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013; Heap et al. 

2014). A few pyroclasts have a vesicularity > 40%, reaching up to 56% (Table 

2-5); these pyroclasts can be considered as moderately vesicular (Houghton & 

Wilson 1989; Ross & White 2012), but are not considered to be pumice, which 
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have the highest vesicle percentages (Cas & Wright 1988; Graettinger et al. 

2013). For example, a reticulate can have a vesicularity of up to 98% (Heap & 

Chen 2014).  

The presence of pyroclasts with an irregular/fluidal morphology (Figure 2-44) 

could suggest that quenching of the erupted magma did not occur 

instantaneously, and that the magma had time to deform during the eruption, 

before solidifying (Table 2-7; e.g. Ross & White 2012). These pyroclasts may 

indicate that hydrovolcanic processes were not operating throughout all of the 

eruptive phases that created the SA. The presence of water in hydrovolcanic 

eruptions would likely lead to more rapid quenching and therefore a lack of 

irregular/fluidal shaped pyroclast morphologies.  

Bubble-wall pyroclasts are often more indicative of ‘dry’ magmatic eruptions, 

that are driven by the expansion of bubbles within the magma (Table 2-7; 

Wohletz 1983; Cas & Wright 1988; Hanson & Elliot 1996; Houghton et al. 2004; 

Mattsson 2010; Graettinger et al. 2013). However, it is possible to identify 

bubble-wall pyroclasts with sharp, horizontal edges that are unlikely to 

represent bubble-walls (Table 2-7). These edges are more likely to have formed 

by brittle fragmentation, either during the eruption or during transport and 

deposition. If brittle fragmentation of these pyroclasts occurred within an 

erupting vent then this may be an indicator of hydrovolcanic processes occurring 

simultaneously alongside a magmatic gas-expansion and magma fragmentation. 

Rapid quenching of the magma by interaction with water could cause 

magmatically formed bubble-wall pyroclasts to experience brittle fragmentation 

in this way. However, collisions of pyroclasts within an eruption cloud could also 

lead to brittle fragmentation of the delicate edges of bubble-walls during a ‘dry’ 

magmatic eruption. Impact of the pyroclasts with the Earth’s surface may also 

lead to the edges of bubble-wall pyroclasts being broken off (e.g. Cas & Wright 

1988). The second type of bubble-wall pyroclast shows no evidence of brittle 

fragmentation, with all of the bubble-walls remaining intact and edges tapering 

off into sharp points. These may be evidence of ‘dry’ magmatic fragmentation, 

where the expansion of bubbles within the magma has caused the magma to 

fragment without magma-water interactions (Table 2-8).  
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Table 2-7 Pyroclast morphology can be used to interpret the fragmentation mechanism that 
led to their formation; this information can be used to interpret eruption dynamics. Blocky 
pyroclasts are formed by brittle fragmentation and are a common pyroclast-type in 
magmatic and hydrovocanic eruption deposits (e.g. Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Cas & Wright 
1988; Ross & White 2012). Two main types of bubble-wall pyroclast can be identified in the 
samples from all localities, and imply slightly different stages of fragmentation. Bubble-wall 
shards with abrupt horizontal edges may be formed by the magmatic expansion of bubbles 
and brittle fragmentation of the bubble-wall edges. These features can form during rapid 
quenching and brittle fragmentation of the magma alongside magmatic fragmentation by 
the expansion of bubbles, however, brittle fragmentation may also occur due to abrasion of 
colliding particles within an ash-cloud, or upon impact of the pyroclast with the Earth’s 
surface (e.g. Cas & Wright 1988). Bubble-wall shards that have edges that taper-off into a 
delicate, sharp point, are likely evidence of purely magmatic fragmentation by the 
expansion of bubbles. Irregular pyroclasts get their fluidal morphology from a slower-rate of 
cooling, which allows the magma to remain ductile and deform during transport from the 
erupting volcanic vent. The fluidal morphology is retained when the magma completely 
solidifies. This is evidence of a magmatic eruption-type where pyroclasts are expected to 
cool more slowly compared to rapid, or instantaneous, quenching if the eruption involved 
water.  
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Table 2-8 Formation of bubble-wall shards within a vesiculating magma. Volatiles within the 
magma exsolve and begin to form bubbles (A). As volatiles continue to exsolve, the bubbles 
expand and eventually fragment the magma (B). Bubble-wall shards form from the magma 
that remains between the bubbles and have sharp pointed edges (C). An example of a 
bubble-wall shard from sample ICE_18 is given in D.  

Rod-like pyroclasts may represent Limu-o-Pele (Graettinger et al. 2013). This 

pyroclast morphology is regarded as evidence for hydrovolcanic eruption 

dynamics, as Limu-o-Pele are suggested to form from the entrapment of water 

at the site of an eruption (Graettinger et al. 2013). 
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The percentage vesicularity of pyroclasts, the shapes of vesicles and relative 

sizes of vesicles can provide additional information on the conditions of the 

magma, magma ascent and the eruption dynamics (Gaonach et al. 2005; 

Mascarenhas-Pereira et al. 2006; Polacci et al. 2008; Shea et al. 2010; Ross & 

White 2012; Moitra et al. 2013; Heap & Chen 2014). The vesicularity of samples 

from each location range from poorly to more moderately vesicular (2 to 54%; 

Table 2-5; Ross & White 2012). This general low-level of vesicularity may 

represent the volatile component of the magma, showing that the magma may 

have had a low volatile content at the time of eruption (Moitra et al. 2013). It is 

also possible that the poor vesicularity is a result of rapid magma ascent, as this 

can inhibit volatile exsolution and therefore reduce vesicle formation and 

growth (Moitra et al. 2013). A low vesicularity may also indicate that the magma 

underwent degassing prior to the eruption of these pyroclasts (Ross & White 

2012). It should also be noted that most of the samples are predominantly 

comprised of non-vesicular pyroclasts (Table 2-6), with the percentage of 

vesicular pyroclasts reaching >50% in samples from Kjaltell where the grain-sizes 

are larger (Figure 2-42), and the material has, most likely, been reworked, due 

to deposition in a fluvial or lacustrine setting. A lower degree of magma 

fragmentation may allow larger pyroclasts to preserve a greater number of 

vesicles, whereas higher degrees of fragmentation are more likely to form fine-

ash from the breaking apart bubble-walls, thus, removing evidence of 

vesicularity from the resulting pyroclastic deposit.  

The low vesicularity of pyroclasts (Table 2-5) within samples of the SA are 

indicative of deposits produced by hydrovolcanic eruptions (Houghton et al. 

1999; Ross & White 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013). Comparison of the SA data 

with published data for the vesicularity of hydrovolcanic and ‘dry’ magmatic 

deposits show that the SA deposits match most closely with hydrovolcanic 

deposits (Figure 2-49). However, further pyroclast and deposit characteristics 

are needed to support this, and determination of hydrovolcanic versus ‘dry’ 

magmatic deposits cannot be based on vesicularity alone.  
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Figure 2-49 Results of the vesicularity of the SA samples (this study) compared with those 
given by Ross & White (2012) for a range of other eruption-types. Hawaiian fire fountaining 
and Strombolian eruptions are purely magmatic and have high vesicle abundance, these are 
represented by data for Kilauea Iki 1959 and Stromboli 2002 (Lautze & Houghton 2007; 
Stoval et al. 2011; Ross & White 2012). Vesicularities are also compared with results from 
two tuff cones: Ilchulbong and Capelas (Mattsson 2010; Murtagh et al. 2011; Ross & White 
2012). The subdivisions of vesicle percentage and the corresponding non-vesicular to 
extremely vesicular range is the vesicularity index as proposed by Houghton & Wilson 
(1989). 

Vesicles of a range of sizes are present in the pyroclasts; their sizes potentially 

representing different phases of volatile exsolution within the magma prior to or 

during magma ascent (e.g. Gaonach et al. 2005). The size of vesicles is also 

influenced by magma viscosity, crystal content, and volatile content (Heap & 

Chen 2014).  

The shapes of vesicles can provide information of magma ascent and eruption 

dynamics, in addition to the rapidity of quenching after fragmentation of the 

magma has occurred. However, the published results of research into this aspect 

of pyroclasts, particularly for explosive basaltic eruptions, is limited (Ross & 

White 2012; Moitra et al. 2013). Four types of vesicle shapes have been 

identified throughout this study: circular (in 2D) (Figure 2-25d, Figure 2-28c, 

Figure 2-37a), tube or elongate (Figure 2-37f), irregular (Figure 2-28a), and 

those exhibiting bubble-coalescence (Figure 2-25c). Tube or elongate vesicles 
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likely represent shearing of the magma, possibly during rapid ascent in a conduit 

(e.g. Gaonach et al. 2005; Moitra et al. 2013). The fact that the bubbles have 

not had time to relax back to a more spherical shape suggests that the magma 

quenched rapidly, allowing this vesicle texture to be preserved. Circular vesicles 

in cross-section may represent the presence of spherical vesicles in 3D, this 

vesicle shape may represent relaxed bubbles within the magma, or suggest that 

the vesicles were able to relax during a slower-rate of cooling (e.g. Moitra et al. 

2013). There is ample evidence for the early stages of bubble-coalescence, 

where bubbles have coalesced shortly before the magma erupted and quenched 

(Figure 2-28a-b). Here, the newly merged bubbles form a larger vesicle that still 

contains pointed bubble-walls that have not had time to relax prior to being 

quenched (Figure 2-28a-b). Irregular-shaped vesicles may be evidence of the 

later stages of bubble-coalescence, where the pointed bubble-walls between 

coalesced bubbles have had time to relax, but the larger newly formed bubble 

still retains the irregular shape of multiple vesicles (Figure 2-28a; Gaonach et al. 

2005; Moitra et al. 2013).  

The preservation of very fine-scale, delicate pyroclast features (Figure 2-50), 

may be evidence that few grain interactions occurred within the eruption 

column prior to their deposition. This could suggest that the eruption columns 

had a relatively low particle density, leading to only minimal grain interactions 

prior to and during deposition. The preservation of these very thin bubble-walls 

is also evidence for primary pyroclastic deposition with little or no reworking, as 

subsequent transport and deposition which would likely lead to fracturing and 

removal of these delicate features.  
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Figure 2-50 An example of a very fine-scale pyroclast feature preserved in a compacted 
sample from Hekla, Locality 2. The very fine nature of one tip of this shard suggests that it 
was transported in an area of the eruption column that had a low particle density. A shard of 
this thickness would be very fragile and would not likely survive if there was a high density 
of particles within the transport medium, where particle collisions would easily fracture 
such a fragile feature. 

Micro-fractures are a common feature observed in pyroclasts from samples from 

Hekla, Kjaltell, and Búrfellstóđ 1b. These fractures do not appear to be an 

artefact of sample preparation, but instead appear to be an original feature of 

these pyroclasts (Figure 2-33). The micro-fractures are more commonly 

associated with pyroclasts that show a degree of alteration and reworking, and 

they may therefore be associated with post-eruption processes such as 

weathering and erosion of primary volcanic deposits. However, it is also possible 

that some of these micro-fractures may have formed during eruption of the 

pyroclasts, and therefore, represent hydration cracks (e.g. Mascarenhas-Pereira 

et al. 2006). 

Hydration cracks are commonly found in deposits from hydrovolcanic eruptions 

as they form due to contraction during rapid cooling of hot particles 

(Scolamachia et al. 2005; Mascarenhas-Pereira et al. 2006), for example when an 

already fragmented hot pyroclast comes into contact with cooler fluids. 
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A minor amount of euhedral microcrystals of olivine can be found in some 

pyroclasts, along with microcrystals of plagioclase. The presence of these 

crystals suggests that crystallisation of the magma had begun prior to eruption. 

It is possible for crystallisation to enhance the viscosity of the melt and 

therefore increase its explosivity (Moitra et al. 2013; Heap & Chen 2014). 

However, the minor amount of crystal fragments or microcrystalline pyroclasts 

compared to crystal-free pyroclasts suggests that the amount of crystals that 

were present in the melt was minimal, and was not sufficient to be a cause of 

the highly explosive eruptions that produced the Saksunarvatn Ash.  

2.6.2.2 Ash aggregates 

Samples from Hekla, Locality 2, appear to contain occasional clasts that could 

be considered as irregular ash aggregates or ash particle clusters (Figure 2-32b). 

These clasts are comprised of loosely compacted angular grains of fine-ash, that 

are generally homogenous with the same composition as the Type 2 pyroclasts 

that are also abundant in the samples from Hekla.  

Ash aggregates are common products of ‘wet’ eruptions, such as those involving 

hydrovolcanic processes, although they can form in many types of eruption 

(Scolamachia et al. 2005; Brown et al. 2012; Van Eaton et al. 2012). Irregular ash 

aggregates, or ash particle clusters, have an irregular shape and an interior 

character that is generally structureless (Figure 2-32b; e.g. Scolmacchia et al. 

2005). In general, all of the component particles that make up these aggregates 

are <10μm, and composed of the very fin-ash.  

Ash aggregates form in various ways, for example by electrostatic and/or 

capillary forces (Scolamacchia et al. 2005; Brown et al. 2012; Van Eaton et al. 

2012; Mueller et al. 2016). The geometry of the aggregates depends on the 

conditions in the eruption plume; a major constraint on the nature of the 

aggregate is the original particle size distribution of the ash within the eruption 

column, as well as the abundance of fluids (Scolamacchia et al. 2005; Van Eaton 

et al. 2012). The way in which particles adhere to one another will affect the 

behaviour of the resultant ash aggregate and, therefore, influence the eruption 

dynamics of a plume. This can also affect fallout deposition and the resultant 

nature of the deposited material (Brown et al. 2012; Van Eaton et al. 2012; 
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Mueller et al. 2016). Ash aggregates are generally composed of particles of very 

fine- or fine-ash that aggregate together to form a larger clast. Therefore, 

aggregation of fine-ash within an eruption plume can lead to the premature fall-

out of large quantities of fine-ash in proximal settings (e.g. Brown et al. 2012). 

Consequently, less fine ash will then be available for deposition in more distal 

settings.  

Aggregate clasts are only observed in thin-sections from Hekla, Locality 2 

samples, and are not observed in any of the grain-mounts from the samples of 

Búrfellstóđ or Kjaltell. It is possible that the deposits of the SA are not 

chronologically synchronous between all of the localities and that the samples 

from Hekla represent an eruptive phase that is not observed, or was not 

sampled, at the other localities. Alternatively, it may be possible that these 

relatively uncompacted, unconsolidated aggregates broke apart during 

transportation to the slightly more distal localities of Búrfellstóđ and Kjaltell and 

did not survive transport and deposition. The fluvial environments that have 

been interpreted for Búrfellstóđ and Kjaltell, during deposition of the SA, may 

not have permitted the preservation of aggregates, even if they were deposited 

in these areas, as the higher-energy of rivers could easily break apart these 

fragile particle clusters. Preservation of aggregates within the varved sections of 

Hekla, Locality 2, may have been permitted due to their deposition in a very 

calm lacustrine environment.  

2.6.3 Primary versus reworked volcanic material 

During reworking, all clast-types are likely to fragment due to abrasion caused 

when grains come into contact with other particles or surfaces (e.g. Brookfield 

2004). It is likely, therefore, that pyroclasts may fracture or fragment further 

during reworking than they originally did in the eruption column prior to their 

initial deposition. This should be considered when assessing the grain-size and 

grain characteristics when relating these to eruption processes, as the original 

eruption characteristics may be overwritten by later reworking (Brookfield 

2004).  
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Pyroclasts in samples from Búrfellstóđ 1b, 1d, Hekla and Kjaltell have jagged or 

rounded edges and commonly have a rim of clay-rich material (Figure 2-26; 

Figure 2-29; Figure 2-37). Vesicular pyroclasts within these samples are 

commonly associated with a partial or complete infill of very fine-ash (Figure 

2-26; Figure 2-29c; Figure 2-31a; Figure 2-38). These pyroclast features may 

represent the effects of reworking (e.g. Mascarenhas-Pereira et al. 2006). When 

this is considered alongside the clast-types for each of these samples it can be 

noted that these features coincide with an increase in the abundance of granular 

lithic and lava-like clasts. These samples (ICE_16, ICE_17, all samples from Hekla 

and Kjaltell) generally contain the lowest abundance of pyroclasts that can be 

considered as ‘fresh’ glassy material (Figure 2-44). This suggests that these 

samples represent reworked volcanic sediments and are therefore volcaniclastic 

sedimentary deposits and not primary air-fall pyroclastic deposits of the SA.  

The m-scale thickness of some of the volcaniclastic deposits of the SA within 

fluvial deposits from the Búrfellsstöđ, Locality 1, and Kjaltell, Locality 3 (Figure 

2-1), do not give any indication of the thickness of the primary pyroclastic 

deposits or the total volume of tephra erupted or deposited during any eruptive 

episode of GV. The thickness of these deposits is more likely to be an 

exaggeration of the quantity of tephra deposited across this region. The 

presence of ripple structures and erosional bed boundaries are further evidence 

that the tephra observed at these localities has been reworked.  

The upper part of the lacustrine deposit exposed at Hekla, Locality 2, is 

dominated by varved clays, silts and fine-grained sands, which likely formed 

seasonally in a low energy, sub-aqueous lacustrine environment (Figure 2-15; 

Collinson 1978; Prothero 1990; Glenn & Kelts 1991; Collinson et al. 2006). 

Deposition of this varved succession was intermittently interrupted by deposition 

of coarser-grained sands at least seven times. These coarser-grained sands may 

represent at least seven depositional events related to eruptions of GV and form 

an important part of the SA tephrostratigraphy. These sand-grade deposits are 

most likely composed of a combination of primary fall-out pyroclasts and 

volcaniclastic material washed into the lake, syn-eruption, or shortly thereafter. 

Thin-sections of samples from the uppermost portion of this deposit are 

dominated by vitreous pyroclasts, which have sharp rims and show no evidence 
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of transport during prolonged periods of reworking. It is possible that this 

material has been transported short distances, with little abrasion prior to final 

deposition and preservation within this lacustrine succession. Interbedded with 

these deposits containing more ‘primary’ volcanic material are beds where the 

features of the pyroclasts are more similar to those from Kjaltell. The pyroclasts 

in these sections have jagged edges, abundant micro-fractures and are 

associated with a higher abundance of sedimentary clasts (granular lithic and 

microcrystalline lava-like clasts; Figure 2-44). Due to the high number of non-

pyroclast clast-types and evidence of abrasion (micro-fractures and jagged 

edges) these intervals could be interpreted as volcaniclastic deposits (Table 

2-9). 
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Table 2-9 Characteristic features of pyroclasts and deposits used to distinguish between 
primary pyroclastic and volcaniclastic material. These criteria have been used for the 
samples investigated in this study and may or may not be applicable to deposits from other 
volcanoes. In these samples primary volcanic deposits are those that are comprised almost 
entirely of volcanic clasts, and pyroclasts that have smooth, sharp edges, empty vesicles 
and little or no alteration of the glassy pyroclast. In contrast to this, reworked volcaniclastic 
deposits are predominantly comprised of sedimentary clasts, and pyroclasts that have 
jagged, edges with abundant micro-fractures, higher levels of alteration and vesicles that 
are partly or completely filled with fine ash or fine-grained sediment.  

2.6.3.1 Chemical composition of pyroclasts 

Two types of pyroclast (Type 1 and Type 2) are abundant in the samples from 

Hekla, Locality 2. The two types can be identified in SEM AsB images as they 

produce two varying shades of grey, which are indicative of differences in the 

chemical composition of the two types. Type 1 pyroclasts are pale grey under 
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AsB SEM and Type 2 pyroclasts are a darker mid-grey. When comparing the 

chemical spectra of these two types of pyroclast (Figure 2-39), the Type 2 

pyroclasts give a higher wt% of silica (Si). This could suggest that the Type 2 

pyroclasts were produced by the eruption of a more evolved, silicic, parent-

magma than those of Type 1 composition (Figure 2-39). This interpretation is 

also supported by the observation of lower wt% of Fe and Ca (Figure 2-39). Fe 

and Ca can be removed from a magma by the fractional crystallisation of 

magnetite and ilmenite, and plagioclase, respectively, and is evidence of the 

evolution of a magma to higher one with a higher silica content (Winchester & 

Floyd 1977; Hastie et al. 2007).  

Deposits of the SA are said to be comprised of a homogenous composition of 

pyroclasts of tholeiitic basalt (Andrews et al. 2002; Jennings et al. 2002; 

Gudmundsdóttir et al. 2011; Thornalley et al. 2011; Bramham-Law et al. 2013; 

Lind et al. 2013; Lohne et al. 2013; Jennings et al. 2014; Neave et al. 2015). The 

presence of the more evolved pyroclasts (Type 2) in the samples from Hekla, 

Locality 2 (Figure 2-44), suggests that another eruption took place from an 

separate source, with deposition coinciding with at least one eruptive phase of 

GV, during deposition of the SA. It is unlikely that both compositions of pyroclast 

were erupted simultaneously from one vent because the Type 2 pyroclasts are 

not found in the deposits at every location. Where they are present in samples 

from Búrfellsstöđ and Kjaltell, they are only a very minor component of the 

deposit and generally exhibit features identified as being indicative of 

reworking, i.e. jagged edges, abundant micro-fractures and infilled vesicles 

(Figure 2-38). This suggests that multiple eruptions were occurring in Iceland 

around ca. 10.3 ka BP and that ash from more than one vent can be incorporated 

into the same ash-fall deposits.  

2.6.3.2 Alteration of pyroclasts 

During devitrification and the general alteration of glassy pyroclasts, elements, 

such as Na, Mg, Ca and Fe can become mobile and be lost from the pyroclast; 

while immobile trace elements often remain unchanged (Hastie et al. 2007; Ross 

& Bédard 2009). The loss of mobile elements can be observed in the SA samples 

when comparing the chemical spectra of the original glass and devitrified glass 
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of partially devitrified pyroclasts (Error! Reference source not found.). D

evitrification in these deposits shows a decrease in Na, Mg, Ca and Fe, with a 

concomitant minor decrease in Ti also observed within the spectral and weight 

percentage data (Error! Reference source not found.). In other examples of p

artially devitrified pyroclasts, there is a decrease in the abundance of K with 

little loss of Ti (Figure 2-51). 

 

Figure 2-51 Comparison of SEM chemical spectra data for glass and devitrified glass 
present in a partially altered pyroclast from sample ICE_09A. In this example, the devitrified 
glass contains less Na, Mg, Al, K. Ca and Fe with little change in the abundance of Ti.   

2.7 Conclusions 

Volcaniclastic sediments composed of material deposited from multiple eruptive 

episodes of Gímsvötn Volcano, Iceland, and representative of the ~10.3 ka BP 

Saksunarvatn Ash are found at Búrfellsstöđ, Locality 1, Hekla, Locality 2 and 
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Kjaltell, Locality 3 (Figure 2-1). The presence of asymmetrical climbing ripples 

(e.g. Figure 2-7), and interbeds of coarse sand, gravel and pebbles (e.g. Figure 

2-20) are indicative of deposition and preservation of tephra in a fluvial 

environment for the Saksunarvatn Ash at both Búrfellsstöđ and Kjaltell. Sub-

horizontal stratified sediments and mm-scale normal-graded varves at Hekla 

(Figure 2-14, Figure 2-15), imply that this locality was dominated by a lacustrine 

environment during deposition of the Saksunarvatn Ash. At least seven separate 

eruptive deposits may be identified in the uppermost deposits at Hekla, 

suggesting that multiple eruptive episodes of Grímsvötn Volcano occurred 

relatively frequently to form the Saksunarvatn Ash. Burial of up to a few tens of 

metres is suggested for the deposits at Hekla and Kjaltell with little or no burial 

at Búrfellsstöđ. The limited burial of the deposits has resulted in the formation 

loose sediments, with a high porosity and permeability that are predominantly 

held together by grain compaction.  

Some post-depositional deformation is recognised within the deposits. Micro-

faults are present in the lacustrine deposits at Hekla (Figure 2-14, Figure 2-17), 

mm- to cm-scale displacement shows that slumping of these sediments occurred 

after deposition. Another type of soft sediment deformation can be observed at 

Búrfellsstöđ 1c (Figure 2-10), and Hekla (Figure 2-15), where ca. 80 cm of 

deformation has occurred at both localities. This soft sediment deformation 

includes the presence of a sediment volcano at Búrfellsstöđ 1c (Figure 2-9), and 

may have been caused by a significant seismic event of Richter magnitude 5 or 

greater (Seed & Lee 1966; Morgnestern 1967; Kuribayashi & Tatsuoka 1975; Youd 

1977; Scott & Price 1988), or by ground motions with a duration of more than 8 

seconds (Seed & Lee 1966; Scott & Price 1988). The deformation of the 

sediments shows that the material was water-logged and able to be mobilised 

during the seismic event. It is possible that the soft-sediment deformation 

observed at both of these localities can be correlated by; the deformation-type 

(seismically induced), thickness of the deformed unit (ca. 80cm in both 

localities) and the relatively small distance between these two localities (ca. 7.5 

km). Therefore, this deformation may provide a relative chronostratigraphic 

marker for the region. 
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Pyroclasts of basaltic composition are the dominant clast-type in all of the 

samples (Figure 2-44, Table 2-3); however, the nature of the pyroclasts differ 

between each sample and locality. Pyroclast morphologies include: blocky, 

bubble wall, irregular, and rod-like (Figure 2-45). Blocky pyroclasts dominate the 

all of the samples (Figure 2-45); these can form in all types of eruption but are 

the most common in deposits of hydrovolcanic eruptions (Table 2-7; Heiken 

1972, 1974; Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Cas & Wright 1988; Ross & White 2012; 

Graettinger et al. 2013). Samples from Búrfellsstöđ contain the greatest 

abundance of bubble-wall pyroclasts (Figure 2-45), which are more indicative of 

magmatic fragmentation caused by the bursting of bubble-walls in a vesiculating 

magma (Table 2-8; Cas & Wright 1988). Bubble-wall, irregular and rod-like 

pyroclasts are present in a very minor abundance in the Hekla and Kjaltell 

samples (Figure 2-45). Hekla samples contain the greatest amount of rod-like 

pyroclasts (Figure 2-45), these may be Limu-o-Pele, which form via entrapment 

of water and may indicate hydrovolcanic eruptive processes (Graettinger et al. 

2013). The low abundance of vesicular pyroclasts in most of the samples (Table 

2-6), along with their low vesicularity (<40%; Table 2-5), indicates that the 

magma was poorly vesicular (Houghton & Wilson 1989). All samples are 

predominantly comprised of ash (<2mm) and fine-ash (<63 µm) with a very fine-

ash matrix (<4 µm) confirming that a large amount of fine-grained tephra was 

deposited during each eruption (Figure 2-41, Figure 2-42). The low vesicularity 

and, therefore, low volatile content of the source magma, does not lend itself to 

highly-explosive eruptions and the production of large amounts of fine-grained 

tephra, if only ‘dry’ magmatic fragmentation is considered (e.g. Graettinger et 

al. 2013). Therefore, magma-water interactions, in the form of highly explosive 

hydrovolcanic processes, are the most likely source of the Saksunarvatn Ash. 

Fractures around the edges of some pyroclasts may represent hydration cracks, 

which are further evidence for the interaction of water during eruption of the 

magma (Scolamachia et al. 2005; Mascarenhas-Pereira et al. 2006). 

Eruption of the Saksunarvatn Ash also involved the incorporation of accidental 

clasts, including crystalline igneous clasts of basalt and fragments of plagioclase 

crystals (Table 2-4). Plagioclase is present as individual crystals, and as 

microcrystals or phenocrysts within the crystalline igneous and lava-like clasts; 

euhedral olivine microcrystals are also present in some of these igneous clasts 
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alongside plagioclase. The presence of these crystals shows that crystallisation 

of the magma had begun prior to eruption of the Saksunarvatn Ash. A high 

crystal content in magma can act to enhance the viscosity and therefore 

increase the explosivity of a magma (Moitra et al. 2013; Heap & Chen 2014) and 

crystallisation may have enhanced the viscosity of the magma leading to more 

explosive eruptions of the Saksunarvtn Ash. However, all of the samples contain 

<50% crystalline igneous and microcrystalline lava-like clast-types, suggesting 

that the crystal content might not have been sufficient enough to significantly 

enhance the viscosity of the magma or the explosivity of the subsequent 

eruptions. Therefore, it is more likely that external magma-water interactions 

were responsible for the highly explosive nature of the eruptions that produced 

the Saksunarvatn Ash.  

Samples from Hekla, Locality 2, contain two types of pyroclast, interpreted 

based on differences in their chemical composition (Figure 2-39). Type 1 

pyroclasts have a lower Si, Fe and Ca content compared to Type 2 pyroclasts. 

The Type 2 pyroclasts are less common in samples from the other localities, 

where they occur as rare grains (Figure 2-44). The Type 2 pyroclasts likely 

represent ash from more silicic eruptions, as they have a higher Si content, 

suggesting that these pyroclasts originated in eruptions that occurred elsewhere 

in Iceland. Therefore, suggesting that multiple eruptions were occurring at 

different sources simultaneously with the ~10.3 ka BP eruptions of Grímsvötn 

Volcano that were responsible for the deposition of the Saksunarvatn Ash. Clasts 

resembling irregular aggregates or particle clusters comprised of fine-ash of this 

more evolved (Type 2) composition are found in the samples from Hekla (Figure 

2-32b). The formation of ash aggregates is often associated with hydrovolcanic 

eruption processes and may therefore be evidence that the more evolved 

pyroclasts also formed during hydrovolcanic eruptions, possibly associated with 

eruptions through glaciers outside of the glacier covered Grímsvötn Volcano 

The samples from Kjaltell, are predominantly comprised of pyroclasts that 

exhibit features of reworking (Table 2-9). These pyroclasts have fractured, 

jagged or rounded edges that were likely caused by abrasion, and are often 

associated with rims of clay and alteration (Figure 2-37e-f). Alteration via the 

process of devitrification of the glassy pyroclasts can be observed where there 
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has been a decrease in the weight percentage of sodium, magnesium, calcium 

and iron, possibly also with a concomitant minor decrease in titanium (Error! R

eference source not found., Figure 2-51). The vesicles of these pyroclasts are 

often partially or completely infilled with fine-grained granular sediment (Figure 

2-36c, Figure 2-37f), showing that they represent lithic clasts and not ‘primary’ 

pyroclastic material. Interbeds of the deposits at Hekla, display ‘primary’ 

pyroclast features interbedded with material that is characterised by reworked 

features similar to those described for Kjaltell (Figure 2-31). Therefore, the 

Hekla deposits are likely comprised of both primary pyroclastic and 

volcaniclastic material deposited following reworking and re-deposition of the 

original pyroclastic deposits. 

This chapter shows how pyroclast and deposit characteristics could be used to 

distinguish the differences between primary pyroclastic and volcaniclastic 

deposits, in addition to interpreting eruption and depositional processes. These 

topics will be addressed further in the following chapters.  
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Chapter 3: North Sea Basin Early Eocene 
stratigraphy 

3.1 Introduction 

The Early Eocene Balder Formation (BF) was deposited ca. 54.5 million years ago 

(Ma), and forms a prominent lithological and chronostratigraphical marker unit 

that can be identified throughout the North Sea and Faroe-Shetland basins (NSB 

& FSB; Figure 3-1; Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; Deegan & Scull 1977; Knox & 

Harland 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; Lott et al. 1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Malm 

et al. 1984; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Vierick et al. 1988; Morton 

& Knox 1990; Jolley & Morton 1992; Knox & Holloway 1992; Mudge & Copestake 

1992a; Hitchen & Ritchie 1993; Ebdon et al. 1995; Waagstein & Heilmann-

Clausen 1995; Ali & Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Mudge & Bujak 1994, 1996; Ritchie & 

Hitchin 1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Haaland et al. 2000; Smallwood & Gill 2002; 

Jolley & Bell 2002; Mudge & Jones 2004; Jolley & Widdowson 2005; Ross et al. 

2005; Dmitrieva et al. 2012; Aldiss 2014; King 2016). This marker unit can be 

identified as a prominent reflector in seismic data in many parts of the NSB, and 

occassionally produces a characteristic bell-shaped response in wire-line data, 

where a decrease in gamma-ray and sonic velocity occur (see section 3.5.4; 

Mudge & Bliss 1983; Mudge & Bujak 1994; Watson et al. 2017; NPD Fact pages 

well completion reports). The cause of this characteristic behaviour may be due 

to an abundance of (>200) basaltic tuffs found throughout the BF (Mudge & Bujak 

1994), that represent the preservation of a unique period of highly explosive 

basaltic volcanism not preserved anywhere else in the world. These tuffs have 

been associated with large-scale explosive volcanism that occurred during 

formation of the North Atlantic Igneous Province (NAIP) and may be associated 

with the possible Early Eocene initiation of sea-floor spreading in the NE Atlantic 

(Hallam 1972; Knox & Harland 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; Knox 1996; Ritchie & 

Hitchen 1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Haaland et al. 2000; Torsvik et al. 2001; Larsen 

et al. 2003; Jolley & Widdowson 2005; Ross et al. 2005; Breivik et al. 2006; 

Brooks 2006; Storey et al. 2007; Brunstad et al. 2008; Breivik et al. 2009; 

Gernigon et al. 2012). They may also be associated with impact of the proto-

Icelandic mantle plume at the base of the East Greenland lithosphere, and 

movement of this to the opening rift between Greenland and NW Europe 
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(Pedersen et al. 1975; Knox & Morton 1988, 1990; Knox 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 

1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Kent & Fitton 2000; Thomas & Bralower 2005; Breivik et 

al. 2006; Obst et al. 2015). 

 

Figure 3-1 Divisions of the Late Palaeocene and Early Eocene stratigraphy of the North Sea 
and adjacent basins in which the BF was deposited (Knox & Holloway 1992; Knox & Morton 
1988; Ebdon et al. 1995; King 2016; BGS 2016). 

Increasing amounts of research are being conducted in large igneous provinces 

(LIPs) and other volcanic successions as the effects of volcanism, and the 

presence of volcanic material, on marine hydrocarbon systems are not yet fully 

understood. Pyroclastic and volcaniclastic deposits could be suitable reservoir 

rocks, for example volcaniclastic sediments that have undergone low 

temperature diagenesis (Shifa et al. 2016). Alternatively, the alteration of 

pyroclastic material into smectite and other clays can allow these deposits to 

become a suitable seal in structural traps (Couves et al. 2016).  

This investigation into the BF looks at pyroclastic and volcaniclastic deposits that 

are found outside of the main flood-basalt region of the NAIP. It is especially 

important to understand this early Palaeogene stratigraphy and its corresponding 

volcanic beds (within the BF) because the North Sea Palaeogene successions 

contain the majority of the North Sea hydrocarbon reservoirs (Deegan & Scull 

1977).  
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The NSB is divided by two main territories referred to as the UK Continental 

Shelf (UKCS) to the west and the Norwegian-Danish Basin (NOR) to the east. 

Analysis was conducted on core-material from wells in both the UKCS (22/30a-1 

and 29/05a-7; Figure 3-2) and NOR (25/7-5, 25/11-17 and 30/2-1; Figure 3-2), 

held by the British Geological Survey (BGS) and the Norwegian Petroleum 

Directorate (NPD), respectively. One sample from FSB Well 6104/25-1 (Figure 

3-2) was provided by Brian Bell for analysis of a tuff interval within the BF of the 

FSB based purely on thin-section analysis. This one sample was used to provide 

some information on the nature of the volcanism that affected the FSB and 

whether this may correlate with features of the NSB BF tuffs. A detailed 

investigation into the lithologies of the BF of the NSB and the one sample from 

FSB Well 6104/25-1 will be presented here, with a detailed investigation into the 

nature of its volcanic content.  
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Figure 3-2 Palaeogeographic reconstruction of the NE Atlantic and NW Europe at 53 Ma. 
Green and dashed lines show the limit of the Early Eocene landmass proposed by Obst et 
al. (2015), superimposed on a plate reconstruction at 53 Ma proposed by Larsen et al. 
(2003). Red show where Early Eocene tuffs of the Balder Formation and its equivalents have 
been identified, including North Sea wells discussed in the text. Orange: the British 
Palaeogene Igneous Province (BPIP); Grey: North Atlantic Igneous Province (NAIP), either 
side of the developing spreading centre along the rift (dashed region) between E Greenland 
and NW Europe.  

3.2 Geological history and literature review 

Rifting between Greenland and NW Europe began in the Cretaceous (Jacqué & 

Thouvenin 1975; Carter et al. 1979; Mussett et al. 1988; Hitchen & Ritchie 1993; 

Knox 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Larsen et al. 1999, 1999a; 

Heister et al. 2001; Hansen et al. 2001; Torsvik et al. 2001; Ellis et al. 2002; 

Jolley & Bell 2002; Jerram & Widdowson 2005; Jolley & Widdowson 2005; Hansen 

et al. 2009), and resulted in sea-floor spreading and the formation of new 

oceanic crust ca. 56 - 52 Ma (Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; Knox & Ellison 1979; 

Knox & Morton 1983, 1988; Kent & Fitton 2000; Torsvik et al. 2001; Simonsen & 
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Toft 2006; Storey et al. 2007; Stoker et al. 2012; Ellis & Stoker 2014). Large-

scale magmatic activity was associated with rifting and led to the formation of 

the North Atlantic Igneous Province (NAIP), which includes the British 

Palaeogene Igneous Province (BPIP; Figure 3-2).  

Two main phases of uplift have been correlated with an increased magma 

production and increased volcanic activity within the NAIP during rifting and the 

onset of sea-floor spreading. The first phase of uplift occurred ca. 61 – 59.5 Ma 

(Knox 1996; Kent & Fitton 2000), and may have been associated with initial 

impact of the proto-Icelandic mantle plume beneath the lithosphere of E 

Greenland (Knox 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Mudge & Jones 

2004). This phase of uplift and magma generation was likely responsible for the 

main phase of magmatic activity in the BPIP, in addition to magmatism in E 

Greenland and the Faroe Islands (Knox & Morton 1983, 1988; Mussett et al. 1988; 

Hitchen & Ritchie 1993; Knox 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; Larsen et al. 1999a). 

This first major magmatic phase involved the intrusion and eruption of basaltic 

to felsic magmas and effusive eruption of basaltic lavas. This activity has been 

correlated to the 57 – 58 Ma tuffs of Knox & Morton (1983) Phase 1 volcanism, 

that includes tuffs of basaltic to rhyolitic and nephelinitic composition that can 

be found throughout the NSB (Sele Formation) and the Danish negative ash series 

(Figure 3-3; Pedersen et al. 1975; Knox & Morton 1983; Knox 1984; Knox & 

Morton 1988; Haaland et al. 2000; Larsen et al. 2003; Ross et al. 2005; Brooks 

2006; Obst et al. 2015). 

Another phase of uplift affected the NSB from ca. 56.5 Ma (Knox & Morton 1983; 

Knox 1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Kent & Fitton 2000) and might be associated with 

a marine regression (Knox & Harland 1979; Ali & Jolley 1996; Knox 1996), and a 

period of non-deposition in the southern NSB (see Chapter 5:; Ali & Jolley 1996). 

Phase 2 volcanism of Knox & Morton (1983) followed this from ca. 56 Ma (Knox 

1996) and included magmatism in E Greenland (Roberts et al. 1984; Larsen et al. 

1999a), effusive eruptions of the Enni and Malinsstindur Formation lavas of the 

Faroe Islands (Roberts et al. 1984; Waagstein 1988; Hitchen & Ritchie 1993; 

Larsen et al. 1999a; Passey & Bell 2007; Passey & Jolley 2009), and explosive 

pyroclastic volcanism in the Faroe Islands (Smythe et al. 1983). In addition, some 

later-stage magmatic and volcanic activity may have occurred in the BPIP until 
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ca. 46 Ma (Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; Knox & Ellison 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; 

Mussett et al. 1988; Hitchen & Ritchie 1993; Knox 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996). 

This activity may have coincided with formation of new oceanic crust within the 

NE Atlantic rift (Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; Knox & Ellison 1979; Knox & Morton 

1983, 1988; Kent & Fitton 2000; Torsvik et al. 2001; Simonsen & Toft 2006; 

Storey et al. 2007; Stoker et al. 2012; Ellis & Stoker 2014). 

Uplift and its associated marine regressions correspond to increased erosion of 

the landmasses surrounding the NSB, and the deposition of coarse clastic 

sediments into the NSB (Milton et al. 1990; Mudge & Bujak 1994). In contrast, 

marine transgressions led to a decrease in deposition of coarse clastic sediments 

and led to an increased deposition of clays and silts within the basin (Mudge & 

Bujak 1994; Knox 1996; Cattaneo & Steel 2003).  

Phase 2 volcanism began ca. 56 - 55 Ma (Knox & Morton 1983; Knox 1996; 

Haaland et al. 2000; Ross et al. 2005) with a peak in volcanic activity ca. 54.5 Ma 

(Pedersen et al. 1975; Knox & Morton 1983; Larsen et al. 2003; Obst et al. 2015; 

Carriol et al. 2016; Watson et al. 2017). The Phase 2 volcanism has been 

separated into four sub-phases based on stratigraphy, deposit and grain 

characteristics, and the geochemical composition of the associated tuffs (Knox & 

Morton 1983; Knox 1984; Haaland et al. 2000). Many of these tuffs can be found 

within the Late Palaeocene – Early Eocene deposits of the NSB. A distinctive lack 

of micro-fauna and -flora inhibits precise age dating of these, however, 

corresponding deposits in the N Atlantic (e.g. in the Goban Spur) have allowed a 

correlation of the tuff sequence with age-appropriate nannoplankton (NP) zones; 

with the BF corresponding to NP10 (Figure 3-1; Knox & Morton 1988).  

Sub-phase 2a occurred from mid NP9 to early NP10 times (Figure 3-1; Knox & 

Morton 1988) and consists of sporadic tuff layers that were deposited throughout 

the NSB, (Malm et al. 1984) and Denmark (Figure 3-3; Knox & Morton 1983). 

Tephra corresponding to sub-phase 2a may also be preserved in SE England, the 

Goban Spur and the Bay of Biscay (Knox & Morton 1983; Knox & Morton 1988).  

Sub-phase 2b occurred between early to mid NP10 times (Figure 3-1; Knox & 

Morton 1988) and contains the largest amount of tuff, where over 200 layers 
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have been identified within cores from the NSB (Knox & Morton 1983; Knox & 

Morton 1988; Roberts et al. 1984). The tuffs are almost entirely of Fe-Ti 

tholeiitic basalt, except for two rhyolitic units (Norin 1940; Pedersen et al. 1975; 

Pedersen & Jørgensen 1981; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & 

Knox 1990; Elliott et al. 1992; Knox 1996; Larsen et al. 2003; Brooks 2006; Obst 

et al. 2015; Watson et al. 2017). These tuffs are also the most widespread and 

may be correlated throughout the NSB, Denmark (Norin 1940; Nielsen 1974; 

Pedersen et al. 1975; Knox & Harland 1979; Pedersen & Jørgensen 1981; 

Pedersen & Surlyk 1983; Knox 1984; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; 

Morton & Knox 1990; Elliott et al. 1992; Mudge & Copestake 1992a; Neal et al. 

1996; Brooks 2006; Obst et al. 2015; Carriol et al. 2016), SE England (Pedersen 

et al. 1975; Knox & Ellison 1979; Knox & Harland 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; 

Mudge & Bliss 1983; Malm et al. 1984; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; 

Morton & Knox 1990; Ellison et al. 1994; Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Neal et al. 

1996; King 2016; Watson et al. 2017), the Netherlands (Pedersen et al. 1975; 

Knox & Harland 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 

1988; Morton & Knox 1990), N Germany (Nielsen 1974; Pedersen et al. 1975; 

Knox & Harland 1979; Pedersen & Jørgensen 1981; Knox & Morton 1983; Roberts 

et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; Neal et al. 1996), Belgium 

(Neal et al. 1996), Austria (Larsen et al. 2003; Brooks 2006; Egger & Brückl 

2006), the Goban Spur (Knox 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; Ali 

& Jolley 1996; Brooks 2006) and the Bay of Biscay (Knox 1984; Roberts et al. 

1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990), with a tentative compositional 

link made to bentonite in Anthering, in the Austrian Alps (Larsen et al. 2003; 

Brooks 2006; Egger & Brückl 2006; Carriol et al. 2016; Figure 3-2).  

Above this lies sub-phase 2c, which occurs as sporadic tuff layers (Knox & Morton 

1983) of mid NP10 to late NP10 or early NP11 times (Knox & Morton 1988). Sub-

phase 2c is found in the northern NSB, Denmark and NW Germany (Figure 3-3; 

Knox & Morton 1983; Malm et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988).  

Sub-phase 2d contains sporadic tuff layers that are observed in the central and 

northern NSB, SE England and may correlate to the sporadic tuffs of the Røsnaes 

Clay in Denmark (Figure 3-3; Malm et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988). The sub-

phase 2d tuffs represent the final stage of major explosive volcanism in the NAIP 
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that occurred around early NP11 to late NP13 times (Knox & Morton 1983; Knox 

& Morton 1988).  

 

Figure 3-3 Distribution of ash corresponding to each volcanic phase and sub-phase 
identified by Knox & Morton (1983). Dashed lines show that extent of potential ash 
distribution during each phase with grey shaded regions indicating where ash has been 
preserved. (After Knox & Morton 1988). 

The volcanism of Phase 2 is has been associated with separation of Greenland 

from NW Europe (Knox & Morton 1983), impact of the proto-Icelandic mantle 

plume (Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; Torsvik et al. 2001), and initiation of sea-floor 

spreading during development of the NE Atlantic Ocean (Knox & Morton 1983). 

The large volume of sub-phase 2b tuffs could correspond to a shift in crustal 
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tension from the rift margins to the centre of the rift as sea-floor spreading 

began between Greenland and Rockall around 54.5 – 54 Ma (Figure 3-2; Knox & 

Morton 1983; Larsen et al. 2003). This may have coincided with movement of a 

mantle plume from beneath E Greenland to within the opening rift of the NE 

Atlantic (Morton & Knox 1990).  

Initial formation of oceanic crust may have been, at least partly, subaerial (Knox 

1996; Breivik et al. 2009). With gradual subsidence and increasing sea level 

related to a regional marine transgression the volcanic vents may have become 

flooded, leading to highly explosive hydrovolcanic eruptions (Knox 1996) that 

dispersed basaltic ash large distances away from the spreading centre. A rapid 

decrease in the abundance of preserved ash-layers following the sub-phase 2b 

volcanism is observed throughout the BF of the NSB, and may correspond to a 

decrease in widespread explosive activity related to the establishment and 

stabilisation of sea-floor spreading and the proto-Icelandic mantle plume after 

54.5 – 54 Ma (Knox & Morton 1983), which led to a decrease in magma 

production (Breivik et al. 2006, 2009; Gernigon et al. 2012). Alternatively, a 

greater submergence of the source volcano(es) caused by increasing sea level, 

could have submerged the vents below the water depth required for explosive 

magma-water interactions (Knox 1996). Marine transgression would improve the 

conditions for ash preservation within a marine basin, suggesting that the 

observed decrease in tephra is a true representation of a decrease in explosive 

volcanic events rather than a lack of preservation. After 49 Ma (sub-phase 2d) no 

ash associated with the opening of the NAIP is found preserved in the NSB, 

suggesting that this was the end of the large-scale explosive volcanic activity 

(Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975). 

3.2.1 Late Palaeocene to Early Eocene stratigraphy of the North 

Sea Basin 

The Late Palaeocene to Early Eocene stratigraphy of the UKCS NSB includes the 

Montrose, Moray, and Stronsay groups (Figure 3-4; Knox & Holloway 1992); which 

correspond to the Rogaland, Hordaland and Nordaland groups of the NOR NSB 

respectively (Deegan & Scull 1977). Here, special interest is given to the Moray 
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Group and its lateral equivalents as these include the Early Eocene tuffs of the 

BF that form the focus of this investigation.  

The Moray Group comprises sediments that were deposited during the Late 

Palaeocene to Early Eocene in an anoxic marine environment during a time of 

progressing marine transgression (Deegan & Scull 1977; Mude & Copestake 

1992a). The Moray Group is ‘dominated by dark grey to brownish grey, 

carbonaceous, often laminated and silty claystones, (which) contrasts with the 

non-laminated claystones of the underlying Montrose Group’ (Mudge & 

Copestake 1992a). The Group includes the Dornoch, Sele and Balder formations, 

along with their equivalent members, for example, the Beauly Member of the BF 

(Figure 3-4; Knox & Holloway 1992). The Moray Group reaches 650 m thick in the 

Beryl Embayment where local sand bodies are present (Mudge & Copestake 

1992a). In contrast the Group is only 50 – 150 m thick in the Viking Graben 

(Mudge & Copestake 1992a). A comparison of the wire-line response and 

interpreted lithologies present can be seen in Figure 3-5. The Group typically 

thickens where local sand bodies are present, for example the Odin and Beauly 

members of the BF present in UKCS wells 9/18a-4 and 8/27-1, respectively 

(Figure 3-5; Mudge & Copestake 1992a). 

Deposition of Palaeogene sediments in the NSB was controlled by periods of 

marine regression and transgression (Deegan & Scull 1977). Episodes of uplift 

associated with magmatism in the NAIP and impact of the proto-Icelandic plume 

beneath E Greenland (Knox 1996) likely resulted in marine regression; for 

example, uplift occurred in the northern NSB in the Late Palaeocene (Mudge & 

Bliss 1983; Nadin et al. 1997; Breivik et al. 2006). Thus, the tectonic regime 

associated with plume impact, rifting, and sea-floor spreading during the 

separation of Greenland from NW Europe, influenced cycles of marine regression 

and transgression and therefore influenced sedimentation in the NSB.  
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Figure 3-4 Lithostratigraphy of the UKCS central and northern NSB, as proposed by Knox & 
Holloway (1992). 
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Figure 3-5 Well correlation for lithostratigraphy, gamma-ray response and sonic log of the 
Moray Group in the northern NSB. HM: Hermod Member (From Mudge & Copestake 1992a). 

The NSB became partially or completely isolated from open marine circulation 

during the Late Paleocene uplift and marine regression (Knox & Harland 1979; 

Mudge & Bliss 1983; Mudge & Copestake 1992a), which restricted the sea to the 

central part of the basin (Knox & Harland 1979). This likely coincided with sub-

phase 2a of volcanic activity in the NAIP (Knox & Morton 1983; Ali & Jolley 

1996). Restricted ocean circulation in the NSB at this time likely led to the 

development of anoxic bottom waters, as shown by a low-diversity of dinocyst 

and macrofaunal assemblages within the corresponding strata (Knox & Harland 

1979; Morton & Knox 1990; Mudge & Bujak 1994, 1996; Knox 1996). A marine 

transgression followed in the Early Eocene (NP10 – NP11), allowing the re-

establishment of full marine circulation (Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; Knox & 

Harland 1979; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Waagstein & Heilmann-Clausen 1995; 

Smallwood & Gill 2002; Jolley & Bell 2002), and the development of deep-marine 

conditions (Knox & Morton 1983; Mudge & Copestake 1992a). This transgression 

may be associated with subsidence of NW Europe following the initiation of sea-

floor spreading and stabilisation of the proto-Icelandic mantle plume (Knox & 

Morton 1983; Knox 1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Breivik et al. 2006). This marine 

transgression occurred throughout BF-time and is associated with volcanic sub-

phase 2b (Knox & Morton 1983). 
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3.2.2 The Balder Formation 

The Sele and Dornoch formations, which are lateral equivalents, underlie the BF 

(Figure 3-4; Knox & Holloway 1992). The Dornoch Formation comprises deltaic 

sandstones and submarine fan sediments, and the Sele Formation is comprised of 

hemipelagic siltstones and claystones with minor amounts of tuff (Deegan & 

Scull 1977; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Knox & Morton 1988; Mudge & Copestake 1992a; 

Knox 1996). The tuffs of the Sele Formation are basaltic to rhyolitic in 

composition and have been correlated with the negative ash series of the Danish 

mo-clay Formation (Lott et al. 1983; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990), 

and the products of the sub-phase 2a volcanism of Knox & Morton (1983).  

The contact between the Sele Formation and the BF is shown on seismic profiles 

to represent an angular unconformity (Mudge & Bliss 1983; Smallwood & Gill 

2002). At the contact there is a change to high sonic velocity and resistivity and 

low gamma-ray response in downhole logs, which corresponds to the abrupt 

increase in basaltic tuff content at the base of the BF (Malm et al. 1984; Mudge 

& Copestake 1992a). Elsewhere in the NSB, such as in the East Shetland Basin, 

East Shetland Platform and Beryl Embayment, the BF lies directly on top of 

sandstones of the Dornoch Formation (Mudge & Copestake 1992a).  

Deposition of the BF in the Early Eocene was controlled by tectonic activity 

related to the opening of the NE Atlantic Ocean (Lott et al. 1983; Haaland et al. 

2000). The BF is composed of hemipelagic claystone, tuff, sandstone, siltstone 

and localised thin beds of limestone (Mudge & Copestake 1992a; Dmitrieva et al. 

2012). The Formation ranges in thickness, from 30 – 60 m in the Central and 

Viking grabens, to >270 m locally within the Moray Firth Basin and Beryl 

Embayment (Mudge & Bujak 1996). The Beauly Member (Figure 3-4) is present in 

the west and comprises deltaic sandstones and lignites (Deegan & Scull 1977; 

Mudge & Copestake 1992a). The Odin Member is another sandstone unit, and 

occurs in the Viking Basin and Beryl Embayment, and parts of the Moray Firth 

Basin (Knox & Morton 1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Mudge & Copestake 1992a; 

Mudge & Bujak 1996; Mudge & Jones 2004). Except for the Odin Member, the BF 

is considered to be absent from the stratigraphy of the Moray Firth Basin (Knox & 

Morton 1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983). The sandstones of the Odin Member have 
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been interpreted as deltaic deposits similar to those of the Beauly Member 

(Mudge & Copestake 1992a; Mudge & Bujak 1994; Mudge & Jones 2004). A deltaic 

depositional setting for these areas contrasts to the depositional setting 

interpreted for the rest of the NSB BF, which most likely involved hemipelagic 

deposition from turbidity currents in a deeper marine environment (Pedersen et 

al. 1975; Knox & Morton 1988; Neal et al. 1996; Mudge & Jones 2004; Obst et al. 

2015; Carriol et al. 2016). In the rest of the NSB, the BF has a relatively uniform 

thickness, which has led some authors to suggest that it was mainly deposited 

during a period of decreased uplift of the sediment source rocks of the 

surrounding landmasses, including the Scottish Highlands, Orkney and Shetland 

Islands (Knox & Morton 1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Knox & Morton 1988). This 

cessation in uplift may have been caused by the transfer of crustal tension as 

sea-floor spreading began in the NE Atlantic (Knox & Morton 1983; Knox & 

Morton 1988; Breivik et al. 2009). 

The rocks of the BF can be divided into two units based on the abundance of 

tuff; the lower part of the Formation contains abundant tuff beds whereas the 

upper part contains little or no tuff (Knox & Morton 1983; Roberts et al. 1984) 

and, instead, is dominated by high-gamma-ray response claystones (Mudge & 

Bujak 1996). The lower BF contains more than two hundred tuff beds (Knox & 

Morton 1988) and represents the main tephra-rich sequence of the NSB, which is 

related to the most violent period of volcanic activity (sub-phase 2b) during 

formation of the NAIP (Pedersen et al. 1975; Deegan & Scull 1977; Pedersen & 

Jørgensen 1981; Knox & Morton 1983; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; 

Morton & Knox 1990; Larsen et al. 2003; Brooks 2006; Obst et al. 2015; Carriol et 

al. 2016). These tuffs are almost entirely of tholeiitic basalt composition, except 

for two rhyolitic tuffs (Norin 1941; Pedersen et al. 1975; Pedersen & Jørgensen 

1981; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; Elliott et 

al. 1992; Knox 1996; Larsen et al. 2003; Brooks 2006; Gernigon et al. 2012; Obst 

et al. 2015; Watson et al. 2017). The tuffs of the BF are closely spaced and 

generally have a uniform thickness; ranging from 0.1 to 28 cm thick (Malm et al. 

1984; Knox & Morton 1988). A thickness of 28 cm is thought to have been 

produced by reworking of pyroclastic deposits, as wind-transported water-lain 

tephra is unlikely to reach this thickness at such distal locations (Knox & Morton 

1988). The tuffs are commonly normally graded, with a sharp lower boundary, 
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and are interbedded with claystone (Malm et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988). 

Cores from the NSB reveal that the BF commonly contains more than 100 tuff 

beds (Knox & Morton 1983; Malm et al. 1984; Morton & Knox 1990; Haaland et al. 

2000), achieving more than 200 tuffs in Well 16/7a-2 (Morton & Knox 1990).  

A yellow discolouration is present at the base of many of the tuffs that could be 

due to calcite cementation (Haaland et al. 2000). Some soft-sediment 

deformation features are also preserved (Malm et al. 1984), suggesting that 

reworking has influenced the deposition of some of the tuffs. However, most of 

the tuffs are undisturbed and of uniform thickness (Malm et al. 1984; Morton & 

Knox 1988). The generally undisturbed nature of these deposits suggests that 

deposition occurred in an anoxic environment that did not support the presence 

of burrowing organisms, or, that deposition of the tuffs was rapid enough to 

inhibit bioturbation (Pedersen & Jørgensen 1981; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Elliott et 

al. 1992; Mudge & Copestake 1992; Obst et al. 2015; Carriol et al. 2016). An 

anoxic marine environment is supported by the low diversity of dinocyst and 

microfaunal assemblages (Knox & Harland 1979; Mudge & Bujak 1996; Knox 1996) 

and the presence of restricted micro-flora (Knox & Harland 1979; Knox 1996). 

This is also evidence that the North Sea was relatively isolated from fully open 

marine circulation during the Early Eocene (Knox & Harland 1979; Mudge & 

Copestake 1992, 1992a; Knox 1996; Mudge & Bujak 1996; Carriol et al. 2016).  

The BF tuffs are variably altered to smectite, chlorite and palagonite (Knox & 

Morton 1983; Malm et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; Jolley 

& Morton 1992) but are generally less altered compared to the tuffs of the 

underlying Sele Formation (Knox & Morton 1988). Some alteration of the tuffs 

within the BF may have resulted in the development of a secondary porosity; 

which led Malm et al. (1984) to suggest that the lower (tuff-rich) BF may be of 

reservoir potential. 

The tuffs appear to thicken and become coarser-grained towards the north, 

which may suggest that their source lay towards the north and the Møre Basin 

(Figure 3-2; Malm et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988). Sixty-two, 2-12 cm thick 

altered tuffs have been identified in the BF of UKCS offshore borehole 81/46A 

(Lott et al. 1983), compared to the 200 tuffs preserved elsewhere in the basin. 
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This could be due to the closer proximity of Well 81/46A to land at the time of 

deposition, which allowed for erosion or non-deposition of the original ash. 

There is also evidence for bioturbation within these deposits, which may have 

led to the loss of thinner ash layers (Lott et al. 1983).  

The presence of fewer tuff beds within the Eocene succession of the southern 

NSB, including offshore borehole 81/46A, is further supported by observations of 

core material studied by Rhys (1974), who observed that the BF below latitude 

55o N contains only sporadic tuff units. A source of pyroclastic material to the 

north of the NSB is therefore implied (e.g. Malm et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 

1988). However, Malm et al. (1984) compared the thickness of deposits in the 

equivalent Danish ash series to NSB Well 25/10-1 and concluded that the 

thickness trends did not match, suggesting that the tephra of the Danish ash-

series came from a separate source. This was later disputed by Knox & Morton 

(1988) who suggested that slight thickness variations in the tuffs between the 

NSB and Denmark could have been caused by marine currents during deposition. 

They also argued that the deposits contain the same plagioclase and feldspar 

glass inclusion compositions, proving that the ashes originated from the same 

source (Knox & Morton 1988). Morton & Knox (1990) argued that the 

compositional and stratigraphical uniformity of the tuffs of the BF, and its 

lateral equivalents, ‘argues against involvement of several intra-basinal 

volcanoes’ being the source of the tephra.  

Analysis of the grain characteristics of the BF tuffs by Knox & Morton (1983) 

show that well-defined glassy shards are not abundant within the NSB. However, 

some grain characteristics can still be determined, for example, Malm et al. 

(1984) identified grains of ash with irregular shapes, arcuate grain-boundaries 

and locally abundant vesicles. It has been suggested by several authors (Malm et 

al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Haaland et al. 2000) that these characteristics are 

typical of the grains produced by hydrovolcanic processes. In support of this 

interpretation, Haaland et al. (2000) note that the BF tuffs contain two main 

pyroclastic clast types: 1. irregularly-shaped, microcrystalline, vesicular granules 

and, 2. vitric shards. The first clast type can form via shallow submarine 

eruptions, similar to Surtseyan hydrovolcanic eruptions (Pedersen & Jørgensen 

1981; Haaland et al. 2000). Vitric shards can also form during hydrovolcanic 
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eruptions due to rapid quenching and granulation (Haaland et al. 2000). The 

presence of large amounts of fine-ash is indicative of explosive volcanism, but 

basaltic magmas rarely present such explosive behaviour, suggesting that 

another factor such as magma-water interactions likely occurred (e.g. Williams 

1983; Morton & Knox 1990; Elliott et al. 1992; Houghton et al. 2004; Parfitt 

2004; Carey et al. 2007; Constantini et al. 2009; Pérez et al. 2009; Constantini et 

al. 2010; Goepfert & Gardner 2010; Freda et al. 2011). 

The composition of the BF tuffs has been affected by the varying degree of 

alteration that the deposits have undergone. Therefore, only immobile trace 

elements can be used for analysis and comparison of the chemical signatures of 

these deposits. Analysis of the immobile trace element composition of tuffs from 

NOR well 30/2-1 show that they have a tholeiitic basalt composition that is 

transitional between Within Plate Basalt (WPB) and Mid Ocean Ridge Basalt 

(MORB; Figure 3-6; Malm et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Haaland et al. 2000). 

This suggests that these ashes came from a source that was located within a 

transitional location between a continental and oceanic crustal setting (Malm et 

al. 1984); this may be evidence to support the theory that these ashes were 

produced in the last stage of explosive volcanism as the tectonic regime changed 

from continental rifting to the onset of sea-floor spreading (Hallam 1972; Knox & 

Harland 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; Knox 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; Nadin et 

al. 1997; Haaland et al. 2000; Torsvik et al. 2001; Larsen et al. 2003; Jolley & 

Widdowson 2005; Ross et al. 2005; Breivik et al. 2006; Brooks 2006; Storey et al. 

2007; Brunstad et al. 2008; Breivik et al. 2009; Gernigon et al. 2012). 

Differences in composition between the WPB and MORB signatures (Figure 3-6) 

could also imply that multiple sources were responsible for producing the BF 

tuffs.  
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Figure 3-6 Trace element compositional discrimination diagrams for BF tuffs from NOR30/2-
1. The Cr versus Y and Zr/Y versus Zr plots show that the BF tuffs have a chemical 
composition akin to Within Plate Basalt (WPB) and Mid-Ocean Ridge Basalt (MORB; from 
Malm et al. 1984). 

Further geochemical analysis of the BF tuffs shows that they have low La/Ta 

ratios, which are more typical of Enriched Mid Ocean Ridge Basalt (EMORB) or 

Ocean Island Basalt (OIB) and which contrasts with the known composition of 

many of the volcanic centres of the NAIP (Morton & Knox 1990). However, this 

compositional distinction could link the tuffs to volcanism associated with the 

proto-Icelandic plume or an area of volcanism somewhere along the opening rift 

of the NE Atlantic, where the source vents have subsequently been destroyed 

(e.g. Larsen et al. 2003; Larsen, pers. coms. 2015).  

An unconformity is present at the top of the BF that represents a period of 

erosion (Mudge & Bliss 1983). The top of the BF is also represented by a 

‘distinctive gamma-ray and sonic log marker (and a) strong, un-faulted seismic 

response’ (Joy 1996). A decrease in gamma-ray response indicates where the 

high-gamma claystone of the upper BF is overlain by the low-gamma Hordaland 

Group (Haaland et al. 2000). 
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3.3 Aims and objectives 

The nature of the BF can, in part, be determined from direct observations of 

core collected from drilling operations in the NSB. Therefore, the aims of this 

study are to assess the nature of the BF through logging of core and detailed 

study of thin-sections, and a comparison of core with wire-line data from the 

NSB. Analysis of this material can then be compared to additional data, such as, 

wire-line data, from other wells to extend our understanding of the nature of 

the BF into areas where core is not available, for example in the FSB (see 

Appendix I).  

An important objective is to assess the presence of volcanic material within the 

BF, as reported in the literature.  The presence of volcanic material was 

assessed from SEM data and image analysis, to try and identify differences 

between ‘primary’ pyroclastic and reworked volcaniclastic materials.  

Morphological features of original ash in the BF were analysed with SEM and 

image analysis techniques to provide data for the interpretation of the eruption 

processes that formed, transported and deposited the original pyroclastic ashes. 

Following interpretation of the results and the possible identification of eruption 

processes the final aim is to consider the possible location of source vents 

related to volcanism in the NAIP and NW Europe during the Early Eocene. These 

interpretations have implications for our understanding of the mechanisms 

responsible for highly explosive basaltic eruptions, which will also be discussed.  

3.4 Methods 

Core taken through the NSB BF was identified from previous literature, lists of 

core and well information on the BGS (British Geological Survey) and NPD 

(Norwegian Petroleum Directorate) websites and general government lists of 

well information for released wells in the UK sector. Available core could then 

be identified on the BGS and NPD websites and an initial study could be carried 

out using high quality online images of the cores, where available. 

Lithologic logging of the core was conducted at the BGS core-store in Keyworth, 

Nottingham, and the NPD core-store and Weatherford Laboratories, Stavanger, 

Norway. Sampling of the UKCS core was carried out at the BGS core-store. 
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Sampling of the Norwegian core was carried out at Weatherford Laboratories 

with permission from STATOIL (wells 25/11-17, 30/2-1), and Aker BP (Well 25/7-

5).  

Logging was carried out on a mm-scale for each core. Photographs of the core 

and features of interest, such as bedding or sedimentary structures, were 

recorded alongside full rock descriptions. Samples were taken at selected 

intervals based on significant-looking units and the suspected presence of tuffs, 

with the aim to sample each rock-type and a representative suit of the tuffs. 

Sampling was not possible at the NPD either due to the poor condition of the 

core or due to the core being contained in blocks of resin.  

Polished thin-sections of the BGS cores were produced from small samples at the 

University of Glasgow (Table 3-1), and Norwegian samples were impregnated 

with blue resin and thin-sectioned by ALS Petrography Ltd (Table 3-2). Thin-

sections were studied under a petrographic microscope before being carbon 

coated and studied at a greater magnification under high-vacuum on a Zeiss SEM 

(Scanning Electron Microscope) at the University of Glasgow. Image analysis was 

carried out to gain quantitative data on grain-size and morphology, sorting and 

sediment composition using ImageJ software. More detail on thin-section 

preparation, SEM and image analysis processes can be found in section 1.3 

Methods. 
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Table 3-1 List of samples from UKCS29/05a-7 and UKCS22/30a-1 accessed with permission 
from the British Geological Survey. Samples that were not sectioned did not survive 
transport or thin-section preparation. 
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Table 3-2 List of samples from NOR25/11-17 and NOR30/2-1 accessed with permission from 
STATOIL, and NOR25/7-5 accessed with permission from Aker BP. Samples that were not 
sections did were not suitable for thin-sectioning, for example, due to being highly 
fractured. 
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3.5 Results 

Three wells form the focus of direct observations of the BF from which core was 

logged and sampled for further analysis, UK Continental Shelf (UKCS): 29/05a-7, 

and Norwegian-Danish sector (NOR) of the NSB: 25/7-5, 25/11-17, 30/2-1 (Figure 

3-2). Samples were analysed from two additional wells; UKCS22/30a-1 and FSB 

6104/25-1 (Figure 3-2). 

Here, sedimentary logs and rock descriptions for each of the wells will be 

presented, along with thin-section descriptions and the results of image analysis. 

Additional wire-line data from the completion well reports will be presented to 

augment this data set.  

3.5.1 Observations of core 

The BF is not commonly cored in full, therefore the core that was investigated 

here only represents a section of the BF and not the entire formation. Type core 

from other wells (e.g. NOR25/10-1) was also viewed but has not survived storage 

well enough to be examined in detail. The best-preserved cores are described 

here.  

3.5.1.1 Well UKCS29/05a-7, 56o50’17.8”N 01o56’32.1”E 

Core of UKCS29/05a-7 (Figure 3-2) is composed of highly interbedded, parallel 

laminated and massive claystone and siltstone with normal-graded green, 

yellow, blue and orange tuffs, and siliciclastic sandstones (Figure 3-7, Figure 

3-8). Some of the tuffs and sandstones contain cross-stratification (Figure 3-9) 

and some bed boundaries show evidence of erosional surfaces (Figure 3-9), 

grain-loading (Figure 3-9), and symmetrical or asymmetrical ripple-structures 

(Figure 3-10). Ca. 3 m of the core contains mixed lithologies that show evidence 

of the deformation of partially soft sediments likely via slumping (Figure 3-7, 

Figure 3-11).  
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Figure 3-7 Lithological and grain-size log for the Balder Formation of UKCS29/05a-7, 56o50’17.8”N 01o56’32.1”E.Solid stars indicate the location of samples described in the text, white stars show where additional 
samples were collected that are not discussed further. 
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Figure 3-8 Interbedded siltstone/claystone and sandstone in UKCS29/05a-7, core no. 1, 9621 
ft depth. The thin beds of sandstone (including volcaniclastic sandstones) vary from a few 
millimetres in thickness to a couple of centimetres and all have loaded basal contacts, 
where the coarser/larger grains have sunk into the underlying claystone or siltstone. The 
fine-grained sandstone/siltstone at the top of this section has a distinctive yellow and blue 
colouration and is most likely a tuff. 
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Figure 3-9 Sedimentary features of core from UKCS29/05a-7, core no. 1. A-B) Cross-bedded 
fine-sandstone/siltstone with erosional surfaces (red) that truncate the cross-beds. Above 
this unit lies a planar, parallel-laminated siltstone at 9577.7 ft depth. C-D) A ripple structure 
is preserved at the base of this image, its contact with the overlying sandstone shows 
evidence of grain-loading, where the coarser grains have sunken into the underlying 
siltstone/claystone. The coarsest grains of the sandstone are found in the trough of the 
ripple; at a depth of 9618.2 ft. The olive green units in these images likely represent tuffs, in 
this case the cross-stratification indicates that these tuffs have been reworked and are 
volcaniclastic deposits (discussed later). 
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Figure 3-10 Symmetrical ripple with an erosive interior where the original silt/clay has been 
eroded by a current and replaced by instantaneous deposition of sand , indicating a palaeo-
flow direction from left to right across the image; UKCS29/05a-7, core no. 1, 9608.9 ft dpeth. 
The olive green sandstones in this section are likely altered basaltic tuffs (discussed later).  
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Figure 3-11 Deformed siltstone, claystone and sandstone observed in the upper section of 
UKCS29/05a-7, core no.1, 9582.6 ft depth. The olive green colour of some units likely shows 
the presence of altered basaltic tuffs. 

3.5.1.2 Well NOR25/7-5, 59o29’39.81”N 02o1’3.44”E 

The BF of core from NOR25/7-5 (Figure 3-2) is similar to that of UKCS29/05a-7, 

and contains highly interbedded claystone, siltstone, sandstone and normal 

graded tuffs (Figure 3-12). The tuffs are characteristically green or blue and 

commonly grade from medium or fine sandstone to siltstone/claystone (Figure 

3-13). Some of the tuffs show larger-scale soft sediment deformation at their 

base (Figure 3-14, Figure 3-15), and may also contain diffuse bedding and cross-

stratification (Figure 3-14). Many of the tuffs have a calcite cement that 

effervesces with dilute hydrochloric acid. In addition, some tuffs contain patchy-

developed interstitial pyrite (Figure 3-15). Most of the interbedded claystones 

and siltstones are finely parallel laminated and there is no evidence of slump 

features, or larger-scale deformation, as in UKCS29/05a-7 (Figure 3-11).  
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Figure 3-12 Lithological and grain-size log of the Balder Formation of NOR25/7-5, 59o29’39.81”N 02o1’3.44”E.Solid stars indicate the location of samples that are discussed in the text. 
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Figure 3-13 Normal graded tuffs interbedded with claystone in NOR25/7-5, core 3, at 
1991.7m depth.  
 

 

Figure 3-14 Sedimentary structures observed within the core from NOR25/7-5, core 2, at 
1979.8 m , including diffuse cross-bedding and loading structures, as well as sharp and 
diffuse bed boundaries. 



 Chapter 3:North Sea Basin Early Eocene stratigraphy
  174 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

 

Figure 3-15 Calcite and pyrite cement developed within a green normal graded tuff overlain 
by laminated claystone in NOR25/7-5, core 3, at 1995.2 m depth. The overlying claystone has 
been deformed by deposition of the next normal graded tuff (olive-green coarse sandstone). 

3.5.1.3 Well NOR25/11-17, 59o3’26.66”N 02o29’6.59”E 

The BF of NOR25/11-17 (Figure 3-2) contains two ca. 5-6 m thick units of massive 

(structureless) white medium/coarse-sandstone (Figure 3-17) that appears to be 

predominantly comprised of quartz grains. Thinly interbedded claystone, 

siltstone and normal graded tuffs occur between the sandstones, and resemble 

the nature of the BF observed in all of the other wells. However, there is a 

greater concentration of normal-graded tuffs (Figure 3-16) between the 

sandstones of this core, and the base of these is often coarser-grained than the 

tuffs of the other wells (e.g. Figure 3-18).  
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Figure 3-16 Units of fining upwards sandstone to siltstone/claystone with grain-loaded basal 
contacts and uncommon diffuse bedding or lamination seen in core from NOR25/11-17, core 
1, at 1631.8 m. Each of these olive green coloured fining-upwards sequences likely 
represent normal-graded tuffs (confirmed by petrographic analysis in the following section). 
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Figure 3-17 Lithologic and grain-type log for Balder Formation core of NOR25/11-17, 59o3’26.66”N 02o29’6.59”E.Solid stars indicate the location of samples that are described in the text
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Figure 3-18 Sedimentary features observed in a small (<10 cm) section of core from 
NOR25/11-17, core 1, at 1630.8 m depth  ; including, parallel laminated siltstone/claystone to 
fining-upward sandstone with erosive contacts and grain-loaded bed boundaries. The olive 
green colouration of the rock likely indicates the presence of altered basaltic volcanic 
material (tuffs). 

Abundant burrow-like features and evidence of soft-sediment deformation are 

present at some intervals (Figure 3-19), and represent reworking of the coarser-

grained units (likely tuffs). These features are more prevalent in this core than 

the other cores.  
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Figure 3-19 Burrow-like features and soft-sediment deformation creating non-uniform bed 
boundaries within core from NOR25/11-17, core 1, at 1632.9 m depth. The olive green units 
likely represent tuffs, the burrow-like features in these units show that the tuffs have been, 
at least partially, reworked.  

Many units of this core were not recovered during drilling, with most of this 

material lost from within the sandstone units. Recovery of the highly 

interbedded units between the sandstones appears to be more complete.  

3.5.1.4 Well NOR30/2-1, 60o52’5.42”N 02o38’49.16”E 

Core of NOR30/2-1 (Figure 3-2) is very similar to the core of UKCS29/05a-7. It is 

characteristically highly interbedded and composed of parallel-laminated 

claystone and siltstone with normal-graded green tuffs (Figure 3-20). Like 

UKCS29/05a-7 (Figure 3-11) this core also contains sections of deformed beds 

that resemble slump structures (Figure 3-21).  
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Figure 3-20 Lithological and grain-size log for core of the Balder Formation of NOR30/2-1, 60o52’5.42”N 02o38’49.16”E. 
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Figure 3-21 Deformed interbedded sandstone and siltstone in NOR30/2-1, core 2, at 1956.25 
m depth.  Similar to the feature identified in UKCS29/05a-7 (Figure 3-11). 

Discontinuous lenses of olive-green tuff occur in some intervals (Figure 3-22), 

these have a burrow-like appearance or may represent soft-sediment 

deformation and be associated with a reworking of the original dis tuff-beds.  



 Chapter 3:North Sea Basin Early Eocene stratigraphy
  181 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

 

Figure 3-22 Discontinuous lenses of tuff or soft-sediment deformation features that may be 
associated with reworking of green tuffs in NOR30/2-1, core 2, at 1960.5 m depth.  As 
indicated previously, olive green units are taken to represent the location of altered basaltic 
tuffs (this is confirmed by SEM analysis in the following section). 

Some of the tuffs have a well-developed calcite cement, whereas others have a 

poorly-developed calcite cement that gives the appearance of mineral veins 

(Figure 3-23). Patches of pyrite cement are also present in some of the tuffs.  
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Figure 3-23 Poorly-developed calcite cement through several units of tuff, giving the 
appearance of mineral veins, in NOR30/2-1, core 2, at 1956.7 m depth.   

3.5.2 Optical microscopy and SEM  

Polished thin-sections of samples taken from core were studied first on a 

petrograpic microscope; SEM analysis was then conducted on carbon-coated 

thin-sections. The SEM was used to collect detailed images of clasts and matrix 

material, and to obtain major-element chemical data to support identification of 

clast- and mineral-types. Here, the results of these investigations will be 

presented for each well.  

3.5.2.1 UKCS22/30a-1 

Samples from UKCS22/30a-1 are composed of claystone with interbedded 

siltstone and sandstone. The contact of the coarser-grained units with underlying 

claystones often preserves grain-loaded contacts, where coarser grains have 

sunken into the clay-rich laminae below (e.g. Figure 3-24d). The tuffs are of 

siltstone and sandstone grade and are commonly highly altered to various clays 

and contain a clay matrix and/or calcite cement. The samples appear to be 
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predominantly comprised of crystalline igneous clasts, although, alteration has 

blurred grain-boundaries, making individual clasts difficult to distinguish. 

However, these units do contain some of their original granular features, for 

example, where grains have been replaced or coated by secondary minerals, 

such as pyrite (Figure 3-24a, b). 

Pyrite is present in many forms; grain-replacing secondary pyrite (Figure 3-24a), 

grain-coating pyrite (Figure 3-24b), framboidal pyrite (Figure 3-24c), and as a 

patchy pyrite cement (Figure 3-24d). 

 

Figure 3-24 AsB SEM images showing the various forms of pyrite in samples from 
UKCS22/30a-1. A) Replacement of organic material by pyrite in SSK56012. B) Grain coated 
with pyrite in SSK56012. C) Micro-crystalline pyrite framboids in SSK56381. D) Cement-like 
pyrite filing spaces between grains in SSK56381. 
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Pyroclasts can be identified as non-crystalline clasts, commonly with vesicles or 

amygdales (Figure 3-25). The outer edges of these clasts are commonly concave 

in places and resembles bubble-wall rims (Figure 3-25). Vesicular (Figure 3-25a) 

and non-vesicular (Figure 3-25f) pyroclasts of blocky (Figure 3-25d, f), bubble-

wall (Figure 3-25b, e), and irregular (Figure 3-25a) morphologies are present. 

 

Figure 3-25 AsB SEM images showing pyroclasts of various types and levels of alteration 
observed within SSK56012 of UKCS22/30a-1. A) Vesicular, altered pyroclast. B) 
Amygdaloidal pyroclast. C) Altered, vesicular or amygdaloidal pyroclast with plagioclase 
micro-phenocrysts. D) Altered amygdaloidal pyroclast. E) Altered bubble-wall pyroclast, 
circular features that look like amygdales may be a result of alteration. F) Altered blocky 
pyroclasts with concave bubble-wall features. 
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3.5.2.2 UKCS29/05a-7 

Samples from UK29/05a-7 share similar features to those of UK22/30a-1; being 

composed of claystone, siltstone and sandstone. Pyrite is a common feature of 

all of the samples, and is present as grain-coating pyrite surrounding pyroclasts 

(Figure 3-26a, b), spheroids of framboidal pyrite (Figure 3-26c, d), amorphous 

framboidal pyrite (Figure 3-26e), euhedral cubic pyrite crystals (Figure 3-26c) 

and, pyritised grains (Figure 3-26f).  

 

Figure 3-26 AsB SEM images showing differing characteristics of pyrite observed in 
samples from UKCS29/05a-7. A-B) Pyrite coating the edges of grains. C) Single euhedral 
pyrite. D) Cluster of variously sized circular and amorphous pyrite framboids. E) 
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Amorphous pyrite framboids and clustered euhedral pyrite crystals. F) Individual ‘grains’ of 
pyrite and circular pyrite framboids 

The siltstones and sandstones commonly contain a significant amount of 

crystalline igneous clasts (Figure 3-27), and highly altered pyroclasts (Figure 

3-28), and are therefore considered to be tuffs. The crystalline igneous clasts 

have fluidal morphologies and are commonly vesicular (Figure 3-27), these are 

interpreted as lava-like clasts. These clasts are generally micro-crystalline 

(Figure 3-27) and have a different morphology and texture compared to the 

altered pyroclasts that occur in the same deposits (Figure 3-28).  
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Figure 3-27 AsB SEM images showing the various forms of pyroclasts and igneous 
crystalline clasts observed within SSK56374 from UKCS29/05a-7. An abundant calcite 
cement occurs. A) Elongate, vesicular pyroclast with a fluidal morphology. B) Vesicular, 
blocky pyroclast. C) Fluidal-shaped pyroclast with micro-crystalline texture, possibly 
caused by alteration. D) Vesicular crystalline igneous clast with micro-crystalline texture. E) 
Abundant crystalline igneous clasts (Ig) and pyroclasts within a calcite cement. 

The pyroclasts display a range of morphologies; vesicular (Figure 3-28a, b) and 

non-vesicular (Figure 3-28c-f), blocky (Figure 3-28f), bubble-wall (Figure 3-28c-

f), and irregular (Figure 3-28b).  
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Figure 3-28 AsB SEM images showing the range of pyroclasts types and their differing 
levels of alteration in sample SSK56341 from UKCS29/05a-7. All of the pyroclasts are 
surrounded by a calcite cement and occur alongside crystalline igneous grains (Ig). A) 
Vesicular pyroclast surrounded by fractured bubble-wall structures, mottling of the surface 
of the pyroclast shows differing levels of alteration within this pyroclast. B) Fluidal vesicular 
pyroclast, and a blocky pyroclast with minor micro-crystals. C-E) Bubble-wall shards with 
varying levels and textures of alteration as shown by their varying surface features and 
mottling. F) Range of different pyroclasts showing the full range of alteration types and a 
range of pyroclast morphologies, including blocky, bubble-wall and vesicular 

The pyroclasts are all altered, although to varying degrees. Some appear to have 

undergone palagonitisation (Figure 3-28e) and are characterised by clay with a 

gradual decrease in Fe and Ti from the centre of the pyroclast outwards, 

correlating with an increase in K (Figure 3-29). These pyroclasts appear to be 
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concentrically zoned under plane-polarised-light (Figure 3-29), showing the 

progressive replacement of the original glassy pyroclast by palagonitisation; from 

the formation of a fibrous palagonite, to gel-palagonite and eventually to 

smectite (clay).  

 

Figure 3-29 Palagonitisation of originally glassy pyroclasts of sample SSK56341 from 
UKCS29/05a-7. A – B) Palagonitisation identified in thin-section under plane-polarised-light; 
including fibrous palagonite, gel-palagonite and smectite, indicating increasing levels of 
alteration towards the rims of the pyroclast. C) Backscatter SEM image of the same 
pyroclast as B. Red line shows the location that spectrums D and E were taken. D) The 
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concentration of iron (Fe) decreases from core to rim (F). This corresponds to a slight 
increase in the concentration of potassium (K) from core to rim (E and G).  

Other pyroclasts appear to have surpassed the stages of palagonitisation and 

have completely altered to smectite (Figure 3-28a, d). Following this, some 

smectite-pyroclasts have been completely or partly replaced by calcite (Figure 

3-28c, d, f).  

3.5.2.3 NOR25/7-5 

Similar to the UKCS samples, samples from NOR25/7-5 are predominantly of 

claystone, siltstone and sandstone. The main clast-types found in these deposits 

include: woody organic fragments (Figure 3-30a), variably altered pyroclasts 

(Figure 3-30b), and crystalline igneous clasts (Figure 3-30c). Framboidal pyrite 

occurs throughout. 

 

Figure 3-30 AsB SEM images of the main clast types in sample 033c from NOR25/7-5.A) 
Amorphous woody organic clasts within clay that has been partially replaced by calcite. B) 
A palagonitised vesicular pyroclast with circular vesicles in thin-section (2D) occurs with 
crystalline igneous clasts surrounded by a calcite cement. C) The crystalline igneous clasts 
medium-sand grade.  
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Below, focus is given to the siltstone and sandstone units that contain >50 % 

igneous or pyroclastic clast-types representative of tuffs (e.g. Frolova 2008). The 

lower contact of the tuffs commonly displays grain-loading where the clasts have 

partially sunken into the underlying finer-grained claystones (Figure 3-31). A 

calcite cement has replaced some of the original clay within these deposits (e.g. 

Figure 3-31). 

 

Figure 3-31 AsB SEM image of contact between clay and igneous clast-rich coarse 
sandstone with calcite cement in sample 033 from NOR25/7-5.  

Crystalline igneous clasts within the tuffs contain micro-crystals of plagioclase 

and amphibole (Figure 3-30c, Figure 3-34c). Minor occurrences of rounded, more 

coarsely crystalline lithic clasts, comprising euhedral laths of labradorite and 

acicular spheres of gedrite are also present (Figure 3-34d).  

Palagonitised pyroclasts are abundant in some of the tuffs (032, 043; Figure 

3-32, Figure 3-33a), in addition to crystalline igneous clasts. The tuffs often 

contain a calcite cement (Figure 3-33a), although in some tuffs localised patches 

of pyrite cement are also present (Figure 3-33b, c).  
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Figure 3-32 General nature of the fining-upwards sequence in sample 032 from NOR25/7-5. 
The bed contains pyroclasts and crystalline igneous clasts A-C). B) Some crystalline 
igneous clasts and pyroclasts picked out of image A and labelled to show the varying 
pyroclast morphologies that can be identified in this deposit, including blocky and vesicular 
pyroclasts and bubble-wall shards, alongside angular to sub-rounded crystalline igneous 
clasts. C) Finer grain-size material, with abundant yellow/brown pyroclasts within a very 
fine-grained clay matrix (dark brown). 
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Figure 3-33 Igneous clasts with a calcite (A) or pyrite (B, C) cement, in sample 043 from 
NOR25/7-5.  

Pyroclasts show a variety of morphologies and levels of alteration under the SEM, 

including; palagonitised vesicular and non-vesicular bubble-wall (Figure 3-34a) 

and blocky pyroclasts (Figure 3-35a), and pyroclasts altered and replaced by clay 

(Figure 3-35b), with partial replacement by calcite (Figure 3-34c, Figure 3-35d). 

Some pyroclasts have been completely replaced by calcite, but retain some of 

their original compositional signature, allowing them to be seen under the SEM 

(Figure 3-34b). Other pyroclasts may have been replaced by concentric layers of 

gedrite, giving the clast a layered appearance (Figure 3-35c).  
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Figure 3-34 AsB SEM image of pyroclasts and crystalline igneous clasts in sample 036 from 
NOR25/7-5.A) Palagonitised bubble-wall pyroclasts surrounded by clay matrix that has been 
partially replaced by calcite. Sub-angular crystalline igneous clasts also present (Ig). B) A 
vesicular pyroclast completely replaced by calcite but retaining some of its original 
chemistry, making it visible within a calcite cement. The vesicles of this pyroclast are non-
circular (in 2D). A clay matrix is present, but has been partially replaced by calcite. C) A 
heavily altered blocky pyroclast (?) replaced by clay that has been subsequently partially 
replaced by calcite. D) A sub-rounded crystalline igneous clast with euhedral laths of 
labradorite and acicular spheres of amphibole. Surrounded by a clay matrix.  
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Figure 3-35 AsB SEM images of the varying degrees of alteration in pyroclasts of sample 
039 from NOR25/7-5. Palagonitised vesicular blocky pyroclast with uniform alteration across 
the pyroclast. This pyroclast has circular vesicles in cross-section. B) A blocky pyroclast 
that has undergone palagonitisation and been replaced by clay. The original shape of the 
pyroclast is preserved within a calcite cement. C) A blocky pyroclast that has undergone 
stages of alteration that have led to the formation of concentric layering of gedrite (a type of 
amphibole). D) Palagonitised blocky pyroclast that has been replaced by clay. Additional 
partial replacement by calcite, indicated by concentric growths of calcite originating from 
the edge of the clast.  

3.5.2.4 NOR25/11-17 

Crystalline igneous clasts are a prominent feature of sample 001 and 002 from 

NOR25/11-17, and represent two tuffs. Vesicular and non-vesicular, blocky 

pyroclasts also occur and commonly appear to have been replaced by calcite and 

are surrounded by a calcite cement (Figure 3-36).  
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Figure 3-36 Plane-polarised light microscope images of vesicular pyroclasts (red arrows) 
surrounded by a calcite cement (white) in sample 002 from NOR25/11-17. A-C) Variably 
vesicular pyroclasts replaced by calcite with original features preserved, D) Orange/brown 
vesicular pyroclast that has not been replaced by calcite. The same features are also 
observed in sample 001. 

In contrast, thick units of quartz-rich sandstone (quartz arenite) occur between 

the tuffs. Under plane-polarised-light, the sandstone is highly porous (blue dye) 

and predominantly composed of angular quartz grains (Figure 3-37). The 

sandstone of sample 005 is generally moderately sorted, however, localised 

sections of poorly-sorted sandstone also occur (Figure 3-37c, d). 
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Figure 3-37 Plane-polarised light microscope images of a quartz-rich sandstone with 
abundant porosity and high permeability (blue), in sample 005 from NOR25/11-17. A-B) 
Plane-polarised light and corresponding cross-polarised light images showing the general 
nature of the sandstone which is dominated by angular quartz grains with minor amounts of 
feldspar, pyroxene, mica, calcite and chlorite. C) A range of grain sizes can be observed, 
with uncommon coarse sand grains. D) Some areas have a larger amount of fine calcite 
grains between the predominantly fine sand grade quartz grains.   

The sandstone (sample 005) is dominated by angular quartz grains, together with 

minor amounts of feldspar (orthoclase and plagioclase), amphibole, 

stilpnomelane and pyrite, and localised pore-filling evaporate minerals: 

crystalline gypsum, amorphous halite and very minor amounts of K-salts. 

Ankerite occurs in some areas as pore-filling euhedral growths around quartz 

grains (Figure 3-38), surrounded by amorphous halite (Figure 3-38).  
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Figure 3-38 AsB SEM image showing the components found in some parts of the sandstone 
in sample 005 of NOR25/11-17. Ank: Ankerite (carbonate), Gyp: Gypsum, Hal: Halite, K-sal: 
K-salt, Qz: Quartz, Stp: Stilpnomelane, ?: Unknown unstable lithic clast. Black in this image 
represents pore spaces within the sample. 

3.5.2.5 NOR Well 30/2-1 

Samples of tuff from NOR30/2-1, are predominantly composed of sub-angular to 

well-rounded crystalline igneous clasts comprised of micro-crystals of plagioclase 

and amphibole (Figure 3-39). Altered pyroclasts display a similar crystalline-like 

appearance as the crystalline igneous clasts (Figure 3-39b). Other features 

resemble pyroclasts that have been replaced by clay and calcite but retain their 

original pyroclast morphology (Figure 3-39f). Pyrite is present as secondary 

mineral growths surrounding some grains and as a partial pyrite cement (Figure 

3-39a), as well as pyrite framboids (Figure 3-39e). Generally, these samples 

contain a clay matrix (Figure 3-39).  
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Figure 3-39 AsB SEM features of samples 018 and 023 from NOR30/2-1. A) Vesicular 
igneous clast surrounded by pyrite. B) Highly altered bubble-wall pyroclast and sub-angular 
crystalline igneous clasts held in a clay matrix. C-D) Granular nature of the deposit with 
sub-angular to sub-rounded vesicular and non-vesicular crystalline igneous clasts (Ig), and 
altered pyroclasts (black in D). E) Siltstone with grains of quartz, albite, gedrite, elongate 
stilpnomelane and, pyrite framboids, F) A bubble-wall pyroclast replaced by clay and 
calcite, in a clay matrix.  

3.5.2.6 FSB 6104/25-1 

One sample from the BF was analysed from Well 6104/25-1(Sula-Stelka) from the 

Faroe-Shetland Basin (FSB). This sample contains a range of igneous clast types, 
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including variably altered, originally glassy, pyroclasts of non- to poorly-

vesicular, blocky and irregular morphologies (Figure 3-40a, b). 

 

Figure 3-40 AsB SEM images of igneous clast-types in sample from FSB 6104/25-1 (Sula-
Stelka). Blocky pyroclast with several bubble-wall rims. B) Highly palagonitised blocky 
pyroclast with circular (in cross-section) vesicles. The vesicles are filled with clay, or 
secondary minerals that formed during alteration. C) Angular crystalline igneous clast 
composed of euhedral hornblende (a type of amphibole) and feldspar microcrystals. The 
feldspar crystals are zoned and have a core of albite surrounded by labradorite.  

Fluidal-shaped, or rounded, crystalline igneous clasts are the most abundant 

clast-type in this sample; many of these clasts are vesicular, with vesicles of 

varying size and shape (Figure 3-41).  
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Figure 3-41 Fluidal-shaped crystalline igneous clasts with irregular-shaped vesicles of 
various sizes. These are the dominant clast-type in the sample from FSB 6104/25-1 (Sula-
Stelka). 

Additional types of crystalline igneous clast are also present, including angular 

lithics with euhedral amphibole and feldspar microcrystals. The feldspar in these 

clasts are zoned euhedral crystals with an albite core surrounded by a rim of 

labradorite (Figure 3-40c). The exact composition of the outer rim is uncertain 

due to uncertainty in the level of alteration and the accuracy of major element 

data on the SEM. The zoning could be the effect of alteration, or it could be 

related to changes in the magmatic system in which the feldspar crystallised. 

This clast-type has not been identified in any of the NSB samples.  

3.5.3 Image analysis 

Image analysis preformed on backscatter (AsB) SEM images was used to obtain 

data on grain characteristics such as the abundance of each grain-type, grain-

size distribution and pyroclast vesicularity. Image analysis was also used to 

calculate the porosity of sandstone within NOR25/11-17 (sample 005).  

The grain-size distribution was calculated for samples that contain individual 

clasts that could be easily distinguished from the surrounding matrix or cement. 

This ruled out many of the samples from the UKCS wells, as high-levels of 

alteration have blurred clast-matrix boundaries. The results show that none of 

the samples contain clasts greater than very coarse sand grade (1-2 mm; Figure 

3-42, Figure 3-43). Many of the samples have a unimodal grain-size peak 

between silt (3.9 - 62.5 µm) and medium sand (250 – 500 µm), although sample 
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018 does not have a peak at one specific grain-size range, but instead has an 

almost equal abundance of silt to fine-sand grade clasts (Figure 3-43). Other 

samples have a bimodal grain-size distribution with two grain-size peaks; 

SSK56375, 005, 033, 036 and 039 (Figure 3-42, Figure 3-43). If the grain-sizes of 

these deposits are described using pyroclastic terminology, then all of the 

samples are comprised of ash (<2 mm; Cas & Wright 1988). The sandstone of 

sample 005 is comprised of finer-grains than the tuffs, with a greater amount of 

fine-sand to silt-grade clasts (samples 001 and 002; Figure 3-42).  
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Figure 3-42 Grain-size distribution for samples from UKCS29/05a-7, NOR25/11-17 and FSB 
6104/25-1. All of these samples are representative of tuffs, except NOR 005 which 
represents a quartz-rich siliciclastic sandstone (quartz arenite). Descriptions are given in 
the text. 
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Figure 3-43 Grain-size distribution graphs for samples from NOR25/7-5 and NOR30/2-1. 
Sample 032(a) is representative of the grain-size distribution at the base of a normal-graded 
tuff from N25/7-5. Descriptions are given in the text. 
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A comparison of the grain-size distribution of samples between each well shows 

that the range of grain-sizes are generally coarser-grained in samples from 

NOR25/11-17 and are finer-grained in UKCS29/05a-7 (Figure 3-44).  

 

Figure 3-44 Grain-size distribution comparison for tuffs of each of the wells. The tuffs are 
generally coarser-grained in samples from NOR25/11-17 and finer-grained in samples from 
UKCS29/05a-7. 

Stokes’ Law can be applied to the grain-size data to calculate the settling 

velocity of different sized grains and predict the time it could take for these 

grains to settle through different depths of water (Figure 3-45). 

 

Figure 3-45 Equations of settling velocity (variation of Stokes' Law 1851) used to calculate 
the duration of settling for grains of different sizes through water. Gravity (g): 9.8 m/s2; 
particle diameter (d), the maximum and minimum feret diameter for grains measured by 
image analysis were used as values for (d) and converted from µm to metres; the density of 
basalt (2.74 x 10-6 kg/m3) was used for the particle density (ρParticle) ( Wohletz & Heiken 1992); 
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a medium density (ρMedium) of 9.98 kg/m3 was used to represent the density of water at 1 bar 
pressure and a temperature of 20oC; the viscosity of water (ViscosityMedium) at 1 bar pressure 
and 20oC is 0.001 kg/m-s. 

Stokes’ Law is based on several assumptions that could affect the settling 

velocity of grains deposited through a water column. For example, this 

calculation does not consider: grain roughness (all grains are considered as 

spheres), water salinity (only pure water was assumed in this calculation), 

currents and variations in their strength. This calculation does not account for 

the vesicularity of clasts, but instead, considers all grains to be non-vesicular; 

however, vesicularity could decrease the density of grains, therefore causing 

coarser grains to have a decreased settling velocity than predicted by these 

calculations. To predict the settling velocity of a vesicular grain the vesicles 

need to be removed from the original non-vesicular feret value(measured). To 

do this the percentage vesicularity of the grains was converted to a percentage 

of the length of the original feret value; this was then deducted from the 

original value to give a result for the feret minus vesicles. This new value was 

then used to calculate the settling velocity. Grain-size, and therefore the 

original feret value, remains the same, it is only the density that changes due to 

the presence of vesicles (voids) within a grain, therefore the new settling 

velocity was plotted against the original feret value. This shows that vesicular 

grains likely settle at a slower rate through water compared to dense, non-

vesicular grains of the same grain-size. However, these calculations do not 

consider the influence that ‘air-bubbles’ trapped as vesicles will have on the 

buoyancy of the grains, as this could decrease the settling velocity further. 

Although the abundance and size of vesicles is low for most pyroclasts in these 

samples, the density of the pyroclast would likely be high enough to prevent any 

effect of buoyancy; also, the rapid break-down of volcanic glass would likely 

allow water to enter the vesicles and replace the air within them (Vaughan & 

Webley 2010). 

Generally, the settling velocity of the basaltic pyroclasts suggests that all grains 

of fine-sand grade (ash), and greater, will settle through 100 m of pure, still 

water within 1.5 days. Very fine ash, of less than fine-sand grade will settle 

within 1.5 to ca. 200 days (Figure 3-46).  
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Figure 3-46 Settling velocity calculated for non-vesicular and vesicular pyroclasts of the BF, 
linking grain-size to the likely time take to be deposited.  

The degree of sorting for each of the samples was calculated using the methods 

of Folk (1968), where the sorting coefficient (σ1) is found using the 5th (ɸ5), 16th 

(ɸ16), 84th (ɸ84) and 95th (ɸ95) percentile values of grain-size (in Phi), given on a 

grain-size distribution curve (Figure 3-47).  
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Figure 3-47 Folk (1968) equation for the calculation of the sorting coefficient for clastic 
materials.  

A value of <0.35 is considered very well sorted, 0.35 – 0.5 well sorted, 0.5 – 0.71 

moderately sorted, 0.71 – 1 moderately sorted, 1 – 2 poorly sorted, 2 – 4 very 

poorly sorted and >4 is extremely poorly sorted (Folk 1968).  

The results (Table 3-3), show that the tuffs range from very poorly sorted to 

moderately sorted, and that the sandstone of sample 005, from NOR25/11-17 is 

poorly sorted.  
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Table 3-3 Degree of sorting in BF tuffs. These results were calculated using the methods of 
Folk (1968). 

Point-count analysis of SEM images shows that the sandstone of sample 005 is 

predominantly composed of angular quartz grains (70%) with lesser amounts of 

orthoclase (8%) and stilpnomelane (<1%), with secondary growth of ankerite 

(12%) and halite (10%) around these (Figure 3-48).  
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Figure 3-48 Composition of NOR 005 from NOR25/11-17. This sandstone is dominated by 
quartz grains (70%), with a lesser abundance of orthoclase, stilpnomelane, ankerite and 
halite. 

The total porosity of the siliciclastic sandstone of sample 005 was calculated by 

removing the total area occupied by grains from the area of an AsB SEM image 

using a similar approach to Manger (1963) (see 1.3 Methods). The results for a 

suite of images were converted into percentages and averaged; the sandstone 

has a total porosity of ca. 40%.  

The other siltstone and sandstone samples are all dominated by crystalline 

igneous clasts, including crystalline lithics and lava-like clasts (Figure 3-49), 

comprising <50 % of the unit, and are therefore considered to be tuffs (see 

Chapter 1:). All samples from NOR25/7-5 and NOR25/11-17 appear to be 

predominantly comprised of fluidal-shaped, vesicular, micro-crystalline lava-like 

clasts (Figure 3-49). Altered pyroclasts are commonly the second most abundant 

clast-type within these deposits (Figure 3-49). Minor amounts of siliciclastic 

grains, including granular lithic clasts, and pyrite also occur (Figure 3-49). 
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Figure 3-49 Percentage of different clast types within samples of siltstone and sandstone 
dominated by igneous clasts. Crystalline igneous clasts, including crystalline lithic clasts 
and lava-like clasts, are the most common clast-type in all of the samples. Pyroclasts are 
often the second most abundant clast-type.  

The original features of pyroclasts have commonly been preserved, regardless of 

the level of alteration that has occurred. This preservation permits the 

pyroclasts to be divided into groups based on their overall morphology: blocky, 

bubble-wall, irregular and rod-like. Point-count data were collected from 

backscatter SEM images and converted to a percentage. The results show that 

blocky morphologies are the most common pyroclast-type across all the samples 

(Figure 3-50). Rod-like morphologies are absent from all samples, and bubble-

wall and irregular morphologies occur in varying amounts throughout (Figure 

3-50). Irregular pyroclast morphologies in these samples are generally quite 

angular and not fluidal, unlike those identified in Iceland (see Chapter 2:) or the 

USA (see Chapter 6:). 
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Figure 3-50 Percentage of blocky, bubble-wall, irregular and rod-like pyroclasts in samples 
from all wells.  

Pyroclasts are a minor component of the samples (Figure 3-49, Table 3-4), and 

are predominantly non-vesicular (Table 3-4). However, over 50% of pyroclasts in 

samples 001, 002 and 043 are vesicular (Table 3-4). The average vesicularity of 

the vesicular pyroclasts is less than 45% in all of the samples, indicating that the 

pyroclasts are poorly vesicular (Table 3-5; Houghton et al. 2004; Graettinger et 

al. 2013). The vesicularity ranges from 2%, i.e. very poorly vesicular, up to 60%, 

i.e. moderately vesicular (Table 3-5; Houghton et al. 2004; Graettinger et al. 

2013). 
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Table 3-4 Percentage of pyroclasts versus non-pyroclasts (*), and, the percentage of 
pyroclasts that are vesicular versus non-vesicular for each sample. Non-pyroclasts (*) 
includes: crystalline igneous lithic clasts (Figure 3-30c), lava-like clasts (Figure 3-27), 
crystals, and siliciclastic clast-types, including granular lithic clasts (see Chapter 2:) and 
grains, such as quartz (Figure 3-38). All of the samples are dominated by non-pyroclasts. 
Pyroclasts form a minor component of the deposits, of which, most are non-vesicular. Of 
the pyroclasts >50% are vesicular in samples 001, 002 and 043 (red).  
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Table 3-5 Average percentage vesicularity of vesicular pyroclasts. The average vesicularity 
is <45% for all samples, indicating that the pyroclasts are poorly vesicular. The 
vesicularities range from 2%, very poorly vesicular, to 60%, moderately vesicular. Some 
samples do not contain many vesicular pyroclasts that could be used in these calculations, 
e.g. NOR 016, therefore, the results for these samples are less reliable, but are shown here 
as a rough estimate of the vesicularity for comparison.  

3.5.4 Comparison of wire-line data to core analysis 

Well data are freely available for the NOR wells on the NPD website, and 

information from the UKCS can be accessed via the Oil and Gas Authority. Here, 

final well reports and completion logs with wire-line data and rock descriptions 

are critically evaluated, to allow a comparison of the wire-line data with 

observations of core in this study. It is important to compare the wire-line and 

core as the core gives the highest resolution of the formation, compared to wire-

line, which can give a maximum resolution of around 15 cm (Watson et al. 2017; 

see Appendix I). If the core and wire-line data can be correlated, then it may be 

possible to extend interpretations of the BF to other wells in the NSB where core 

is not available.  

The composite logs and well reports, compiled after drilling of the wells, give a 

good guide to the depth of the upper and lower boundaries of the BF in the NSB. 

These depths can be used to estimate the thickness of the BF (Table 3-6). 
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Table 3-6 Thicknesses of the BF estimated for each of the wells.  

It is possible that the upper and lower boundaries of the BF have been relocated 

following further analysis of the well data since the final well reports were 

compiled. However, these initial sources of information provide a fair guide as 

to the location of the formation boundaries and the nature of the lithologies of 

the BF.  

3.5.4.1 UKCS22/30a-1 

The final well report for UKCS22/30a-1 states that the BF is composed of thinly 

interbedded claystones and fine-grained tuff, along with structureless organic 

matter (UEE/33 1985). The presence of claystones with organic material has 

been interpreted as an indicator of a deep basinal setting (UEE/33 1985). 

According to the report, the tuff units are thicker at the base of the BF and have 

been interpreted as an indicator that these were deposited nearer to land 

(UEE/33 1985). These interpretations imply that this locality was submerged to 

greater water depths over time, possibly due to basin subsidence, and/or marine 

transgression, both of which likely did occur during deposition of the BF 

throughout the NE Atlantic and NW Europe (Nielsen 1974; Knox & Harland 1979; 

Mudge & Copestake 1992Al Mudge & Bujak 1994; Knox 1996; Neal et al. 1996; 

Mudge & Jones 2004; Thomas & Bralower 2005; Carriol et al. 2016). 

Only a small part of the BF of this well was cored, but the core shows that the 

BF is comprised of highly interbedded claystone and volcaniclastic sandstone and 
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siltstone, with some sections being more claystone-rich and others containing 

thicker units of coarser-grained units of siliciclastic sandstone (see section 

3.5.2.1). These observations match the interpretations of wire-line data in the 

final well report. SEM analysis of a limited number of samples suggests that 

pyritised micro-fossils can be found (Figure 3-24a), however no other ‘organic’ 

features have been observed.  

3.5.4.2 UKCS29/05a-7 

Wire-line data provided in the completion log for UKCS29/05a-7 show that the 

BF is composed of a range of rock types that produce varying wire-line responses 

(Figure 3-51). For example, fluctuations in the gamma-ray response show that 

there are sand-rich and clay-rich lithologies (sandstone and claystone, 

respectively). Additionally, limestone can be interpreted where there is an 

increase in the density response and corresponding decrease in neutron porosity. 

The composite log data suggest that the cored section should be comprised of 

sandstone to claystone and tuff (Figure 3-51), which is confirmed by analysis of 

the core (see section 3.5.1.1). The lower portion of the BF is also composed of 

claystone, as seen in the core (Figure 3-8), and indicated by the higher gamma-

ray response in the wire-line data (Figure 3-51). The upper boundary of the BF is 

given by a characteristic increase in the gamma-ray response, which has been 

recorded in many wells that intersect the BF across the NSB (Mudge & Bliss 1983; 

Mudge & Bujak 1994; Joy 1996; Watson et al. 2017).  
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Figure 3-51 Wire-line and completion log interpreted geology for the Balder and Sele 
Formations of UKCS29/05a-1 (Shell/ESSO Completion Log 1990). Depth in feet. 

3.5.4.3 NOR25/7-5 

Wire-line data, including gamma-ray response, density, neutron porosity and 

sonic, are available for NOR25/7-5 (Figure 3-52). The responses show that the BF 

can be subdivided into a lower section where sand-rich lithologies are more 

abundant (low gamma-ray response), and an upper section comprised of more 

clay-rich lithologies (higher gamma-ray response; Figure 3-52). The upper 

boundary of the BF suggested in the well report does not coincide with an 

increased gamma-ray response as in UKCS29/05a-7, but does coincide with a 

characteristic increase in sonic velocity (Figure 3-51; Joy 1996), suggesting that 

the nature of the upper boundary of the BF in these wells is slightly different. 

This could be evidence of an erosional unconformity that overlies the BF and 

separates it from the overlying Hordaland Group (Mudge & Bliss 1983). 
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Figure 3-52 Wire-line data for the entire Rogaland Group available for NOR25/7-5 (NPD). 
Depth in metres. 

3.5.4.4 NOR25/11-17  

The gamma-ray response is low for most of the BF in the wire-line data for 

NOR25/11-17 (Figure 3-53), suggesting that the lithology of the BF in this well is 

more homogeneous compared to the other wells (Figure 3-51, Figure 3-52). The 

gamma-ray response fluctuates more at the base of the BF and a little towards 

the top, suggesting that more clay-rich lithologies, such as claystone and 

siltstone, are interbedded with sandstones at these depths. The sonic velocity 

and gamma-ray responses both reflect similar changes in the stratigraphy (Figure 

3-53). A marked increase in the gamma-ray response marks the upper boundary 

of the BF in this well (Figure 3-53), similar to that of UKCS29/05a-7 (Figure 

3-51). The completion report states that the BF ‘consists predominantly of 

sandstone with minor tuff and claystone’ (Norsk Hydro 1993), as shown by the 

stratigraphic log of the core (Figure 3-18), and the generally low-gamma 

response of the wire-line.  
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Figure 3-53 Wire-line data (gamma-ray and sonic-velocity responses) for NOR25/11-17 
(Norsk Hydro 1993).  

3.5.4.5 NOR30/2-1 

The gamma-ray response of NOR30/2-1 is low at the base of the BF, however, 

towards the top the gamma-ray response fluctuates. The sonic velocity response 

is generally high throughout (Figure 3-54). This suggests that most of the BF here 

is composed of sand-rich lithologies, with more interbedded sandstone to 

claystone towards the top of the formation (Figure 3-54). An increase in gamma-

ray response marks the upper boundary of the BF in the wire-line data (Figure 

3-54). However, a marked increase in gamma-ray response coinciding with an 

increase in sonic velocity is present below this and may therefore be more 

characteristic of the top of the BF as seen in other wells (e.g. Figure 3-51), 

suggesting that the upper boundary of the BF in this final well report could be 

reinterpreted. The gamma-ray and sonic responses mirror each other 

throughout; however, there is no real change in the sonic response between the 

upper part of the BF and the overlying Hordaland Group as depicted in the 

composite log (Figure 3-54).  
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Figure 3-54 Wire-line data (gamma-ray and sonic response), and composite log interpreted 
lithology for NOR30/2-1 (NPD; Statoil/Union/Tenneco 1984). 
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3.6 Discussion 

3.6.1 Sedimentary features and the environment of deposition 

Logging of core and comparison of core with wire-line data show that the BF is 

composed of a wide range of lithologies, typically changing in character between 

wells. Generally, the BF contains interbedded siliciclastic claystone, siltstone 

and sandstone, in addition to tuffs, including volcaniclastic siltstones and 

sandstones, that were deposited in a restricted lake-like marine basin (Knox & 

Harland 1979; Mudge & Copestake 1992, 1992a; Knox 1996; Carriol et al. 2016). 

All of the cores have a similar appearance of highly interbedded lithologies, 

except core of NOR25/11-17, which contains 5–6 m thick units of poorly-sorted 

sandstone (quartz arenite; Figure 3-55).  
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Figure 3-55 Summary of the percentage of different lithologies logged in core of the BF. 
NOR30/2-1 (A) is the most northern well of the present study, and NOR25/11-17 (C) is the 
most southern Norwegian well. The lithologies of each well vary as shown by the 
abundance of different lithologies and their relative combined thicknesses for each of the 
Norwegian cores. NOR25/11-17 contains 65% sandstone, contrasting to the sand-poor 
lithologies of the other two cores.  

3.6.1.1 Siliciclastic sandstone of NOR25/11-17 

Sandstones occur in various parts of the NSB, mostly within prograding delta 

facies that developed basinward from the Scottish landmass (Milton et al. 1990; 

Mudge & Copestake 1992a; Mudge & Bujak 1994; Knox 1996; Neal et al. 1996; 

Mudge & Jones 2004). The quartz-rich sandstones (sample 005) of NOR25/11-17 

are predominantly composed of angular quartz grains with a moderate porosity 

(ca. 40%; Figure 3-37, Figure 3-48). Localised occurrences of ankerite, gypsum, 

halite and K-salts are present throughout the sample (Figure 3-38). Similarly 
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ankerite has been identified as concretions and cements within sandstones in the 

southern NSB, where they are common in continental sandstone facies (Hendry 

et al. 2000). Ankerite has also been identified in Jurassic shelf sandstones in 

UKCS Block 22 and 29, where it has been associated with the sandstones 

proximity to underlying Permian evaporites (Hendry et al. 2000). In these 

examples the ankerite is also found in quartz-rich sandstones that also contain 

orthoclase, and the ankerite likely crystallised during deep burial of the 

sandstones and associated fluid flow, with fluids containing organic carbon from 

the alteration of bioclastic material (Hendry et al. 2000). NOR25/11-17 most 

likely intersects an area of sand-body development that extended out into the 

NSB from the Scottish landmass during the Early Eocene (i.e. Milton et al. 1990; 

Mudge & Bujak 1994; Knox 1996). The sands are associated with thinly 

interbedded tuffs, although these are fewer, and more concentrated in 

comparison to the other cores (Figure 3-18). There is significantly less 

siliciclastic siltstone and claystone in this core, compared to the other cores 

analysed. It is possible that the ankerite and evaporite minerals crystallised 

during deep burial of these sandstones (e.g. Hendry et al. 2000). The lack of 

bioturbation and presence of interbedded claystones and tuffs, suggest that 

these materials were originally deposited as a submarine fan in an anoxic 

environment (e.g. Hendry et al. 2000; Pszonka & Wendorff 2017). Therefore, the 

BF of NOR25/11-17 may have been deposited by turbidity currents, with 

subsequent reworking of material into submarine fans deposited in anoxic 

conditions in the deeper-marine part of the NSB during the Early Eocene.  

3.6.1.2 The origin of pyrite and pyrite framboids in the BF 

The interbedded claystones, siltstones and some tuffs contain abundant pyrite 

framboids. Pyrite has also been found as a localised cement, or where it has 

replaced microfossils (Figure 3-24a). Pyrite framboids are found in modern and 

ancient sediments that were deposited in a range of sub-aqueous environments 

(Rickard 1970; Wilkin et al. 1996; Butler & Rickard 2000). The sizes and shapes 

of pyrite framboids can give information on the environment of deposition 

(Figure 3-56; Rickard 1970), for example, whether the environment was oxic or 

anoxic during deposition (Wilkin et al. 1996). However, there has only been 

limited comparison of pyrite framboid formation across different environmental 
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settings at present, and limited correlations between these and the mechanisms 

of framboid formation (e.g. Ohfuji & Rickard 2005). Comparison of these ancient 

pyrite textures with those observed in more modern sediments, for example, can 

aid in the identification of the environmental conditions present during 

deposition of the BF (e.g. Wilkin et al. 1996). Pyrite is most commonly found in 

anoxic sediments and forms early during anoxic diagenesis, commonly within the 

top few centimetres of the sediment (Wilkin et al. 1996).  

 

Figure 3-56 Formation processes of pyrite framboids. When the water column is fully 
oxygenated (oxic, also referred to as dysoxic) then the oxic-anoxic boundary will lie within 
the sediment (A). In this scenario pyrite framboids will form within the sediment. However, if 
the water column is anoxic (also referred to as euxinic) then the oxic-anoxic boundary will 
lie above the surface of the sediment, and therefore pyrite framboids will form within the 
water column and sink onto the surface of the basin-floor sediments (B).  

It is stated in the literature that framboids generally have a diameter of 1-10 μm 

with constituent micro-crystals of 0.2-2 μm (Rickard 1970; Butler & Rickard 

2000; Ohfuji & Rickard 2005). In this study the framboids have an average 

diameter of <10 μm, although individual framboids are ca. 2-20 μm in diameter. 

In these samples, micro-crystals within the framboids tend to be <2 μm, are 

equant and equidimensional octahedral, cubo-octahedra, and rarely pyritohedra 

(Ohfuji & Rickard 2005). The micro-crystals are typically arranged in a 

disordered array within the framboidal structure (e.g. Ohfuji & Rickard 2005). 

All of these features of the BF pyrite framboids are comparable with the 
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observations of other pyrite framboid-containing sediments around the world 

(Rickard 1970; Wilkin et al. 1996; Butler & Rickard 2000; Ohfuji & Rickard 2005).  

A review of the literature by Ohfuji & Rickard (2005), regarding the formation of 

framboidal pyrite, suggests that these features are most likely to form in 

environments/sediments that have pyrite supersaturated allowing pyrite to 

nucleate at a greater rate than the crystals can grow. The conditions for 

framboid growth in this way can be achieved in a sub-aqueous environment by 

increasing the temperature or Eh (oxidation/reduction), or by an increase of 

free-sulphur (S) in the environment (Butler & Rickard 2000; Ohfuji & Rickard 

2005).  

Some framboids appear to be associated with the replacement of micro-

organisms (Figure 3-24a), although the majority do not appear to be associated 

with any form of organic material. The inherent lack of microfossils throughout 

the BF in these wells supports a hypothesis that these pyrite textures did not 

form due to the presence of organic material (e.g. Ohfuji & Rickard 2005). They 

are therefore associated with inorganic processes.  

Individual micro-crystals are not obvious in all spherical pyrite forms, which 

could be due to later growth of pyrite that infilled voids between the micro-

crystals within framboids (Ohfuji & Rickard 2005). This ‘infilling’ may be due to 

continued growth of the micro-crystals over time (Ohfuji & Rickard 2005).  

In some beds, particularly claystones, there are amorphous accumulations of 

fine micro-crystallites of pyrite that are similar to those observed within pyrite 

framboids (Figure 3-26d, e). These are not considered as framboids (Rickard 

1970; Ohfuji & Rickard 2005), although they may have formed in a similar 

setting. 

The lack of bioturbation and micro-fauna and -flora within the NSB BF has been 

interpreted previously as evidence for anoxic bottom waters in the basin during 

the Early Eocene (Deegan & Scull 1977; Knox & Harland 1979; Pedersen & 

Jørgensen 1981; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Morton & Knox 1990; Elliott et al. 1992; 

Mude & Copestake 1992, 1992a; Mudge & Bujak 1994; Knox 1996; Obst et al. 
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2015; Carriol et al. 2016). The presence of pyrite framboids indicates that anoxic 

conditions prevailed either within the top few centimetres of the sediment, or a 

few centimetres above the sediment-water interface (e.g. Rickard 1970; Wilkin 

et al. 1996; Ohfuji & Rickard 2005). The anoxic environment allowed the growth 

of pyrite framboids throughout BF time (e.g. Nielsen et al. 1974; Pedersen et al. 

1975; Obst et al. 2015).  

3.6.1.3 Depositional processes indicated for tuffs in the BF 

Units of tuff, consisting of originally glassy pyroclasts and crystalline igneous 

lithics (Figure 3-49) are common within the core of the NSB BF (e.g. Figure 3-7; 

Figure 3-55). Several of the tuffs contain a well-developed calcite cement; the 

cement is often well-developed in the coarser-grained parts, but less well 

developed within finer-grained material. Localised poorly-developed pyrite 

cement is sometimes associated with the calcite cement of the coarser-grained 

units (Figure 3-33). The ash component within the cemented tuffs is commonly 

better preserved (Figure 3-26b) than in the non-cemented tuffs (Figure 3-26a), 

suggesting that cementation occurred early during diagenesis and prevented 

fluids from causing significant alteration of the ash (Pedersen & Jørgensen 1981; 

Larsen et al. 2003; Brooks 2006). The uncemented tuffs are likely to be more 

compacted (Nielsen et al. 1974; Morton & Knox 1988; Larsen et al 2003; Brooks 

2006), but all the tuffs have a low porosity and permeability, due to the 

abundance of clay minerals and clay-grade matrix material (see section 3.5.2).  

The (original) ash, of the tuffs, was deposited through a marine water column, 

as suggested by interbedded rock-types, including laminated claystone (see 

section 3.6.1), the presence of pyrite framboids (e.g. Figure 3-26d), and 

occasional micro-fossils (e.g.Figure 3-24a). These deposits are therefore 

volcaniclastic, following the definitions of Cas & Wright (1987), as they have 

been re-deposited after being initially deposited as air-fall ash onto the sea, and 

therefore, the Earth’s, surface (Cas & Wright 1987; Manville et al. 2009). The 

definition of ‘volcaniclastic’ includes all tephra that is deposited through water, 

as the term ‘primary’ pyroclastic deposit refers to tephra deposited by air-fall 

only (Cas & Wright 1987). Therefore, for example, pyroclastic material primarily 

deposited within water from a submarine eruption, would not be included as 
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‘primary’ pyroclastic deposits (Cas & Wright 1987; Manville et al. 2009). These 

definitions do not consider primary air-fall tuff that lands on a surface of water 

and is directly deposited through the water column, therefore not obtaining any 

real reworking characteristics, such as mixing with additional sedimentary 

grains/clasts, or moving laterally by currents. Settling through water could 

impart different settling characteristics on the ash, for example, by deposition 

of aggregated clumps of ash rather than individual pyroclasts (Winterwerp 2002; 

Manville & Wilson 2004; Manville et al. 2009; Yamamoto et al. 2015), but the 

overall characteristics may be similar to those of air-fall ashes deposited on land 

(e.g. Roberts et al. 1984; Morton & Knox 1990; Obst et al. 2015). However, some 

truly reworked ashes, transported by wind or water into a basin could 

subsequently settle through the water column and obtain characteristics similar 

to those of non-reworked air-fall, water-lain ash deposits. Therefore, there 

remains ambiguity in the appropriateness and application of ‘primary’ and 

‘volcaniclastic’ terms, particularly regarding water-lain tephra (see chapter 

Chapter 7:). 

Following the considerations in the other chapters of this thesis, the pyroclast- 

and crystalline igneous clast-rich units of the BF are referred to as tuffs without 

reference to the origin of the deposit: whether deposition occurred directly from 

fall-out of ash or from reworking and re-deposition. This removes the need to 

define water-lain ash as volcaniclastic, where the processes of transportation 

and re-deposition cannot be determined. These issues will be discussed further 

in Chapter 7:. The remaining discussion is focused on the use of grain-scale 

characteristics of the tuffs for the interpretation of eruption processes and the 

likely source of these basaltic ashes associated with the NAIP and Early Eocene 

volcanism in NW Europe. 

3.6.2 Eruption history and the location of source vents 

Initial opening of the NE Atlantic Ocean and subsequent sea-floor spreading 

involved significant magmatism that resulted in development of the NAIP (see 

section 3.2). This large-scale magmatic episode was likely due to the presence of 

the proto-Icelandic mantle plume (Pedersen et al. 1975; Knox & Morton 1988, 

1990; Knox 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Kent & Fitton 2000; 
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Thomas & Bralower 2005; Breivik et al. 2006, 2009; Obst et al. 2015). The plume 

may have intersected with the rift and helped to initiate sea-floor spreading and 

the formation of new oceanic crust via active mantle upwelling and 

decompression melting (Breivik et al. 2009) in the Early Eocene (Hallam 1972; 

Knox & Harland 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; Knox 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; 

Nadin et al. 1997; Haaland et al. 2000; Torsvik et al. 2001; Larsen et al. 2003; 

Jolley & Widdowson 2005; Ross et al. 2005; Breivik et al. 2006; Brooks 2006; 

Storey et al. 2007; Brunstad et al. 2008; Breivik et al. 2009; Gernigon et al. 

2012). Magmatism and its associated volcanism occurred in a large area from E 

Greenland to the Faroes, Scotland and the BPIP and into the Norwegian 

continental shelf (Figure 3-2; Pedersen et al. 1975; Pedersen & Jørgensen 1981; 

Knox & Morton 1983; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 

1990; Kanaris-Sotiriou et al. 1993; Mudge & Bujak 1994; Knox 1996; Nadin et al. 

1997; Saunders et al. 1997; Larsen et al. 1999, 1999a; Kent & Fitton 2000; 

Skogseid et al. 2000; Jolley & Bell 2002; Larsen et al. 2003; Thomas & Bralower 

2005; Brooks 2006; Passey & Jolley 2009; Stoker et al. 2012; Obst et al. 2015; 

Watson et al. 2017). The basaltic tuffs of the BF were likely deposited following 

a period of intense explosive volcanism, the type and source of which has been 

debated throughout the literature (e.g. see section 3.2). Below is a discussion of 

the different scenarios in which these ashes could have formed (Figure 3-57), 

and been deposited, using interpretations from the literature, and the results of 

the analysis of the UKCS and NOR core material presented here (see section 3.5). 
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Previous interpretation of trends in the total thickness of tuffs in the NSB, 

Denmark, SE England, northern Germany and the Netherlands imply that there is 

a general thickening of the deposits northwards (Norin 1940; Pedersen et al. 

1975; Pedersen & Jørgensen 1981; Knox 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & 

Knox 1990; Brooks 2006; Egger & Brückl 2006; Carriol et al. 2016), suggesting 

that the source of the ashes lay towards the north or NW, towards the NE 

Atlantic rift (Rhys 1974; Pedersen & Jørgensen 1981; Knox & Morton 1983; Malm 

et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Larsen et al. 2003; Brooks 2006). Textural 

analysis of the ash component of the tuffs shows that they are dominated by 

blocky pyroclast morphologies (Figure 3-50) with variable vesicularities (Table 

3-4, Table 3-5), and a high abundance of fine-ash (Figure 3-44): these features 

are typically produced by hydrovolcanic eruptions whereby fragmentation of an 

erupting magma is enhanced by brittle fragmentation due to interaction with 

water (Heiken 1972, 1974; Wohletz 1983; Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Cas & Wright 

1988; Zimanowski et al. 1997; Mattsson 2010; Dellino et al. 2012; Ross & White 

2012; Graettinger et al. 2013). Hydrovolcanic eruptions are a likely explanation 

for the unusually high levels of explosivity that the original basaltic magmas 

must have experienced to produce such a large quantity of basaltic ash, and to 

distribute it over large areas (Figure 3-2, Figure 3-3; e.g. Knox & Morton 1983, 

1988; Morton & Knox 1990; Jolley 1996; Jolley & Bell 2002). 

3.6.2.1 Surtseyan and submarine eruptions 

Surtseyan eruptions occur when a volcanic edifice builds up from the ocean floor 

and becomes shallow enough for explosive magma-water interactions to take 

place (Figure 3-57e; Kokelaar & Durant 1983; Sorrentino et al. 2010; Vaughan & 

Webley 2010; Moorehouse et al. 2015). Sometimes these eruptions can build a 

subaerial tuff cone (Machado et al. 1962; Kokelaar & Durant 1983; Wohletz & 

Sheridan 1983; Solgevik et al. 2007; Corcoran & Moore 2008; Mattsson 2010; 

Vaughan & Webley 2010; Mantas et al. 2011; Gjerløw et al. 2015). This type of 

eruption is hydrovolcanic with magma-water interactions affecting the 

explosivity and the volume of ash produced (Machado et al. 1962; Cole et al. 

2001; Solgevik et al. 2007; Vaughan & Webley 2010; Mantas et al. 2011; 

Augustín-Flores et al. 2015; Gjerløw et al. 2015). Without any interaction with 

water the magma would erupt in a Hawaiian or Strombolian style (Thorarinsson 
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et al. 1964; Walker 1973; Kokelaar & Durant 1983; White & Houghton 2000; 

Sorrentino et al. 2010; Vaughan & Webley 2010; Gjerløw et al. 2015), as seen 

when growth of a subaerial tuff ring eventually becomes isolated from sea-water 

and the style of eruption becomes Strombolian or less explosive (e.g. Kokelaar & 

Durant 1983; Mattsson 2010; Vaughan & Webley 2010; Mantas et al. 2011). 

Therefore, these eruptions commonly involve magma with low viscosity that 

would not normally produce significant amounts of ash (Machado et al. 1962; 

Walker 1973; Mattsson 2010), particularly when basaltic magma is involved 

(Vaughan & Webley 2010). Surtseyan eruptions are typically associated with 

monogenetic volcanism (Corcoran & Moore 2008; Gjerløw et al. 2015; 

Moorehouse et al. 2015), where eruptions are short-lived (typically up to two 

years) and only occur over one eruptive phase (Corcoran & Moore 2008; 

Sorrentino et al. 2010; Gjerløw et al. 2015). In New Zealand, aggregations of 

Surtseyan edifices can be found, where monogenetic volcanoes erupted in the 

same region millions of years apart (Corcoran & Moore 2008; Moorehouse et al. 

2015). Therefore, it is possible for Surtseyan cones to overlap one another to 

form a larger volcanic edifice over time. Multiple vents can be active during the 

same eruptive phase and form submarine volcanoes and/or multiple Surtseyan 

islands, for example Surtsey and Surtla, Iceland (Kokelaar & Durant 1983), and 

Home Reef, Tonga (Mantas et al. 2011).  

The explosive hydrovolcanic phase of Surtseyan eruptions typically involves 

pulsed explosions and eruption of ash in characteristic black ‘tephra jets’ 

accompanied by plumes of steam (e.g. Machado et al. 1962; Thorarinsson et al. 

1964; Kokelaar & Durant 1983; Cole et al. 2001; Mattsson et al. 2010; Sorrentino 

et al. 2010; Vaughan & Webley 2010; Gjerløw et al. 2015; Moorehouse et al. 

2015). These may be accompanied by pyroclastic density currents (PDCs), also 

referred to as base surges, that occur above and below water (Mueller et al. 

2000; White 2000; Cole et al. 2001; Mattsson 2010; Vaughan & Webley 2010; 

Sorrentino et al. 2013; Augustín-Flores et al. 2015; Gjerløw et al. 2015). 

Generally, eruption plumes, comprised of steam and tephra, only reach a few 

kilometres above sea level (Machado et al. 1962; Cole et al. 2001; Sorrentino et 

al. 2010; Vaughan & Webley 2010) with steam plumes extending a little higher 

(Machado et al. 1962). Tephra, including fine-ash, from fall-out, has a limited 

dispersal (Machado et al. 1962; Kokelaar & Durant 1983; Cole et al. 2001; 
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Mattsson 2010; Gjerløw et al. 2015), reaching ca. 20 km (Surtsey and Capelinhos, 

Volcanic Explosivity Index (VEI) 2 sized eruptions; Gjerløw et al. 2015), however, 

for more explosive phases (up to VEI 4) tephra may be deposited ca. 110 km 

from source (Eggøya; Gjerløw et al. 2015). Deposition of tephra from PDCs 

occurs up to 2 km from the vent (Gjerløw et al. 2015). 

Ash produced by Surtseyan eruptions contains features that are indicative of 

hydrovolcanic processes, for example, a high proportion of fine-ash (Walker 

1973; Cas & Wright 1987; Pyle 1989; Gjerløw et al. 2015) and the morphologies 

of the constituent pyroclasts are predominantly blocky (>50 %; Gjerløw et al. 

2015). 

Textural analysis of tuffs in the Danish positive ash-series (BF equivalent) led 

Pedersen & Jørgensen (1981) to interpret that the ashes were formed by 

Surtseyan eruptions. Initial interpretation of the ash from the current analysis 

also supported Surtseyan-type eruptions as an origin for the tuffs in the 

Norwegian wells, as the BF tuffs are fine-grained (Figure 3-42; Figure 3-43; 

Figure 3-44), and comprised of blocky (Figure 3-50), low-vesicular to non-

vesicular ash (Table 3-4; Table 3-5), which are typically produced in Surtseyan 

eruptions (Kokelaar & Durant 1983; Dellino et al. 2001; Mattsson et al. 2010; 

Gjerløw et al. 2015), and the grain-size of the BF tuffs is similar to that of the 

distal deposits of these eruptions (Figure 3-58; Cole et al. 2001). However, the 

areal distribution of the BF tuffs, exceeding 400,000 km2 (Figure 3-2; Figure 3-3; 

Bøggild 1918; Knox 1984; Knox & Morton 1988), appears to be too large to have 

been produced by this type of eruption, as Surtseyan eruptions disperse ash over 

a relatively small area, with ash of negligible thickness (a few cm), similar to the 

thicknesses observed in the BF (e.g. Figure 3-7), are deposited <50 km from the 

vent (Machado et al. 1962; Corcoran & Moore 2008; Mattsson 2010; Vaughan & 

Webley 2010; Gjerløw et al. 2015). As Surtseyan eruptions are commonly an 

expression of monogenetic volcanism (Kokelaar & Durant 1983; Walker 1993; 

Solgevik et al. 2007; Corcoran & Moore 2008; Gjerløw et al. 2015; Moorehouse et 

al. 2015), one implication is that the 200 ash layers of the BF could be 

interpreted as the products of up to 200 separate eruptions (e.g. Pedersen & 

Jørgensen 1981), although not taking into account that some tuffs may have 

been deposited exclusively from reworking. The limited dispersal of the ash from 
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these Surtseyan eruptions would require the source vents to be located within 

the NSB (e.g. Pedersen & Jørgensen 1981); however, extensive seismic surveys 

of the NSB do not indicate the presence of any magmatic or volcanic vents of BF 

age (Morton & Knox 1990; Schofield pers comms 2017). Therefore, it is more 

likely that the features of the ash are indicative of hydrovolcanic eruptions that 

are not related to Surtseyan volcanism in this manner.  

 

Figure 3-58 The range of grain-size data collected for the NSB BF tuffs corresponds to the 
distal tephra deposits of Surtseyan eruptions by Cole et al. (2001).  

A limited volume of magma is erupted in a similar way during submarine 

eruptions (Figure 3-57g; Kokelaar & Durant 1983; Urai & Machida 2005; Manville 

et al. 2009; Mantas et al. 2011; Sorrentino et al. 2013), and these eruptions may 

precede Surtseyan activity (Figure 3-57e; Machado et al. 1962; Kokelaar & 

Durant 1983; Mantas et al. 2011). Submarine eruptions can still be explosive and 

may deposit relatively large amounts of fine-grained tephra within a marine 

basin (Mandeville et al. 1996; Bryan et al. 2004; Manville et al. 2009; Mantas et 

al. 2011; Sorrentino et al. 2013). These eruptions may even produce subaqueous 

pyroclastic density currents, or, slumping of the material on the slopes of 

volcanic edifices may produce volcaniclastic deposits (Figure 3-57g; White 2000; 

Manville et al. 2009; Mattsson 2010; Mantas et al. 2011; Sorrentino et al. 2013; 

Moorehouse et al. 2015). However, these eruptive episodes are typically short-

lived, similar to Surtseyan eruptions (Corcoran & Moore 2008; Sorrentino et al. 

2010; Vaughan & Webley 2010; Mantas et al. 2011; Moorehouse et al. 2015), and 
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disperse pyroclastic material over very small distances from the vent when 

compared to more explosive volcanism on land. Therefore, these eruptions 

would likely be too small to explain the distribution of the BF tuffs, and 

represent the same issues as Surtseyan eruptions, in that no vents or intrusions 

can be identified within the proximal NSB.  

3.6.2.2 Fissure eruptions and sea-floor spreading 

Deposition of the BF may have been contemporaneous with the initiation of sea-

floor spreading within the NE Atlantic (Figure 3-57h; Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; 

Carter et al. 1979; Knox & Ellison 1979; Knox & Morton 1983, 1988; Jolley & 

Morton 1992; Larsen et al. 1999a; Kent & Fitton 2000; Torsvik et al. 2001; Larsen 

et al. 2003; Simonsen & Toft 2006; Storey et al. 2007; Stoker et al. 2012; Ellis & 

Stoker 2014; Jerram et al. 2009). At times, this sea-floor spreading was likely 

subaerial or occurred within relatively shallow water (Figure 3-57i; Pedersen & 

Jørgensen 1981; Knox 1996; Thomas & Bralower 2005; Breivik et al. 2009), 

therefore it is likely that explosive magma-water interactions took place. 

Continued eruptions, or eruptive episodes along this new plate boundary could 

have provided magma of a relatively homogeneous composition over a long 

period of time (hundreds of thousands of years; Morton & Knox 1990; Larsen et 

al. 2003), and be responsible for the homogeneous tholeiitic basalt composition 

of the majority of the BF tuffs (e.g. Larsen et al. 2003). It has been suggested 

previously that the homogeneous nature of the BF tuffs could be linked to 

eruptions associated with the sea-floor spreading centre (Pedersen et al. 1975; 

Morton & Knox 1990; Larsen et al. 2003). It is reasonable to assume that large 

volumes of basaltic magma generally erupt with low explosivity, for example, as 

fissure eruptions involving Hawaiian or Strombolian eruption-styles, and will 

involve effusive eruptions of large volumes of lava (e.g. Williams 1983; Morton & 

Knox 1990; Houghton et al. 2004; Parfitt 2004; Carey et al. 2007; Constantini et 

al. 2009; Pérez et al. 2009; Constantini et al. 2010; Goepfert & Gardner 2010; 

Freda et al. 2011). We know that these typically low-explosivity and effusive 

eruptions did occur in some regions of the NAIP during the Late Palaeocene into 

the Early Eocene, as shown by the thick piles of lava of the Faroe Islands, parts 

of Scotland and Northern Ireland (e.g. Pedersen & Jørgensen 1981; Smythe et al. 

1983; Roberts et al. 1984; Mussett et al. 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; Hitchen & 
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Ritchie 1993; Kanaris-Sotiriou et al. 1993; Knox 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; 

Larsen et al. 1999, 1999a; Heister et al. 2001; Torsvik et al. 2001; Ellis et al. 

2002; Larsen et al. 2003; Brooks 2006; Simonsen & Toft 2006; Hansen et al. 

2009; Jerram et al. 2009; Passey & Jolley 2009; Carriol et al. 2016).  

Eruptions of basaltic lava and the formation of new oceanic crust in shallow 

water could lead to magma-water interactions and be a mechanism for highly-

explosive basaltic eruptions (Figure 3-57i; Hanson & Elliot 1996; Larsen et a. 

2003; White et al. 2004). The low percentage of vesicular pyroclasts (Table 3-4), 

and the low vesicularity of these (Table 3-5) suggest that the original magma did 

not have a high volatile content at the time of eruption (e.g. Moitra et al. 2013). 

These characteristics suggest that the magma was of low viscosity and low 

volatile content and would not have erupted explosively without the addition of 

an external factor (e.g. Carey et al. 2007; Moitra et al. 2013). This 

interpretation appears to be valid for the originally glassy pyroclasts within the 

tuffs (e.g. Figure 3-28) of the UKCS and NOR NSB (i.e. Pedersen & Jørgensen 

1981; Morton & Knox 1988; Morton & Knox 1990). However, the most abundant 

clast-type in these tuffs is crystalline igneous or lava-like clasts (Figure 3-49) 

that contain a high proportion of micro-crystals (e.g. Figure 3-27). It is possible 

that these crystals formed within the magma prior to eruption, therefore 

increasing the viscosity of the melt (e.g. Morton & Knox 1990; Houghton et al. 

2004). A higher viscosity magma would lead to more-explosive eruptive 

behaviour. Interactions of these more-explosive magmas with water many have 

allowed these eruptions to become Plinian in size, leading to Plinian-scale 

distribution of basaltic ash over hundreds of kilometres from the vent (e.g. 

Houghton et al. 2004; Parfitt 2004). The explosivity of basaltic magmas can also 

be increased by rapid magma ascent rates and varying conduit dimensions 

(Houghton et al. 2007), though evidence for these factors is absent as sea-floor 

spreading would have subsequently destroyed it. 

Initial sea-floor spreading may have been associated with anomalously high rates 

of spreading (ca. 30 mm.a-1; Breivik et al. 2006, 2009), which lasted for a few 

million years (Breivik et al. 2006, 2009). This could explain the time-frame for 

which the BF tuffs were likely produced (possibly <1 million years; Pedersen et 

al. 1975; Roberts et al. 1984; Elliott et al. 1992; Brooks 2006). As the proto-
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Icelandic plume became established and sea-floor spreading slowed, the volume 

of magma involved and associated resultant volcanism rapidly decreased (Knox & 

Morton 1983; Knox 1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Larsen et al. 2003). In addition, a 

regional marine transgression and subsidence of many of the surrounding basins 

may have submerged the active sections of the rift over time, therefore 

inhibiting explosive magma-water interactions (e.g. Knox 1996; Obst et al. 

2015). Alternatively, violent hydrovolcanic eruptions could have occurred during 

emergence of a proto-Iceland, with hydrovolcanism ceasing once the island 

developed above sea-level and the magma system isolated itself from further 

magma-water interactions (Larsen et al. 2003). These ideas could explain the 

abrupt cessation of basaltic ash deposition recorded throughout the NSB, 

marking the end of the BF tuffs and explosive volcanism in the NAIP (e.g. 

Pedersen et al. 1975; Knox & Morton 1983; Knox 1984; Roberts et al. 1984; 

Morton & Knox 1990; Nadin et al. 1997; Obst et al. 2015).  

3.6.2.3 Transport and deposition of ash by water currents 

The grain-sizes of many of the tuffs from the NSB are coarser than would be 

expected for distal deposits that have accumulated as ‘primary’ air-fall water-

lain tuffs hundreds of kilometres from a source in the NE Atlantic (Pedersen & 

Jørgensen 1981; Jolley & Bell 2002; Larsen et al. 2003; Jolley & Widdowson 

2005). It is accepted that the BF tuffs were deposited through water and that 

this waterbody likely had some sort of current (Carriol et al. 2016). For example, 

upwelling currents most likely existed along the eastern areas of the NSB during 

the Early Eocene, as suggested by the presence of a thick sequence of marine 

diatomites interbedded with tuffs of the Danish positive ash-series (Nielsen 

1974; Pedersen et al. 1975; Pedersen & Jørgensen 1981; Pedersen & Surlyk 1983; 

Elliott et al. 1992; Brooks 2006; Obst et al. 2015; Carriol et al. 2016). Could the 

ashes have been deposited as fall-out in a more proximal area to the vents and 

then been transported to more distal locations by such currents? Little research 

has been conducted on the transport of tephra within the ocean, however, 

submarine and Surtseyan eruptions can produce turbid plumes of tephra and 

other constituents (Figure 3-57f) that have been observed to travel up to 120 km 

from the vent (Mantas et al. 2011). Pumice rafts that form during larger-scale 

hydrovolcanic eruptions can travel many thousands of kilometres, for example, 
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pumice from the 1883 eruption of Krakatau travelled >6000 km (Bryan et al. 

2004; Sorrentino et al. 2013). The settling velocity of ash within the BF through 

100 m of completely still, non-saline water would take up to 3 days (Figure 

3-46). A greater depth of water, increased salinity or the presence of currents, 

or non-spherical and vesicular grains would increase the amount of time taken 

for all of the ash to be deposited within the NSB (Figure 3-46; Furguson & Church 

2004; Manville & Wilson 2004; Wu & Wang 2006; Manville et al. 2009; Cuttler et 

al. 2017). Flocculation of fine ash on the water’s surface may lead to more rapid 

deposition due to the greater density of the particles when aggregated 

(Winterwerp 2002; Manville & Wilson 2004; Manville et al. 2009; Yamamoto et 

al. 2015). The coarsest ash particles would be deposited first, and finer grains 

might be winnowed away and deposited elsewhere (Figure 3-46; e.g. Manville & 

Wilson 2004). Therefore, the grain-size distribution of the tuffs might not be a 

true representation of the original fall-out. However, it is unlikely that the ash 

was transported very far by currents before being deposited, as inferred from a 

general lack of depositional features such as cross-stratification or ripple 

structures, in many of the tuffs.  

However, some of the tuffs do display cross-stratification, ripple structures and 

evidence of soft sediment deformation (Figure 3-10, Figure 3-15), suggesting 

that density currents, including turbidity currents (Figure 3-57d), may have been 

responsible for the transport and deposition of some of the BF tuffs. Deformed 

bedding, in the form of slump structures in core of UKCS29/05a-1 (Figure 3-11) 

and NOR30/2-1 (Figure 3-21), indicate that deposition occurred in a dynamic 

environment, where post-depositional, gravity-driven, mass movement occurred 

in some areas. The presence of a submarine fan, interpreted for the BF of 

NOR25/11-17 (see section 3.6.1), supports this interpretation. The slumping may 

be related to the triggering of turbidity currents, and therefore the 

redistribution of volcanic material throughout the basin. However, transport 

commonly leads to the abrasion of particles, which is negated by the delicate 

features of the original BF ashes that have commonly been preserved (Figure 

3-28, Figure 3-34). These features are more likely to be preserved if they are not 

reworked, although, reworking via a medium in which particle concentration is 

low, could inhibit abrasion of the grains, potentially allowing the preservation of 

these delicate features (Figure 3-59). It is also possible that glassy material is 
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more resistant to the effects of abrasion during transportation than is currently 

considered in the literature (e.g. Merrison 2012; Buckland et al. 2018).  

 

Figure 3-59 Transport and reworking in a fluid with a high or low particle concentration. 
Clasts/grains transported within a fluid that contains a high concentration of other clasts (A) 
are likely to undergo frequent collisions and abrasion with other clasts and the Earth’s 
surface. This will lead to rounding of the clasts and a loss of primary delicate pyroclast 
features. In contrast, transport within a medium containing a low concentration of particles 
(B) may allow such delicate pyroclast features to be preserved, as abrasion by clast-clast 
contact and contact with the Earth’s Surface will be minimised.  

3.6.2.4 Reworking of pyroclastic deposits in a terrestrial environment; re-
deposition in the marine realm 

The deposits of the Early Eocene NSB, including Denmark, contain the largest 

number of tuffs (>200) compared to regions outside of the basin (Pedersen & 

Jørgensen 1981; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; 

Larsen et al. 2003; Obst et al. 2015; Carriol et al. 2016), for example, the Goban 

Spur and Bay of Biscay contain ca. 40 ash layers (Knox 1984; Roberts et al. 1984; 

Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990). The NSB was almost completely land-

locked during deposition of the BF tuffs (Knox & Harland 1979; Mudge & 

Copestake 1992a; Knox 1996; Kender et al. 2012; Carriol et al. 2016), with river 

systems supplying clastic material into the basin from Scotland and Norway 

(Knox & Morton 1983; Knox 1996; Larsen et al. 1999; Kender et al. 2012). This is 

known by the presence of the Beauly and Odin sandstone members which were 

deposited in prograding deltas (Figure 3-57c; Knox & Morton 1983; Mudge & 

Copestake 1992a; Mudge & Bujak 1994; Neal et al. 1996; Larsen et al. 1999; 

Mudge & Jones 2004). Other rivers with lower sediment loads may have supplied 

material to the basin, but these did not build substantial deltas (e.g. Newell 

2014). Large-scale explosive volcanism would likely have deposited ash over the 

NSB and its surrounding landmasses. Weathering and erosion of these air-fall 

deposits, on-land, may have led to the secondary deposition of ash within the 

NSB (Figure 3-60; e.g. Manville et al. 2009). This may have occurred seasonally, 
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as the climate at the time was subtropical, wet and humid (Figure 3-57b; Newell 

2014; Suan et al. 2017), whereby periods of increased precipitation may have 

allowed more material to be eroded and washed into the basin, with little or no 

input of ash during drier periods. Initial reworking could deposit substantial 

amounts of material into the basin, with later/subsequent input decreasing due 

to the establishment of vegetation and the decreasing availability of 

unconsolidated ash (Manville et al. 2009). The evidence of slumping (Figure 3-11; 

Figure 3-21) and inferred role of turbidity currents for the BF deposits (e.g. 

Kender et al. 2012) implies that reworking and re-deposition of ash did occur, 

and that resultant deposits may look like their air-fall water-lain less 

volcaniclastic equivalents (Figure 3-60; e.g. Pedersen & Surlyk 1983; Mudge & 

Copestake 1992; Morton & Knox 1990; Obst et al. 2015). Reworking of the ashes 

from land is also supported by the absence of ashes in the equivalent terrestrial 

deposits, for example in S England (see Chapter 5:). However, during reworking, 

particularly from land, it is more likely that other grain-types and organic 

material will also be incorporated into the deposits (Fisher 1961, 1984; White & 

Houghton 2006; Manville et al. 2009). The tuffs analysed in this study do not 

contain a significant siliciclastic component and are almost entirely comprised of 

igneous material (Figure 3-49). This may suggest that ash was deposited on-land 

in such large quantities that it inundated the normal sedimentary transport 

systems (e.g. Manville et al. 2009), or, that the tuffs are representative of air-

fall water-lain deposition that has not involved significant periods of reworking. 
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Figure 3-60 Summary of pyroclastic and volcaniclastic depositional settings. Primary 
pyroclastic deposits (black arrows) are formed by direct deposition of tephra from subaerial 
or submarine eruptions. These deposits may be reworked (red arrows) and become 
volcaniclastic deposits in a marine basin (from Manville et al. 2009).  

The greater number of tuffs within the NSB may be due to the axis of the 

eruption plume most frequently travelling over the NSB.  Although the dominant 

wind direction was likely from the N/NW during the Early Eocene (Kender et al. 

2012; Carriol et al. 2016) it is possible that the axis of tephra dispersal did not 

always extend in the same direction. As shown by the multiple eruption dispersal 

axes exhibited by ash deposited by the 10.3 ka eruption of Grímsvötn, Iceland 

(see Chapter 2:; Bramham-Law et al. 2013; Jennings et al. 2014), showing that 

ash can be dispersed in more than one direction for each phase of eruption, 

even from a single vent. Varying directions of tephra dispersal could be 

misinterpreted as depositing one single, large deposit (e.g. Lind et al. 2013; 

Lohne et al. 2013; Jennings et al. 2014), whereas, in reality, multiple eruptive 

episodes may produce correlative deposits, of similar composition and age over 

smaller areas (e.g. see Chapter 2:).  

3.6.2.5 Subaerial, central complex explosive volcanism 

Silicic volcanism accompanied basaltic eruptions during the formation of the 

NAIP and these were particularly frequent prior to eruption of the BF tuffs, as 

indicated by the tuffs of varying composition in the Danish negative ash-series, 
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and the NSB Sele Formation (Knox 1984; Morton & Knox 1990; Obst et al. 2015). 

Volcanism in BF time was almost exclusively basaltic, although, at least two 

silicic tuffs have been identified (including +19 of the Danish positive ash series; 

Pedersen & Jørgensen 1981; Knox 1984; Obst et al. 2015). This suggests that 

explosive silicic volcanism (Figure 3-57a) was still occurring in the NAIP during 

the Early Eocene, although basaltic explosive eruptions were more frequent. 

Silicic volcanic centres are known to have been present in E Greenland and the 

BPIP (Roberts et al. 1984; Mussett et al. 1988; Hitchen & Ritchie 1993; Knox 

1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; Larsen et al. 2003), and may have continued to be 

active sporadically during the Early Eocene (e.g. Larsen et al. 2003). It is highly 

likely that the ash produced in these areas, adjacent to the spreading centre, 

could have involved magmas of different compositions. The high level of 

alteration of some of the BF tuffs has prevented comparison of the compositions 

of tuffs at different stratigraphic intervals (Larsen et al. 2003), but the general 

consensus is that all of the tuffs are of a relatively homogeneous composition, 

with little variation (Bøggild 1918; Pedersen et al. 1975; Pedersen & Jørgensen 

1981; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; Larsen et 

al. 1999a, 2003; Brooks 2006; Obst et al. 2015). Variations in the style of 

alteration of originally glassy ash within and between different tuffs (Figure 

3-35), could imply that their ashes are of different chemical compositions. 

Alternatively, varying styles of alteration could be caused by alteration in 

different environments, and the mixing of these clasts in one tuff layer could 

imply that the tuff is volcaniclastic and comprised of variably reworked ash or 

ash from different sources.  

3.6.3 Volcanic activity elsewhere in NW Europe 

The Skagerrak region to the south of Norway (Figure 3-2) has been interpreted as 

a potential source of the Danish positive ash series (Pedersen et al. 1975; 

Pedersen & Jørgensen 1981). However, there is little evidence that this volcanic 

centre was active during BF times (Larsen et al. 2003). Other volcanic centres 

have been identified surrounding the NSB, for example in southern Sweden, 

although this had ceased to be active by the Early Eocene (Tappe 2004). Other 

areas that were considered as potential sources did not become active until long 

after deposition of the BF tuffs, for example, ca. 48 Ma in the German Rhine 
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Graben (Central European Volcanic Province; Jung et al. 2006), and ca. 34 Ma in 

the Alps region (Bergomi et al. 2015). Therefore, no other reasonably likely 

volcanic source regions were active during deposition of the BF tuffs, except for 

those directly associated with formation of the NAIP.  

3.7 Conclusions 

The Early Eocene Balder Formation of the North Sea Basin is composed of a wide 

range of lithologies: siliciclastic and volcaniclastic claystone, siltstone, 

sandstone, and tuffs (e.g. Figure 3-8), that were predominantly deposited 

through water in a restricted lake-like sea surrounded by land (Figure 3-61). A 

period of uplift, associated with magmatism in the North Atlantic Igneous 

Province provided coarse clastic sediments into the west of the basin, as 

evidenced by sandstone units sourced from the Scottish Highlands into the More 

Basin in the west of the North Sea Basin (Beauly Member; Mudge & Copestake 

1992a; Mudge & Bujak 1994; Neal et al. 1996). Additional sand deposition 

occurred in submarine fans (Milton et al. 1990; Mudge & Copestake 1992a; 

Mudge & Bujak 1994) that extended at least as far as NOR25/11-17 (Figure 3-2), 

where 5–6 m intervals of high–porosity, high-permeability quartz-rich sandstone 

(quartz arenite) are interbedded with claystones and tuffs in the Balder 

Formation (Figure 3-18). Elsewhere, deposition occurred in a marine setting, and 

was dominated by pelagic settling and deposition of parallel-laminated clays and 

normal-graded, water-lain ashes. Deposition also occurred from turbidity 

currents, which may have been triggered by slumping (e.g. Figure 3-11, Figure 

3-21) and mass-movement within the basin. Pyrite framboids are common within 

the claystones, siltstones and tuffs (e.g. Figure 3-26) and support the 

interpretation that the North Sea had a stratified water column, where the 

bottom waters were anoxic (Figure 3-56; e.g. Nielsen et al. 1974; Pedersen et 

al. 1975; Obst et al. 2015; Carriol et al. 2016). This is also supported by the 

significant lack of micro-fossils within the Balder Formation (Morton & Knox 

1990), with rare pyritised forms found in only two samples during this study (e.g. 

Figure 3-24). Some intervals of the formation show possible evidence of 

bioturbation, with burrow-like features (Figure 3-19), suggesting that, at times, 

these areas may have been shallow enough and oxygenated enough for 
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burrowing organisms to exist (e.g. Nielsen 1974; Pedersen & Surlyk 1983; Brooks 

2006). 

The Balder Formation was deposited during the development of the North 

Atlantic Igneous Province (including the British Palaeogene Igneous Province), 

which involved large-scale magmatism and volcanism associated with rifting and 

sea-floor spreading that led to the separation of Greenland from NW Europe and 

development of the NE Atlantic Ocean (Hallam 1972; Pedersen et al. 1975; Knox 

& Harland 1979; Knox & Morton 1983, 1988, 1990; Knox 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 

1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Haaland et al. 2000; Kent & Fitton 2000; Torsvik et al. 

2001; Larsen et al. 2003; Jolley & Widdowson 2005; Ross et al. 2005; Thomas & 

Bralower 2005; Breivik et al. 2006; Brooks 2006; Storey et al. 2007; Brunstad et 

al. 2008; Breivik et al. 2009; Gernigon et al. 2012; Obst et al. 2015). Initial sea-

floor spreading began at ca. 54 – 56 Ma, and likely coincided with large-scale 

magmatic and volcanic activity that led to the deposition of more than 200 

basaltic ash-layers in the North Sea (Figure 3-61), including Denmark, SE 

England, N Germany and the Netherlands (Knox & Morton 1983; Larsen et al. 

1999a; Larsen et al. 2003). Additional ash-layers were deposited in the Faroe-

Shetland Basin to the north, the Goban Spur, the Bay of Biscay, and possibly as 

far south as Austria (Figure 3-2; Brooks 2006; Egger & Brückl 2006; Carriol et al. 

2016; Watson et al. 2017). Over time, the ash-layers have undergone burial and 

high levels of alteration and are now present as altered tuffs within the lower 

Balder Formation (e.g. Morton & Knox 1990; Brooks 2006). These tuffs are 

typically and characteristically olive-green, yellow or blue, normal-graded ash to 

fine-ash units with a calcite and/or patchy pyrite cement (see section 3.5.1).  

Regardless of secondary alteration, the morphologies of the originally glassy ash 

are commonly preserved; these are typically non- to poorly-vesicular, with 

blocky pyroclast shapes (Figure 3-50, Table 3-5). These features are 

characteristic of the brittle fragmentation of magma caused by hydrovolcanic 

eruptions involving magma-water interactions (Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Cas & 

Wright 1988; Mattsson 2010; Dellino et al. 2012; Ross & White 2012; Graettinger 

et al. 2013). The wide area over which these basaltic ashes were distributed 

(Figure 3-2, Figure 3-3), the frequency of tuff layers within the North Sea 

stratigraphy and their generally homogeneous chemical compositions imply that 
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large volumes of basaltic magma were able to erupt explosively during the Early 

Eocene (Figure 3-61). The non-vesicular to poorly-vesicular nature of the original 

glassy pyroclasts suggest that the parent basalt magma would not have erupted 

explosively without some additional factor. Magma-water interactions could 

enable basalt magma to erupt more explosively, however, this alone may not 

account for the areal extent of these deposits. Most of the tuffs analysed in this 

study are predominantly comprised of micro-crystalline igneous clasts or lava-

like clasts (Figure 3-49), and not originally glassy pyroclasts. If the micro-crystals 

of these clasts formed within the magma prior to its eruption, then this could 

have increased the viscosity of the basaltic magma enough to allow more highly 

explosive eruptions to occur, regardless of magma-water interactions. However, 

it is likely that magma-water interactions did occur and that the ashes of the 

Balder Formation are hydrovolcanic, based on the blocky non-vesicular 

morphologies of glassy pyroclasts (Table 3-4, Table 3-5), and the exclusive 

occurrence of ash to fine-ash sized grains within the deposits (Figure 3-44; 

Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Cas & Wright 1988; Mattsson 2010; Dellino et al. 2012; 

Ross & White 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013). This suggests that an increased 

viscosity of the magma due to a higher crystal content, and the interaction of 

this higher viscosity magma with water, may have enhanced the explosivity of 

the erupting basaltic magma, possibly allowing these eruptions to become 

Plinian or phreato-Plinian. This could have enabled the basaltic ash to be 

distributed on a Plinian-scale, up to several hundreds of kilometres from source 

(e.g.Carey & Sigurdsson 1982; Kutterolf et al. 2008; Lerbekmo 2008; Nash & 

Perkins 2012; Janebo et al. 2016), from somewhere along the opening NE 

Atlantic rift to the Bay of Biscay and Austria (Figure 3-2).  

It is unlikely that the >200 tuff beds of the North Sea Balder Formation were 

deposited by the equivalent number of individual eruptions. Instead, it is equally 

or more likely that fewer eruptions of Plinian-scale took place, and that 

reworking, either within the basin itself, or by reworking of air-fall ash on-land, 

subsequently re-deposited this material into the basin (Figure 3-61). Tuffs in the 

Goban Spur and Bay of Biscay have been correlated with those of the North Sea 

Basin, based on geochemistry and relative age dating via nannoplankton zonation 

in the N Atlantic (Knox 1984; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Larsen et 

al. 2003). The tuffs of the NE Atlantic are fewer than those of the North Sea 
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Basin, which may be due to an enhanced number of reworked tuffs within the 

North Sea due to the basin being land-locked during the Early Eocene (e.g. Knox 

& Harland 1979; Milton et al. 1990; Mudge & Copestale 1992a; Mudge & Bujak 

1994; Knox 1996; Kender et al. 2012; Carriol et al. 2016). In addition, these 

differences could represent variations in the dispersal axis of ash from the 

eruption plumes, which could have resulted in deposition of ash over a narrower 

region (see section 3.6.2; Figure 3-61). Therefore, ashes of the same 

composition could be deposited over different areas during the same eruptive 

phase, leading to an overestimation of the area over which ash was deposited 

for each individual phase of an eruption. It is proposed here that the ashes of 

the Goban Spur and Bay of Biscay may have been deposited from different 

eruptions to those that deposited ash into the North Sea Basin, even though 

these eruptions most likely came from the same source region, for example, 

along the NE Atlantic spreading centre, during the same phase of eruptions (see 

section 3.6.2.4). It is possible that the initial opening phase of the NE Atlantic 

involved rapid magma extrusion and a fast spreading-rate (Larsen et al. 2003; 

Breivik et al. 2006, 2009), therefore supplying large volumes of compositionally 

similar magma along sections of the rift over time. Flooding of the actively 

erupting parts of the rift may have led to multiple large-scale basaltic Plinian-

style hydrovolcanic eruptions that were the source of ash preserved in the North 

Sea Basin Balder Formation (e.g. Larsen et al. 2003).  

A marine transgression throughout the Early Eocene may have eventually led to 

the submergence of sea-floor spreading to greater depths that eventually 

inhibited explosive magma-water interactions (Knox 1996; Obst et al. 2015). 

Alternatively, the emergence of proto-Iceland and isolation of its magma from 

sea-water may have also inhibited magma-water interactions over time (Larsen 

et al. 2003). These processes may explain the rapid reduction in tuffs preserved 

in the upper Balder Formation (Knox & Morton 1983; Knox 1984), and indicate a 

general reduction in explosive volcanism within the North Atlantic Igneous 

Province.  

At least two rhyolitic tuffs are present in the Balder Formation (e.g. +19 and +13 

of the Danish positive ash series; Knox 1984; Larsen et al. 2003). These likely 

represent the final expression of explosive silicic volcanism from elsewhere in 



 Chapter 3:North Sea Basin Early Eocene stratigraphy
  246 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

the North Atlantic Igneous Province, unrelated to the basaltic tuffs (Figure 3-61). 

These may be related to a late phase of volcanism in the British Palaeogene 

Igneous Province or E Greenland, and are the final expression of explosive silicic 

volcanism in the Early Eocene North Atlantic Igneous Province.  

Therefore, the tuffs of the Balder Formation record a period of explosive 

volcanism with a range of sources, from hydrovolcanic eruptions that may have 

been associated with opening and flooding of the NE Atlantic Ocean, and 

volcanism associated with volcanic centres elsewhere in the North Atlantic 

Igneous Province (Figure 3-61). The tuffs likely record <200 large-scale (up to 

Plinian-scale) ash-fall water-lain ash deposits as well as multiple volcaniclastic 

deposits that represent re-deposition of ash from subaerial and submarine 

reworking (see section 3.6). The large areal distribution of the ashes from the 

Faroe-Shetland Basin, to the Bay of Biscay and Austria (Figure 3-2), can be 

explained by Plinian-scale eruptions. However, a varying axis of tephra dispersal 

may have led to an overestimation of the areal extent of deposits from 

individual eruptions, with multiple deposits of the same chemical composition 

being deposited over narrower regions from individual eruptions.  
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Figure 3-61 Palaeo-reconstruction showing the sources of basaltic eruptions and the deposition of ash and fine-ash that  has been interpreted for the Balder Formation tuffs in this chapter.FSB: Faroe-Shetland Basin
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Chapter 4: The Balder Formation of the Faroe-
Shetland Basin, UKCS Quad 204 case study 

4.1 Introduction 

The Early Eocene Balder Formation (BF) is a sequence of predominantly 

sedimentary rocks that was deposited ca. 54.5 Ma (Knox & Morton 1983; Roberts 

et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Vierick et al. 1988; Hitchen & Ritchie 1993; 

Mudge & Bujak 1995; Mudge & Bujak 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; Haaland et 

al. 2000; Smallwood & Gill 2002; Mudge & Jones 2004; Ross et al. 2005; Jolley & 

Widdowson 2005; Dmitrieva et al. 2012; Aldiss 2014). The BF is intersected by a 

series of wells from the northern part of UK Continental Shelf (UKCS) Quad 204 

within the Faroe Shetland Basin (FSB;Figure 4-1). These include wells from the 

Cambo, Tornado and Suilven oil and gas fields, and additional exploration wells. 

Biostratigraphic reports available for wells of the Cambo field state that 

deposition of the BF occurred in the Early Eocene (Table 4-1; Mahdi 2004; Jolley 

2011; Costa 2012; Dawson et al. 2013), but a more precise age is not given. This 

Formation has not been studied in great detail within the FSB but is an 

important stratigraphic unit that deserves to be the focus of further research 

(e.g. Ebdon et al. 1995) due to its problematic nature during the drilling of wells 

(OMV (U.K.) Limited pers. coms. 2014, 2015, 2016) as well as its unknown 

potential as a hydrocarbon target. The characteristics of the BF are better 

known from core samples recovered from the North Sea Basin (NSB.; Jacqué & 

Thouvenin 1975; Deegan & Scull 1977; Knox & Harland 1979; Knox & Morton 

1983; Lott et al. 1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Malm et al. 1984; Roberts et al. 

1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; Jolley & Morton 1992; Knox & 

Holloway 1992; Mudge & Copestake 1992a; Waagstein & Heilmann-Clausen 1995; 

Ali & Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Mudge & Bujak 1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Haaland et 

al. 2000; Smallwood & Gill 2002; Jolley & Bell 2002; Mudge & Jones 2004; 

Dmitrieva et al. 2012; Aldiss 2014), and surrounding onshore-exposed deposits in 

E. Anglia, UK (Knox & Ellison 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; Knox 1984; Roberts et 

al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Ali & Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Aldiss 2014), and 

Fur, Denmark (Böggild 1918; Norin 1940; Nielsen 1974; Pedersen et al. 1975; 

Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; Knox & Morton 1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Malm et al. 
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1984; Knox 1984; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; 

Neal 1996; Larsen et al. 2003; Brooks 2006).  

The aim of the study in this chapter is to assess the characteristics of the BF in 

the FSB from the interpretation of wire-line data, including gamma-ray, density 

and, neutron-porosity data, and seismic data from the FSB11/12 3D broadband 

survey. Information from biostratigraphical reports and the original composite 

logs for each of the wells provide additional information to test and support 

interpretations made from the wire-line and seismic data. Access to this 

information was provided by OMV (U.K.) Limited during a month-long internship 

in November 2015. Data was provided for Cambo wells: 204/10-1, 204/10-2, 

204/10a-4, 204/10a-3, 204/5A-1, Tornado wells: 204/13-1, 204/13-1z, Suilven 

wells 204/14-2, 204/19-8z, and exploration wells 204/14-1, 204/15-1, 204/19-5, 

204/19-1, 204/18-1 (Figure 4-1).  
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Figure 4-1 Location of UKCS Quad 204 and Faroes Quad 6004 in which the Tornado, Suilven 
and Cambo wells are located within the Faroe-Shetland Basin (FSB). Some of the general 
subsurface Palaeogene geology of the FSB is also shown (Ebdon et al. 1995). 

The tectonic and stratigraphic history of the FSB is presented first, followed by a 

brief discussion of the methods of data interpretation. The results of the present 

study are then presented and a discussion of the inferred characteristics of the 

BF present in the Cambo, Tornado and Suilven field areas are given. This is 

followed by concluding remarks regarding the interpreted stratigraphy of the BF 

and the likely environment of its deposition.  
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4.2 Geological history of the Faroe-Shetland Basin 

The FSB is an elongate, NE-SW trending, fault-bounded marine basin that was 

formed during at least five stages of rifting that occurred in an area between the 

Shetland Islands and the Faroe Islands on the NW European Atlantic margin 

(Figure 4-2; Haszeldine et al. 1987; Dean et al. 1999). Between 62 - 50 Ma, 

large-scale igneous activity occurred in the NE Atlantic, and the surrounding 

margins, leading to formation of the North Atlantic Igneous Province (NAIP; 

Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; Carter et al. 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; Roberts et al. 

1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Mussett et al. 1988; Hitchen & Ritchie 1993; Knox 

1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Larsen et al. 1999a; Naylor et 

al. 1999; Kent & Fitton 2000; Torsvik et al. 2001; Jerram & Widdowson 2005; 

Storey et al. 2007; Hansen et al. 2009). A major period of volcanism occurred in 

NW Scotland during the Palaeocene (Selandian to Early Thanetian; Table 4-1), 

which was accompanied by uplift of Scotland (Knox & Morton 1983; Knox & 

Morton 1988; Mussett et al. 1988; Knox 1996; Lamers & Carmichael 1999; Naylor 

et al. 1999; Kent & Fitton 2000; Morton et al. 2002; Jolley et al. 2005; Freeman 

et al. 2008; Mansurbeg et al. 2008; Sluijs et al. 2008; Smallwood 2008; Mudge 

2014). This led to deposition of abundant coarse-grained clastic sediments into 

the FSB (Naylor et al. 1999; Morton et al. 2002; Freeman et al. 2008; Smallwood 

2008). The basin itself experienced uplift during the Palaeocene (Ebdon et al. 

1995; Jordt et al. 1995; Mudge 2014), possibly due to the intrusion of sills 

(Naylor et al. 1999) and establishment of the Iceland hotspot or plume (Ebdon et 

al. 1995; Lamers & Carmicheal 1999; Naylor et al 1999; Morton et al. 2002; 

Mansurbeg et al. 2008; Mudge 2014), or a ‘major underplating event’ (Sørensen 

2003; Mansurbeg et al. 2008; Smallwood 2008). At this time the basin also 

became increasingly restricted due to the emplacement of lava flows from the 

Faroe Islands area, which filled parts of the basin and contributed volcaniclastic 

material to the basin sediments (Naylor et al. 1999; Jolley & Morton 2007). From 

the Late Thanetian, into the Eocene, there was a rise in relative sea-level 

(Ebdon et al. 1995; Naylor et al. 1999; Morton et al. 2002), that allowed 

sedimentation to become progradational, meaning that deposition of coarse-

grained clastic sediments became restricted to areas where deltas prograded 

into the basin, for example west of the Westray Ridge (Naylor et al. 1999; 

Morton et al. 2002). During the Palaeogene the majority of sediment was 



 Chapter 4:The Balder Formation of the Faroe-Shetland Basin, UKCS Quad 204 case study
  252 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

supplied to the FSB from the SE with some sediment also supplied from the west, 

the Faroes Platform and East Greenland (Morton et al. 2002; Jolley & Morton 

2007; Smallwood 2008).  

 

Table 4-1 Stratigraphy of the Faroe-Shetland Basin (FSB) and North Sea Basin  (e.g. Knox & 
Holloway 1992; Knox & Morton 1988; Ebdon et al. 1995; King 2016; BGS 2016). 

The Moray Group of the FSB includes the Flett Formation (T45) which is overlain 

by the BF (T50; Table 4-1). The Moray Group extends throughout the FSB and the 

NSB (Table 4-1) and is capped by the Stronsay Group with its basal Glauconite 

marker horizon (Ebdon et al. 1995). In the south of the FSB, the Flett Formation 

is dominated by ‘delta top and coastal plain sediments capped by coals’ (Naylor 

et al. 1999; Ebdon et al. 1995). In the Early Eocene the region around the 

Schiehallion and Foinaven fields of UKCS Quad 204 (Figure 4-2), was occupied by 

a non-marine paralic environment (Morton et al. 2002), suggesting that uplift 

affected this region into the Eocene and may have had an effect on deposition of 

the BF in the Tornado, Suilven and Cambo field areas. 
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Figure 4-2 Structural map of the Faroe-Shetland Basin and the reported extent of 
Palaeocene and Eocene plays (Quinn et al, 2011; Ritchie et al. 2011). UK Quad 204 is 
highlighted. 

Major oil and gas discoveries have been made within the Palaeogene strata of 

the FSB, for example, in the Schiehallion Field (UKCS Quad 204), therefore 

research of the Palaeogene strata is very important for exploration (Deegan & 

Scull 1977; Naylor et al. 1999; Morton et al. 2002; Smallwood & Kirk 2005; 

Harding et al. 2011). Oil and gas discoveries have also been made within the 

Paleocene strata of the Flett Sub-basin (Morton et al. 2002; Quinn et al. 2011).  

3D seismic mapping and interpretation of Paleocene and Eocene strata within 

the FSB was undertaken by Smallwood & Gill (2002), who suggested that uplift of 

the southern region of the FSB occurred during the Paleocene and that this was 

followed by rapid subsidence during the Early Eocene (Smallwood & Gill 2002). A 

marine transgression occurred throughout the Eocene so that deeper marine 

conditions took hold in the basin from the Early Eocene onwards (Ebdon et al. 

1995; Harding et al. 2011). The effects of this marine transgression are also 

observed in the stratigraphy of adjacent areas in the NSB, most notably in the 

London Basin. 
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Continental break-up and sea-floor spreading between NW Europe and Greenland 

began in the Paleocene around 60 - 55 Ma (Jolley et al. 2007; Smallwood 2008). 

It has been suggested that the main stages of rifting within the FSB had ceased 

by the time that the BF was deposited, based on the absence of any evidence for 

significant extensional faulting within Eocene strata of the FSB (Moy & Imber 

2009; Stoker & Varming 2011). Therefore, deposition of the Eocene sediments 

was predominantly controlled by the pre-existing Palaeocene topography (Figure 

4-3; Moy & Imber 2009; Stoker & Varming 2011).  

 

Figure 4-3 Models of the palaeobathymetry proposed for the FSB and UK around 57 Ma  with 
corresponding maps of the present-day topography and bathymetry (From Smallwood 
2008). 

At the base of the BF there is commonly an unconformity where the underlying 

Flett Formation has been completely eroded and the BF lies disconformably on 

top of the Lamba Formation (Table 4-1). Erosion of the Flett Formation prior to 

deposition of the BF may have occurred due to a period of uplift caused by 

magmatism during continental break-up and the initiation of sea-floor spreading 

between Greenland and NW Europe (Mitlehner 1996; Jolley & Bell 2002; Morton 

et al. 2002; Smallwood & Gill 2002; Smallwood 2008; Moy & Imber 2009; Stoker 
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& Varming 2011). During the Paleocene and Early Eocene ‘restricted circulation 

marine conditions with considerable fluvial input’ were dominant in the NE 

Atlantic (Jolley et al. 2005). The major marine transgression that followed 

caused the BF to onlap the basalt lavas in the NW of the FSB (Smallwood 2008).  

During deposition of the Flett and Balder formations the climate was warm and 

humid (Jolley et al. 2007). Increased rainfall on the uplifted land areas 

surrounding the FSB would have allowed large amounts of clastic sediment to 

have been eroded and transported into the FSB during deposition of the Flett 

and Balder formations.  For example deposition in the late Thanetian - Ypresian 

(Table 4-1), was controlled by the presence of prograding deltas in the south, 

which deposited coarse-grained clastic sediments (Naylor et al. 1999; Morton et 

al. 2002; Anell et al. 2010). At this time deposition of deeper marine sediments 

was restricted to the north of the basin (Naylor et al. 1999). Lava flows 

prograded into the basin from the Faroe Islands allowing deposition of basin 

floor fans (Naylor et al. 1999), that would likely have been dominated by 

volcanic material supplied by advancing lava flows. Hemipelagic claystones are 

also present and form potential stratigraphic seals over these basin floor fan 

deposits (Naylor et al. 1999).  

During deposition of the BF, tephra was deposited within the FSB, forming tuffs 

(Knox & Morton 1983, 1988; Naylor et al. 1999; Moy & Imber 2009). In older 

literature the term ‘tuff’ or ‘tuffaceous’ has been used to describe volcanic 

material of various origins; it is not often clear what is meant by the term ‘tuff’ 

in previous literature, therefore, in many cases it is taken to indicate the 

presence of rocks containing a significant proportion of volcanic material of 

unknown primary or secondary origin. In this study a sedimentary rock containing 

abundant volcanic clasts of secondary nature is termed a volcaniclastic sediment 

or rock.  

In the FSB the BF contains a package of coarser-grained material known 

informally as the Cambo Sandstone Member (CSM). In previous literature this 

Member has been referred to as a Formation and is sometimes shown to 

represent the entire BF (Machado. pers. comm. 2015). In reality the CSM 
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includes multiple units of sandstone and is not sensu strictu a member. This will 

be discussed further elsewhere in this chapter.  

4.3 Aims and objectives 

This study was conducted to interpret the nature of the BF with regards to its 

lithologies and their environment of deposition. The BF, including its informally 

defined CSM, forms the focus of this study (Figure 4-1, Table 4-1). A discussion 

on the suitability of the use of the informal definition of the CSM is also 

included. The wells of interest in the Tornado, Suilven and Cambo field areas 

were originally drilled to investigate the Palaeocene sandstone reservoirs that lie 

below the BF.  

4.4 Methods  

Petrel E&P Software Platform 2014 developed by Schlumberger (referred to as 

Petrel hereafter) was used to interpret wire-line and seismic data provided by 

OMV U.K. Limited.  

Gamma-ray, density and neutron-porosity wire-line data (courtesy of OMV (U.K.) 

Limited) and, 3D seismic data (courtesy of TGS-NOPEC) were provided for 

analysis. The wire-line and seismic data were used alongside biostratigraphy 

reports and composite logs, where available, for each well to gain a more 

complete understanding of the characteristics of the BF (Table 4-2). The data 

was studied separately for each well then compared between the wells of the 

Cambo, Tornado and Suilven field areas. All data across the study was then 

correlated to reach a wider-scale conclusion regarding the interpreted 

stratigraphy and the environment(s) of deposition. Multi-component analysis via 

comparison of different data sets is particularly important in this case because 

not all of the data types were available for all of the wells (Table 4-2). 

‘The combination of horizontal and vertical seismic sections and 
gamma-ray logs provides a powerful tool for the interpretation of 
depositional systems which … may enable exploration to focus directly 
on prospective units’ (Miall 2014).  
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Table 4-2 Data that was available for the BF for each well used in this study. Not all sources 
of data were available for every well. 

4.4.1 Wire-line 

An increase in the gamma-ray signature indicates that the rock contains more 

radioactive elements such as K, U and Th, which is typical of more fine-grained 

lithologies such as claystone or shale. A decrease in gamma indicates that the 

rock contains a low amount of radioactove elements, which is more typical of 

clean (quartz dominated) sandstones. During hydrocarbon exploration two of the 

most important lithologies are shale/claystone, which could be a hydrocarbon 

source or seal, and sand/sandstone which can act as a hydrocarbon reservoir. 

Therefore, the gamma-ray signature is described in terms of being more ‘shaley’ 

when there is a higher gamma and more ‘sandy’ when there is a lower gamma-

ray response. Coarsening-upwards or fining-upwards packages can be identified 

where there is a gradual decrease or increase in the gamma-ray response 

respectively (Figure 4-4).  
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Density tools measure the electron density of the rock, which can be converted 

to give an indication of the porosity and bulk density of the material (Gluyas & 

Swarbrick 2004). This method can be useful for the identification of water and 

hydrocarbons within strata (Guyas & Swarbrick 2004). The higher the density the 

less pore-space there is in the rock and therefore the less space for fluids. 

Neutron-porosity is measured in a similar way by recording the concentration of 

hydrogen-atoms within the rock (Gluyas & Swarbrick 2004; Railsback 2011). 

Hydrogen-atoms are most abundant in oil and water within pore-spaces, 

although they are also present within claystones (Railsback 2011), therefore 

giving a higher neutron-porosity value. When interpreted together the density 

and neutron-porosity responses can indicate the presence of claystone, porous 

sandstone, coal and limestone (Figure 4-4).  
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Figure 4-4 Diagram showing how to interpret various gamma-ray responses along with 
density and neutron porosity data. These observations and interpretations were used when 
analysing the wire-line data of the BF provided by OMV. 

Initially the Top Balder and Base Balder horizons were picked in wire-line 

sections for each of the wells, using information given in the composite logs to 
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allow identification of the possible boundaries between formations. The position 

of these horizons was critically evaluated by assessing the position of the 

horizons relative to characteristics observed in the gamma-ray, density and 

neutron-porosity signatures. Subsequently, the depths of the picked horizons 

were compared to the positions of the Top and Base Balder boundaries stated in 

the biostratigraphy reports. Based on this information the position of some of 

these horizons was corrected to better fit the data. 

The horizon boundaries and lithologies for all of the wells have been analysed 

previously by OMV. For some wells only gamma-ray data are available (Table 

4-2), therefore, only a basic interpretation of the rocks present, in terms of 

whether they are more or less ‘sandy’ or ‘shaley’, can be made when these data 

are looked at independently from other data sources. 

4.4.2 Seismic 

3D seismic data is acquired from the use of controlled seismic sources, and an 

array of seismic receivers. A large quantity of seismic waveforms are collected 

during the acquisition using air guns and hydrophones. The data include the X, Y 

position of the data (known as traces) and the reflected signal caused by 

variations in the properties of rock in the sub-surface (reflectors). Each value 

within the seismic trace represents the signal at a given two-way time (TWT), 

the time taken for the seismic wave to travel from the source to the reflector 

and back to the receiver. These traces are formed into a 3D cube, allowing the 

mapping of these reflectors, across the area of the survey. The vertical 

resolution of the reflectors varies with the method of acquisition and the depth 

within the sub-surface of the reflector. The depth variation is caused by the 

reduction of the original higher frequency content of the data by adsorption as 

the signal travels through the sub-surface and back to the receiver. For this 

study, at the target the seismic data has a vertical resolution of 20 - 30 m. The 

original seismic data from the FSB11/12 3D broadband survey was cleaned up to 

improve the quality of the data, by OMV (U.K.) Limited, prior to this 

investigation. The seismic data was not flattened to any surface prior to or 

during this investigation.  
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A marker reflector within the sections in the seismic data set was taken to 

represent the Top Cambo Sandstone (TCS), of the CSM, an informally named 

member within the BF. This reflector was traced on in-line (orientated N-S) and 

x-line (orientated E-W) seismic sections across the entire Cambo, Tornado and 

Suilven area at 50 m intervals. This created a net of data representing the 

location of the traced TCS surface. This information was then used to create 

several different 3D surface models, known as seiscrops (Miall 2014), from the 

TWT of this picked surface, using Petrel, for seismic attribute analysis. Seismic 

attributes can be the original signal amplitude from the seismic, or various 

properties derived from the signal, such as average amplitude within a TWT 

window or a measure of the signal frequency within the window. These seiscrops 

represent a horizontal plane within the seismic data, which is created from the 

selected reflector and referred to as a stratal slice (Miall 2014). The various 

seiscrops were produced by selecting different parameters for Petrel to use to 

create the surface, such as, changing the width or position of the window of 

data being analysed (Figure 4-5). Seiscrop models were created of the study area 

to allow identification of features that can be used to interpret the environment 

of deposition of the BF. The identification of features in this way are known as 

seismic-geomorphic interpretations (Miall 2014). Interpretation of these 3D 

surfaces is limited by the resolution of the original seismic data, and also by the 

size of the interval between the data points that was used to construct the 

seiscrop. The creation of seiscrops is essential when trying to identify the nature 

of an ancient surface from 3D seismic data (Miall 2014).  

 

Figure 4-5 Diagram explaining how Petrel uses input parameters to define the window in 
which it uses data above and below a picked horizon to create a 3D surface. In this example 
a window thickness of 24ms is used with an initial offset of +12 above the original TCS 
picked horizon. This means that the window where data were analysed to create the 
corresponding seiscrop comes from +12ms above and -12ms below the TCS horizon giving 
an overall window thickness of 24ms. 
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4.4.3 Spectral decomposition 

A spectral decomposition model, using RGB spectral decomposition blending, 

was created by, and provided for study by OMV (U.K.) Limited. This analysis was 

created from acquired seismic data over the Cambo field and does not cover the 

Tornado and Suilven fields to the south.  

RGB spectral decomposition blending divides the original seismic data into 

narrower frequency components, with each colour representing a different 

frequency (Partyka et al. 2011). The surface that is created by carrying out 

spectral decomposition ‘reveals interference occurring across the available 

bandwidth of signal’ (Partyka et al. 2011) and creates a surface similar to that 

produced by remote sensing, which can be used to identify subtle geological 

features that might not be observed in other forms of seismic data (Partyka et 

al. 2011; Ackers & Bryn 2015). The RGB blended surface provided for this study 

allows the user to alter the depth and thickness of the data window that is being 

analysed so that it is possible to move through the data over TWT, between 

different stratigraphic intervals. The colours of the RGB blend of the spectral 

decomposition can be used as an estimate of the general thickness of the 

sediment packages. For example, deeper red tones indicate where the rocks are 

thicker, whereas blue tones indicate where the rocks are thinner.   

Volcanic rocks are likely to appear white on an RGB blended spectral 

decomposition image as these rocks create a strong response within all of the 

frequencies (Wright, pers. coms. 2016). In contrast faults will appear black 

(Cooke et al. 2014). 

4.4.4 Biostratigraphy 

All of the cuttings and biostratigraphy data – which were obtained from cuttings 

material – have been described on a First Downhole Occurrence (FDO) in the 

reports and additional data sources used in this study. Descriptions are carried 

out in this way in an attempt to limit the amount of error caused by the mixing 

of cuttings within the well before they are received at the surface.  
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Biostratigraphy reports, provided by OMV (U.K.) Limited, were available for 

some of the wells (Table 4-2), and provide information on the interpreted 

positions of formation Tops based on the palaeobiology identified in cuttings 

material. An interpretation of the palaeoenvironment is often also provided in 

these reports, based on the types of fossil micro-organisms, spores, pollen and 

dinoflagellates identified in the cuttings or cored material from different depth 

intervals.  

4.4.5 Additional data 

Additional data was provided in the form of composite logs and final well 

reports, which were available for most of the wells (Table 4-2). These sources of 

information were used for initial study of the lithology and the upper and lower 

boundaries of the BF to give guidance on the position of the sections to be 

studied in each well.  

4.4.6 Data limitations 

Each of the data sets used has its own benefits and limitations. For example, 

each of the data sets has a different resolution and can give information on a 

varying scale (Table 4-3). This can be beneficial for looking at features at 

different scales but means that no one data set can be used to give reliable 

information on the lithology or environment of deposition on its own. Therefore, 

the more data sets that are available for each well the more reliable any 

interpretation of the BF characteristics will be. For wells where only one data 

source is available the information is not reliable, and these wells have largely 

been ignored (Table 4-2).  
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Table 4-3 Data used in this study with a comparison of the resolution, and the pros and 
cons of each data type. 
  

The seismic data used in this study was only flattened to the level of the sea 

bed, as this level could be easily identified without error from the seismic data. 

This means that any tectonic activity that has affected the BF post-deposition 

has not been eliminated. This means that some topographic features within the 

BF may have formed due to later tectonic activity and not reflect the true 

nature of the topography during deposition of the BF. This adds a large error to 

the larger scale topographic interpretations of the entire study area.  

The composite logs and final well reports used in this study were produced by a 

range of different companies over a range of different drilling years (Table 4-4), 

and therefore some interpretations of the lithologies present in each well are 

different based on varying levels of training and importance of the stratigraphic 

units according to each company. The composite logs can therefore only be used 

for initial study of the stratigraphy of each well and should not be used for 

reliable interpretations of the nature of the BF.  
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Table 4-4 List of information regarding the date and company responsible for compilation of 
each composite log for each well. 
  

4.5 Results 

4.5.1 Wire-line 

Fluctuating gamma-ray response is given in all wells and often corresponds to 

variations in the density and neutron-porosity values, where available, given by 

the wire-line tools through the BF (Figure 4-6, Figure 4-7). The wire-line data 

was investigated for the entire BF as well as the signature above and below this 

to check the proposed position of the BF.  
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In all of the Cambo wells the gamma-ray response is generally intermediate and 

fluctuates. In wells 204/10-2 and 204/10-1 peaks in the gamma-ray response 

become abundant towards the top of the BF (Figure 4-6). 

 

Figure 4-6 Gamma-ray wireline data encompassing the whole BF used for interpretation of 
the lithologies and characteristics of the BF in the Cambo prospect.  This data has been 
flattened to the top BF horizon. 

The wire-line data throughout the Tornado and Suilven wells (Figure 4-7) gives a 

more varied response compared to the signature observed through the BF of the 

Cambo wells (Figure 4-6). In these wells the gamma-ray response is 

predominantly moderate to low with abundant variations in the signature. 

Alongside this the density and neutron-porosity values are highly variable. In 

general, when the gamma-ray response is low, density is also low and the 

neutron porosity is high.  
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Figure 4-7 General wire-line data encompassing the whole BF, and sometimes also the Flett 
Formation, of undifferentiated composite log data used for interpretation of the lithologies 
and characteristics of the BF in the Tornado-Suilven prospect. Including gamma-ray 
response (black), density (red) and neutron porosity (blue) data. As shown this data is 
flattened to the top BF horizon.  

4.5.2 Seismic 

Examples of in-line and x-line seismic sections (courtesy of TGS-NOPEC) are 

given in Figure 4-8. At the level of the BF the seismic response generally appears 

as a bright reflection, which produces a marker horizon that can be picked in 2D 
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seismic sections (Figure 4-8). In some areas this marker horizon is less clear and 

the seismic response fluctuates in brightness and continuity. In these regions it is 

more challenging to pick the BF, leading to a possible error in positioning of the 

BF and TCS for the creation of 3D seiscrops. 

 

Figure 4-8 Examples of X-line and In-line seismic sections, orientated E-W and N-S 
respectively, intersected by Well 204/14-1. Features seen within these two sections can be 
identified elsewhere within the BF throughout the study area. The thicker black line 
represents the position of the TCS member of the BF. These seismic sections have not been 
flattened, therefore any structures may be tectonic and not related to the original deposition 
of sediments. These sections are also vertically exaggerated meaning that the dips of the 
responses are not as steep in reality. 

A topographic model (seiscrop) of the TCS was produced following amalgamation 

of the data points within the TCS picked surface of the seismic data set (Figure 

4-9). The seiscrop shows areas of apparent higher and lower relief with higher 

relief represented by reds and warmer colours and deeper regions indicated by 
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blues and cooler colours (Figure 4-9). This surface shows the present-day 

topography of the TCS horizon within the BF. 

 

Figure 4-9 Topography of the picked TCS surface generated from a grid of data points from 
the picked TCS. Red shades indicate the presence of higher relief whereas blue shades 
indicate the presence of lower relief. This topography was created using non-flattened 
seismic data, and therefore represents the current topography of the BF rather than a true 
representation of the surface during deposition of the BF. It is known that tectonic activity 
and erosion have affected the area post-BF deposition. 
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The Tornado and Suilven fields lie to the south of the study area in a region 

dominated by the highest relief (Figure 4-8). The Cambo field lies further to the 

north within a ridge-like feature surrounded by deeper topography (Figure 4-8). 

This area forms part of the Corona Ridge (Figure 4-2).   

Various other surfaces were created from the seismic data to produce 3D 

seiscrop models of the TCS surface across the Tornado, Suilven and Cambo field 

areas (Figure 4-10 - Figure 4-16). Different features can be observed on each of 

these surfaces in a varying amount of detail. For example, in general, the 

Tornado and Suilven areas are composed of chaotic shades of black, grey and 

white, whereas further to the north there are linear features striking NW-SE 

across the area (Figure 4-10 - Figure 4-15). These linear features continue into 

the Cambo field area to the north where the general appearance on all of the 3D 

surfaces is smooth and is less chaotic compared to the Tornado-Suilven area 

(Figure 4-16 - Figure 4-18).  

Some regions of the seiscrops have an unclear, ‘watery’ appearance.  This 

occurs where the data window used to extract the data for creation of the 

surface was either too small or too large compared to the thickness of the BF 

analysed (Figure 4-10). In these regions no interpretation of the surface features 

or nature of the BF can be made.  
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Figure 4-10 RMS amplitude (24ms window with +12 ms offset) window covers +12 ms to -12 
ms from the picked TCS horizon in the Tornado-Suilven region of Quad 204. Variations in 
grey show the presence of different features within the surface, for example, the presence 
of darker sinuous features in the centre of the image and paler linear SE-NW orientated 
features to the north. The unclear, ‘watery’ appearance of the surface in the lower right 
corner is caused by the data window being too thick compared to the thickness of the BF at 
this location, therefore additional data is analysed leading to distortion in the surface 
produced. 
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Figure 4-11 Maximum amplitude (30 ms window with +15 ms offset) covering the Tornado-
Suilven area of Quad 204. This image shows features in different detail compared to Fig. 12, 
for example the sinuous features in the middle are more subtle. 
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Figure 4-12 Minimum amplitude (24ms window with +12 ms offset), covering the Tornado-
Suilven area of Quad 204. This surface gives a much clearer overview of the Tornado-
Suilven area, for example, sinuous features are more abundant and highlighted by a paler 
grey shade of data response, and a darker grey result to the mid-right of the image. 
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Figure 4-13 Maximum amplitude (24ms window with -12 offset) surface representing the 
picked TCS Member of the Cambo area of UK Quad 204. Variations in the grey shading of 
the surface help in identification of surface characteristics such as linear SE-NW orientated 
features across the entire area, and a paler grey sinuous feature to the mid-left. 
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Figure 4-14 Minimum amplitude (12ms window with -6 offset) surface covering the Cambo 
area of Quad 204. This surface shows additional features to those in figure 13, for example, 
an area of darker grey towards the centre of the image and more detailed results for the 
lower left region of the image that is absent in figure 13. 

An anomalous darker shaded region appears within the Cambo area in most of 

the seicrops (Figure 4-15). This darker region is elongated in a roughly E-W 

orientation with patches of lighter response observed within it. 
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Figure 4-15 RMS (24ms window with +12 offset) for the Cambo area of Quad 204. This 
surface gives a very different response compared to those shown in Fig. 17-18. This surface 
gives a very different response compared to those shown in Fig. 17-18. Here the majority of 
the surface gives a bright white response. An elongated darker grey region can be seen in 
the centre of the image intersecting Wells 204/10-2 and 204/10-1. 

The Tornado, Suilven and Cambo surfaces have contrasting appearances in all of 

the seiscrops (Figure 4-16). These varying surface characteristics are directly 

related to the nature of the BF across this study area and are unlikely to have 

been produced or influenced by post-depositional tectonic activity.  
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Figure 4-16 Minimum amplitude (24ms window, -12ms offset) 3D surface of the Tornado-
Suilven and Cambo areas. Clear differences can be observed between the nature of the Top 
Cambo surface between these two areas. 

4.5.3 Spectral decomposition 

The RGB blended spectral decomposition surface could be adapted to show data 

from different depths and thicknesses. At the level of the TCS (Figure 4-17), 

there is an area of deeper red colours to the south and duller blues to the north, 

corresponding to thicker and thinner deposits respectively. Black low amplitude 

linear features trending N-S are present to the east of the Cambo wells (Figure 

4-17). Brighter white areas are present corresponding to areas of high 

amplitude. Linear features striking roughly E-W can also be observed towards 

the centre of the Cambo field area (Figure 4-17).   
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Figure 4-17 RGB blended spectral decomposition surface of the Cambo prospect shown at a 
level representing a time interval around deposition of the BF. Annotated to show the main 
results that can be identified in this image. Image/data provided by OMV U.K. Limited. 

4.5.4 Biostratigraphy 

All biostratigraphy data came from the biostratigraphy reports provided by OMV. 

These were cross-referenced with information given in the literature regarding 

the palaeobiology and palaeoenvironmental indicators that are discussed in 

these reports. No results can be given as an original contribution, but the 

biostratigraphy will aid interpretations of the environment of deposition made 

later in the discussion.  
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4.6 Discussion 

4.6.1 Wire-line characteristics of the Balder Formation 

4.6.1.1 Cambo 

In all of the Cambo wells the BF appears to be a general continuation of the 

underlying Flett Formation, as shown by the similar nature of the wire-line 

signature throughout the Flett Formation and their continuation into the BF. This 

continuation of similar wire-line responses suggests that there was little or no 

change in the environment of deposition, and therefore no change in the 

sedimentary units that were deposited in this area, between Flett and Balder 

times. At the top of the BF there is an unclear distinction between the upper 

boundary of the BF with the overlying Stronsay Group, with its lower Glauconite 

Member (e.g. Ebdon et al. 1995). Again, the wire-line signature is similar 

between these two sequences so, identification of this upper boundary depends 

on information provided by other data, for example the biostratigraphy and 

cuttings descriptions.  

The BF in all of the Cambo wells gives a similar moderate gamma-ray response, 

with some areas of higher or lower gamma indicating the presence of more 

shale-rich and sand-rich lithologies respectively. The upper part of the BF in 

wells 204/10-2 and 204/10-1 has a very high gamma-ray response, which is not 

observed in any of the other Cambo wells. This gamma peak suggests that these 

two wells contain a significant unit of claystone at the top of the BF. This 

claystone could indicate the presence of volcanic material which is suggested to 

be present in the top of these two wells, as stated in the composite logs and in 

the cuttings descriptions. The gamma-ray response itself does not necessarily 

indicate the presence of volcanic material at this interval. Further evidence, for 

example, from additional descriptions of cuttings material, would be needed to 

confirm the presence of volcanic material. Therefore, from the wire-line results 

it can only be concluded that a unit of claystone or material containing abundant 

K, U and Th, able to produce a peak in gamma-ray response, is present at this 

level. 
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The Cambo Sandstone Member (CSM) can be identified where there is a decrease 

in the gamma-ray signature, which indicates the presence of more ‘sandy’ 

material.  This can be identified in all of the Cambo wells, except 204/5A-1. The 

location of this feature within the gamma-ray signature matches the depth 

ranges given for the CSM in the composite logs, which have been positioned 

based on cuttings, biostratigraphy and well correlations conducted soon after 

the drilling of each well. In Well 204/5A-1 the depths given for the CSM do not 

correspond to a general region of decreased gamma-ray response. Instead, the 

gamma-ray signature fluctuates, indicating the presence of other lithologies 

such as claystone and siltstone, rather than a dominance of sandstone as seen in 

the other wells. The CSM has also been identified at a greater depth in this well 

compared to all of the other wells; therefore, this indicates that this well is 

located in a deeper marine more distal depositional environment. Less sand 

would be deposited in this distal environment, which is supported by the lack of 

a dominant low-gamma response in the wire-line data. The CSM is typically 

encountered at greater depths towards the north, but also appears to decrease 

in thickness towards the north; however, post-depositional compaction and 

erosion may have removed some of the original thickness of the BF.  

A basic stratigraphic column based on interpretation of the gamma-ray, density 

and neutron-porosity wire-line responses can be constructed for each well based 

on whether the signature denotes a more ‘shaley’ or more ‘sandy’ package. The 

inferred lithologies present within Well 204/5A-1 show that this well contains a 

greater amount of fine-grained material than any of the other wells, as shown by 

its generally higher gamma-ray values. The apparent abundance of fine-grained 

material in the wells appears to increase from the south to the north. 

The BF is thickest (~193m) and coarsest in the south in Wells 204/10-2 and 

204/10-1 and is thinnest (~103m) and contains the most fine-grained material in 

the north at Well 204/5A-1. Therefore, there appears to be a general thinning 

and fining of the Formation northwards, which can be highlighted by carrying out 

a correlation between all of the wells (Figure 4-18). These observations likely 

correspond to a general deepening of the subaqueous environment of deposition 

and/or deepening of the basin. Correlations between the wells also show that 

some sequences can be correlated between all of the wells, but others are 
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interpreted as pinching out towards the north. The pattern created by the 

correlations gives a general sigmoidal geometry to the BF. This is a commonly 

observed geometry in modern day deltas (Somoza et al. 1998). The lithology 

types and the thinning and fining character of the BF between the Cambo wells 

along with the geometry of the deposits is evidence to suggest that this area was 

occupied by a delta during deposition of the BF.  

 

Figure 4-18 Correlation of lithological units across wells within the Cambo prospect based 
on gamma-ray signatures. 
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Deltaic sandstones can often be ideal reservoir rocks. The Cambo wells were 

originally drilled to target the deltaic Hildasay Formation sandstones and deeper 

units which lie below the Moray Group (Table 4-1; Ritchie et al. 2011). In this 

case the BF was not a target in this region. The low-gamma response at the top 

of two of the 204/10-2 and 204/10-1 wells shows that a suitable claystone seal 

may be present above potentially reservoir quality sandstones within the BF. The 

sigmoidal geometry of these sequences could provide a suitable trap for 

hydrocarbons, particularly if they form a 4-way-dip-closure like the hydrocarbon 

target below. No oil or gas within the BF is indicated in any of the composite 

logs for these wells. This suggests that migration may not have occurred due to 

sufficient seal above the oil bearing Hildasay Formation below (Pickering pers 

comms. 2016). 

 It is possible that these deposits were deposited as part of a northwards 

prograding delta within the pro-delta region. These ideas will be tested in later 

sections with seismic, spectral decomposition and biostratigraphy. 

No neutron-porosity data is available for the BF in any of the Cambo wells. 

Density data is available and fluctuates, indicating the presence of different 

rock types. There is no indication of the presence of coals as the density 

signature is persistently too high. This suggests that the Cambo prospect was 

further from the shore and/or was more oxic, allowing the decomposition of 

organic material and no coal formation.  
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Figure 4-19 More ‘shaley’ and more ‘sandy’ lithologies interpreted in the BF of the Cambo 
wells, based on gamma-ray, density and neutron-porosity wire-line data. The data has been 
flattened on the Top Balder surface to allow a simpler comparison of the interpretations. 
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4.6.1.2 Tornado-Suilven 

The thickness of the BF within the Tornado and Suilven wells is interpreted to 

range from ca. 22.6 m to ca. 292.6 m, with varying gamma-ray density and 

neutron-porosity signatures between each of the wells (Figure 4-20). In wells 

204/13-1&1z, 204/19-8z, 204/19-5, 204/19-1 and 204/18-1 the BF overlies the 

Flett Formation and appears to be a continuation of this Formation, as shown by 

the similar nature of their gamma-ray, density and neutron-porosity signatures. 

In wells 204/14-2, 204/14-1 and 204/15-1 the Flett Formation is absent and the 

BF lies directly on top of the Lamba Formation due to an unconformity at the 

base of the BF in these wells. The upper boundary with the overlying Stronsay 

Group is not clearly identifiable in the wire-line data, and the stratigraphy 

appears to continue upwards from the BF instead. The upper and lower 

boundaries can be identified with reference to other data as discussed later.  

The gamma-ray response for most of the Tornado and Suilven wells fluctuates, 

corresponding to more clay-rich and sand-rich lithologies (Figure 4-20). A gradual 

increase and decrease in the gamma-ray signature implies the presence of 

fining-upwards and coarsening-upwards sequences between these two end 

members. Within the sand-rich intervals and fining-upwards successions the low 

density and high neutron-porosity values indicate the presence of coals. These 

characteristics in the wire-line data can be identified throughout the Moray 

Group (Table 4-1) in the Tornado and Suilven areas.  

The gamma-ray response in wells 204/14-2 and 204/15-1 looks significantly 

different with markedly lower gamma-ray values throughout. No density or 

neutron-porosity data are available for these wells but the gamma-ray values 

suggest that the BF here is predominantly composed of sandstone, with much 

less claystone and siltstone compared to the other wells of the Tornado and 

Suilven areas (Figure 4-20).  

The BF is thickest in wells 204/14-2, 204/19-8z and 204/14-1 where it reaches a 

maximum thickness of 292.6 m. The gamma-ray response varies drastically 

between these three wells (Figure 4-20). Well 204/14-2 is interpreted to be 

dominantly composed of a thick sequence of sandstone, as shown by its 

abundantly low-gamma-ray signature (Figure 4-20). Well 204/19-8z shows a 
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highly variable gamma-ray response, with repeating units of clay-rich and sand-

rich lithologies with some slight coarsening-upwards and fining-upwards 

sequences in-between (Figure 4-20). No density or neutron-porosity data were 

available for this Well so it is not known whether there is any coal present in the 

Formation at this locality. It could be assumed, based on the characteristics of 

other wells with a comparable gamma-ray response (e.g. 204/13-1&1z and 

204/19-5) and available corresponding density and neutron-porosity data, that 

coal would be present within the sand-rich (low-gamma) and fining-upwards 

sequences that are intersected by this well. This contrasts to the more stable or 

persistent environment of deposition implied by the consistently sand-rich 

nature of Well 204/14-2 which lies ~2500m to the NW.   
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Figure 4-20 General lithologies interpreted in the BF of the Tornado-Suilven wells based on gamma-ray, density and neutron-porosity wire-line data.    
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Well 204/14-1 has a similar gamma-ray response to Well 204/19-8z but the units 

of sand-rich material are generally interpreted to be thicker (Figure 4-20). 

Density and neutron-porosity data for Well 204/14-1 shows that coal is abundant 

within the thinner sand-rich units in the middle of the BF, as shown by areas of 

very low density and high neutron-porosity values (Figure 4-20). This may be 

indirect evidence that can be used to predict the presence of coal within the 

sandstone units of Well 204/19-8z, where density and neutron porosity data is 

not available. High density and low neutron-porosity responses in the wire-line 

data of Well 204/14-1 likely indicates the presence of limestone stringers or 

carbonate cemented horizons (Figure 4-20).  

In Well 204/15-1 the BF is dominantly sand-rich, with only minor amounts of 

more clay-rich rock types, as shown by the dominantly low gamma-ray signature 

with only occasional increases (Figure 4-20). The BF is much thinner in Well 

204/19-5 but it has the same general gamma-ray signature and therefore the 

same inferred rock types as wells 204/19-1 and 204/18-1 (Figure 4-20). These 

three wells all have variable gamma-ray signatures, indicating the presence of 

interstratified units of claystone, siltstone and sandstone, with some coarsening-

upwards and fining-upwards sequences indicated by gradual decreases or 

increases in the gamma values, respectively. The density and neutron-porosity 

data for Well 204/18-1 suggests that there are also abundant units of coal within 

the BF (Figure 4-20). As for all of the other wells in the Tornado and Suilven 

areas, all of this suggests that the sediments of the BF in these wells were 

deposited in a deltaic environment.  

The common presence of coal within all of the Tornado and Suilven wells (Figure 

4-20) suggests that the BF of this region was deposited in a terrestrial 

environment, likely within the sub-intertidal flats region of a delta. This 

environment would have been dominantly terrestrial and influenced by the 

shifting of fluvial systems over time, but there may have also been an occasional 

marine or estuarine influence in this near-shore environment. This is possible 

due to fluctuations in relative sea level that occurred throughout the Palaeogene 

(Riegel et al. 2015).  
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A peak in the gamma-ray signature towards the top of Well 204/19-1 (Figure 

4-20), could be caused by the presence of basaltic volcanic material within the 

strata either as primary volcanic tuff or volcaniclastic sedimentary rocks. 

Knowing that the environment was likely very dynamic with discontinuous areas 

of erosion and deposition in terrestrial fluvial environments, with the potential 

for occasional marine or estuarine influences, it is most likely that any 

pyroclastic material would be present as volcaniclastic sedimentary rocks rather 

than lithified primary pyroclastic fallout (primary air-fall tuff). Once pyroclastic 

material has been remobilised it should be treated as any other sediment (e.g. 

Cas & Wright 1988). As with the high gamma-ray peaks observed in the Cambo 

field (Figure 4-19) this wire-line signature is not direct evidence for the presence 

of volcanic material, but instead the presence of a claystone of higher K, U and 

Th abundance.  

In conjunction with the biostratigraphy data, the Cambo Sandstone Member 

(CSM) is interpreted as being present in all of the Tornado and Suilven wells. 

However, this unit is not solely composed of sandstone as shown by the varying 

wireline responses throughout each well. The Tornado and Suilven areas is 

proposed to represent a terrestrial fluvial environment during deposition of the 

BF, and it is therefore unlikely that significant thicknesses of sandstone would be 

correlatable across the entire area (e.g. Miall 2014). It is more likely that the 

CSM is composed of several sand bodies which may or may not interlink (Figure 

4-21). Therefore, the sandstones identified informally as the CSM should not be 

regarded as a continuous sandstone body and should not be considered as a 

member. 
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Figure 4-21 Interpreted channel sandstone bodies within the wire-line responses of wells in 
the Tornado-Suilven prospect. The informally identified Cambo Sandstone Member is likely 
not composed of a single continuous sandstone but of several sandstone bodies which 
may or may not be interlinked. 

4.6.2 2D seismic and 3D seismic data 

4.6.2.1 Cambo 

In wells 204/10-2, 204/10-1 and 204/5A-1 the in-line seismic responses are 

disturbed and show bifurcating features (Figure 4-22). These are taken to imply 

the presence of discontinuous lithologies produced by more erratic erosional and 
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depositional cycles that shifted their position regularly over time, which is 

common in a fluvial setting (Miall 2014). More continuous parallel responses, 

such as those seen on the in-line and x-line sections surrounding Well 204/10a-4, 

could indicate a low-energy environment of deposition, which allowed less 

erratic and more continuous sequences of finer-grained sediment to accumulate. 

A more quiescent environment that could allow this kind of sediment deposition 

could include an isolated marine setting such as a bay or lagoon.  

 

Figure 4-22 Example of a seismic section intersected by Well 204/18-1 in the Tornado-
Suilven prospect. The black line shown by the position of the TCS within the BF does not 
follow any seismic response in particular as the BF in this section is highly bifurcated 
(arrows) and irregular. This disappearance and reappearance of the seismic response 
shows the location of meandering channels. 

In some of the seismic sections the reflectors dip northwards, for example on 

the in-line seismic section intersected by wells 204/10-1 and 204/5A-1 (Figure 

4-23). This shallow dip could be caused by post-depositional processes such as 

faulting and/or folding, although other evidence such as the truncation and 

prograding nature of the shallowly dipping seismic lines around the TCS suggests 

that the shallow dip is caused by the stratigraphy. It should also be noted that 

the dip of the seismic response is exaggerated in this view due to an 

exaggeration of the vertical scale. However, there is still a very shallow 

northwards dip to the seismic responses (Figure 4-23), which may imply that this 

area represents an apparent northwards prograding delta succession. This is only 
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an apparent direction of dip and progradation due to the 2D nature of the cross-

section that the seismic data portrays.  

 

Figure 4-23 Annotated in-line seismic section intersecting Wells 204/10-2 and 204/5A-1.  The 
seismic lines dip northwards showing the northward progradation of a delta at this location. 

The 3D surfaces created from the seismic data show many SE-NW striking linear 

features throughout the Cambo area (e.g. Figure 4-13, Figure 4-14). These could 

represent coastline features, indicating the position of the shore-line over time. 

It  is generally accepted that an increase in relative sea-level (e.g. Ebdon et al. 

1995; Ali & Jolley 1996; Joy 1996; Jolley & Bell 2002; Dore & Lundin 2005; Stoker 

& Varming 2011; Dmitrieva et al. 2012), for example, caused by a marine 

transgression (e.g. Knox & Harland 1979; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Milton et al. 1990; 

Waagstein & Heilmann-Clausen 1995; Knox 1996; Smallwood & Gill 2002; Costa 

2012; Schofield & Jolley 2013; Aldiss 2014; Mudge 2014), occurred in the late 

Palaeocene and Eocene, during the time that the BF was being deposited. 

Therefore, these linear features could document the rise of sea-level and 

subsequent landwards migration of the coastline. Alternatively, and more likely, 

these linear features represent the prograding nature of a delta and therefore 

the seaward movement of the coastline (with time), and the formation of linear 

strand-plains (Fraser et al. 2005; Kinsela et al. 2016). It has been suggested that 

this area was experiencing uplift during the late Palaeocene-early Eocene due to 

establishment of the mantle plume within the NE Atlantic (Knox & Morton 1983; 

Knox & Morton 1988; Mussett et al. 1988; Knox 1996; Lamers & Carmichael 1999; 

Naylor et al. 1999; Kent & Fitton 2000; Morton et al. 2002; Jolley et al. 2005; 
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Freeman et al. 2008; Mansurbeg et al. 2008; Sluijs et al. 2008; Smallwood 2008; 

Mudge 2014), and therefore, these linear features could also represent an 

apparent decrease in relative sea-level .  

On some of the 3D seismic surfaces a channel feature can be identified along 

with a fan shaped feature at its northern end (Figure 4-24). This could be 

interpreted as a fluvial channel with a sedimentary fan deposit at its mouth. The 

linear feature which runs to either side of the river mouth and the landward 

edge of the sedimentary fan (Figure 4-24) could be interpreted as a palaeo-

coastline or shelf. These interpretations can be confirmed with the analysis of 

spectral decomposition data (discussed later). An alternative explanation, for 

this image, is that the channel feature represents a deeper water channel with 

an associated debris fan (e.g. Morton et al. 2002). This explanation is not 

plausible in this region for Balder time however, as the water depth required for 

deep marine channel and fan formation is >500m (Normandeau et al. 2013). As 

the depth thickness of the BF in this region reaches a maximum of ~194m, even 

taking into account subsequent compaction since deposition, it is unlikely that 

these sediments accumulated in water depths as great as this. The stratigraphic 

evidence indicating the presence of a deltaic environment and shallow marine 

processes at this time also eliminates a deep marine interpretation for the 

channel and fan within the 3D surfaces of the Cambo prospect.   
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Figure 4-24 Minimum amplitude (24 ms window thickness with a +12 offset) surface of part 
of the Cambo Prospect with interpretations of the geomorphological features that can be 
interpreted on this surface, for example a large channel feature with a sedimentary fan 
shaped area of paler data at its mouth, which is interpreted at being a depositional fan 
where the fluvial channel meets the shoreline of an ancient BF (T50) aged coastline. 

In most of the 3D surfaces a paler grey or darker grey anomaly can be seen in 

the centre of the Cambo Prospect (e.g. Figure 4-15), or a discontinuous anomaly 

in TWT data (Figure 4-25), and is intersected by Wells 204/10-2 and 204/10-1. 

When picked on TWT seismic sections this anomalous response forms the same 

shape as that created by the grey anomaly in the 3D surfaces. It can be assumed 

that this feature corresponds to the high-gamma-ray response that is observed in 

these two wells (Figure 4-18), and that the seismic anomaly may represent the 

outline of a calmer environment of deposition, such as a bay or lagoon.  
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Figure 4-25 Anomaly within 2D seismic section intersected by Cambo Well 204/10-1, 
compared with the gamma-ray response through the BF. The high gamma-ray response at 
the top of the BF in this well corresponds to the anomaly within the 2D seismic data. 

The elongated nature of this anomaly away from a fluvial channel suggests that 

sediment may have been deposited to the ~SE by longshore drift (Figure 4-26). A 

dominant current direction flowing towards the SE would have caused fine-

grained material to be deposited away from the source of sediment supply (e.g. 

Ta et al. 2002). The fan deposit identified at the mouth of the fluvial system is 

fairly symmetrical suggesting that the current was not strong enough to affect 

the deposition of coarser grains. It is possible that this fan was deposited later, 

after a period of deposition in which longshore drift took place.  This led to a 

relatively symmetrical accumulation of sediment within a fan, with no dispersal 

of grains due to a dominant current. No wells intersect the fan deposit, so the 

lithology of these features is not known and can only be assumed based on the 

understanding of sedimentological processes (Figure 4-26).  



 Chapter 4:The Balder Formation of the Faroe-Shetland Basin, UKCS Quad 204 case study
  295 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

 

Figure 4-26 Interpretation of the area affected by longshore drift in the Cambo prospect. 
  

4.6.2.2 Tornado-Suilven 

Within the Top Cambo Sandstone (TCS) picked horizon of TWT sections in the 

Tornado and Suilven areas the seismic response is disturbed with discontinuous 

and bifurcating responses (Figure 4-27). However, the seismic lines at and below 

the picked TCS in the vicinity of Well 204/14-2 are uniform, continuous and 

parallel, although above this the seismic response is disturbed (Figure 4-21). This 

suggests that the BF in the Tornado and Suilven areas was deposited in a 

dynamic, fluvial environment where channels could form and lenses of 

sedimentary packages could be deposited (Miall 2014). This implies that the area 

was terrestrial during Balder times.   
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Figure 4-27 Bifurcating seismic response within the BF as highlighted on a 2D x-line seismic 
section through the Tornado-Suilven prospect. TCS: Top Cambo Sandstone, a picked 
horizon within the BF. In this section the TCS follows a path that corresponded with the 
surrounding data but does not seem to follow any response in particular. 

Some topographic features of the underling stratigraphy have influenced the 

area where the BF sediments were deposited. For example, to the south of Well 

204/15-1 there is an area of apparent higher relief in the underlying stratigraphy 

and the TCS horizon onlaps this at either side, but does not drape the 

topography (Figure 4-28). This underlying mound- or ridge-like feature may have 

acted as a barrier, trapping and/or shedding sediment to either side of it. 

Another possible interpretation for the nature of this feature is that the BF 

originally draped this mound or ridge but was later eroded from this region of 

higher relief.  
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Figure 4-28 In-line 2D seismic section showing on-lap of the Top Cambo horizon on top of a 
mound in the underlying topography. 
  

The 3D seiscrops created of the Tornado and Suilven areas show many features 

akin to a fluvial system (Figure 4-12). Meandering features are common and can 

be compared with modern day analogues (Figure 4-12 versus Figure 4-29). The 

large-scale area of meandering fluvial channels that has been identified could be 

compared to modern day braided river systems (e.g. Figure 4-29). Many features 

of the fluvial system in the Tornado and Suilven areas can be identified in 

GoogleEarth Ltd (2015) images of the Brahmaputra River and delta in India 

(Figure 4-29). An issue with this correlation is the small scale of the Tornado-

Suilven area (25 km wide) that has been investigated compared to the much 

larger scale of the Brahmuputra River and delta system (500 km wide), although 

it is possible that the area of data analysed around the Tornado and Suilven 

wells is only a small part of a much larger system.  Other similarities can be seen 

with other modern deltas around the world as observed on satellite images and 

those of Google Earth (discussed later).  
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Figure 4-29 Nature of the Brahmaputra River and delta in India (GoogleEarth Ltd 2015). 
These features are comparable to those observed in the Tornado-Suilven field area but on a 
larger scale. 

4.6.2.3 Other note-worthy features 

Towards the north east of the Cambo area lies an anomalous topographic feature 

of roughly BF age, that may represent the presence of a volcanic vent and its  

edifice (Figure 4-30). This is shown by the on-lapping nature of the seismic 

reflectors in this region (Figure 4-30). There is also a strong red reflector visible 

in the seismic sections within this anomalous region which could indicate the 

presence of an igneous intrusion, such as a sill, or volcanic material such as a 

lava flow (Figure 4-30). Additionally, these features could indicate the presence 

of a volcanic edifice.  
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Figure 4-30 In-line (top) and x-line seismic (bottom) sections through an igneous region. 
Note that the Top Cambo horizon on-laps this topographic feature. Note that the Top Cambo 
horizon on-laps this topographic feature. The red reflector could represent the presence of 
an intrusive igneous body such as a sill or could represent volcanic material such as a 
package of lavas. 

4.6.3 Spectral decomposition 

RGB blended spectral decomposition has been used previously in some areas of 

the North Sea and has been used to identify channels, splays, avulsions and 
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remobilised units of sediment within the BF, for example in the Frøy Field of 

Quad 25 (Ackers & Bryn 2015).  

A spectral decomposition model covering the Cambo field was produced by OMV 

based on 3D seismic data. By moving the depth of the data window in this model 

it is possible to observe the movement and meandering of a large fluvial channel 

to the west of the Cambo wells over time (Figure 4-31).  

 

Figure 4-31 Movement of meander over time as shown by moving up through the surface of 
an RGB spectral decomposition surface in the west of the Cambo field.  

In general, red areas indicating the presence of thicker sedimentary packages 

within the Cambo area are present in the south and blue coloured thinner 

packages of strata are present in the north (Figure 4-32). This suggests that 

there is a general thinning of the BF towards the north.  
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Figure 4-32 Interpreted RGB blended spectral decomposition surface of the Cambo field 
showing the main features that can be identified at the level of the BF.  

A bright anomaly in the spectral decomposition model is present in the centre of 

the Cambo field and is intersected by wells 204/10-2 and 204/10-1 (Figure 4-32). 

This feature corresponds to the anomalous region identified in the 3D seismic 

surfaces (e.g. Figure 4-15) and the TWT seismic sections (Figure 4-25). This 

bright area appears to originate at the fluvial channel in the west (Figure 4-32). 

By moving through the spectral decomposition surface it can be seen that lavas 

originating from a remnant volcanic source in the south of the surface are 

present across the south of the Cambo field. Therefore, the fluvial channel 

intersects these lavas and likely eroded them entraining sediment of volcanic 

material. This reworked volcanic material was likely redeposited by the fluvial 

system and subsequent longshore drift and marine processes deeper within the 

basin to the north. The extent of the bright area (suggested to be representative 

of volcaniclastic material deposited by longshore drift to the ~SE) may be fault 

bounded by a major N-S trending fault system (Figure 4-32). 
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4.6.4 Biostratigraphy 

4.6.4.1 Cambo 

Biostratigraphic reports are available for all of the Cambo wells and all state 

that deposition of the BF (T50) occurred in the early Eocene (Mahdi 2004; Jolley 

2011; Costa 2012; Dawson et al. 2013). However, a more precise age is not 

given.  

In these reports the upper and lower boundaries of the BF are given based on 

micro-plankton and pollen types and abundance. For the majority of the Moray 

Group, including the BF, microfossils are sparse (Costa 2012). This could be due 

to ‘highly restricted benthonic conditions’ (Costa 2012) and/or an increase in 

coarser clastic sediment input into the basin at this time (Dawson et al. 2013). 

Reworked palynoflora are found within the BF and generally originate from 

Middle Jurassic strata (Costa 2012), indicating that Jurassic material has been 

incorporated into the younger sedimentary sequence.  

In Wells 204/10a-3, 204/10a-3 and 204/10-1, the base of the BF can be placed 

where there is an influx of Areoligera spp. (Costa 2012). There is also a change 

in the type and abundance of palynofloras between the top of the underlying 

Flett Formation and the BF, which can be used to give a depth location for this 

boundary (Costa 2012). The presence of the BF can also be defined by the 

recognition of Hystrichosphaeridium tubiferum and Inaperturopollenites spp. 

(Costa 2012). Hystrichosphaeridium tubiferum is a type of marine palynomorph 

(Table 4-5; Bowan et al. 2012; Smith et al. 2014) that corresponds to 

nannoplankton zone NP10 (Aleksandrova et al. 2012), which is defined in the 

North Sea and correlates to the early Eocene and the BF (e.g. Knox & Morton 

1988; Bujak & Mudge 1994). The Cambo Sandstone Member can be picked out by 

an increase of Paralecaniella indentata microplankton, which are indicative of 

marginal marine and shallow-marine environments (Table 4-5; Costa 2012). 

These microplankton are euryhaline and are therefore able to survive in waters 

with a variable salinity, although they prefer shallow-water low-salinity 

conditions (Zaporozhets et al. 2006). Paralecaniella indentata were also present 

during the Palaeocene to early Eocene (Elsik 1977), confirming that the BF is of 

this age. A shallow-marine environment is also suggested by the presence of 
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marine dinocysts, including Eocladopyxis spp. and Areoligera spp., which are 

stress-tolerant taxa (Costa 2012). Eocladopyxis spp. occurs in sedimentary rocks 

of Late Paleocene to Early Eocene age (McLean 1976) and is a type of 

dinoflagellate that prefers to inhabit ‘marine-brackish, near-shore’ 

environments such as those found in ‘semi-enclosed, shallow-water bays with 

restricted circulation with the open ocean’ (Table 4-5; McLean 1976). Areoligera 

spp. occur throughout Paleogene sediments; these dinocysts are ‘dominant in 

inner-neritic and coastal environments’ (Table 4-5; Guasti et al. 2005; Soliman 

2012). 

The most detailed explanation of the biostratigraphy and palaeo-environmental 

conditions are given in the report for Well 204/10a-4, which also refers to Well 

204/10a-3. This report concludes that the BF in these wells was deposited in a 

marginal marine setting with most of the Formation having a palynoflora that 

indicates a ‘paralic setting with persistent shallow-marine influences and high 

freshwater input’ (Costa 2012). The palynology of the Cambo Sandstone Member 

corresponds to a marginal marine environment and ‘deposition in a very shallow 

neritic to estuarine setting’ (Costa 2012).  

Observation of miospores such as the pollen Inaperturopollenites spp. suggest 

that the region was near-shore, as these are associated with the proximal 

occurrence of mangrove swamps (Figure 4-32; Costa 2012) in a terrestrial 

environment (Cors et al. 2014). Further evidence for the occurrence of nearby 

swamps or mires (Jolley 2011) is given by the presence of coals, which may have 

formed in a shallow water environment from the accumulation of drift wood and 

other organic material (Jolley 2011). The occurrence of coal suggests that 

localised anoxic conditions were present, which is also suggested by the 

biostratigraphy report for Well 204/10-1 (Mahdi 2003).  

The presence of mangrove swamps supports the interpretation that this region 

would have had a warm and humid climate (e.g. Riegel et al. 2015), as these 

habitats are common to tropical and sub-tropical environments.  
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Table 4-5 List of observed biostratigraphy within the BF of the Cambo wells and the habitats 
that they inhabited.  

A marginal marine location, including deltaic, shallow-marine/inner-neritic and 

paralic depositional palaeo-environments are suggested by the biostratigraphy 

for the Cambo field. The reports also suggest that there is a gradual deepening 

in the aqueous environment northwards, from wells 204/10-2 and 204/10-1, 

which were deposited in a shallow water embayment (Mahdi 2003), to Well 

204/5A-1, which was deposited in a deeper marine, possibly middle-neritic 

marine environment (Jolley 2014).  

4.6.4.2 Tornado-Suilven 

A biostratigraphic report covering the BF is only available for Wells 204/13-1 & 

1z, 204/14-2 and 204/14-2. The level of detail given in these reports is less than 

that provided in the reports for the Cambo wells. 

The biostratigraphy reports conclude that the sediments of the BF were 

deposited in a marginal marine environment where there were localised areas of 

low salinity caused by the presence of rivers and their estuaries entering a 

deltaic setting (Holmes et al. 1999a; 1999b; Viera & Ayress 2010). No specific 

information regarding the microfossils that these interpretations are based on 

are given.  
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It is suggested that the underlying Flett Formation was mainly deposited in a 

non-marine environment (Viera & Ayress 2010). This implies that there was 

increased subsidence or a general increase in relative sea-level between 

deposition of the Flett Formation and the sediments of the BF.  

4.6.5 Comparison of all data  

4.6.5.1 Wire-line 

All of the wire-line data for the Tornado, Suilven and Cambo wells shows that 

the BF is composed of interstratified units of claystone, siltstone and sandstone 

with minor amounts of coal and limestone stringers or carbonate cemented hard 

beds (Figure 4-19, Figure 4-20). The gamma-ray signature generally fluctuates 

more frequently and with a more pronounced magnitude within the Tornado and 

Suilven wells (Figure 4-20) compared to the Cambo wells (Figure 4-19), 

indicating that there is more variability in the lithologies intersected by these 

wells. There are also more units of coal and a greater amount of clearly defined 

upward-fining and upward-coarsening sequences identifiable within the wire-line 

responses of the Tornado and Suilven wells. This implies that the environment of 

deposition in the Tornado and Suilven areas was more dynamic and therefore 

terrestrial or near-shore. The Cambo wells lack coals and are instead dominated 

by greater thicknesses of high density and high neutron-porosity strata, 

indicating the presence of more ‘shaley’ material (Figure 4-19). This may imply 

that the Cambo area was occupied by a shallow-marine to marginal marine 

environment. The Cambo prospect can be described as being off-shore in 

comparison to the Tornado and Suilven prospects during BF time.  

No direct correlations can be made by matching the lithologies between the 

Tornado, Suilven and Cambo wells due to the significant differences in the 

depositional environment of these two adjacent areas during Balder times. A 

general correlation between the two areas can be made, however, when 

considering the stratigraphic succession of deltaic sequences (sub-intertidal 

flats, delta front and pro-delta facies) (Figure 4-33, Figure 4-34).  

The thinning and deepening of the BF towards the north supports a northward 

dipping deltaic succession in this area (Figure 4-33, Figure 4-34). This trend can 
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also be observed in the seismic data supporting this conclusion. This general 

morphology of the facies interpreted within the BF is typical of a delta (e.g. 

Somoza et al. 1998).  

The delta-front facies depicted in the interpretation of all of the wire-line data 

from south to north across the study area (Figure 4-33) have a coarsening-

upwards nature. Coarsening-upwards sequences are characteristic of delta-front 

facies (Ta et al. 2002).  
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Figure 4-33 Correlation of deltaic facies northwards from the Tornado and Suilven prospect 
to the Cambo prospect. Some of the main lithological observations are also labelled. 



 Chapter 4:The Balder Formation of the Faroe-Shetland Basin, UKCS Quad 204 case study
  308 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

4.6.5.2 Seismic 

In-line and x-line seismic sections through the Tornado and Suilven areas are 

generally more disturbed and show a greater degree of bifurcation than those in 

the Cambo area. This supports the above interpretations from the wire-line data 

that the Tornado and Suilven region is dominated by delta-top facies and the 

Cambo prospect is dominated by deeper marine delta front and pro-delta facies.  

A 3D seiscrop that encompasses the two field areas also shows that there are 

clearly observable differences in the environment of deposition between these 

two regions (Figure 4-35). The Tornado and Suilven fields are covered in braided, 

meandering fluvial systems and is therefore terrestrial, whereas to the NE of the 

Tornado and Suilven areas the seismic surface becomes smoother with linear 

strand-plains becoming the dominant characteristic of the Cambo TCS surface 

(Figure 4-34). This shows that there is a change in the environment of deposition 

from terrestrial/fluvial to a marginal marine deltaic environment with deepening 

occurring towards the north.  

Submergence and deepening of the environment of deposition towards the north 

is also supported by the fact that the BF gradually gets deeper within the wells 

from Tornado-Suilven to Cambo (e.g. Figure 4-33). The BF is generally shallower 

in the south in Tornado-Suilven wells than it is to the north in the Cambo wells. 

This is highlighted by the seiscrop topographic image created of the surface of 

the TCS Member, which has a northward dip (Figure 4-9). A limitation to this 

interpretation is the unknown effect of post-depositional tectonic activity on the 

topography of the BF. The presence of en-echelon faults within the Cambo 

prospect (Figure 4-34) suggests that some faulting has occurred since deposition 

of the BF, but the wider implications of this are unknown. 
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Figure 4-34 Figure 4-10 annotated to highlight the main features that can be identified on the 
3D seismic surface between the Tornado-Suilven and Cambo field areas. The Tornado-
Suilven field is dominated by meandering and braided fluvial systems whereas the Cambo 
region is dominated by linear strand-plain like features. Solid red lines striking N-S show the 
location of major faults that intersect the BF. 

The sharp change between the chaotic terrestrial environment of the Tornado 

and Suilven field areas and the smooth strand-plain dominated north indicates 

the limit of the ancient shoreline during deposition of the BF (e.g. Figure 4-34). 

With time the presence of the strand-plains suggests that the shoreline moved 

northwards. The linear nature of the strand-plains suggests that this delta was 

wave-dominated rather than tide-dominated (Reading 1996; Brookfield 2004). 

The strand-plains themselves may have formed during a period of relative sea-

level fall (Somoza et al. 1998; Fraser et al. 2005; Kinsela et al. 2016), although 

strand-plains can also form due to varying sand supply and periods of stable sea 

level (Kinsela et al. 2016). It is generally accepted that a marine transgression 

occurred from the late Palaeocene onwards throughout BF time (e.g. Ebdon et 

al. 1995; Naylor et al. 1999; Morton et al. 2002), however, the conclusion here is 

that the history of relative sea-level during this time is more complicated with 

periods of either stable sea level or regression.  

Suitable modern analogues may be found in tropical regions particularly along 

the west coast of Central America. These fluvial systems have well developed 

strand-plains and wave-dominated deltas along with large scale and small scale 

meandering river channels akin to all of the features identified in the 3D seismic 

surfaces across the study area of UK Quad 204 for BF time (Figure 4-35). These 
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modern systems are also on a comparable scale to the Tornado-Suilven and 

Cambo areas (Figure 4-36).  

 

Figure 4-35 Example of a possible analogue environment along the coast of San Salvador, 
Central America with similar characteristics to those of the Tornado-Suilven and Cambo 
areas labelled (GoogleEarth 2015). 

4.6.5.3 Biostratigraphy 

Limited data or interpretation is given for the Tornado and Suilven wells, 

although it is stated that the underlying Flett Formation was most likely 

deposited in a non-marine environment. The BF generally appears to be a 

continuation of the Flett Formation, so it might therefore be assumed that this 

was also a terrestrial or shallow-marine environment during deposition of the BF. 

It is also suggested that this area was influenced by fluvial or estuarine 

processes, indicating that a fresh-water and saline marine water influence may 

have been present.  

Micro-fossils observed within the cuttings from the Cambo wells suggest that 

there is a northwards deepening in the environment of deposition within the 
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Cambo field area. It is also stated that the BF interval within the Cambo wells 

contains an abundance of miospores related to the presence of nearby swamps. 

Therefore, the Cambo area was near to a terrestrial environment with swamps, 

which could correspond to the Tornado and Suilven region to the south.   

4.6.5.4 Comparison with composite logs 

Study of the composite logs for each of the wells allows a comparison of the 

interpretations made in this study with the basic information that is provided 

from initial interpretations of the wire-line, biostratigraphy, and mud logs based 

on cuttings descriptions, made at the well site. Much of the information of the 

composite logs and well site reports is based on raw data. The composite logs 

support my interpretations for the stratigraphy of the wells, although some 

discrepancies do exist. For example, the interpretation of abundance volcanic 

material within some of the wells (e.g. 204/10a-4) cannot be justified without 

further analysis of cuttings material. In this case only a sedimentary origin can 

be interpreted thus far from the data used in this study. This does not mean that 

interpretations of the volcanic content of the wells, given in the composite logs, 

is incorrect but it also does not confirm the interpretation. Identification of 

volcanic material within the BF for this area does not affect interpretations of 

the environment of deposition but could affect the quality of hydrocarbon seals 

or reservoirs in these areas.  

4.7 Conclusion 

The Balder Formation is dominantly composed of inter-stratified claystone, 

siltstone and sandstone with varying amounts of coal and limestone (Figure 4-19, 

Figure 4-20). The presence of igneous or pyroclastic material within the deposits 

cannot be proved nor disproved with the current data set. The study of cuttings 

material in greater detail than given in the composite logs and final well reports 

would be required to make this distinction.   

During deposition of the Balder Formation sediments the Tornado and Suilven 

field was dominated by a braided, meandering fluvial system in a swampy 

terrestrial near-shore environment with mangrove swamps (Figure 4-36). 

Northwards towards the Cambo field the sedimentary unit of the Balder 
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Formation generally thickens and then thins and becomes more claystone rich 

with fewer units of coal (Figure 4-19). The BF was deposited in a deeper marine 

environment but with abundant fresh-water input into the Cambo area (Figure 

4-36). Other evidence for this includes features such as linear strand-plains 

(Figure 4-34) and alluvial fans with only one large fluvial channel present within 

the Cambo field, in contrast to the more irregular and disturbed area of smaller 

scale meandering fluvial systems in the south (Figure 4-34).  

The linear strand-plain features and the meandering river channel within the 

Cambo field area (e.g. Figure 4-31, Figure 4-32) may have been caused by 

increasing sea-level due to a marine transgression throughout the early Eocene, 

which would have led to the movement of the coastline landwards towards the 

south/SW.  

The wire-line and seismic data, biostratigraphy reports and composite logs all 

suggest that the environment of deposition (basin) gets deeper with a greater 

marine influence towards the north from the Tornado and Suilven region. The 

deltas forming at this time also prograded in this general direction as shown by 

the northwards fining of strata and the decrease in terrestrial organics towards 

the north, as well as the orientation of the strand-plain like lineations (Figure 

4-34, Figure 4-36).  

In the Cambo field area the presence of an anomalous feature within the seismic 

data and seiscrops (Figure 4-15, Figure 4-25) coincides with the presence of 

more claystone rich rocks within the upper section of the BF in Wells 204/10-2 

and 204/10-1 (Figure 4-18). The biostratigraphy reports suggest that the BF 

sediments in these two wells were deposited in a bay (Figure 4-36). This would 

have allowed the presence of calmer, shallower aqueous conditions enabling the 

deposition of fine-grained material. From the observation of a large estuary-like 

feature to the west of the Cambo wells (Figure 4-31, Figure 4-32) and the 

presence of dinocysts that are found within environments of a variable salinity, 

it is possible that this fine-clay was transported into the bay from the 

northwards flowing river system due to longshore drift to the ~SE (Figure 4-26). 

The significant amount of claystone in this area (wells 204/10-1 and 204/10-2; 

Figure 4-18) is restricted due to the bay being the only place where the calm 
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conditions required for deposition and preservation of fine clay-sized grains were 

prevalent. It is suggested in the composite logs that this anomaly indicates the 

presence of tuff, but this would need to be confirmed by the detailed study of 

the cuttings material at the appropriate depths to confirm the presence of 

volcanic material at this interval. The presence of lavas beneath the BF in the 

south of the Cambo field suggests that any volcanic material within these wells 

would be of volcaniclastic nature and would have originated from erosion of the 

underlying lavas.   

Faulting is likely to have been active following deposition of the BF as shown by 

the presence of en-echelon faults intersecting the eastern region of the Cambo 

field area (Figure 4-34). However, it is not known what effect this faulting may 

have had on the overall topography of the BF surface.  



 Chapter 4:The Balder Formation of the Faroe-Shetland Basin, UKCS Quad 204 case study
  314 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

 

Figure 4-36 Summary diagram showing the interpreted lithologies and environment of 
deposition during Balder Formation time (late Palaeocene-early Eocene) across the 
Tornado-Suilven and Cambo prospects in UK Quad 204, with all the main evidence for these  
interpretations also labelled.   
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Chapter 5: The Harwich Formation, East Anglia 

5.1 Introduction 

East Anglia (E. Anglia, herein) and parts of the London Basin are exposed areas 

of the present-day landmass of the UK (Figure 5-1). Throughout the geological 

literature the Early Eocene Wrabness Member (WM) of the Harwich Formation 

(HF) has been cited as being equivalent to the ‘upper tuff-rich section’ of the 

North Sea Balder Formation (BF; Table 5-1; Knox & Ellison 1979; Knox & Morton 

1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Malm et al. 1984; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 

1988; Morton & Knox 1990; Ellison et al. 1994; Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; King 

2016). Only a limited amount of research has been published regarding the 

nature of the WM (Knox & Ellison 1979; Ellison et al. 1994; Hooker 1996; Jolley 

1996), with microscopic and X-ray diffraction chemical studies only being carried 

out by Elliott (1971) and Knox & Ellison (1979). Advances in technology, such as 

the use of a Scanning Electron Microscope (SEM) to view material in microscopic 

detail, allows for a more in-depth investigation into the nature of the sediments 

that comprise these deposits, following on from the initial investigations of 

Elliott (1971) and Knox & Ellison (1979). The Paleocene and Eocene successions 

in E. Anglia have been summarised recently by King (2016), in the form of a 

literature review with limited additional original data, and no petrological 

observations. 

 

Table 5-1 Divisions of the Late Palaeocene to Early Eocene stratigraphy relevant to this 
study (Knox & Holloway 1992; Knox & Morton 1988; Ebdon et al. 1995; BGS 2016; King 
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2016). Paly: Palynological zone. Micro: Microfossil zone. The HF of the Thames Group is an 
Early Eocene formation that coincides with magnetochron C24r. The Formation is the 
stratigraphic equivalent of the Balder Formation of the North Sea and Faroe Shetland basins 
(NSB and FSB, respectively).  

The Shotley Borehole was drilled in 1977, from which core through Early Eocene 

deposits was recovered, including tuff-rich intervals (Figure 5-1). The core was 

described in detail by Ellison & Knox (BGS Shotley borehole records, 1977; Knox 

& Ellison 1979); however, since this description was made our understanding of 

the Early Eocene stratigraphy has advanced, including multiple revisions of 

formation and member names and boundaries (Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & Jolley 

1996; Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Aldiss 2014). Yet, the literature on these deposits 

has barely changed since initial observations were made in the 1970s. 

 

Figure 5-1 Location of the study area in the UK (inset map), the location of the study areas 
within E. Anglia and the distribution of Palaeogene sedimentary deposits (shaded). NSB: 
North Sea Basin (from Knox 1996). The field localities can be seen in more detail in Figure 
5-7 and Figure 5-16.  
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The Harwich Formation (HF) was introduced as a Formation of the Thames Group 

by Ellison et al. (1994), and was described as: 

‘Bioturbated silty clays and sandy, clayey silts with subordinate, 
partly glauconitic, sandy silts and silty sands. Volcanic ash beds are 
common in the top part and sporadic in the lower part.’ 

Subsequent sub-divisions of the HF were proposed by Jolley (1996), based on 

palynological association sequences. Observations of palynoflora (Table 5-1) 

within the HF led Jolley (1996) to propose the presence of the Wrabness Member 

(WM), and to suggest that deposition of this unit began 54.27 million years ago 

(Ma); no margin of error is stated for this.  

The Harwich Stone Band (HSB) is a calcite-cemented hard band that can be used 

as a marker unit within the WM. This unit was first recorded by Elliott (1971), in 

a study that provided the first account of volcanic ash within the sequence in E. 

Anglia: 

‘Sectioning reveals that the band contains variable amounts of 
volcanic ash, and is sometimes largely composed of it…It contains 
angular brown glass pyroclasts, some of which are streaky and 
resemble pumice, crystal fragments (often plagioclase), and lithic 
fragments full of opaque granules and containing minute elongate 
feldspar crystals.’ 

What follows in this chapter will build upon the work carried out by Elliott 

(1971), and Knox & Ellison (1977, 1979), to investigate the strata of the WM and 

comment on its volcanic content. Firstly the relevant geological history (Section 

5.2) will be provided, followed by the results (Section 5.5) of the present study. 

The results will then be discussed (Section 5.8), and the conclusions of this given 

(Section 5.9).  

5.2 Geological history 

The HF is part of the Thames Group, which is present across SE England (Figure 

5-1; Table 5-1, Table 5-2; Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Royse 

et al. 2012; Aldiss 2014; King 2016). The Formation was deposited in the Early 

Eocene during C24r and corresponds to nannoplankton zone NP10 (Table 5-1; 

Brooks 1980; Knox & Morton 1988; Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & Jolley 1996; King 
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2016); it has also been correlated with the early Eocene Apectodinium 

hyperacanthum dinoflagellate zone (Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & Jolley 1996). The 

HF includes the WM following sequence associations of palynoflora, Jolley (1996) 

places the basal sediments of the WM at 54.27 Ma, with the main period of 

deposition of the HF occurring between 54.0 and 54.5 Ma (Ali & Jolley 1996; 

Jolley 1996).  

The HF correlates with the Early Eocene sedimentary rocks of the adjacent North 

Sea Basin (NSB), including the BF, (e.g. Elliot 1971; Knox & Ellison 1979; Knox & 

Morton 1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Malm et al. 1984; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & 

Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; Ellison et al. 1994; Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; 

Aldiss 2014; King 2016) and is therefore considered to be an extension of the 

same stratigraphical sequence. The base of the HF is defined by an unconformity 

that cuts through the underlying Lambeth Group (Table 5-2; Ellison et al. 1994; 

Ali & Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Royse et al. 2012; King 2016), which represents a 

period of non-deposition that may have lasted around 0.4 million years (Ali & 

Jolley 1996). The London Clay Formation disconformably overlies the HF (Ellison 

et al. 1994; Royse et al. 2012). Within the study area, the HF was deeply eroded 

by Pleistocene glacial activity and its upper contact with the London Clay 

Formation cannot be seen (Table 5-2; e.g. Aldiss 2014). Therefore, the Early 

Eocene stratigraphy of E. Anglia is incomplete (e.g. Knox & Ellison 1979; Ellison 

et al. 1994; Knox 1996). The exposed sections are also much thinner than the 

corresponding succession observed within the NSB (see Chapter 3:).  
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Table 5-2 Stratigraphic divisions of London and E.Anglia (Aldiss 2014). The Harwich 
Formation (HF) is part of the Thames Group; this formation overlies the Lambeth Group and 
is overlain by the London Clay Formation. The HF is sub-divided into the Orwell, Wrabness 
(WM), Blackheath, Oldhaven and Swanscombe members. The WM contains a marker bed 
known as the Harwich Stone Band (HSB).  

During deposition of the HF, E. Anglia was occupied by a shallow, marginal 

marine (marine/inner- to mid-neritic) environment that was an extension of the 

southern NSB (Elliot 1971; Ali & Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Kender et al. 2012; 

Royse et al. 2012; Aldiss 2014; King 2016). This marine environment was likely to 

have been restricted, as the North Sea was isolated from oceanic circulation 

with the North Atlantic at this time (Knox & Harland 1979; Mudge & Bliss 1983; 

Mudge & Copestake 1992a; Knox 1996; Steurbaut et al. 2009; Kender et al. 2012; 

Aldiss 2014). This restriction resulted in a low diversity of fauna and flora in the 

E. Anglian deposits (Ellison et al. 1994; Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Mudge & Bujak 

1996;), throughout the NSB (Mudge & Bujak 1996; Knox 1996; Steurbaut et al. 

2009), and elsewhere across NW Europe, particularly in the Paris and Belgian 

basins (Steurbaut et al. 2009). 
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A limited number of biostratigraphical observations have been made within the 

HF or the WM (Table 5-3; Elliot 1971; Knox & Ellison 1979; King 1981; Ellison et 

al. 1994; Hooker 1996; Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Mudge & Bujak 1996; King 2016). 

The dinoflagellate Deflandrea oebisfeldensis is found within the WM, and has 

been applied as a biozone within the Early Eocene HF (Jolley 1996; King 2016). 

Various microfossil gastropods have been noted from the HSB, for example, 

Heliconoides (Spiratella, Valvatina) mercinensis (Table 5-3; King 1981; King 

2016). Macrofossils have also been identified, for example, the horse-like 

mammal Pliolophus vulpiceps has been found within the HSB (Hooker 1996). The 

HSB also forms a reference unit for the occurrence of macrofossils defined as 

part of the PE III Platychoerops daubrei-Cantius eppsi Concurrent Range Zone 

(Table 5-3), which can be used to locate the position of the Palaeocene-Eocene 

boundary and correlate the stratigraphy of the London, Paris and Belgian basins 

(Hooker 1996). 

The limited presence of micro-fossils within the Early Eocene deposits of SE 

England may be due to deposition within a shallow marginal marine environment 

with a low salinity (Knox 1996; Royse et al. 2012; Aldiss 2014; King 2016), with 

the presence of very restricted types of micro-flora (Knox 1996), which support 

this interpretation. Glauconite has been observed within the sediments of the 

HF, the occurrence of which is generally limited to a marine environment, and 

particularly marine lowstands or the early stages of sea-level rise, which also 

supports this interpretation (Jeans et al. 2000).  
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Table 5-3 Dinoflagellates, micro-fossils and macro-fossils identified at the Palaeocene-
Eocene boundary in the WM of E. Anglia (King 1981; Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & Jolley 1996; 
Hooker 1996; Jolley 1996; King 2016).  

From the Late Palaeocene to the Early Eocene, sea-level fluctuated in response 

to regressive-transgressive cycles (Table 5-4; Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; Deegan 

& Scull 1977; Knox & Harland 1979; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Mudge & Copestake 

1992a; Waagstein & Heilmann-Clausen 1995; Ali & Jolley 1996; Jolley 1996; Knox 

1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Smallwood & Gill 2002; Jolley & Bell 2002; Aldiss 2014), 

causing the position of the coastline of the surrounding landmasses to migrate 
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over time. Overall, there was a gradual marine transgression throughout the 

Early Eocene and onwards, which led to a gradual deepening of the marine 

environment (Table 5-4; Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; Knox & Harland 1979; Knox & 

Morton 1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Mudge & Copestake 1992a; Waagstein & 

Heilmann-Clausen 1995; Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Smallwood & Gill 2002; Jolley & 

Bell 2002), as indicated by thick accumulations of clay within the London Clay 

Formation, (Knox & Harland 1979; Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & Jolley 1996; Royse et 

al. 2012; Aldiss 2014). Fluctuations in relative sea-level during the Late 

Palaeocene to Early Eocene may correspond to tectonic and igneous activity 

(Table 5-4). Rifting and the initiation of sea floor spreading within the NE 

Atlantic led to the separation of Greenland from NW Europe around 54.5 - 54 Ma 

(Halam 1972; Knox & Harland 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; Knox 1996; Nadin et al. 

1997), corresponding with periods of fluctuating sea-level in the NSB. At this 

time the region was also beginning to be affected by compression related to the 

beginning of the Alpine Orogeny in the south (Aldiss 2014; Newell 2014). 
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In E. Anglia, the HF has a typical thickness of 15 - 20 m (Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & 

Jolley 1996), reaching a maximum thickness of 40 m (Ali & Jolley 1996; Knox 

1996). The HF contains abundant glauconitic sands and sandy clays, along with 

tuffs that individually reach a maximum thickness of 4 cm within the upper 

levels of the Formation (Figure 5-2; Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & Jolley 1996). These 

sediments were likely deposited in a shallow/shelf marine environment (Ali & 

Jolley 1996; Royse et al. 2012; Aldiss 2014). Mudstone/distal facies are dominant 

in the northern deposits, around Norfolk, and sandstone/proximal facies are 

dominant in the south, around Ipswich (Figure 5-3; Ellison et al. 1994; Knox 

1996). In the field, correlation of deposits within this Formation is hampered due 

to rapid facies changes and discontinuous beds towards the north (Knox 1996); 

there is an ‘absence of regionally distinctive lithostratigraphical markers’ within 

the HF, making local and regional correlations difficult (Knox 1996). These 

laterally distinct facies changes are suggested to correspond to a deepening of 

the marine environment towards the north (Figure 5-3; Ellison et al. 1994; Knox 

1996). 

 

Figure 5-2 Diagram showing the variations in the stratigraphy of the Harwich Formation (HF) 
throughout E. Anglia (from Ellison et al. 1994). 
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Figure 5-3 . Palaeo-environmental facies interpretations for 56.5 Ma and 55 Ma within the 
North Sea and Southern England (Knox 1996). At ca. 56.5 Ma, the study area (red star) lay 
between a true deep marine environment and a shallow marine environment of deposition. 
At ca. 55 Ma, the study area was most likely dominated by a paralic environment of 
deposition.  

The WM is a member of the HF (Table 5-2; Jolley 1996), that contains a lower 

tuffaceous siltstone (Unit A of Jolley 1996), with an upper unit of ash-free 

siltstones and structureless sandstones (Unit B of Jolley 1996). An offshore 

muddy depositional environment has been suggested for the WM (Knox 1996), 

although the water depth or energy levels of the environment implied by this 

‘offshore’ setting are not stated.  

Subsidence of NW Europe during the Early Eocene may have led to an increase in 

relative sea-level preceding deposition of the WM (Knox 1996). Subsequent to 

this, uplift may have occurred due to the magmatic activity and the initial 

impact of the Iceland Plume within the rifting NE Atlantic and formation of the 
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North Atlantic Igneous Province (NAIP) (Table 5-4; e.g. Jacqué & Thouvenin 

1975; Knox & Morton 1983; Knox 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 

1990; Ali & Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; Harland et al. 2000; 

Torsvik et al. 2001; Larsen et al. 2003; Gutjahr et al. 2017). Uplift and eastward 

tilting of the UK during the Early Eocene may have been associated with 

initiation of sea-floor spreading and formation of the NE Atlantic Ocean (Hallam 

1972; Knox 1996); this uplift would likely have created a period of relative sea-

level fall, followed by a relative increase in sea-level and a marine transgression 

(Table 5-4; e.g. Knox 1996; Jolley 1996; Nadin et al. 1997). This sequence of 

fluctuating sea-levels can explain the occurrence of periodic regressive 

progradational sequences observed in the WM (e.g. Ali & Jolley 1996; Jolley 

1996). At least seven parasequences, representing periods of relative sea-level 

rise have been proposed within the WM, based on palynological associations 

(Jolley 1996). A phase of subsidence is also associated with the major marine 

transgression interpreted for the London Clay Formation above the HF (Table 

5-2; Figure 5-5), possibly caused by thermal subsidence following the onset of 

sea-floor spreading within the NE Atlantic (King 1981; Knox 1996; Nadin et al. 

1997; Aldiss 2014).  

The WM includes the Harwich Stone Band (HSB), which is a 15 cm thick calcite-

cemented layer that contains a well preserved tuff bed (Elliott 1971; Knox & 

Ellison 1979; Ali & Jolley 1996; King 2016). Other cemented discontinuous 

concretions are also present within this Member (Elliott 1971; Ellison et al. 1994; 

Ali & Jolley 1996) and most likely formed early during diagenesis, allowing 

preservation of ash as tuffs, at least, within the HSB (Elliott 1971).  

Elliott (1971) first identified one ash layer within the HSB in E. Anglia; since then 

44 ash-layers have been reported within the HF of the Shotley Borehole by Knox 

& Ellison (1979), with at least 32-34 identified within the WM (Figure 5-4; Knox & 

Ellison 1979; Ali & Jolley 1996; Jolley 1996). These volcanic deposits are 

considered to be relatively continuous, with varying thicknesses along section 

due to reworking (Elliott 1971; Knox & Harland 1979); no further details of this 

reworking is given. If the volcanic material has been reworked, then these 

deposits should be considered like any other sediment and defined a being 

volcaniclastic, rather than being referred to as ash, which implies primary 
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deposition, for example as direct fall-out from an eruption cloud (see Chapter 

1:). Primary deposition of ash or any other tephra would likely involve different 

depositional processes and have different grain-scale characteristics to those 

deposited as a result of reworking. 

 

Figure 5-4 Summary log representing the stratigraphy at Wrabness, as described by Jolley 
(1996). This section suggests that at least 32 tuff layers have been identified in the WM. gl: 
glauconite; v: ash-layer; c: calcite concretions. Unit A contains the greatest abundance of 
volcanic material, whereas tuffs are not present in unit B, at the top of the WM. At 
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Wrabness, the WM is directly overlain by the Walton Member of the London Clay Formation 
(Table 5-2). The research detailed in this chapter investigates this same section at Wrabness 
with new data that contradicts this (see results, discussion and conclusions of this 
chapter). 

The ash of the tuffs within the WM and adjacent NSB BF (Figure 5-5), was 

erupted toward the end of the Phase 2 volcanism of Knox & Morton (1983) 

(Figure 5-6), associated with formation of the NAIP (Knox & Morton 1983; Knox 

1996; Haaland et al. 2000; Ross et al. 2005; Brooks 2006; see Chapter 3:). Phase 

2 volcanism has been divided into sub-phases, according to the stratigraphy, 

grain characteristics and the geochemical composition of the deposits (Knox & 

Morton 1983; Knox 1984; Haaland et al. 2000). The tephra deposited within the 

WM corresponds to sub-phase 2b (Figure 5-6; Knox & Morton 1983; Mudge & Bliss 

1983; Knox 1984; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; 

King 2016; see Chapter 3:). 

 

Figure 5-5 Map showing the estimated regions of deposition for ash deposits in the North 
Sea and NW Europe (from Knox & Harland 1979). The maximum extent of the Eocene 
transgression is also shown. 
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Figure 5-6 Distribution of ash corresponding to each volcanic phase and sub-phase 
identified by Knox & Morton (1983). Dashed lines show the estimated extent of ash 
distribution during each phase. Grey shaded areas show where ash has been preserved 
(from Knox & Morton 1988). Stars show the position of the field localities in E.Anglia. 

It has been proposed that the ashes of sub-phase 2b tuffs was erupted during the 

initiation of sea-floor spreading and development of the NE Atlantic Ocean, 

alongside impact of the proto-Icelandic plume and the changes in crustal tension 

associated with these events (Knox & Harland 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; Ritchie 

& Hitchen 1996; Torsvik et al. 2001; Larsen et al. 2003). Previous studies have 

shown the igneous component of these sediments to be of basaltic composition 

(Pedersen et al. 1975; Malm et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 

1990; Haaland et al. 2000; Larsen et al. 2003; Brooks et al. 2006).  
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Large volumes of ash can be produced from basaltic magma during hydrovolcanic 

eruptions, where highly explosive magma-water/fuel-coolant interactions take 

place (Sheridan & Wohletz 1983; Elliot et. al. 1992; White 1996; Trigila et al. 

2007). These interactions enhance the level or degree of fragmentation, 

producing large quantities of fine-grained tephra (e.g. Graettinger et al. 2013). 

The basaltic composition of the volcanic material and its reported abundance in 

the Early Eocene deposits of E. Anglia suggest that highly explosive 

hydrovolcanic eruptions were needed to disperse this tephra to locations 1000-

2000 km away (Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; Knox 1984; Knox 1996; Jolley & Bell 

2002) from their interpreted source within the NE Atlantic Ocean (Larsen et al. 

2003; Egger & Brückl 2006; Larsen. pers. coms. 2015; Carriol et al. 2016).  

5.3 Aims and objectives 

The WM of the HF is an important onshore sequence where a directly 

corresponding stratigraphic sequence to the North Sea BF can be observed (King 

2016). It is therefore appropriate to analyse these easily accessible exposures to 

gain a better understanding of the depositional environment(s) of the BF. 

Analysis of the WM can also help with identifying the source of the sediments, 

the nature of the depositional environment(s), and post-depositional processes. 

In addition to this, petrological analysis allows the identification and 

quantification of igneous components. One of the key aims of the present 

investigation is to determine the distribution, depositional environment and 

conditions of preservation of the pyroclastic component, and what this informs 

about the eruption dynamics and possible source of the volcanism.  

It is assumed in the published literature that there is an abundant volcanic 

component to the Early Eocene stratigraphy of E. Anglia, but very little detailed 

analysis of the nature of this material has been published (see section 5.2 

Geological History). Thus, a more in-depth analysis of the stratigraphy and 

samples from these locations is vital for our wider understanding of the 

volcanism that affected NW Europe during the Early Eocene, and our knowledge 

of the characteristics of the NSB BF with its significant volcanic component. This 

research investigates the volcanic content of the same units previously studied 

by those previously (i.e. Elliott 1971; Knoc & Ellison 1979; Jolley 1996). 
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Additional aims that support these objectives are to collect and produce 

quantifiable data representative of the clastic and pyroclastic components of 

deposits using image analysis methodology.  

5.4 Methods 

Fieldwork was conducted over a total of three days along the River Stour and 

Orwell estuaries in E. Anglia, UK (Figure 5-1). Five sites were chosen for a 

detailed study of the WM: Wrabness (type locality), Harkstead, Levington to 

Nacton, Stutton and Walton-on-the-Naze (Table 5-5). With additional data 

produced via study of the Shotley Borehole B core (Table 5-5) housed at the 

British Geological Survey (BGS) core-store in Nottingham. 

 

Table 5-5 Locations of sample sites for the WM. Shotley Borehole B was accessed at the 
BGS core-store (Nottingham); all other localities are field-locations where direct 
observations of exposures were made. 

Samples were taken from each of the localities for petrological analysis. 

Sampling was problematic due to the highly weathered and altered nature of the 

exposed rocks; many of the samples are very fragile and easily broken. Kubana 

tins were proposed as a solution to this problem, but given the solid nature of 

the rocks when completely dry their use was not possible. It may be possible to 

use Kubana tins for sample collection during long spells of wet weather, 
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although this could make sampling more dangerous and lead to contamination of 

surfaces by the movement of material from higher levels in the exposure to the 

surface below, or between cracks into the rocks. It should be noted that the 

rocks quickly swell in contact with water. The exposures can only be accessed at 

low tide in most cases. Borehole samples from the Shotley Borehole were 

studied in detail via lithological logging and sampling at the BGS core-store, 

Nottingham. 

During sampling, in the field and at the core-store, the way-up of each sample 

was recorded. Notes, sketches and photographs were collected to document the 

locations of each of the samples and the general nature of the sequences that 

they were taken to represent.  

Systematic sampling was attempted on a second sampling session at the 

exposure between Levington and Nacton. This involved the collection of samples 

from each identifiable sequence, upward from the HSB, and was carried out in 

this way in an attempt to sample each bed identified by a variation in the colour 

of the rock. Samples from higher levels in the sequence were sampled by 

traversing the exposure, while tracing picked units, to areas where access could 

be achieved. The highest levels of the exposures were out of reach and could 

not be sampled.  

Samples were taken where possible from Shotley Borehole B, although the highly 

fragmented nature of the borehole core limited the amount of material that 

could be selected for further study. An aim of this sampling session was to 

sample areas that may correspond to material previously obtained from the field 

sites, such as the HSB.  

Initial thick-sections of the samples were prepared at the University of Glasgow 

with great difficulty, using kerosene as a replacement for water to reduce any 

swelling of the rock. Further polished thin-sections impregnated with a blue 

resin were prepared using kerosene by ALS Petrography.  

Petrographic analysis was conducted on polished thin-sections using plane-

polarised light (PPL), cross-polarised light (XPL), and reflected light (RL) 
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microscopy. Where sections are thick or contain abundant clay-sized grains, RL 

was the only form of optical microscope analysis that could be used to gain any 

information about the nature of the samples. Subsequent analysis was conducted 

on a Zeiss Scanning Electron Microscope (SEM) to provide more detailed images 

of the samples and their components. SEM images were used for image analysis 

to provide quantitative data on grain characteristics. More information on the 

methods used can be found in section 1.3 Methods.  

5.5 Results 

5.5.1 Field observations 

 

Figure 5-7 Field views illustrating the general nature of the various localities. All of the 
localities have the same general character, with sub-horizontal stratification shown by 
changes in the colour of the rock, and exposed in sub-vertical estuary cliffs. See Figure 5-16 
for a more detailed view of the location map. 

In general, all of the exposures studied in E. Anglia have a similar appearance 

(Figure 5-7). The bedded nature of the deposits of the WM make them easily 

identifiable, and the HSB forms a prominent marker-unit that is more resistant 
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to weathering and can be identified, where exposed, at each location (Figure 

5-8; Knox & Ellison 1979). 

 

Figure 5-8 Comparison of the nature of the WM between sites from Stutton in the west to 
Harkstead in the east. HSB: Harwich Stone Band. Different grey-scales are used to reflect 
the position of pale and darker grey units witnessed in the exposures. In published 
literature the position and abundance of pale grey layers marks the position of tuff beds 
(Knox & Ellison 1979; interpreted from Jolley 1996 logs). The best preserved and easily 
accessible exposure of the WM can be found in the cliff section between Levington and 
Nacton, although, the most complete section occurs at Harkstead. 
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5.5.1.1 Wrabness  

The WM is exposed in low cliffs to the south of the River Stour at Wrabness 

[51o56’49.49”N 1o9’42.51”E to 51o56’46.31”N 1o9’19.76”E]. This location is the 

type locality for the WM, as stated in the literature (Aldiss 2014; BGS Lexicon of 

named rocks). The fragile cliffs are composed of highly altered rock and loose 

scree of grey clays and silts with paler grey/white continuous centimetre-scale 

bands. Up to 18 pale grey/white units can be identified within a ca. 6 m high 

cliff section that provides the thickest and most laterally continuous exposure 

along this section of the estuary [51o56’49.49”N 1o9’42.51”E]. At the base of the 

exposure is a thicker (ca. 50 cm) calcite-cemented layer known as the Harwich 

Stone Band (HSB; Elliot 1971; Knox & Ellison 1979). Above the HSB is a claystone 

that is a significant blue colour when observed on a fresh surface (Figure 5-9). 

This clay band is more consolidated than the surrounding material and has a 

total thickness of ca. 55 mm, although the thickness appears to vary, as 

indicated by lateral colour variations caused by alteration. Diffuse laminations 

can also be identified within this bed in some places (Figure 5-9). This blue band 

is laterally continuous across local exposures, along an interval of <100 m. Blue 

claystone bands have been described in the literature as being tuff-rich intervals 

(Knox & Ellison 1979; Jolley 1996; Giresse & Wiewióra 1999; King 2016). Sample 

WRAB_02 was obtained from this bed for detailed component analysis; this unit 

is named the ‘Wrabness Blue Band’ herein. 
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Figure 5-9 Prominent blue band comprised of clay can be seen in a fresh exposure at the 
base of the estuarine cliffs at Wrabness. This band is locally continuous and is found just 
above the HSB. Diffuse (faint) laminations can be seen within the blue band (B-C).  

5.5.1.2 Harkstead  

A river cliff section that exposes the WM, up to ca. 3.5 m high and several 

hundreds of metres long, is exposed on the north side of the River Stour at 

Harkstead [51o57’34.72”N 1o10’57.93”E]. The basal contact of the member is not 

exposed but an upper erosional contact is exposed where Pleistocene glacial 

deposits lie unconformably on top in channel-like erosional features (Figure 

5-10). The surface of the exposure is highly weathered and fragmented. The cliff 

is composed of claystones and siltstones that are highly erodible and swell when 

wet, and fracture and crumble when dry. Continuous layers of pale grey and 

darker grey rock can be traced along the entire length of the exposure. 
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Figure 5-10 Regional unconformity between the Eocene HF (Wrabness Member) and 
Pleistocene glacial deposits shown by an infilled channel cutting through the Early Eocene 
sedimentary rocks exposed in a ca. 5 m high cliff at Harkstead. Multiple discontinuous 
carbonate-cemented hard bands can be seen at this locality. Ca. 1 m from the base of the 
cliff lies the HSB; here this band is discontinuous and sections pinch-out along section. 

Calcite-cemented concretions of varying thickness, are present continuously and 

discontinuously along the exposure. At first glance, these concretions appear to 

follow particular bedding planes, but, on closer inspection, do not: they are 

random and often jump across bed boundaries (Figure 5-10). The concretions are 

more resistant to weathering and erosion, and form ledges that protrude from 

the cliff. The HSB is present ca. 1 m from the base of the cliff; here the HSB 

varies in thickness, commonly pinching out completely, and also appears to jump 

slightly across bed boundaries (Figure 5-10). On the upper surface of the HSB 

there is evidence of bioturbation that can be identified by the presence of 

abundant trace fossils (Figure 5-11; Ellison et al. 1994; Obst et al. 2015), 
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particularly on loose blocks lying on the beach below the cliffs. Cross-sections 

through cylindrical endichnia burrows (Rindsberg 2012), can be seen in vertical 

sections through the HSB (Figure 5-11c). Features that resemble root or burrow 

structures are preserved as trace fossils that lie both parallel and perpendicular 

to the bedding surface (Figure 5-11d-f). These fossil types may be 

representatives of the Skolithos and/or Cruziana Inchofacies typical of shoreface 

environments (Pemberton et al. 2012); alternatively they may be associated 

with a Scoyenia Ichnofacies typical of lacustrine environments (Scott et al. 

2012), or assemblages that are formed by bioturbation in a hemipelagic/pelagic 

basin (Wetzel & Uchman 2012). Therefore, these trace-fossils are evidence of 

subaqueous deposition, most likely associated with a shoreface or shallow-

marine setting. 
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Figure 5-11 Trace fossils identified within the HSB at Harkstead.  A) A straight burrow or 
track seen parallel to bedding. B) Curved sections through burrows, or the surface 
expression of curved tracks observed parallel to bedding. C) Cross-section through the 
HSB, with abundant bioturbation present as an inclined burrow (top-most arrow), and cross-
sections through cylindrical endichnia burrows that lie parallel to bedding. D) Cross-section 
of two cylindrical sections through body fossils or burrows that intersect a sub-horizontal 
bedding plane. E-F) Possible body fossils, or root structures that lie parallel to bedding. The 
circular cross-section of a burrow or body fossil on the right of image F, has an orientation 
that is not parallel to bedding. 

5.5.1.3 Levington/Nacton  

The deposits exposed in the river cliffs adjacent to Levington, between Nacton 

and Levington [52o0’5.97”N 1O14’28.07”E], have been poorly documented in 

previous literature (Ali & Jolley 1996). The exposures of the WM include material 

from below the HSB, to near the eroded top of the Member (Figure 5-12; Ali & 

Jolley 1996), in cliffs up to ca. 10 m high. This is therefore the most complete 
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section of the WM that has been investigated during the present study; it is also 

the best preserved and therefore surpasses the type locality at Wrabness in 

terms of its suitability as a representative section through the WM. 

The exposure here is composed of siltstones and fine sandstones, with an 

abundant clay content indicated by the general swelling nature of the deposits 

when in contact with water. Continuous bands of varying colour can be observed 

within the exposure, although in hand specimen these do not appear to 

correspond to any observable changes in grain-size or composition. It is possible 

the differences in microscopic minerals within the clay matrix, or changes in 

bulk composition are the cause of these colour variations.  

The HSB effervesces slightly with 10% hydrochloric acid, confirming the presence 

of a calcite cement. As at other locations (e.g. Harkstead), the HSB does not 

always occupy the same stratigraphic interval and may actually jump between 

various beds showing that it is not an original feature of the stratigraphy and 

that it likely formed during diagenesis (e.g. Elliott 1971). In some areas the HSB 

is deformed and contains extensional fractures that have been filled with fibrous 

calcite. The presence of these features suggests that some form of post-

depositional and syn- or post-diagenetic deformation has taken place. The HSB 

at this locality is less resistant to weathering compared to the HSB at Harkstead. 

This could be due to the presence of thick vegetation overhanging the cliff 

section at Levington-Nacton, with vegetation affecting the chemistry of water 

that runs down the cliff during periods of rainfall and enhancing weathering of 

the HSB at this locality. There does not appear to be any observable difference 

in the nature of the HSB between the localities; therefore, differences in 

composition of the HSB are not likely to be the cause of the differences observed 

in weathering of the HSB.  

According to Ali & Jolley (1996) ‘a number of degraded ash beds’ can be 

observed within the exposure at Levington. However, a true identification of 

fine-grained volcanic clasts cannot be achieved in the field by eye. Additional 

interpretations of the volcanic content of the deposits at this location had to be 

conducted later via optical microscopy and SEM analysis of systematically 

collected samples (Figure 5-12; see below). 
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Figure 5-12 Field view and log of the site between Levington and Nacton with arrows 
indicating the positions of samples.  The pale and dark grey colours within the log to the left 
reflect the position of pale and dark grey units observed in the field. 

Two normal faults, with an apparent vertical displacement of ca. 1 m, can be 

seen within this cliff section (Figure 5-13). Further along the section, to the 

west, in a larger exposure, a third fault with a larger displacement can be seen. 

At [TM 22543 33672] the HSB appears to be plastically deformed but not faulted. 
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In the deformed regions of the HSB, extensional fractures are filled with fibrous 

calcite and calcite veins. The surrounding non-cemented material appears to 

have been faulted, with some smearing of finer grains along the fault boundary 

(R. Walker. pers. coms. 2017). The timing of this faulting is unknown and may be 

related to structural influences of the nearby Ipswich-Felixstowe high (J. Smith. 

pers. coms. 2017). 

 

Figure 5-13 Normal fault with ca. 1 m apparent displacement within the WM exposed 
between Levington and Nacton. Two prominent pale grey/white bands have been 
highlighted to show the displacement of the strata. The HSB is not faulted but has 
undergone ductile deformation. 

5.5.1.4 Stutton 

Good field exposures of the WM are found within the roots of large trees 

perched on the cliff edge along the northern edge of the River Stour at Stutton 

[51O57’21.87”N 1O6’59.96”E]. Exposures are a little over a metre thick and are 

composed of heavily weathered and eroded material (Figure 5-14). Continuous 

pale grey and darker grey bands can be traced between the exposures (Figure 

5-14). Some traceable fainter pale brown layers are also visible upon closer 

inspection. At least 13 bands of pale grey material, interbedded with 

grey/brown material, can be identified within the exposure. Here, the 

interbedded material appears to have a coarser grain-size in general, for 

example being composed of silt-sized material, rather than clay, as observed at 

the other localities. The continuous beds have sharp basal contacts, although the 
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nature of the upper contacts is less clear; it is possible that the upper contacts 

are more diffuse and may indicate that the beds are normally graded. 

 

Figure 5-14 Banded character of the WM exposed beneath trees in the cliffs at Stutton. The 
sequence comprises interbedded dark grey and pale grey/white siltstones; the pale grey 
units occur with a relatively regular periodicity, upwards through the section. 

5.5.1.5 Walton-on-the-Naze 

Very little of the WM is exposed in the cliff sections of Walton-on-the-Naze 

[51o52’49.47”N 1o17’21.94”E to 51o52’1.28”N 1o17’25.63”E]. Here the top of the 

Wrabness Member is exposed at the base of the sea cliffs (e.g. Jolley 1996).  

Two diffuse, green beds can be identified at the base of the sea cliffs where 

exposure is best. These beds are of clay/silt grade and slightly coarser-grained 

compared to the surrounding claystones. These two units may be the two ash 

layers identified at this locality by Jolley (1996) (Figure 5-19). No further 

information could be gained from these deposits during this study due to the 

altered nature of the rock, the lack of good exposure, and its position at sea-

level. 
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Figure 5-15 Summary log for Walton-on-the-Naze as described by Jolley (1996).  

5.5.1.6 Shotley B borehole 

Borehole material was obtained from Shotley Borehole B [51o57’52.86”N 

1o15’53.69”E] and is stored at the BGS core-store in Nottingham. The core was 

initially described by Ellison & Knox in 1977. However, since these descriptions 

were made, the location of formation boundaries have changed and the WM has 

been introduced (Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & Jolley 1996; Jolley 1996). To avoid 

confusion it was necessary to fully describe and log the core afresh (Figure 

5-17). 
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Figure 5-16 Location of the Shotley Borehole relative to the field localities between the River 
Stour and Orwell. The location of (B) is indicated by the red box on a map of the UK (A). B) 
Shotley Borehole (red circle) lies to the east of Harkstead (HARK), Levington-Nacton (LEV-
NAC), Stutton (STUTT) and Wrabness (WRAB). Map A shows the location of B on a map of 
the British Isles. 

The location of this borehole lies between Levington-Nacton and Harkstead 

(Figure 5-1). Two boreholes were drilled: Shotley A and Shotley B. Shotley A 

contains material from the Cretaceous-Paleogene boundary, the WM is minimal 

or not present within this core. Shotley B contains the higher levels of Early 

Eocene strata that are preserved below an erosional unconformity with the 

overlying Pleistocene drift deposits that are present at the top of this borehole. 

Shotley B, at a depth of ~10 - 24.5 m below ground surface, forms the focus of 

this borehole study.  
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Figure 5-17 Lithological log and sample locations of Shotley Borehole B. 11 m of core were 
logged at the BGS core-store. The section contains interbedded siltstones and claystone 
with sandstones reaching medium-sand grade. This entire section was logged as the 
London Clay Formation by Ellison & Knox (1977); however, this nomenclature has since 
been superseded by subsequent subdivisions of the strata. Based on observation of the 
WM during the current study, a proposed position for the base of the WM is given 
(approximately around four metres from the base of the core). The WM may terminate as an 
erosional unconformity with an overlying unit of Pleistocene drift deposits. The HSB is 
identified where a bedded carbonate-cemented hard-band with characteristics identical to 
those observed in the field at Harkstead and Levington-Nacton. 

In general, the material of the Shotley B borehole is composed of interbedded 

claystone, siltstone and sandstone, with rare limestone stringers and calcite-

cemented concretions. The HSB is easily identified as being darker with a 

characteristic change in colour to a paler brown/grey half way through, 

coinciding with a greater abundance of trace fossils (burrows). Here, the HSB is 

a calcite-cemented interval that displays all the same features as those observed 

in Harkstead, Levington-Nacton and Wrabness, including a normal-graded 

sandstone bed, containing igneous or pyroclastic clast-types, and heavy 

bioturbation towards the top of the unit.  
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Initial descriptions of this borehole by Ellison & Knox (1977) allocated the entire 

succession to the London Clay Formation. It was important to try to locate the 

WM within this material to allow comparison of the core with the field localities. 

The HSB can be used as a marker unit within the WM, as shown by its lateral 

continuity across all of the field-localities. The presence of the HSB was 

therefore taken to be a direct indication of the WM in the Shotley B borehole, 

and occurs ca. 7 m from the base of the core (Figure 5-17; Knox & Ellison 1979). 

Elliott (1971) stated that the HSB can be found 6-7 m above the base of the 

London Clay Formation (which is now the base of the HF), at Harwich. This is 

supported by the observations made by Ellison and Knox (1979) and the 

observations made in the present study (Figure 5-17). Ellison et al. (1994) 

describe the contact between the Harwich Formation and the overlying Walton 

Member of the London Clay Formation as:  

‘A stratigraphic discontinuity…In proximal areas this is marked by a 
change from glauconitic arenaceous sediments to silty clays and 
clayey silts, generally with a thin basal glauconitic and pebbly bed. In 
distal areas there is usually a thin bed of silty sand of the HF, which is 
overlain by a sandy clay’ 

A relatively thin (ca. 13 cm) interval containing pebbles, associated with green 

discontinuous beds of glauconite, can be observed ca. 10.4 m above the base of 

the core, overlain by claystone. These beds may represent the upper boundary 

of the WM, where it is directly overlain by the Walton Member of the London 

Clay Formation. This would therefore represent an unconformity, as the 

remainder of the HF appears to be absent (Table 5-2).  

It may therefore be assumed that Shotley Borehole B represents a section 

through the entire WM. An erosional contact exists at the top of the borehole 

where the fine-grained sedimentary rocks of the WM are overlain by the red 

coarse-sands of Pleistocene drift (Figure 5-17). This would also suggest that the 

Walton Member is only ca. 80 cm thick in the Shotley Borehole, where it is 

unconformably overlain by coarse red sands most likely of Pleistocene age 

(Figure 5-17).  

More fine-scale details of the stratigraphy can be identified within this core, 

when compared with the highly weathered exposures observed in the field. This 
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provides a more informative assessment of the lithologies, that could not be 

achieved in the field, and confirms that there are multiple lithologies present in 

the WM. Pale grey and darker grey/brown interbeds, that are the main 

characteristic of the WM in the field, are not present in the borehole core 

(Figure 5-18). There does not appear to be any repetitive changes in the grain-

size or grain-types observed throughout the core that could be used to explain 

the interbedded pale grey and dark grey/brown strata observed in the field (e.g. 

Figure 5-17). Petrographical analysis of field and borehole samples are needed to 

investigate whether the pale-grey bands observed in the field are truly 

representative of lithological changes, for example, representing tuffs (e.g. 

Knox & Ellison 1979; Jolley 1996); this data will be detailed in subsequent 

sections of this chapter. 

 

Figure 5-18 Annotated view of the Shotley Borehole B core, showing a lack of any distinct 
interbedding like that observed at exposures in the field.  

5.6 Microscopy 

5.6.1 Reflected and optical light microscopy 

All of the described localities are taken to be representative of sections through 

the WM. The HSB forms a marker that can be used for correlation between the 

sites to interpret the relative stratigraphic level at which the observations are 

made (Figure 5-8). The location of each of the field-samples relative to each 

other within the stratigraphy is given in Figure 5-19. The locations of samples 

from the Shotley Borehole B are given in Figure 5-17.  
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Figure 5-19 Relative stratigraphical positions of each sample described in the text. Sample 
HARK_01 and HARK_HB were collected from the same position as LEVNAC_01A but from 
the HSB in Harkstead. Colours are representative of the colour of the rock observed in the 
exposures, for example WRAB_02 is from the blue coloured claystone above the HSB.  

Below, the general petrological characteristics of the lithologies are described. 

Quantitative data, regarding grain shapes, grain-size distribution and 

mineralogy, will be discussed subsequently (Section: 5.6 and 5.6.2), along with 

SEM-derived image analysis data (Section: 5.7). 

5.6.1.1 Wrabness Blue Band: WRAB_02 

WRAB_02 was collected from the blue band exposed above the HSB at the base 

of the cliffs at Wrabness (Figure 5-1). Under reflected light (RL), the sample has 

a fine-grained, granular appearance (Figure 5-20a), indicating that this unit is 

not solely composed of clay-sized material. Pyrite can be identified due to its 

high reflectivity and is present as circular and amorphous framboids (Figure 

5-20b). In the field, this lithology appears to consist only of a blue claystone 

and, although a large amount of very fine-grained material is present, there is 



 Chapter 5:The Harwich Formation, East Anglia
  350 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

also a significant abundance of coarser grains. Light is not transmitted through 

these thick-sections, therefore only reflected light microscopy could be used for 

study of this sample prior to SEM analysis (Figure 5-20). 

 

Figure 5-20 Nature of the Wrabness Blue Band (WRAB_02), as seen under RL. A) Clastic 
nature of thick-section, with angular grains of various types as shown by their different 
levels of reflectance. In general, the sample is predominantly comprised of clay, which 
forms a matrix around the coarser silt-size grains. B) Circular framboidal pyrite, associated 
with fine grains of pyrite, with a bright reflectivity, are common throughout the sample. 

5.6.1.2 Harwich Stone Band (HSB): HARK_01, HARK_HB, LEVNAC_01A, 
LEVNAC_02A 

All of the samples from the HSB contain fine-sand size grains of various shapes 

and compositions, including grains of quartz, plagioclase, and chlorite, in 

addition to crystalline igneous clasts and, glassy and altered pyroclasts (Figure 

5-21). The HSB forms a characteristic hard-band due to the presence of a calcite 

cement, which can easily be identified in all of these samples (Figure 5-21a-b). 

A sharp contact can be seen in some of the samples (HARK_HB & LEVNAC_01A), 

where a calcite-cemented siltstone is in contact with a coarse-grained calcite-

cemented clastic bed that is predominantly composed of angular, vesicular 

igneous clasts. This volcanic-rich clastic unit is normal-graded and contains both 

angular vesicular and non-vesicular pyroclasts (Figure 5-21). These pyroclasts 

have different colours, orange to black (Figure 5-21a, d, e), which may reflect 

differences in their chemical composition, or variation in the levels of alteration 

that they have experienced. 
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Figure 5-21 Main features observed in the HSB. A) PPL image of the base a calcite-cemented 
bed composed predominantly of black, opaque, vesicular and non-vesicular pyroclasts 
(HARK_HB). B) XPL view of image A, shows that the volcanic clasts are isotropic. Angular 
grains of plagioclase can also be identified under XPL. C) General character of a very fine-
grained bed that lies below the volcanic-rich bed of the HSB. This fine-grained bed also has 
a calcite cement (HARK_HB). D) PPL image of coarser-grained clasts at the base of the 
volcanic-rich bed. In addition to volcanic clasts, this bed also contains a range of angular 
grains of green chlorite, and crystalline igneous clasts. Most of the clasts in this bed form 
floating clasts that are completely surrounded by calcite cement (LEVNAC_01A). E) 
Brown/orange vesicular pyroclast with a glassy appearance under PPL (HARK_01). F) RL 
can be used to view grain-morphologies in more detail. A range of clast-morphologies can 
be identified, ranging from angular to well-rounded. Some clasts appear to have pyroclastic 
morphologies such as bubble-walls (HARK_01).  

Some bioturbation, in the form of burrows, occurs throughout these samples 

(Figure 5-22). Bioturbation is particularly obvious in LEVNAC_02A, where it has 

caused mixing of different units, which has led to some homogenisation of the 

sediment (Figure 5-22a-b). Some coarser calcite grains, representing fragments 
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of body fossils or micro-fossils, can be identified in some areas of the HSB 

(Figure 5-22c-d); these form a very minor component of the sediment, and are 

rare in occurrence. It is not clear whether the fossil fragments are from pelagic 

or benthic organisms, or, whether these were micro-organisms or larger 

creatures. However, the presence of these fossil fragments alongside the 

presence of heavily bioturbated sediments shows that this area was inhabited by 

organisms during deposition of the WM (e.g. Obst et al. 2015).  

 

Figure 5-22 Effects of bioturbation (burrowing) seen within the HSB in thin-section. A-B) 
Bioturbation acts to mix different layers of sediment together when an organism burrows 
into relatively soft sediment (e.g. Rindsberg 2012; LEVNAC_02A). In this example, fine-
grained sediment with dark minerals has been mixed with coarser-grained sediment 
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comprised of more transparent minerals, such as, quartz and calcite. C-D) Further evidence 
of bioturbation and the mixing of sediments in sample LEVNAC_02A. A vesicular pyroclast 
can also be identified in this image, along with a calcite cement. E-F) Calcite micro-fossil 
fragments observed in the finer-grained volcanic-poor sediment within the HSB that lies 
directly below the volcanic-rich unit (LEVNAC_02A).  

5.6.1.3 Pale grey and dark grey bands: LEVNAC_01-02, LEVNAC_03A-
LEVNAC_15  

Optical microscopy shows that deposits above and below the HSB are composed 

of a range of grain sizes from fine silt to fine-sand; these grains are 

predominantly angular (Figure 5-23, Figure 5-25), and are predominantly of 

quartz. Fragments of unidentified micro-fossils form a minor component of the 

sediments (Figure 5-24). 

 

Figure 5-23 Fragments of micro-fossils observed in RL in LEVNAC_02. These fragments are 
less than 0.5 mm across, but may be fragments of a larger organism. It has not been 
possible to identify these specimens in any greater detail. 

The relatively homogeneous character of all of the samples may be due to 

bioturbation (Figure 5-24; Obst et al. 2015), but may also be partially due to the 

original nature of the deposits. It is difficult to distinguish between the extent of 

bioturbation and the original character of the deposits as bioturbation can over-

write the original depositional features of the sediment (e.g. Knox & Ellison 

1979; Obst et al. 2015).  
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Figure 5-24 Bioturbation is common throughout the thin-sections from beds above and 
below the HSB. This image, from LEVNAC_01 shows the range of different grain sizes, from 
clay/silt to fine sand, with some areas containing more dark grains and some containing 
coarser grains of quartz. Mixing of these different sediment types is most likely due to 
bioturbation, during which burrowing organisms can mix/homogenise relatively soft 
sediments (e.g. Rindsberg 2012). 

Abundant glass pyroclasts occur in a dark grey band (LEVNAC_14A) (Figure 5-25). 

This bed is predominantly composed of isotropic, mostly transparent, vesicular 

pyroclasts with abundant bubble wall pyroclasts (Figure 5-25), which contrasts to 

the black/opaque pyroclasts within the HSB at Harkstead and Levington (Figure 

5-21). 
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Figure 5-25 Abundant pyroclasts seen within a normal-graded bed within LEVNAC_14A. . 
This sample comes from a dark grey band from the WM exposed between Levington and 
Nacton. The pale, transparent nature of the pyroclasts in this sample suggests that they are 
of a different chemical composition to the dark brown/black pyroclasts identified in the 
HSB. Blue resin was used in the making of this thin section, therefore, blue areas represent 
poor space or holes in the slide. 

5.6.1.4 Shotley Borehole B 

Thin-sections from the Shotley Borehole B are composed predominantly of 

angular quartz grains of silt to fine sand grade, and clay (Figure 5-26). 

Laminations within the sediments can be identified where dark clay contrasts 

with the transparent quartz grains of adjacent coarser-grained units (Figure 

5-26a-c). Some samples contain localised, seemingly hollow, rounded grains 

which may be micro-fossils (Figure 5-26e). 

Sample SSK74612 was taken from the HSB and contains an abundance of opaque 

coarse- to fine-sand size grains of igneous origin, including pyroclasts and 

crystalline igneous clasts (Figure 5-26d). This bed also contains a well-developed 

calcite cement which is not seen in any of the other borehole samples (Figure 

5-26). The nature of the HSB is directly comparable to the observations made of 

HSB samples from HARK_01, HARK_HB, LEVNAC_01A and LEVNAC_02A (Figure 

5-21).  
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Figure 5-26 Main features observed in thin-sections from the Shotley Borehole B. A-B) 
Diffuse laminations can be picked out by thin layers of clay which are opaque compared to 
the rest of the sediment, SSK74615 and SSK74616 respectively. Image B also includes a 
spherule of gypsum. C) Contrasting thin beds within SSK74613, where some areas have a 
clay matrix which is absent in adjacent units. D) Brown vesicular and opaque igneous clasts 
observed at the base of the HSB volcanic-rich unit in SSK74612. E) All of the samples 
(except SSK74612) are comprised of angular to sub-rounded quartz (Qz), sometimes with a 
clay matrix and occasional micro-fossils (SSK74613). F) Coarse opaque grain surrounded or 
coated by spherules (SSK74616). 

Samples SSK74613, SSK74615 and SSK74616 contain radiating spherules of 

gypsum that commonly surround coarser-grained opaque clasts (Figure 5-26f). 

The gypsum crystals have pointed edges where they have grown into the pore-

space, and, locally, completely surrounds finer silt-sized grains, suggesting that 
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the gypsum grew within the sediment after deposition (e.g. Charola et al. 2007). 

It is not clear at this stage, whether the gypsum grew in situ shortly after 

deposition of the surrounding sediment, or whether it grew much later-on, for 

example, after the core was retrieved (Charola et al. 2007), and may therefore 

be unrelated to the Early Eocene deposition of the WM.  

5.6.2 SEM features 

SEM analysis allows a more detailed investigation of the mineralogy and textural 

characteristics of the samples, together with the acquisition of compositional 

data. 

5.6.2.1 Wrabness Blue Band: WRAB_02 

In general, the blue band at Wrabness is predominantly composed of clay 

minerals; in some areas diffuse and discontinuous beds of angular to well-

rounded silt-grade material occurs within a clay matrix (Figure 5-27). Uncommon 

well-rounded fine-sand size grains are also present (Figure 5-27b), along with a 

patchy carbonate cement (Figure 5-27b). Pyrite is present as framboids 

associated with very fine grains of cubic pyrite (Figure 5-28a). Pyrite can also be 

seen replacing micro-fossils (Figure 5-28d).  

 

Figure 5-27 AsB SEM images showing the main features of the clastic units of WRAB_02. A) 
Angular silt-sized grains and pyritised micro-fossils are present within a clay matrix. B) A 
well-rounded fine sand sized lithic clast is present alongside angular silt-size grains, and 
surrounded by a clay matrix and carbonate cement.  
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Figure 5-28 AsB SEM images of the varying forms of pyrite along with circular (in 2D) grains 
of calcite which may represent the preservation of amygdales. A) Pyrite framboids of 
various sizes, associated with fine grains of cubic pyrite. B) A range of different shaped 
calcite clasts within the deposit, including circular sections through clasts and sub-angular 
to amorphous clasts of the same composition C) Detail of near-perfectly circular section 
through a calcite clast. This may represent calcite replacement of a microbial cyst 
(Gradstein et al. 1992; Martín-González et al. 2009), or preservation of an amygdale from an 
igneous clast which is no longer present. D) Possible pyritised fragment of sponge spicule.  

Features resembling pyroclasts are present locally within the sample (Figure 

5-29). These have bubble-wall (Figure 5-29a, c), and blocky vesicular (Figure 

5-29d) morphologies, and are surrounded by a clay matrix, in addition to a 

calcite cement. The composition of these clasts no longer represents the original 

volcanic material but has instead been replaced by calcite. 
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Figure 5-29 AsB SEM images showing some of the interpreted pyroclasts observed within 
WRAB_02. A) Granular appearance of the sample with a bubble-wall shard, in which the 
original volcanic glass has broken down and eventually been replaced by calcite. Angular 
quartz grains are also present, surrounded by a clay matrix and calcite cement. B) Calcite 
cement infilling an original pore-space, or an angular bubble-wall shard replaced by calcite. 
Circular calcite may represent preservation of an amygdale in which the surrounding 
pyroclast has been removed by alteration. C) Vesicular bubble-wall shard surrounded by 
amorphous clay matrix and a calcite cement. D) Vesicular blocky shard replaced by calcite.  

The clay matrix with calcite cement and the interpreted pyroclasts have the 

same overall composition. In hand-specimen, the Wrabness Blue Band has the 

consistency of clay (Figure 5-9); however, SEM analysis shows that it contains a 

calcite cement associated with its clay matrix (Figure 5-29). The rock has a 

completely different character to that of the calcite-cemented HSB; this may be 

due to the high clay content that is observed in the WRAB_02 sample, which is 

not found within the HSB samples (see section 5.6.2.2). The presence of a high 

abundance of clay minerals may have inhibited the calcite from forming a strong 

interlocking network of crystals in the cement, which is likely responsible for the 

characteristic hardness of the HSB.  
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5.6.2.2 Harwich Stone Band (HSB): HARK_01, HARK_HB, LEVNAC_01A, 
LEVNAC_02A 

The HSB contains a calcite cement that can be identified easily in most sections 

(HARK_HB, LEVNAC_01A, LEVNAC_02A; Figure 5-30), but appears to have been 

removed by dissolution in HARK_01 (Figure 5-31, Figure 5-32). It is possible that 

the calcite cement of this sample was removed during the thin-sectioning 

process. In the field the HSB is generally cemented throughout (see Section 

5.5.1).  

 

Figure 5-30 AsB SEM nature of the calcite cement -dominated HSB with numerous igneous 
clast-types from Levington/Nacton (LEVNAC_01A). Many of the primary features of the 
deposit have been partially or almost completely replaced. 

The base of the HSB is composed of uncommon angular quartz grains, along with 

chlorite, feldspar, and small amounts of pyrite; in general, this unit is 

predominantly composed of calcite cement. Above this lies a normal-graded bed 

with abundant igneous clasts, including, pyroclasts and crystalline igneous 

clasts, in addition to minor amounts of angular quartz (Figure 5-30). The 

pyroclasts display a range of morphologies, including blocky (Figure 5-31c-d) and 
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bubble-wall pyroclasts (Figure 5-31a-b, Figure 5-32a), and are commonly 

vesicular (Figure 5-31c-d, Figure 5-32). Irregular-shaped vesicular pyroclasts 

have rounded edges, which may have been caused by abrasion of angular edges 

during reworking (Figure 5-32c-d). In contrast to this, most of the pyroclasts are 

angular (Figure 5-31, Figure 5-32a-b).  

 

Figure 5-31 AsB SEM images of non-vesicular and vesicular pyroclasts within the HSB of 
HARK_01.A) Multiple bubble-wall pyroclasts can be observed within the sample; here they 
are associated with a patchy calcite cement. The calcite cement may have been partially 
removed during thin-sectioning, and was likely present throughout the sample. B) A bubble-
wall shard with a rounded edge and a rounded crystalline igneous clast. C) A vesicular 
blocky pyroclast with abundant bubble-walls. The vesicle is circular in cross-section. D) 
Rounded crystalline igneous clasts are present alongside blocky vesicular pyroclasts and 
bubble-wall pyroclasts. The vesicles in this pyroclast are circular in cross-section, and one 
is filled by a chlorite(?) amygdale. 

The shape of vesicles in the vesicular pyroclasts display a range of morphologies, 

including: circular (Figure 5-31c-d), and irregular (Figure 5-32d). Some also show 

evidence of bubble-coalescence, where multiple bubbles have merged shortly 

before the magma was erupted and the pyroclast quenched (Figure 5-32c).  
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Figure 5-32 AsB SEM images of esicular pyroclasts of varying morphology observed within 
the HSB of HARK_01. A) Pyroclast with a high bubble density and irregular-shaped vesicles. 
B) Angular, blocky pyroclast with individual vesicles and abundant bubble walls around its 
edge. C) A more rounded, irregularly-shaped pyroclast with some evidence of bubble 
coalescence. D) An irregularly-shaped pyroclast with irregular-shaped vesicles with 
evidence of bubble coalescence. 

In somesamples (HARK_HB, LEVNAC_01A, LEVNAC_02A), there are differences in 

the abundance of major elements in the pyroclasts can be identified from simple 

non-quantitative chemical spectra (Figure 5-33). The variation in the abundances 

of the major elements may be due to the increased mobility of these elements 

during alteration (Webster et al. 1995; Jeans et al. 2000; Hastie et al. 2007; 

Kiipli et al. 2008), with alteration affecting pyroclasts differently within the 

same deposit (e.g. Samson et al. 1995). In general, all of the pyroclasts contain 

spectral peaks in the same major elements (Figure 5-33), and are basaltic in 

composition. 
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Figure 5-33 Comparison of the representative spectral compositions of pyroclasts from all 
samples of the HSB (excluding HARK_01). This shows that variations in the abundance of 
major elements, particularly, Al, Si and Fe, may occur between pyroclasts in these samples, 
which may indicate some variation in the composition of these. This would need to be 
investigated further by electron probe or laser ablation techniques which were beyond the 
scope of the current research (see suggestions for Futher Work 7.7). The variations in the 
peaks of the major elements may also be an aspect of alteration (e.g. Hastie et al. 2007). In 
general, these spectra show that the pyroclasts are basaltic in composition.  

Igneous clasts are less easily identifiable within samples of the HSB from 

Levington/Nacton; here a calcite cement dominates and many of the original 

clasts have been replaced (Figure 5-30). Regardless of this more dominant 

alteration, the same features as those identified within samples from Harkstead 

can still be observed, for example, vesicular pyroclasts, blocky and bubble-wall 

pyroclasts and crystalline igneous clasts (Figure 5-30).  

Organic material in the form of micro-fossils and woody fragments can be found 

in the upper section of the HSB (Figure 5-34). Microfossils are not abundant in 

the samples, but are sometimes found where they have been replaced by 

amorphous pyrite and pyrite framboids (Figure 5-34). Small burrow-like trace-

fossils can be seen in thin-section under an optical microscope (Figure 5-22); 

however, on the SEM they are too large to be imaged or identified.  
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Figure 5-34 AsB SEM examples of organic clasts identified in the upper part of the HSB. A) 
Micro-fossil (diatom-like), replaced by calcite and filled with pyrite framboids. B) Fragment 
of woody organic material. C) Micro-fossil fragment surrounded by a clay matrix (same as 
RL image in Figure 5-23).  

5.6.2.3 Pale and dark grey beds: LEVNAC_03A-LEVNAC_15A 

In contrast to the HSB, most of the other samples representative of the pale and 

darker grey bands within the WM contain only siliciclastic sedimentary (non-

igneous) clasts. Most of the samples are dominated by clay minerals, which form 

a matrix surrounding coarser angular grains of quartz, mica and feldspar, with 

minor amounts of pyrite, ilmenite, zeolites, chlorite, ulvöspinel, and rutile 

(Table 5-6). Gypsum can be found as coarse angular crystals within LEVNAC_12A 

(Table 5-6). 
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Table 5-6 Mineral and clast-type components of each sample. In general, all of the samples 
except for those of the HSB and Wrabness Blue Band contain orthoclase feldspar, quartz 
and muscovite mica. Calcite cement, pyroclasts and labradorite are only observed in the 
HSB and Wrabness Blue Band. Dark coloured minerals, such as: amphibole, ilmenite, 
magnetite, pyrite and rutile, appear to be more abundant in samples from the dark 
grey/brown beds than in pale grey beds.  

Angular vesicular and blocky non-vesicular pyroclasts occur in LEVNAC_14A. 

Under the optical microscope, these pyroclasts appear to be transparent, 
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whereas under the SEM it is apparent that much of the original pyroclasts have 

been removed and, in many cases, a void is now present. This may have 

occurred due to progressive breakdown and replacement of the original volcanic 

glass. Fluid movement through the deposit may then have allowed secondary 

minerals to be removed by dissolution, resulting in a secondary porosity. Thus, 

the surrounding clay-rich matrix preserves the original shape of the pyroclasts 

(Figure 5-35). Alternatively, pyroclasts might have been picked out during 

polishing of the thin-section.  

 

Figure 5-35 AsB SEM image showing the preservation of pyroclast shapes as voids within 
the sample.  In situ dissolution of the pyroclast may have occurred prior to thin-sectioning, 
alternatively the pyroclast may have been removed during thin-sectioning. 

In other examples the original pyroclasts have not been removed, but show 

varying levels of alteration (palagonitisation) and replacement e.g. by clays 

(Figure 5-36). The morphologies of the pyroclasts, where preserved, include 

vesicular (Figure 5-36a-b, e), and non-vesicular (Figure 5-36c), blocky (Figure 

5-36b, e), and bubble-wall pyroclasts (Figure 5-36a, c), similar to those observed 

within the HSB (Figure 5-31, Figure 5-32). Some pyroclasts are heavily altered to 

clay and resemble crystalline igneous clasts; however, chemical analysis shows 

that the composition of these micro-crystalline textured clasts is the same as the 

surrounding clay (Figure 5-36d). 
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In addition to altered pyroclasts, LEVNAC_14A contains an abundance of 

crystalline igneous clasts. These clasts are also variably altered to clay, and are 

generally more well-rounded than the pyroclasts (Figure 5-36a). 

 

Figure 5-36 AsB SEM images of variably altered vesicular and non-vesicular pyroclasts in 
LEVNAC_14A. A) A pale grey bubble wall shard adjacent to a vesicular dark grey shard, 
both exhibiting a different stage or type of alteration. To the right of this clast is a rounded 
crystalline igneous clast B) Vesicular shard with heterogeneous alteration (showing a range 
of degrees of palagonitisation). C) Bubble-wall shard-shaped feature containing voids and 
solid minerals in an amorphous pattern through the shard. D) Crystalline vesicular 
pyroclast. The microcrystals within this clast may have been part of the original igneous 
material or may be the result of clay mineralisation during alteration of the pyroclast. E) 
Altered amygdaloidal blocky pyroclast, showing a different stage or type of alteration to the 
other pyroclasts (A-D). 
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5.6.2.4 Shotley Borehole B 

The samples of the Shotley Borehole B are predominantly comprised of angular 

to sub-rounded quartz grains surrounded by a fine-grained clay-rich matrix 

(Figure 5-37). Various other grain-types are present in smaller amounts (Table 

5-7) Rare-occurrences of micro-fossils can also be identified (Figure 5-37c-d), 

these have in some instances been replaced by pyrite (Figure 5-37d).  

 

Figure 5-37 Features of samples from the Shotley Borehole B. Granular nature of samples 
with abundant angular quartz grains, in addition to framboidal pyrite, crystalline igneous 
clasts, zeolite grains and clay matrix. Grains are generally of fine sand grade. C) Calcite 
micro-fossil within a clay matrix. D) Pyritised micro-fossil fragments (diatom-like). E) Nature 
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of the clay matrix, comprised of very fine-grained clay minerals and fine grains of angular 
quartz. The clay contains abundant fractures. F) Radiating gypsum crystals that have grown 
between angular quartz grains.  

 

Table 5-7 Mineral and clast-types present in samples from Shotley Borehole B.  

The matrix is composed of clay minerals and fine grains of angular quartz (Figure 

5-37e). The clay contains abundant fractures, which may be the result of the 

swelling nature of these clays, as observed in the field. 

Crystals of gypsum that radiate outwards from a central point can be found 

scattered through the samples. They are commonly found between angular 

grains of quartz (Figure 5-37f). The radiating nature of these crystals suggests 

that the gypsum grew within the sediment after deposition (e.g. Charola et al. 

2007). Although the timing of the growth is not clear; for example, it may have 

formed shortly after the sediments were deposited or much later on in response 

to conditions that are not related to the original depositional conditions (Charola 

et al. 2007).  

5.7 Image analysis 

Image analysis was conducted using ImageJ Software to obtain quantitative data 

regarding the shapes, sizes, abundances and distributions of different clast 

populations within each of the samples. This analysis was conducted on pre-

processed backscatter (AsB) SEM images for the collection of quantifiable data 

from image analysis (see 1.3 Methods). Image analysis was conducted on a 

selection of the field-samples from Harkstead and Levington-Nacton. Analysis 

was not conducted on samples from the Shotley Borehole B as it was considered 

that these samples can be better represented by those of Harkstead and 
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Levington-Nacton, based on their similar microscopic characteristics and 

chemical composition (see section 5.6). Analysis of the Shotley Borehole B would 

therefore only supplement the data set and was considered unnecessary. 

A minimum of 90 grains were included for analysis of the grain-size distributions 

(number frequency), excluding any matrix material (fine clay grade) (Table 5-8). 

Samples that contain abundant igneous/pyroclastic clasts (LEVNAC_01A and 

LEVNAC_14A) appear to have the coarsest grain-size distribution, which ranges 

from silt (3.9-62.5 μm) to fine-sand grade (125-250 μm), with the grain-size 

peaking at very fine-sand grade (62.5-125 μm) for LEVNAC_14A (Table 5-8). All of 

the other samples have a predominant grain-size of silt-grade (Table 5-8).  
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Table 5-8 Number Frequency (%) grain-size distribution for samples of Levington-Nacton 
calculated using image analysis. The data are shown for the lowermost sample of the WM 
(LEVNAC_12B) to the upper-most sample (LEVNAC_15A) and includes the HSB 
(LEVNAC_01A and LEVNAC_02A). This analysis does not take into account the components 
of clay matrix. In general, all of the samples, except LEVNAC_14A, are composed of silt-size 
grains (3.9-62.5 μm), with variable minor amounts of very fine-sand (62.5-125 μm) and clay 
size grains (>3.9 μm). Sample LEVNAC_01A shows that the volcanic unit of the HSB is 
composed of a larger amount of coarser grain sizes, reaching fine sand grade (125-250 μm). 
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This coarser grain-size distribution also occurs in the ash -rich LEVNAC_14A, which has a 
peak grain-size of very fine sand (62.5-125 μm), coarser than that of all of the other samples.  

Manual point-count analysis of the igneous component of each sample of the 

volcanic units, HSB and LEVNAC_14A, show that the igneous fraction is 

predominantly composed of accidental clasts (crystalline igneous clasts) (Figure 

5-38). Accidental clasts are those that are not formed directly from an erupted 

magma, but are pre-existing clasts or fragments of rock that get incorporated 

into an eruption, for example, crystalline igneous rocks in the conduit may 

become incorporated by an eruption and deposited with pyroclasts (e.g. Cas & 

Wright 1988; Graettinger et al. 2013). The pyroclasts can be considered as the 

juvenile component of an eruption deposit, as these formed directly from the 

cooling of erupted magma (e.g. Cas & Wright 1988). The pyroclasts of each of 

these samples are predominantly non-vesicular and of blocky morphology (Figure 

5-38). 

 

Figure 5-38 Percentage of blocky, bubble-wall (B-w) and rod-like pyroclast morphologies; 
percentage of vesicular and non-vesicular pyroclasts; and, the percentage of juvenile and 
accidental lithics in samples from the HSB and LEVNAC_14A. The dominant pyroclast-type 
in each of the samples is blocky. The majority of pyroclasts are non-vesicular. Each of the 
samples is composed predominantly of accidental lithics (crystalline igneous clasts), with a 
lesser percentage of juvenile clasts (pyroclasts).  

Image analysis was used on vesicular pyroclasts to calculate their vesicle 

densities (see 1.3 Methods). The percentage vesicularity is less than 45% for all 

of the samples from the HSB and LEVNAC_14A (Table 5-9). These low 

percentages are representative of poorly vesicular pyroclasts (Gradstein et al. 

2013).  
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Table 5-9 Vesicle percentages for samples of the HSB and LEVNAC_14A. The average 
vesicularity of pyroclasts in all of the samples is below 45% and considered as being poorly 
vesicular (Graettinger et al. 2013). HARK_HB gives the greatest range of vesicularity (10-
70%), with one pyroclast with a vesicularity greater than 60% and representative of pumice 
(Graettinger et al. 2013; Heap et al. 2014). More data is needed for the vesicularity of 
pyroclasts in the LEVNAC_14A interval; however, calculations from three vesicular 
pyroclasts gives a range of 15-28% and an average vesicularity of 19.71%.  

5.8 Discussion 

5.8.1 Characteristics and environment of deposition of the 

Wrabness Member sedimentary deposits  

Detailed investigation into the characteristics of the Wrabness Member (WM) 

exposed at four localities (Figure 5-1), and a borehole (Table 5-5), in E. Anglia, 

has provided data for the interpretation of the siliciclastic and 

igneous/pyroclastic components of the main lithologies. Interpretation of these 

data (field observations, petrography, SEM imaging, chemical data and image 

analysis), for each locality will be discussed below.  

Analysis of the grain-size distributions of all of the samples show that the 

sediments are well sorted and dominated by silt-sized grains held within a clay 

matrix (Table 5-8). LEVNAC_01A and LEVNAC_14A have a slightly coarser grain-

size compared to the other samples, with grains of silt to fine-sand grade (Table 

5-8). Therefore, these two beds represent depositional events that contrast with 

the pattern of background sedimentation. Both, LEVNAC_01A and LEVNAC_14A 

contain a high percentage of igneous clasts, including variably altered pyroclasts 

(Figure 5-38). In addition, LEVNAC_01A from the Harwich Stone Band (HSB) 

displays normal-grading and has a sharp lower contact with the underlying 

sedimentary unit, as seen in all samples from the HSB (e.g. Figure 5-17). These 

features show that there were at least two periods when igneous clasts were 

deposited. The pyroclasts retain their original angularity in most cases, 
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regardless of alteration (Figure 5-36), suggesting that little, or no, reworking of 

the pyroclasts took place prior to their deposition. Reworking would likely cause 

abrasion of the angular edges of pyroclasts and lead to more rounded surface 

characteristics (e.g. Cas & Wright 1988), as observed in unaltered modern 

volcanic deposits in Iceland (see Chapter 2:). Very few clasts of non-volcanic 

origin are observed within the HSB and LEVNAC_14A samples, suggesting that the 

environment became overwhelmed with pyroclastic material at this time. 

Deposition of siliciclastic material was inhibited by the the influx of pyroclastic 

material, directly from fall-out and settling of particles through the water 

column, or as wash-in detritus from the land. Following these two pyroclastic-

depositional ‘events’ the process of siliciclastic deposition recommenced. All of 

this suggests that both tuffs of the HSB and LEVNAC_14A likely represent primary 

pyroclastic deposits and are representative of the direct fall-out of basaltic ash, 

from two separate eruptive phases, over E. Anglia, around 54.5 Ma.  

Igneous clasts are not observed in any other samples from the field localities or 

the Shotley Borehole B (Table 5-6, Table 5-7), except as rare, calcite-replaced 

grains in WRAB_02 (discussed below, section 5.8.2). This suggests that igneous 

material was not always available for deposition in this region, and was only 

supplied periodically when volcanic eruptions delivered ash. Knox & Ellison 

(1979) concluded that at least 44 ash-layers can be found in the WM, this was 

later revised to a minimum of 32 ash-layers by field observations in later studies 

(Jolley 1996; Ali & Jolley 1996; King 2016). The estimation of 32 ash-layers was 

based on the observation of pale grey bands within the WM, without detailed 

petrological investigation (Jolley 1996; Ali & Jolley 1996). The present study 

shows that ‘primary’ ash-layers can only be observed in two units (the HSB and 

LEVNAC_14A), and that pyroclasts are not observed within any of the other units 

of the WM (Table 5-6). It is also unlikely that substantial alteration of the pale 

grey units has removed all evidence of pyroclasts due to the presence of well-

preserved pyroclasts within a non-cemented interval represented by 

LEVNAC_14A. If pyroclasts were present in the pale grey bands above and below 

LEVNAC_14A then you could assume that some visible trace of them would be 

preserved, or that no evidence of pyroclasts should be present in LEVNAC_14A. 

The coloration of the bands is therefore not considered to be indicative of the 

presence of ash. Comparison of clast-types, grain-size distribution and the 
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chemical composition of the clay matrix indicates that the lithology is generally 

similar across all of the pale grey and dark grey samples. However, it does 

appear that darker grey samples contain a greater amount of dark-coloured 

mineral types (Table 5-6), including amphibole(?), ilmenite, magnetite, pyrite 

and rutile, which are less common in the pale grey samples. This may account 

for the colour differences observed in the field; however, observations of the 

Shotley Borehole B, show that the core lacks any interbedded pale grey or dark 

grey/brown layers (Figure 5-18). The lack of any layering at all, suggests that 

the colour variations observed in the field are the result of differences in 

weathering, and may suggest that subtle differences in modal mineralogy (and 

hence bulk rock composition) may yield observable (field) differences to the 

sequence.  

The HSB forms a prominent feature that can be identified and traced at every 

locality, where exposed. However, the HSB is not a ‘bed’ but is instead a 

lithological band with a well-developed calcite cement. This band can be seen to 

range in thickness laterally and, rarely appears to cross bed boundaries (Figure 

5-10). The extensive nature of this cemented hard band may correspond to the 

presence of a basaltic tuff/bentonite which is present within this same 

stratigraphic interval (see section 5.6.1.2), with calcite cementation occurring 

due to the presence of the volcanic clasts (Elliott 1971; Knox & Ellison 1979; 

Obst et al. 2015; Shifa et al. 2016). Elsewhere, ash does not form a significant 

component of the sedimentary rocks, except for, perhaps, two intervals above 

the HSB. These two intervals are represented in samples WRAB_02, from what is 

referred to here as the Wrabness Blue Band, and LEVNAC_14A. The Wrabness 

Blue Band lies within a few centimetres of the HSB and contains a calcite 

cement that is more poorly developed due to the presence of a greater 

abundance of clay grade matrix (Figure 5-27), which is not observed within the 

HSB (Figure 5-30). LEVNAC_14A is not associated with a calcite cement; the 

limited thickness of this unit compared to the tuff unit of the HSB may be 

insufficient for the development of an extensive calcite cement. Alternatively, 

the environmental conditions may have inhibited the formation of a calcite 

cement following deposition of the LEVNAC_14A material, for example, a 

reduction in calcium within the water column or sediment and pore/marine 

waters, or rapid sedimentation and burial could inhibit development of calcite 
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cement (Flügel 2010). The calcite cement of the HSB is most likely a type of 

abiotic carbonate (e.g. Flügel 2010), which formed due to the precipitation of 

calcite, with no influence from micro-organisms. In thin-section the clasts of the 

HSB do not appear to have undergone any compaction prior to the growth of the 

calcite cement, suggesting that the cement formed early during diagenesis (Obst 

et al. 2015).  

In the published literature, the restricted nature of the NSB marine environment 

during deposition of the WM is suggested to have caused anoxic conditions that 

limited the occurrence of life throughout the basin (Knox & Harland 1979; Mudge 

& Bliss 1983; Mudge & Copestake 1992a; Knox 1996; Mudge & Bujak 1996; 

Steurbaut et al. 2009; Kender et al. 2012; Aldiss 2014). During the Early Eocene, 

the E. Anglia region is suggested to have been inundated by shallow water, 

therefore it is possible that this region was ‘less stagnant due to wave 

turbulence’ (Knox & Harland 1979), which did allow life to persist. Abundant 

trace-fossils and evidence of bioturbation throughout the WM is readily noted 

(Figure 5-11, Figure 5-22). This region must therefore have been well 

oxygenated, and is evidence to support the suggestion of a shallow marine or 

lacustrine environment (Pemberton et al. 2012; Scott et al. 2012; Wetzel & 

Uchman 2012; Obst et al. 2015). No complete body fossils of micro-organisms are 

preserved; the few that are present are fragmented and replaced with 

secondary minerals, such as pyrite (Figure 5-23), and calcite (Figure 5-34). 

Therefore, in this study, micro-fossils could not be used to indicate the 

conditions persisting in the environment at the time of deposition. A greater 

knowledge and understanding of micro-fossil and trace-fossil types and their 

identification goes beyond the scope of the present study, but may support 

environmental interpretations of these sedimentary rocks in the future. Previous 

studies of dinoflagellates imply a shallow marine/inner neritic environment of 

deposition (King 1981; Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & Jolley 1996; Hooker 1996; Jolley 

1996; King 2016). The general lack of micro-fossils within these deposits has 

been interpreted to imply a shallow marine setting at the time of deposition for 

the WM (Knox 1996; Royse et al. 2012; Aldiss 2014; King 2016). 

Gypsum is commonly associated with the evaporation of sea-water (Ortí et al. 

2002; Charola et al. 2007). It is present within the samples as radiating crystals 
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(Figure 5-26f, Figure 5-37f), or as angular grains (LEVNAC_12A; SSK74612). The 

radiating crystals were most likely formed in situ within the pore space of the 

sediment (Figure 5-39), either shortly after deposition of the sediment, or later-

on, during subaerial exposure of the rocks (Charola et al. 2007). This form of 

gypsum has a relatively low abundance within the sediments and is therefore not 

likely associated with evaporation of the waters of the NSB during the Early 

Eocene. However, in addition, angular grains of gypsum observed in LEVNAC_12A 

and SSK74612 most likely represent grains that were eroded from a pre-Early 

Eocene gypsum deposit, that was eroded and re-deposited within the sediments 

of the WM, and is therefore detrital gypsum (e.g. Lawton & Buck 2006). 

 

Figure 5-39 Radiating gypsum crystals that grew within the pore-space of the sediment in 
the WM. The gypsum in both of these examples grew outwards from a central point; in A the 
gypsum was able to grow within the sediment with no restrictions from surrounding grains, 
producing a radiating morphology, with crystals of equal length in all directions. In B, 
growth of the gypsum was inhibited by contact with surrounding quartz grains, leading to 
an irregular or elongate morphology with crystals of unequal lengths. 

The lithological log of the Shotley Borehole B, illustrates repetitive sequences of 

fine-grained and coarse-grained sediments (Figure 5-17), in shallowing upwards 

sequences (Figure 5-40; e.g. Brookfield 2004). These sequences can be 

interpreted as parasequences within a transgressive systems tract, where the 

shoreline migrated landwards over time (Figure 5-40; e.g. Brookfield 2004). Each 

parasequence is separated by a flooding surface (FS), that can be identified 

where claystones/mudstones lie directly above coarser-grained siltstones and 

sandstones (Figure 5-40; Brookfield 2004). The parasequences may therefore be 

evidence of stages of the marine transgression which eventually led to the 

deposition of the marine sediments of the London Clay Formation (Table 5-2; 
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Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; Knox & Harland 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; Mudge & 

Bliss 1983; Mudge & Copestake 1992a; Ellison et al. 1994; Waagstein & Heilmann-

Clausen 1995; Ali & Jolley 1996; Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Smallwood & Gill 2002; 

Jolley & Bell 2002; Royse et al. 2012; Aldiss 2014). Three parasequences can be 

identified, and correlate to the three parasequences interpreted by Jolley (1996) 

from the study of micro-fossils within the Harwich Formation (HF).  

 

Figure 5-40 Parasequences of a transgressive systems tract interpreted within the Shotley 
Borehole B sedimentary log, correlated with episodes of sea-level rise.  Each parasequence 
comprises a siltstone/sandstone abruptly overlain with claystone that represents a flooding 
surface, and a period of sea-level rise (A). A sea-level rise causes an increase in the 
accommodation space for sediments at the coastline and within the basin (B). Coarser-
grained sediments are able to prograde into the basin leading to the deposition of silts and 
sands above the deeper marine clays that were deposited at an earlier stage of sea-level 
rise (C). Three parasequences can be identified in the Shotley Borehole B, these correlate 
with the three parasequences interpreted by Jolley (1996), and are related to an overall 
transgressive systems tract.  

5.8.2 Characteristics of ash-rich deposits and inferred eruption 

dynamics 

The presence of volcanic material within the Early Eocene deposits of E. Anglia 

suggests that volcanism was occurring at this time, leading to deposition of 
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primary ash-fall, together with possible reworking of ash and other pyroclastic 

material within the NSB, including that of the Balder Formation (BF; Knox & 

Ellison 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Malm et al. 1984; Roberts 

et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; Ellison et al. 1994; Jolley 

1996; Knox 1996; Obst et al. 2015; King 2016). Understanding the characteristics 

of this material can provide information about the eruption dynamics and the 

source of the volcanic material (Carey & Sparks 1986; Cas & Wright 1988; Barberi 

et al. 1989; Cioni et al. 1992; Blower et al. 2001; Riley et al. 2003; Gaonac’h et 

al. 2005; Houghton & Gonnermann 2008; Polacci et al. 2008; Clarke et al. 2009; 

Mattsson 2010; Shea et al. 2010; Bonadonna et al. 2011; Ross & White 2012; 

Graettinger et al. 2013; Moitra et al. 2013; Cioni et al. 2014; Heap et al. 2014).  

Fine-ash includes pyroclasts of <63 µm; clast sizes that are greater than 250 μm 

are referred to as lapilli (Wohletz 1983; Cas & Wright 1988; Rose & Durant 2009; 

Bonadonna et al. 2011; Brown et al. 2012; See Chapter 1:). The pyroclasts of the 

HSB volcanic unit and LEVNAC_14 have a grain-size distribution of 17 to 180 µm 

(Table 5-8, Figure 5-41), therefore including fine- and coarse-ash. The most 

abundant grain-size in LEVNAC_01A of the HSB is of fine ash (<63 µm), whereas 

the peak grain-size for HARK_HB is of coarser-grained ash (125-250 μm; Figure 

5-41). The peak grain-size for LEVNAC_14 is of ash grade (63-125 µm; Figure 

5-41).  

Highly explosive eruptions involve more efficient fragmentation of the erupting 

magma, and thus, produce a greater amount of fine-ash (e.g. Wohletz 1983; 

Rose & Durant 2009; Brown et al. 2012). The two ash-rich intervals contain a 

greater abundance of fine-ash, ash and coarse-ash (each equating to a thickness 

of several centimetres), which suggests that the source eruptions may have been 

highly explosive (e.g. Wohletz 1983; Brown et al. 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013), 

irrespective of pyroclast morphology. Basaltic eruptions are not commonly 

considered as being highly explosive due to the low viscosity of basaltic magma, 

with eruptions more likely to be of Hawaiian or Strombolian style (Walker & 

Crosdale 1971; Williams 1983; Walker et al. 1993; Houghton et al. 2004; Parfitt 

2004; Gurenk et al. 2005; Carey et al. 2007; Constantini et al. 2009; Pérez et al. 

2009; Constantini et al. 2010; Goepfert & Gardner 2010; Freda et al. 2011). 

However, explosive basaltic eruptions are becoming more well documented in 
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the literature (e.g. Williams 1983; Walker et al, 1984; Hanson & Elliot 1996; 

Coltelli et al. 2000; Houghton et al. 2004; Parfitt 2004; Vergniolle & Caplam-

Auerbach 2004; White et al. 2004; Gurenko et al. 2005; Vergniolle & Caplam-

Auerbach 2006; Mannen 2006; Carey et al. 2007; Höskuldsson et al. 2007; 

Kutterolf et al. 2007; Houghton & Gonnermann 2008; Rose et al. 2008; Clarke et 

al. 2009; Constantini et al. 2009; Pérez et al. 2009; Constantini et al. 2010; 

Goepfert & Gardner 2010;  Brand & Clarke 2012; Oddsson et al. 2012; Ferguson 

et al. 2016) and may be responsible for the ash deposits of the WM; particularly 

if hydrovolcanic eruptions were responsible; evidence for the style of eruptions 

will be discussed when considering the microscopic characteristics of the ash 

below.  

 

Figure 5-41 Comparison of pyroclast sizes within the HSB (HARK_HB, LEVNAC_01A) and 
LEVNAC_14A. In general these volcanic-rich samples have a grain size of silt (3.9-62.5 μm; 
fine ash) to fine sand (125-250 μm; lapilli). Samples from Levington-Nacton (LEVNAC_01A 
and LEVNAC_14A are generally finer-grained than that of the HSB at Harkstead (HARK_HB). 
The HSB of LEVNAC_01A has a peak grain size of silt (fine ash), and, LEVNAC_14A has a 
peak grain-size of very fine sand (coarse ash). HARK_HB gives the largest grain-size 
distribution of clay (<3.9 μm; very fine ash) to medium sand (250-500 μm; lapilli).  

Point-count analysis of the types of igneous clasts within the HSB and sample 

LEVNAC_14A (Figure 5-38) show that both are dominated by crystalline igneous 
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clasts (accidental lithics; >60%), with a much smaller percentage of juvenile 

pyroclasts (<40%). This higher percentage of accidental lithics is commonly 

regarded as an important characteristic of hydrovolcanic deposits, due to 

explosive magma-water interactions occurring within the vent or conduit, that 

excavate and incorporate more ‘accidental’ or pre-existing rock into the 

eruption products (Clarke et al. 2009; Németh & Cronin 2009; Valentine & White 

2012; Graettinger et al. 2013; Valentine et al. 2014).  

A range of pyroclast morphologies exist within the two tuffs identified in the WM 

(HSB and LEVNAC_14A), including non-vesicular and vesicular, blocky and 

bubble-wall pyroclasts (Figure 5-38). The presence of vesicles in some pyroclasts 

(Figure 5-38), suggests that the source eruption involved a magmatic 

component, associated with the expansion of volatiles from within the magma 

(e.g. Houghton et al. 2004; Mattsson 2010). In addition, the presence of 

pyroclasts that do not contain vesicles and have a blocky or bubble-wall 

morphology show a link between magmatic and hydrovolcanic eruption processes 

(e.g. Wohletz 1983; Hanson & Eilliot 1996; Houghton et al. 2004; Mattsson 2010; 

Graettinger et al. 2013). Non-vesicular blocky pyroclast morphologies dominate 

these deposits (Figure 5-38), suggesting that they formed during hydrovolcanic 

processes; at least for pyroclasts with a grain-size of 100 µm or greater (Wohletz 

1983; Zimanowski et al. 1997; Mattsson 2010; Dellino et al. 2012; Graettinger et 

al. 2013), as they are interpreted to form as the result of brittle fragmentation 

caused by rapid quenching and contraction of magma cooled by interactions with 

external water (e.g. Wohletz 1983). However, blocky pyroclast morphologies 

seem to dominate the fine-ash fraction of pyroclastic deposits from a wide range 

of eruptive types, not solely hydrovolcanic (see Chapter 7:). This is likely because 

fine-ash represents material that was produced by high levels of fragmentation, 

regardless of eruption-type, and blocky pyroclasts form during highly efficient 

fragmentation, which is typical of hydrovolcanic eruptions, but also occurs in the 

fine-grained fraction of other explosive eruptions e.g. ‘dry’ silicic Plinian 

eruptions (Wohletz 1983). Thus, the presence of blocky fine-ash alone, is not 

indicative of eruption-type, and should be considered alongside all other 

observations of a volcanic deposit when considering eruption processes.  
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Image analysis shows that the average vesicularity of all samples is less than 40% 

(Table 5-9), and therefore represents poorly vesicular pyroclasts that are 

typically abundant in hydrovolcanic deposits (Figure 5-42; Houghton et al. 2004; 

Clarke et al. 2009; Mattsson 2010; Dellino et al. 2012; Ross & White 2012; 

Graettinger et al. 2013; Heap et al. 2014). A high density of vesicles within fine-

grained pyroclasts suggests that the parent magma contained abundant volatiles 

that were actively exsolving at the point of eruption (e.g. Mattsson 2010; Ross & 

White 2012; Graettinger 2013). This would be evidence for magmatically-

dominated eruption processes, with little or no interaction with water (e.g. Ross 

& White 2012).  

 

Figure 5-42 Comparison of the vesicularity of pyroclasts from the WM and examples 
associated with a range of eruption types (Ross & White 2012). Hawaiian fire fountaining 
and Strombolian eruptions are purely magmatic and have a high vesicle abundance, 
represented by data for Kilauea Iki 1959 and Stromboli 2002 (Lautze & Houghton 2007; 
Stoval et al. 2011; Ross & White 2012). Vesicularities are also compared with results from 
two tuff cones: Ilchulbong and Capelas (Mattsson 2010; Murtagh et al. 2011; Ross & White 
2012). The subdivisions of vesicle percentage and the corresponding non-vesicular to 
extremely vesicular range is the vesicularity index as proposed by Houghton & Wilson 
(1989). Data for the full range of vesicularities of the WM pyrocasts is given, alongside the 
average vesicularities of the same samples. The full range of vesicularities spans 1 to 70%, 
which spans both hydrovolcanic and magmatic vesicularities (e.g. Ross & White 2012). The 
average vesicularities from the WM pyroclasts from each sample (HARK_HB, HARK_01, 
LEVNAC_01A and LEVNAC_14A), give values that correspond more closely with the low 
vesicularity of pyroclasts associated with hydrovolcanic eruption processes.  
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The lack of any highly vesicular pyroclasts (pumice; >75% vesicles; Table 5-9) 

suggests that the magma had a relatively low volatile content, or that the 

magma had a low viscosity that allowed degassing prior to quenching of the 

magma during an eruption, and that the eruption dynamics would not have been 

greatly explosive if water was not involved (e.g. Houghton et al. 2004; Mattsson 

2010; Ross & White 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013; Moitra et al. 2013). The 

fractured edges of the pyroclasts (Figure 5-43) suggests that they have been 

subjected to brittle fragmentation, possibly during quenching and/or abrasion 

with other particles within the eruptive column (e.g. Sheridan & Wohletz 1983; 

Wohletz 1983; Mattsson 2010). The high angularity and fragile nature of these 

pyroclasts suggest that they have undergone little or no transport since 

deposition (e.g. Mattsson 2010).  

 

Figure 5-43 Characteristics of pyroclast edges indicating brittle fragmentation. A) Original 
AsB SEM image showing two pyroclasts that exhibit brittle fragmentation. B) Brittle 
fracturing can be interpreted by the abrupt terminations of the pyroclast edges (red arrows). 
If magmatic fragmentation, via the expansion of bubbles within the magma, were 
responsible for fragmentation it could be expected pyroclast edges to be dominated by 
more curvi-planar, bubble-wall, features (stippled lines).  

In general, vesicles may be stretched into elongate shapes as they exit a vent; 

but, as the pyroclasts cool, the bubbles can elastically relax and eventually 

become spherical (Gaonac’h et al. 2005; Shea et al. 2010; Moitra et al. 2013). 

Rapid quenching of pyroclasts will inhibit bubble relaxation and preserve non-

spherical vesicles (Gaonac’h et al. 2005; Shea et al. 2010; LaRue et al. 2013; 

Moitra et al. 2013). Rapid quenching can occur during hydrovolcanic eruptions 

where water vapour acts to rapidly cool fragments of erupting magma (Ross & 

White 2012; LaRue et al. 2013). The amorphous shape of some vesicles in the 
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HSB and LEVNAC_14A pyroclasts (Figure 5-32), along with those that show the 

coalescence of individual bubbles in which the bubble walls have not yet relaxed 

to form one continuous spherical bubble rim (Figure 5-32c), suggests that these 

pyroclasts were rapidly quenched (e.g. Gaonac’h et al. 2005; Mattsson 2010; 

Shea et al. 2010; Moitra et al. 2013). The presence of rod-like pyroclasts (Figure 

5-38), could be evidence of Limu-o-Pele pyroclasts, which are believed to be 

evidence for the entrapment of water and therefore a hydrovolcanic influence 

on eruption parameters (Walker & Crosdale 1971; Graettinger et al. 2013). 

The observed similarity between the relatively unaltered pyroclasts of the HSB 

(in appearance and SEM chemical spectra) suggests that all of the pyroclastic 

material came from the same parent magma and therefore the same source, this 

supports the view that all of these samples from the HSB volcanic unit can be 

correlated and are representative of a single (although possibly lengthy) volcanic 

interval. The pyroclasts of WRAB_02 cannot be compared in this way due to their 

high level of alteration and replacement by calcite. Minor differences in the 

compositions of pyroclasts in each of the representative samples (HSB, 

WRAB_02, LEVNAC_14A) may be due to alteration, with mobile elements being 

removed from the pyroclasts over time (Hastie et al. 2007). If these variations 

are not related to alteration then they could suggest that the source magma of 

the LEVNAC_14A ash may have been more evolved, and therefore, slightly more 

silicic in composition. It is possible that this ash had a different source than the 

ash of the HSB (e.g. Obst et al. 2015), although it is also possible that they had 

the same source, but the magma had time to evolve slightly between the 

eruptions of the HSB and LEVNAC_14A ashes; if elemental differences between 

the samples were a true representation of the original magma composition. 

Immobile trace-element compositions are required to determine the differences 

between these samples and the possible relation to a single or multiple volcanic 

source. The SEM analysis carried out here is not quantitative and should be 

investigated further by future research via electron probe and/or laser ablation 

techniques (see Futher Work 7.7), this would allow the alteration or magmatic 

history of the clasts to be analysed and may also allow for correlation of the 

tuffs with those of the adjacent Balder Formation and the Danish Ash-series. 
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It is possible that more ash-fall deposits were formed, but that these were later 

reworked and removed from the stratigraphic record (Knox & Ellison 1979; 

Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Mattsson 2010; Royse et al. 

2012; King 2016). Pyroclastic deposits are easily eroded after they have been 

deposited, except where high rates of sedimentation and burial occur; primary 

pyroclastic units are often not preserved (e.g. Collinson et al. 2006; Reading 

2009). During the Early Eocene, the WM was deposited in a shallow marine 

environment which may, in part, have been present above wave-base (Elliot 

1971; Knox & Harland 1979; Ali & Jolley 1996; Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Kender et 

al. 2012; Royse et al. 2012; Aldiss 2014; King 2016); this is an environment that 

would likely inhibit the preservation of pyroclastic material due to its higher 

levels of turbulence, organic activity and erosion (e.g. Collinson et al. 2006; 

Reading 2009). A more complete record of volcanism during this time may be 

found in the adjacent NSB, where marine deposits of the Balder Formation (BF) 

that may contain more than 200 ash-layers, occur (Jaqué & Thouvenin 1975; 

Deegan & Scull 1977; Knox & Morton 1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Knox 1984; Malm 

et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Roberts et al. 1984; Morton & Knox 1990; Knox 

1996; Harland et al. 2000; Obst et al. 2015; King 2016). A detailed discussion 

comparing the E. Anglia and NSB deposits and the source of volcanism is given in 

the final discussion and conclusion chapter of this thesis (Chapter 7:). Prior to 

comparison with other regions, it is apparent that a minimum of two primary 

ash-fall deposits can be found within the Wrabness Member, based on the 

presence of igneous material in only two intervals of a systematically sampled 

section of the WM. Identification of non- to poorly-vesicular, predominantly 

blocky pyroclasts, indicate that the original ashes of both tuffs were likely 

produced by hydrovolcanic eruptions, corresponding to at least two separate 

eruptive events that supplied igneous clasts to this region.  

Pyroclastic textures are also observed in the Wrabness Blue Band (Figure 5-29; 

Knox & Ellison 1979; Jolley 1996; Giresse & Wiewióra 1999; King 2016). However, 

these pyroclasts are only a minor component of the sediment, although, high-

levels of alteration and replacement by calcite and clay minerals may have 

removed other pyroclastic features (Figure 5-29; Jeans et al. 2000). The band 

does not contain sufficient material to be regarded as a deposit of primary ash-

fall origin. Instead, the minor abundance of these highly altered pyroclasts could 
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indicate the occurrence of epiclastic/reworked pyroclasts at this level. These 

pyroclasts may be associated with reworking of the volcanic material deposited 

during formation of the volcanic unit of the HSB, due to the stratigraphic 

proximity (tens of centimetres) of these two units. It is possible that the colour 

and nature of the blue clay is the result of the breakdown of volcanic material 

via palagonitisation and replacement by authigenic minerals, such as, smectite, 

chlorite, zeolites, calcite and albite (Petzing & Chester 1979; WoldeGabriel et 

al. 1996; Giresse & Wiewióra 1999; Jeans et al. 2000; Shifa et al. 2016); 

feldspar, and silica minerals can also form (Jeans et al. 2000), as suggested by 

the similar chemistry of the pyroclasts and surrounding clay . In general, 

pyroclasts are thermodynamically unstable and can easily alter when in contact 

with water (Jeans et al. 2000; Shifa et al. 2016). In a previous study of blue-

green deposits, correlations were made between the presence of blue clays and 

volcanic deposits (Giresse & Wiewióra 1999). In a study by Giresse & Wiewióra 

(1999), blue clay was considered to represent the breakdown of fine-grained 

pyroclastic matrix material. The distinctive Wrabness Blue Band (Figure 5-9) has 

not been identified beyond the Wrabness locality, this could be due to erosion 

and removal of this unit, giving an incomplete record of the volcanic and 

siliciclastic deposits of this region (e.g. Knox & Ellison 1979; Ellison et al. 1994; 

Ali & Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Royse et al. 2012; King 2016).  

5.8.3 Location of source vent(s) 

It is expected that, in general, the grain-size and thickness of pyroclastic 

deposits will diminish with distance from the source vent (e.g. Williams 1983; 

Carey & Sparks 1986; Pyle 1989; Wohletz et al. 1995; Bursik 1998; Riley et al. 

2003; Mannen 2006; Kutterolf et al. 2007; Pérez et al. 2009; Goepfert & Gardner 

2010; Houghton et al. 2011; Oddsson et al. 2012; Bonadonna & Costa 2013). 

Consideration needs to be given regarding the possible location of source vents 

for this volcanic material. Here, preliminary interpretations will be made for the 

source of the volcanic material in E. Anglia. Later comparison of these 

interpretations with detailed information for the equivalent NSB BF should 

provide a more detailed picture of the volcanic source from a more regional 

perspective (see Chapter 7:).  
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Hydrovolcanic eruptions involve magma coming into contact with water 

(Kokelaar 1983; Sheridan & Wohletz 1983; Wohlets 1983; White 1996; Starostin 

et al. 2005; Trigila et al. 2007; Clarke et al. 2009). The water involved can be 

present in a variety of settings, including, groundwater, crater lakes, sea water 

and/or glaciers. Small amounts of water will not lead to highly explosive 

hydrovolcanic eruptions, and large amounts of water will act to inhibit the 

explosivity, for example in deep marine settings (e.g. Starostin et al. 2005). The 

source of water involved in these eruptions cannot be determined from the fine 

ash of the present study, as too much uncertainty exists, particularly due to 

alteration of the pyroclasts.  

The fine-ash produced during hydrovolcanic eruptions can have a wider area of 

dispersal than many magmatic eruptions (Sheridan & Wohletz 1983; Oddsson et 

al. 2012). This is due to steam-rich hydrovolcanic plumes that loft fine particles 

to greater heights in the atmosphere compared to ‘dry’ magmatic eruptions 

(Kokelaar 1983; Woods 1993; Oddsson et al. 2012). However, deposition of fine 

tephra fractions can be enhanced nearer to the vent due to accretion of 

particles, which is likely caused by the presence of abundant water vapour 

(Walker 1981; Brown et al. 2012; Bonadonna & Costa 2013; Mueller et al. 2016). 

Therefore, it is possible that the ash deposited in E. Anglia fell as ash aggregates 

that broke apart upon deposition on the Earths surface (e.g. Brown et al. 2012). 

Aggregation of fine tephra in this way can lead to secondary thickening of ash 

deposits at distal locations (Brown et al. 2012). This could explain the thickness 

(up to ca. 4 cm) of these accumulations at a distal location, away from the 

source vent. Alternatively, the thickness of the ash-rich intervals in E. Anglia 

may suggest that the source volcano was more proximal. A more proximal setting 

is also implied by the presence of coarse-ash and lapilli (62.5-250 μm), and not 

solely fine and very fine ash, which is typical of distal pyroclastic deposits 

(Figure 5-41; e.g. Williams 1983; Carey & Sparks 1986; Pyle 1989; Wohletz et al. 

1995; Bursik 1998; Riley et al. 2003; Kutterolf et al. 2007; Pérez et al. 2009; 

Goepfert & Gardner 2010; Dellino et al. 2012; Oddsson et al. 2012). With greater 

distance from source, the deposition of fine-ash will not reflect the true nature 

of the eruption characteristics, because, for example, hydrovolcanic eruptions 

are often pulsatory over short time-scales (e.g. Brown et al. 2012). This will not 

be recorded in deposits, due a greater duration of suspension of fine particles in 
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the atmosphere, allowing mixing of particles from different eruptive pulses, 

particularly at more distal localities (Bursik 1998; Mattsson 2010).  

Several factors can affect the dispersal of tephra from an eruption column, 

including: style of eruption, height of eruption plume, particle characteristics 

such as size and shape, and atmospheric conditions such as wind-speed and 

direction (Carey & Sparks 1986; Bursik 1998; Bonadonna & Costa 2013). The 

distribution of fine-ash, even from relatively small eruptions, can also be 

enhanced by eruption into a moist atmosphere (Woods 1993). The climate of NW 

Europe during the Early Eocene may have been warm and humid (Thomas et al. 

2003; Svensen et al. 2004; Lourens et al. 2005; Zachos et al. 2008; Gradstein et 

al. 2012; Kender et al. 2012; Newell 2014; Winnick et al. 2015), which may have 

allowed eruption columns to ascend to greater heights in the atmosphere, 

allowing a greater dispersal of fine pyroclasts (e.g. Sheridan & Wohletz 1983; 

Woods 1993; Oddsson et al. 2012).  

Based on the grain-size distribution of the HSB and LEVNAC_14A samples, 

application of other models can be used to estimate the distance to the source 

vent. Calculations by Carey & Sparks (1986) suggest a plume height of ca. 35 km 

would allow deposition of fine-ash grains more than 50 km distant from the 

source vent, and coarse-ash and lapilli ca. 30-43 km away (Figure 5-44). 

 

Figure 5-44 Possible distance from source based on grain-size from a plume with a height of 
at least 35 km , which does not take into account atmospheric winds (Carey & Sparks 1986). 

Volcanic deposits have been identified from their alteration products within the 

Jurassic and Early Cretaceous stratigraphy of England and the adjacent NSB 
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(Jeans et al. 2000). The sources for this material were most likely volcanic 

centres related to rifting in the NSB (Jeans et al. 2000). It has been stated that 

these igneous centres ceased to be active after late Albian times, around 100 Ma 

(Jeans et al. 2000). Therefore, it is unlikely that any of these centres were the 

source of the volcanic material identified within the Early Eocene deposits of E. 

Anglia. The primary pyroclastic nature of the deposits in E. Anglia also shows 

that reworking of these Jurassic and Early Cretaceous volcanic deposits is not 

the source of this material (see section 5.8.2).  

Seafloor spreading had begun in the NW Atlantic in the Early Eocene (Hallam 

1972; Knox & Morton 1983; Ellis & Stoker 2014). This would have provided large 

quantities of relatively homogenous basaltic magma for eruption in shallow 

aqueous settings as much as 1000-2000 km away from E. Anglia (Jacqué & 

Thouvenin 1975; Knox 1984; Knox 1996; Jolley & Bell 2002; Larsen et al. 2003; 

Larsen. pers. coms. 2015). A possible source of fine-ash therefore may have 

been the active spreading centres in the NW Atlantic (Table 5-10). Alternatively, 

the central igneous complexes of the British Palaeogene Igneous Province (BPIP) 

may also be a suitable source of the ash (Figure 5-45), particularly as separate 

sources are envisaged for the HSB and LEVNAC_14A volcanic units.  
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Figure 5-45 Location of palaeogene igneous centres and basaltic lavas of the BPIP that were 
emplaced during the Early Palaeogene. (Mussett et al. 1988), superimposed on the ash-
distribution (grey) map for subphase 2b volcanism proposed by Knox & Morton (1983, 
1988). An Early Eocene palaeogeography is show in green, along with the approximate 
position of the main rift axis (from Obst et al. 2015). A: Ardnamurchan, AD: Anton Dohrn, 
BB: Blackstones Bank, C: Carlingford, S: Skye, SG: Slieve Gullion, SI: Small Isles, WM: 
Wrabness Member. Additional volcanic centres onshore and offshore may also be present, 
those shown are major centres that have been dated and studied in the most detail in the 
literature so far.  
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Understanding previously recorded characteristics and thicknesses of deposits 

from explosive basaltic eruptions can help in the identification of possible 

sources for the E. Anglia tuffs. For example, isopach maps representing deposit 

thickness with distance from the vent for the 122 BC Plinian eruption of Mount 

Etna show that deposits with a thickness of 2-4 cm occur at distances of more 

than 30 km from the vent (Houghton et al. 2004). Isopach data for deposits of 

the 1886 basaltic Plinian fissure eruption of Tarawera suggest that deposits of 

this thickness can be found ca. 50 km from the vent (Walker et al. 1984; 

Houghton et al. 2004). Calculations for variously-sized eruption columns and the 

distribution of tephra suggest that a deposit of 2-4 cm thick would occur at a 

distance >40 km from the vent (Walker et al. 1984; Houghton et al. 2004). 

Strong atmospheric winds (particularly in the troposphere) can help to enhance 

the distance to which fine-ash will be dispersed (Carey & Sparks 1986). None of 

these observations or calculations take into account the effect of enhanced 

eruption column height during eruption into a warm, moist atmosphere, or the 

effect of wind speed.  

It is possible for the column of hydrovolcanic eruptions to reach greater heights 

than those of purely magmatic eruptions (Kokelaar 1983; Woods 1993; Oddsson 

et al. 2012). With strong tropospheric winds it would be possible to deposit 

tephra of greater thickness at an even greater distance from the vent (Carey & 

Sparks 1986). Therefore, tephra could be deposited at distances much larger 

than 50 km. Dominant wind directions at the time of deposition may have 

occurred from the north or northwest (NW) making a source towards the NW 

from E. Anglia likely (Malm et al. 1984; Knox 1997). It is therefore possible that 

the source of these deposits lies within the BPIP or more easterly sections of the 

NAIP that were active at this time (Figure 5-46, Table 5-10; Jacqué & Thouvenin 

1975; Carter et al. 1979; Knox & Ellison 1979; Brooks 1980; Morton 1983; Roberts 

et al. 1983; Smythe et al. 1983; Knox & Morton 1988; Mussett et al. 1988; 

Hitchen & Ritchie 1993; Knox 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; Knox 1997; Nadin et 

al. 1997; Larsen et al. 1999; Kent & Fitton 2000; Heister et al. 2001; Torsvik et 

al. 2001; Jolley & Bell 2002; Larsen et al. 2003; Simonsen & Toft 2006; Hansen et 

al. 2009; Stoker et al. 2012; Ellis & Stoker 2014; Carriol et al. 2016; King 2016).  
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Considerations based solely on the thickness of the primary ash-fall deposits of 

E. Anglia suggest that it is unlikely that the source lay beyond 1000 km away 

(Figure 5-46), as suggested by studies of the BF (Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; Knox 

1984; Knox 1996; Jolley & Bell 2002; Larsen et al. 2003; Egger & Brückl 2006; 

Carriol et al. 2016). This, therefore lends itself to the exclusion of volcanic 

sources as being any of the known volcanic centres in the NW Atlantic, that were 

active at this time, such as East Greenland (Brooks 1980; Knox & Morton 1983; 

Roberts et al. 1984; Larsen et al. 1999a), the Faroe Islands (Jacqué & Thouvenin 

1975; Brooks 1980; Roberts et al. 1984; Hitchen & Ritchie 1993; Ritchie & 

Hitchen 1996; Nadin et al. 1997), or Rockall (Brooks 1980; Knox & Morton 1983; 

Mussett et al. 1988; Knox 1996; Ritchie & Hitchen 1996), making a source in the 

BPIP more likely (Figure 5-46; e.g. Richey et al. 1961; Carter et al. 1979; Knox & 

Morton 1983; Mussett et al. 1988; Hitchen & Ritchie 1993; Ritchie & Hitchen 

1996; King 2016).  

 

Figure 5-46 Areas where possible source vents could be located and distances from E. 
Anglia. The dominant wind direction at the time was most likely from the N-NW therefore 
more distal sources were more likely located towards the NW (Malm et al. 1984). Darkest 
grey circle represents areas of 50km from the E. Anglia study area (black circle). 



 Chapter 5: The Harwich Formation, East Anglia
   394 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

A more detailed comparison of the ages of activity for volcanic centres in the 

BPIP will be considered when the ash of the WB is compared on a regional scale 

with the ash-rich deposits of the BF (see Chapter 3:). For now, a source within 

the BPIP is interpreted for both ashes of the WM based on deposit thickness and 

grain-size distribution.  

5.9 Conclusions 

The Early Eocene Wrabness Member is an important unit within the Harwich 

Formation of E. Anglia that can be used to assess the nature of volcanism that 

affected the region at ca. 54-54.5 Ma. The Wrabness Member was investigated in 

estuarine cliff-sections along the Stour and Orwell Rivers at Harkstead, 

Levington to Nacton, Stutton and Wrabness (Table 5-5, Figure 5-7). Additional 

investigation into the characteristics of the Wrabness Member was provided by 

sedimentary logging and sample collection from the Shotley Borehole B (see 

section 5.5.1.6).  

Field descriptions and petrological analysis show that the Wrabness Member is 

predominantly comprised of clay-rich siltstones, with angular quartz grains, 

along with minor amounts of other minerals, including barite, chlorite, feldspar 

(albite, labradorite and orthoclase), fluroapatite, garnet, gypsum, ilmenite, 

magnetite, muscovite, pyrite, rutile, stilpnomelane, ulvospinel and zeolite 

(clinoptilite) (Table 5-6, Table 5-7). The sediments were deposited in an 

oxygenated, shallow marine environment, as suggested by abundant trace fossils 

and evidence of bioturbation, that have been identified throughout the section 

(Figure 5-11, Figure 5-22a-b, Figure 5-24), and palaeostratigraphical 

interpretations in the literature (King 1981; Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & Jolley 1996; 

Hooker 1996; Jolley 1996; King 2016).  

The Harwich Stone Band is a prominent marker unit within the Wrabness 

Member, comprised of a well-developed, diagenetic (abiotic) layer dominated by 

calcite cement. This band is generally present throughout all of the exposures, 

and the Shotley Borehole B. It can easily be identified as it is generally more 

resistant to weathering than the surrounding soft, clay-rich siltstones, and is 

commonly present at, or just above, the present-day shoreline (Elliott 1971; 
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Knox & Ellison 1979). However, at Harkstead, the Harwich Stone Band appears to 

cross bed boundaries and pinch out, and is thus, absent across small (<1 m) 

distances (Figure 5-10). Isolated calcite-cemented concretions occur in other 

intervals of the Wrabness Member (Elliott 1971; Knox & Ellison 1979; this study), 

and can be seen at Harkstead (Figure 5-10). The calcite cement of the Harwich 

Stone Band likely formed early during diagenesis at a shallow depth of burial, as 

it comprises well preserved pyroclasts that have undergone low levels of 

alteration –which most likely can only be achieved if cementation was rapid in 

isolating the pyroclasts from circulating fluids within the deposit (e.g. Elliot 

1971). Trace fossils, such as endichnia, are abundant within the upper part of 

the Harwich Stone Band (Figure 5-11) and provide evidence for a shallow marine 

environment of deposition and a near-surface depth of cementation.  

In the field, the deposits have a characteristic stratified character, as shown by 

alternating layers of pale grey and dark grey/brown rock (Figure 5-7). In the 

literature, the pale grey units have been interpreted as volcanic units (Knox & 

Ellison 1979; Jolley 1996). The evidence for this conclusion was provided by 

petrographic investigations by Knox & Ellison (1979) from samples of the Shotley 

Borehole B, where the ash appears as ‘dark blue-grey’ units, although their 

evidence for these being volcanic is not provided in detail, and recent 

investigation of the Shotley Borehole B shows that it does not display any of the 

variations in colour that are observed in the field or by blue-grey intervals 

(Figure 5-18). The interpretation given by Jolley (1996) lacks any scientific 

evidence at all, and is based on assumptions rather than petrographic 

observations. Although Jolley (1996) does not specify exactly where the volcanic 

units are located within the Wrabness Member, and how they were identified in 

the field, his logs, depicting volcanic units, correlate with the positions and 

number of pale bands at each of the field-localities.  

Systematic sampling of pale grey and dark grey/brown units at Levington-Nacton 

was carried out to investigate the volcanic component of the Wrabness Member. 

However, in general, all of the samples are similar in appearance and 

composition, and do not contain any volcanic material (Table 5-6; except for 

LEVNAC_14A from a dark grey/brown unit). The chemical composition of the clay 

matrix in all samples is similar. Therefore, the only difference identified in this 



 Chapter 5: The Harwich Formation, East Anglia
   396 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

study, is that the dark grey/brown units seem to contain more types of dark 

coloured minerals; amphibole(?), ilmenite, magnetite, pyrite and rutile, 

compared to the pale grey units (Table 5-6). The repetitive layering of variable 

colour observed in the field is absent in the core of Shotley Borehole B (Figure 

5-18), therefore the colours may be a result of weathering (e.g. Knox & Ellison 

1979), and could correspond to subtle differences in the modal mineralogy and 

bulk composition between the pale grey and grey/brown layers. 

Shotley Borehole B was drilled in 1979 at a location to the east of Harkstead, 

between the rivers Stour and Orwell (Figure 5-16). It was logged and described 

in detail as the London Clay Formation and Harwich Member by Knox & Ellison 

(BGS Borehole Report); however, since the 1970s the formation and member 

boundaries of the Shotley Borehole and the E. Anglia succession have changed 

(Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & Jolley 1996; Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Aldiss 2014). To 

avoid confusion the borehole was logged again (this study; Figure 5-17). The 

borehole core is comprised of claystones and siltstones with lesser amounts of 

fine to coarse sandstone (Figure 5-17). A gravel and pebble-rich bed towards the 

top of the logged section may represent the contact between the Wrabness 

Member and the overlying Walton Member of the London Clay Formation (Ellison 

et al. 1994; Jolley 1996; Aldiss 2014). The core comprises repeating sequences of 

clay-rich rocks overlain by silt and sand-rich rocks; it is likely that these 

repetitive rock types represent at least three parasequences whereby relative 

sea-level increased in stages over time (Figure 5-40). A flooding surface (FS) is 

present where claystone is found directly overlying silt/sandstone (Figure 5-40). 

Therefore, it is interpreted that these parasequences represent a transgressive 

systems tract that eventually led to the establishment of deep marine conditions 

across SE England, which led to deposition of the London Clay Formation (Jolley 

1996; Aldiss 2014). An interpretation of at least three parasequences of an 

overall transgressive systems tract within the Wrabness Member has also been 

proposed by Jolley (1996), based on analysis of palaeobiology of 

palynoflora/fauna.  

Knox & Ellison (1979) concluded that more than 44 ash-layers can be identified 

in the Harwich Formation, based on their analysis of the Shotley Borehole. Jolley 

(1996) proposed that there are at least 32 ash-layers within the Wrabness 
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Member (Harwich Formation; Ali & Jolley 1996; Jolley 1996; King 2016). One 

easily identifiable ash-layer, ca. 4 cm thick, is present within the Harwich Stone 

Band, where it has been preserved within a well-developed calcite cement 

(Elliott 1971; Knox & Ellison 1979). This deposit is normal-graded and has a sharp 

contact with the underlying calcite-cemented siliciclastic siltstone. The deposit 

is predominantly composed of pyroclasts and crystalline igneous clasts, with very 

little background (siliciclastic) sediment e.g. quartz grains. The grain-size of the 

deposit is of coarse to fine ash (17 - 180 μm; Table 5-8), with 35% juvenile 

pyroclasts and 65% accidental lithics (crystalline igneous clasts; Figure 5-38). In 

general, the igneous clasts are angular, with the pyroclasts retaining their 

original delicate, angular shapes. The pyroclasts have predominantly blocky 

morphologies with smaller amounts of bubble-wall pyroclasts and rod-like (Limu 

o Pele) morphologies (Figure 5-38). Ca. 28-38% of the pyroclasts within the 

Harwich Stone Band samples (HARK_HB, HARK_01, LEVNAC_01A) are vesicular 

(Figure 5-38), with an average vesicularity of 22-35% (Table 5-9). The volcanic 

unit of the Harwich Stone Band is interpreted as a primary air-fall ash that was 

produced during a hydrovolcanic eruption (Table 5-11), due to the low 

vesicularity (<45%) of pyroclasts, and the dominance of blocky, non-vesicular 

pyroclast morphologies (Wohletz 1983; Zimanowski et al. 1997; Mattsson 2010; 

Dellino et al. 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013), and the high percentage of 

accidental lithics compared to juvenile pyroclasts (Clarke et al. 2009; Németh & 

Cronin 2009; Valentine & White 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013; Valentine et al. 

2014). The high angularity of the pyroclasts and their general ‘fresh’ 

morphologies suggest that this material has not undergone reworking prior to 

deposition, as this would likely lead to abrasion and rounding of the delicate 

pyroclasts, in addition to the inclusion of more siliciclastic sediment into the 

resulting deposit (see Chapter 7:).  
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Table 5-11 Magmatic versus hydro volcanic deposit characteristics summarised for the 
primary ash fall deposits of the HSB and LEVNAC_14A (references in text). 
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The Wrabness Blue Band lies above the Harwich Stone Band at Wrabness (see 

section 5.5.1.1). Scanning Electron Microscopy (SEM) analysis showns that a 

minor component of this unit includes pyroclasts that have been replaced by 

calcite. The minor abundance of these pyroclasts within a predominantly 

siliciclastic siltstone suggests that this volcanic material has been reworked. The 

deposit is clay-rich and has a poorly developed calcite cement (Figure 5-27) that 

does not form a hard-band like that of the underlying Harwich Stone Band, most 

likely due to its high clay content. The close stratigraphic proximity of the 

Wrabness Blue Band to the volcanic unit of the Harwich Stone Band (within a few 

tens of centimetres), may suggest that the primary volcanic deposit of the 

Harwich Stone Band could be the source of reworked pyroclasts in the Wrabness 

Blue Band. No comparison of the chemistry of the pyroclasts in each unit could 

be achieved due to the complete calcite replacement of pyroclasts in the 

Wrabness Blue Band. 

Another volcanic-rich unit can be observed within a dark grey/brown interval at 

Levington-Nacton, above the Harwich Stone Band. This unit is represented by 

sample LEVNAC_14A, and is predominantly composed of igneous clasts, including 

variably altered pyroclasts and crystalline igneous clasts (Figure 5-25, Figure 

5-36), of fine ash to coarse ash (63-125 μm; Table 5-8). Image analysis shows 

that there are ca. 25% juvenile pyroclasts and 75% accidental lithics (crystalline 

igneous clasts; Figure 5-38), and that the pyroclasts are predominantly non-

vesicular (93%) with a blocky morphology (Figure 5-38). Lesser amounts of 

bubble-wall and rod-like (Limu-o-Pele) morphologies are present (Figure 5-38). 

The low occurrence of vesicular pyroclasts makes it difficult to accurately 

calculate the average vesicularity; however, an estimation of 15-28% vesicularity 

is given by the range of vesicularities calculated from a small sample set from 

LEVNAC_14A (Table 5-9). The original angularity and bubble-wall features of the 

pyroclasts remain, suggesting that this deposit represents a primary air-fall 

water-lain ash deposit, with similar features as the volcanic unit of the Harwich 

Stone Band. The poor vesicularity, low abundance of vesicular pyroclasts (7%) 

and high abundance of accidental lithics (75%) suggest that this deposit 

represents the product of hydrovolcanic activity.  
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The primary air-fall ashes of the Harwich Stone Band and LEVNAC_14A display a 

range of grain-sizes from fine-ash (<63 μm) to lapilli (250 μm; Table 5-8). Fine 

ash is likely to dominate distal pyroclastic deposits, furthest from the source 

vent (Williams 1983; Carey & Sparks 1986; Pyle 1989; Wohletz et al. 1995; Bursik 

1998; Riley et al. 2003; Kutterolf et al. 2007; Pérez et al. 2009; Goepfert & 

Gardner 2010; Dellino et al. 2012; Oddsson et al. 2012); however, the presence 

of lapilli may suggest that the source was in a more proximal location. 

Comparison with deposit thicknesses and grain-sizes from previously studied 

volcanic vents, can help suggest a possible distance to the-source(s) of the two 

Wrabness Member tuffs. Carey & Sparks (1986) estimate that a plume height of 

35 km can produce deposits of lapilli to fine-ash >30 or >50 km from the source 

(Figure 5-44). By comparison with deposit characteristics from the 122 BC Plinian 

basaltic eruption of Etna, a source for the Wrabness Member ash could lie >30 

km distant, and deposits from the 1886 Plinian basaltic fissure eruption of 

Tarawera suggest a distance of >50 km (Walker et al. 1984; Houghton et al. 

2004). However, these estimates do not take into account atmospheric 

conditions such as wind or humidity, or hydrovolcanic eruption dynamics, which 

can enhance the spread of ash and lapilli (Carey & Sparks 1986; Sheridan & 

Wohletz 1983; Woods 1993; Oddsson et al. 2012). Eruptions in the Early Eocene 

would have occurred into a warm, moist atmosphere (Thomas et al. 2003; 

Svensen et al. 2004; Lourens et al. 2005; Zachos et al. 2008; Gradstein et al. 

2012; Kender et al. 2012; Newell 2014; Winnick et al. 2015), which may have 

enhanced plume height and allowed ash and lapilli to be distributed much 

further from the source vent. The predominant wind direction was from NW to 

SE (Carriol 2016), suggesting that the source vent(s) lie more than 50 km to the 

NW of E. Anglia.  

Several volcanic centres were active during the Early Eocene within the British 

Palaeogene Igneous Province (BPIP; Figure 5-45); these lie to the NW within a 

range of <1000 km from the E. Anglia field localities (Figure 5-46). It is possible 

that two separate sources produced the two ashes of the Wrabness Member. 

Correlation of the Wrabness Member ashes with those of the age equivalent 

North Sea Balder Formation should provide a more concise interpretation for the 

source of this volcanic material (see Chapter 3:). Thus, for now, an interpretation 
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of basaltic hydrovolcanic eruptions >50 km to the NW can be inferred, and a 

potential source within the British Palaeogene Igneous Province implied. In 

contrast to the over-estimation of 32-44 ash-layers (Knox & Ellison 1979; Ali & 

Jolley 1996; Jolley 1996; King 2016), a minimum of two eruptive phases are 

indicated by the direct petrographic identification of two well-preserved 

primary air-fall ash units within the Wrabness Member. It is possible that 

additional volcanic eruptions influenced sedimentation in E. Anglia during the 

Early Eocene; however, the shallow marine environment interpreted for this 

locality has led to an incomplete stratigraphic succession in this region (Knox & 

Ellison 1979; Ellison et al. 1994; Ali & Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Royse et al. 2012; 

King 2016).  
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Chapter 6: Columbia River Flood Basalt 
Sedimentary Analogue 

6.1 Introduction 

The Columbia River Flood Basalt Province (CRFBP) is a Large Igneous Province 

(LIP) that covers >208,000 km2 of central and eastern Washington, Idaho and 

north-central Oregon, USA (Figure 6-1; Schmincke 1967a; Camp 1981; Hooper 

1982; Smith 1988b; Camp 1995; Brueseke et al. 2007; Barry et al. 2013; Camp 

2013; Wolff & Ramos 2013; Miller 2014; Reynolds et al. 2015). The CRFBP was 

emplaced between 17 and 6 million years ago (Ma) during the Miocene (Swanson 

et al. 1979; Camp 1981; Hooper 1982; Smith 1988b; Camp 1995; Brueseke et al. 

2007; Nash & Perkins 2012; Barry et al. 2013; Wolff & Ramos 2013; Miller 2014; 

Reynolds et al. 2015). Abundant research has been carried out on the various 

lavas of this Flood Basalt Group, however, little attention has been paid to the 

interbedded siliciclastic and volcaniclastic units deposited during eruption 

hiatuses or on inactive parts of the province (e.g. Waters 1965; Camp 1981; 

Smith 1988b; Smith et al. 1988; Nash & Perkins 2012; Miller 2014). These 

sedimentary units are an important part of the geological history of this area and 

include ash from a poorly-documented source of silicic explosive volcanic 

activity in the region (Smith 1988b; Smith et al. 1988; Nash & Perkins 2012; 

Miller 2014; Reidel pers comms. 2015).  
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Figure 6-1 Location of the CRFBP and field localities referred to in this text. Dashes show 
the location of the Cascade Range (Schmincke 1967b; Google Earth 2015). 

The sedimentary intervals within the CRFBP have been named as several 

different formations and members, although the correlation between packages 

in each location has not been identified or commented on in detail (Waters 

1965; Camp 1981; Smith 1988a, 1988b; Smith et al. 1988; Nash & Perkins 2012; 

Miller 2014). Observations of the high variability in the sedimentary packages 

within the Lewiston Basin by Camp (1981) show the difficulty in correlating these 

deposits (e.g. Waters 1965; Camp 1981). The sediments studied in the current 

investigation have been identified as being part of the Ellensburg Formation (EF) 

(Figure 6-2; Waters 1965; Schmincke 1967b; Smith 1988b; Smith et al. 1988; 

Nash & Perkins 2012; Ebinghaus et al. 2014). This Formation is predominantly 

comprised of siliciclastic sediments (conglomerates, sandstones, siltstones and 

claystones) along with minor deposits from large silicic explosive eruptions 

(Waters 1965; Schmincke 1967a; Smith 1988a, 1988b) and straddles the interval 

between the ca. 17 Ma Grande Ronde Basalt and the Saddle Mountains Basalts at 
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ca. 4.7 Ma (Smith 1988b), essentially spanning the entire lava sequence of the 

CRFBP (Figure 6-2). Thus, it cannot be used as a marker interval for correlation. 

 

Figure 6-2 The Ellensburg Formation and its members (Vantage, Squaw Creek, Mabton, 
Selah and Rattlesnake which can be found between the main sub-divisions of the Columbia 
River Flood Basalts) (from Smith 1988b). 
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6.2 Aims and objectives 

The aim of this study is to understand the nature and significance of the 

sedimentary units interbedded with the lavas of the CRFBP in Washington, 

particularly around the Tri-Cities area, and sites in western Idaho. The 

sedimentary, volcaniclastic and pyroclastic deposits of this region have not been 

studied in detail since initial observations were made by Mackin (1961), 

Schmincke (1967) and Smith (1988). Thus, a great deal of information on 

sedimentation and volcanism of this flood basalt province can be gained from 

detailed analysis of these deposits.  

This chapter provides data and interpretations for the eruption, distribution and 

depositional processes of volcanic material within a terrestrial flood basalt 

province and compliments the work detailed in Chapters 3 - 5 of these processes 

within a marine environment. This chapter provides additional information on 

the distal deposition of ash from silicic eruptions that compliment the basaltic 

data set of the other chapters (Chapter 2 – 5).  
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6.3 Geological history and literature review 

6.3.1 Emplacement history of the Columbia River Flood Basalt 

Group 

The CRFBP lavas, are of predominantly tholeiitic basalt composition (Schmincke 

1967b; Snavely et al. 1973; Camp 1995; Retallack et al. 2002; Brueseke et al. 

2007; Camp 2013; Wolff & Ramos 2013). They cover an area of >208,000 km2, 

and were erupted during multiple eruptive phases from ca. 17 – 6 Ma (Figure 6-3, 

Figure 6-4; Schmincke 1967a; Camp 1981; Hooper 1982; Smith 1988b; Camp 

1995; Brueseke et al. 2007; Barry et al. 2013; Camp 2013; Wolff & Ramos 2013). 

The lavas generally flowed westward from fissures until they reached the 

growing Cascades mountain range (Figure 6-3; Smith 1988b), and are found 

within the back-arc basin of the Cascade Range (Ebinghaus et al. 2014). 

 

Figure 6-3 Distribution of the dykes (A) and lavas (B) of the CRFBP over time (from Camp 
1995). The lavas generally flowed westward from fissures associated with the dykes located 
towards the east (Smith 1988b). 
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Figure 6-4 Relative ages and emplacement volumes of the major sub-divisions of the 
CRFBP. The sedimentary deposits of the Ellensburg Formation investigated during this 
research are generally found between the Pomona and Elephant Mountain members, which 
are units within the Saddle Mountains Group of the CRFBG (From Barry et al. 2013). 

Around 90% of the total volume of the CRFBP was emplaced between 16.6 and 15 

Ma (Nash & Perkins 2012), and the erupted volume of lava decreased over time 

(Figure 6-4; Hooper 1982; Barry et al. 2013). More lengthy hiatuses between 

eruptions of lava occurred following eruption of the Priest Rapids Member 

(Figure 6-4; Barry et al. 2013). 

6.3.2 Characteristics of the Ellensburg Formation: source of 

material, resultant deposits and their depositional setting 

The extent of the CRFBP was influenced by the contemporaneous (ancestral) 

Columbia, Snake and Yakima rivers in Washington (e.g. Camp 1981; Hooper 

1982; Smith 1988b; Miller 2014), and the Clearwater River in Idaho (e.g. Camp 
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1981; Hooper 1982; Smith 1988b). Deposition of sediments during the Miocene 

was influenced by these rivers, with deposition, including that of the Ellensburg 

Formation (EF), mainly concentrated within the Nile, Selah, Kittitas, Yakima and 

Toppenish basins in Washington (Figure 6-5; Smith 1988a, 1988b; Smith et al. 

1988), and the Lewiston Basin in Idaho (Schmincke 1967a; Camp 1981; Hooper 

1982).  

Many of the sedimentary units between packages of basaltic lava within the 

CRFBP of southern Washington may be associated with the disruption of drainage 

systems, such as the ancestral Columbia River, during the emplacement of lavas 

(Mackin 1961; Waters 1965; Schmincke 1967a; Smith 1988b; Nash & Perkins 2012; 

Reidel pers comms. 2015). The emplacement of subsequent lavas on top of these 

sediments has led to the removal of some deposits and the deformation and 

welding of others (e.g. Schmincke 1967b). For example, in some areas, the EF is 

overlain by the Pomona basalt which has caused welding of the underlying 

pyroclastic or siliciclastic deposits (Schmincke 1967b).  
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Figure 6-5 Location of Washington sedimentary basins described in the text. Insert (A) 
shows the location of the map (B) with reference to the rest of the CRFBP (Waters 1965; 
Swanson et al. 1979; Smith 1988b). 

Both the ancestral Columbia and Clearwater rivers transported large sediment 

loads (e.g. Camp 1981; Smith 1988b), and their drainage systems were utilised 

by the CRFBP lavas (Camp 1981; Hooper 1982; Smith 1988b). For example, 
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arkosic and subarkosic sandstones found in the Lewiston Basin contain material 

that was originally transported from the granitic highlands by the ancestral 

Clearwater River (Schmincke 1967a). Sediments deposited by the ancestral 

Columbia River across areas of Washington include components of plutonic and 

metamorphic rocks sourced from northern Washington (Mackin 1961; Schmincke 

1967a; Smith 1988b), as well as pyroclastic material sourced from the Cascade 

Range (Schmincke 1967a; Smith 1988b). Freshwater diatomites are also a feature 

of the sedimentary succession, alongside micaceous and quartz-rich siltstones 

and claystones with very fine-scale lamination (Berry 1934; Waters 1965; Smith 

1988b). Multiple localities of diatomite have previously been attributed to the 

presence of a shallow but extensive lake (Makin 1947; Waters 1965; Smith 

1988b). However, it is possible that smaller ephemeral lakes existed between 

the lavas, forming in different places over time (Waters 1965; Smith 1988b), as 

river courses were disrupted by the emplacement of lavas. 

The main controls on siliciclastic, volcaniclastic and pyroclastic deposition within 

the CRFBP were: 1) ancestral river systems; 2) the effect of basaltic lava flows 

on the courses of rivers and the formation of ephemeral lakes; 3) volcanism in 

the Cascade Range Volcanic Arc and surrounding areas of the CRFBP; 4) sediment 

sourced from the tectonic uplift of highland regions; and, 5) general basin 

subsidence (e.g. Waters 1965; Smith 1988a; 1988b). This was summarised by 

Smith (1988b) as follows: 

‘…Sedimentology of the Neogene section in central Washington 
reflects the complicated combined influences of synchronous flood-
basalt volcanism, continental-margin arc volcanism, and fold-belt 
deformation superimposed on a broad subsiding basin’ (Smith 1988b).  

The sedimentary units of the EF are generally poorly consolidated or 

unconsolidated (e.g. Waters 1965) and have undergone a limited amount of 

burial, particularly in the upper sections, where fewer lavas were emplaced and 

sediments have remained at or close to the surface (e.g. Waters 1965). 

Subsequent folding and the growth of anticlines and synclines, including the 

Horse Heaven Hills Anticline (Figure 6-5), occurred during the middle Miocene 

and Pliocene, associated with the growth of the Yakima Fold Belt, has affected 

the interstitial deposits, which have commonly acted as shear planes during 
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faulting and folding (Waters 1965; Smith 1988a, b; Blakely et al. 2011; Pratt 

2012; Miller 2014).  

6.3.2.1 The Ellensburg Formation of Washington 

The Late Miocene Ellensburg Formation (EF) is composed of several members, 

including the Douglas Creek, Vantage, Squaw Creek, Quincy, Selah and 

Rattlesnake Ridge members, as well as interbeds that are unassigned to a 

particular member (Figure 6-2, Table 6-1; Smith 1964; Waters 1965; Smith 

1988a, 1988b; Rettallack et al. 2002; Ebinghaus et al. 2014). These sedimentary 

units are predominantly found in areas along the margins of the CRFBP and 

where local structural basins allowed the accumulation of sediment (Camp 1981; 

Smith 1988b). These members were proposed based on their relationship to the 

intervening basaltic lavas by Schmincke (1964, 1967a).  
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The EF reaches a thickness of at least 350 m within the Yakima and Toppenish 

basins, where it overlies the Pomona and Elephant Mountain lavas (Figure 6-5; 

Smith 1988a, 1988b), and more than 350 m within the Selah Basin (Figure 6-5; 

Smith et al. 1988). The Formation has a minimum thickness of 300 and 100 m in 

the Nile and Kittitas basins respectively, where it overlies lavas of the Grande 

Ronde Basalt Member (Figure 6-5; Smith 1988b).  

The characteristics of the EF strata suggest that deposition was associated with 

shallow lakes, including lava-dammed fluvial-lacustrine environments, fluvial 

systems, sediment deltas and fans (Figure 6-6; Waters 1965; Schmincke 1967a; 

Camp 1981; Smith 1988b; Smith et al. 1988). Conglomerates are common 

throughout the Formation and likely represent deposition following episodes of 

uplift and increased erosion of the Cascade Range Volcanic Arc during the Late 

Miocene (Smith 1988a, 1988b; Smith et al. 1988).  

A mixture of fluvial and lacustrine sedimentary deposits present between lavas 

should be expected in areas of flood basalt emplacement due to the damming of 

river channels and overflowing of rivers due to the emplacement of lava (Waters 

1965; Camp 1981; Smith 1988b; Hamblin 1994).  

‘Streams draining the highlands to the northwest were dammed by the 
advancing (lava) flows and spread out in shallow lakes along the 
periphery of the volcanic field’ (Waters 1965).  

The ephemeral lakes formed across the province were frequently inundated by 

subsequent lava flows, leading to the formation of pillow lavas and palagonite 

sequences at the bases of lavas (Waters 1965; Smith 1988b; current study).  
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Figure 6-6 Interpretation of sedimentary deposits within the Ellensburg Formation from the 
ancestral Yakima River (from Smith 1988a). The regions of Naches, Selah and Granger all 
include fluvially-deposited sediments, including conglomerates and over-bank deposits and 
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hyperconcentrated flood-flow (HFF) deposits. Alongside these, there are also deposits from 
debris-flows, and tuffs (Smith 1988a). 

6.3.2.2 Pyroclastic and volcaniclastic deposits of the Ellensburg Formation 

In addition to siliciclastic strata, the EF contains primary pyroclastic and 

reworked volcaniclastic units (Table 6-2; Waters 1965; Schmincke 1967a, b; 

Smith 1988a, b; Smith et al. 1988; Retallack et al. 2002; Nash & Perkins 2012). 

These include silicic and andesitic deposits that are associated with volcanism in 

the Cascade Range Volcanic Arc (Waters 1965; Smith 1988a, b; Smith et al. 1988; 

Nash & Perkins 2012), the Yellowstone and Snake River Plain hotspot (Perkins et 

al. 1995, 1998; Cathey & Nash 2004; Branney et al. 2008; Ellis et al. 2012; Nash 

& Perkins 2012; Ellis et al. 2013; Kent-Corson et al. 2013; Knott et al. 2016), and 

within the High Lava Plain of the Harney Basin in Oregon (Smith et al. 1988; 

Perkins et al. 1998; Retallack et al. 2002; Streck & Grunder 2008). Lahars have 

also been identified (Waters 1965; Reidel pers. comms. 2015; this study). 
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The source of any pyroclastic material within the CRFBP cannot be identified 

with certainty due to the erosion of source volcanoes during the Neogene (Smith 

et al. 1988; Smith 1988b). Burial by younger sediments and volcanic material 

may also have acted to remove the visual record of volcanic centres that were 

active during the Miocene, and were a source for pyroclastic material in the EF 

(Smith et al. 1988). However, correlation of deposits via chemical fingerprinting 

and general descriptions of exposures may allow for the approximate region or 

direction to the original vent to be estimated (e.g. Shaw 2003; Lowe 2011). 

Erosion of pyroclastic deposits and volcanic regions within the Cascade Range, 

most likely supplied volcanic sediment to the CRFBP, where it can now be 

identified as volcaniclastic deposits (Figure 6-7; Schmincke 1967a; Smith 1988a, 

b; this study).  
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Figure 6-7 Palaeoenvironmental reconstruction of part of the CRFBP highlighting the 
sources of sediment deposition in the CRFBP within central Washington (from Smith 1998a, 
b). The Simcoe Volcanic Field (present) became active ca. 5 Ma (Ertan & Leeman 1999), and 
is therefore younger than the CRFBP. 
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6.3.2.3 Lewiston Basin, Idaho 

The Lewiston Basin, Idaho, is comprised of a repetitive sequence of basaltic 

lavas with intercalated sedimentary deposits from the ancestral Clearwater 

River (Camp 1981). Arkosic and subarkosic fluvial-derived sandstones are 

commonly intercalated with the lavas; these sediments most likely originated 

from erosion of the granitic highlands to the north (Camp 1981). Stream-derived 

cobble-conglomerates are also present locally between the lavas (Camp 1981). 

Sedimentary units between lavas of the Saddle Mountains Basalt have been 

identified as more lacustrine-like deposits, that contain localised evidence of 

fluvial processes in the form of cross-stratification and erosional surfaces (Camp 

1981). 

To the east, within the Lewiston Basin, the stratigraphy is different, reflecting 

emplacement of the Wanapum and Saddle Mountains Basalts, which originated in 

the north, within the vicinity of the Clearwater River (Camp 1981; Hooper 1982). 

These lavas were emplaced intermittently from ca. 13.5 - 6 Ma (Camp 1981). 

Sediments are found between the lavas and are associated with movement of 

the ancestral Clearwater River; including, damming and migration of the river 

channel due to lava emplacement (Camp 1981; Hooper 1982). The Saddle 

Mountains Basalt lavas were emplaced towards the end of the CRFBP, when 

eruption intensity and duration was waning (Figure 6-4; Camp 1981; Hooper 

1985; Smith 1988a), thus allowing ample time for the erosion and migration of 

stream channels and canyons (Camp 1981). Both the Pomona and Elephant 

Mountains lavas took advantage of the ancestral river drainage system within the 

Lewiston Basin (Camp 1981).  

The Miocene sediments of western Idaho, within the Lewiston and Whitebird 

regions, are an important locality for fossilised leaves. These fossils are found 

within deposits from lakes that developed across Idaho, on top of lavas, and 

were subsequently buried beneath younger lavas (Berry 1934). These 

sedimentary units have been referred to as the Payette or Latah members and 

are a lateral equivalent of the Ellensburg Formation that can be found 

throughout the CRFBP of Washington (Berry 1934). The Latah Member was 

deposited ca. 21 to 12 Ma (Engel 2004). Some of the best localities for fossil 



 Chapter 6: Columbia River Flood Basalt Sedimentary Analogue
   420 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

leaves occur around Whitebird, where a wide variety of flora can be identified 

(Berry 1934). The range of plant species that are preserved shows that there was 

an extensive flora present in Idaho during the Miocene. In addition to leaves, 

discoveries of fruits, seeds, insects, sponge spicules and small fish bones have 

also been made (Berry 1934).  

6.4 Methods 

Fieldwork was conducted within Washington and Idaho over two weeks in July 

and August 2014. Suitable localities were advised by S. Reidel from his previous 

experience of working on the CRFBP and from information provided in the 

literature.  

Localities (Table 6-3) were chosen for more detailed logging and sample 

collection based on the quality of the exposure, ease of access, and the 

suitability of the rock types for assessing sedimentary and pyroclastic processes. 

Other localities were visited, logged and sampled in detail due to being of 

geological interest regarding inter-sedimentary units within a flood basalt 

province (Table 6-3). These regions could provide a comparison for areas of the 

North Atlantic Igneous Province and provide a wider understanding of the 

sedimentary units and tuffs found within Flood Basalt/Large Igneous Provinces, 

in general. 

Thin-sections of consolidated samples were produced by ALS Petrophysics with a 

blue resin, and polished grain-mounts were produced at the University of 

Glasgow for petrographical and Scanning Electron Microscope (SEM) analysis 

(Table 6-3). Key samples were sent to the University of Durham for thin-

sectioning, however, most of these sections could not be used in this study due 

to the lack of adequate labelling and the poor quality of the returned sections. 

Unfortunately, the remaining parts of the samples were not returned, and no 

replacement sections could be made. 

More detailed information regarding sample preparation, data collection and 

interpretation can be found in the Methods section (see 1.3 Methods). 
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Table 6-3 List of locality names and locations, and samples that are described in the text.  

6.5 Results and interpretations 

Lithological logs and samples were collected from localities within the CRFBP in 

both central Washington and western Idaho (Figure 6-1, Table 6-3). These 

localities will be described here, along with lithological logs, photographs and 

sample information. Several samples were chosen for thin-sections and grain-

mounts for optical microscopy and SEM analysis; the results from these samples 

will be presented, followed by the results from the image analysis of backscatter 

(AsB) SEM images.  

Unless conclusive evidence was available, fine-grained deposits in the field could 

not be separated into siliciclastic, volcaniclastic or pyroclastic types with 
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confidence. Samples were collected to allow for identification of the deposit 

types, based on petrography and the interpretation of depositional processes, 

and are discussed in detail in the following sections (see 6.6 Discussion). For 

simplicity in the field, all deposits were described as sedimentary, using the 

terms sandstone, siltstone and claystone. This terminology is used here solely as 

a guide to the grain-size (sand, silt, clay) of the deposit, with no indication to 

the processes which led to deposition of the constituent grains. It has already 

been established (see section 6.3), that the majority of the EF, and its Idaho 

equivalents, was deposited in a fluvial or lacustrine environment; therefore, the 

deposits are most likely to be comprised of siliciclastic and volcaniclastic 

material that should both be regarded as sedimentary. Where deposits were 

found, after more detailed investigation, to contain ‘primary air-fall’ pyroclastic 

material, then the terminology was converted to that appropriate for pyroclastic 

deposits, i.e. lapilli and ash (see Chapter 1: & Chapter 7:).  

6.5.1 Horse Heaven Hills (L1) 

6.5.1.1 Field observations 

Towards the top of the Horse Heaven Hills along State Highway 221 (Figure 6-1), 

the EF is exposed beneath a thin unit of basaltic lava, which forms the crest of 

the hills. All the sedimentary rocks here are poorly consolidated and highly 

friable.  

The sediments at the base of the exposure include interbedded claystone, 

siltstone and sandstone, with some units showing normal grading (Figure 6-8). 

The normal-graded units generally grade from medium-sandstone to siltstone. 

Within this interval is a prominent layer of darker grey sandstone (Figure 6-9) 

that can be traced along the entire exposure and appears to be composed of 

vitreous pyroclasts of <1 mm. Above this layer, ripple cross-stratified siltstone is 

present, with discontinuous lenses of coarser-grained sandstone. The exposure is 

dominated by a ca. 5 m thick unit of cross-stratified sandstone present at the 

top of the exposure (Figure 6-8, Figure 6-10). 
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Figure 6-8 Sedimentary log that represents the Ellensburg Formation observed at Horse 
Heaven Hills (L1). At the base of the exposure are interbedded normal-graded sandstones, 
some showing ripple cross-laminae and discontinuous lenses of coarser-grained material. 
Claystone, with a lower section displaying sub-horizontal parallel laminations, is present 
above this. An erosional contact separated the claystone from the overlying cross-
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laminated siltstones. The upper ca. 6 m of the exposure comprises cross-stratified coarse-
medium sandstone, that is overlain by a basalt lava. Pink: basalt lava, other colours in the 
log represent the colour of the rock observed in the exposure; grey indicates the locality of 
pyroclastic or volcaniclastic silicic material. 

 

Figure 6-9 Main lithologies of the exposure at L1:thin diatomaceous(?) siltstones and 
normal-graded sandstones. Above this is a cross-stratified sandstone. 

The cross-stratification within the upper sandstone unit shows a range of 

orientations and erosional surfaces where bedding has been truncated (Figure 

6-10).  
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Figure 6-10 Cross-stratified sandstone in the upper part of the L1 exposure, which lies 
directly below a basaltic lava. 

6.5.1.2 Interpretation of field observations 

The L1 deposits are interpreted as a fluvial succession, with the lowermost 

parallel stratified claystones and siltstones deposited in an overbank setting. The 

normal-graded sandstones at the base of the exposure (Figure 6-8) are 

predominantly comprised of ash, with normal grading likely developed due to 

deposition in a water column. These units were followed by a change to the 

deposition of a more channel-like facies, as indicated by the cross-stratified 

siltstones and sandstones toward the top of the exposed sequence (Figure 6-8, 

Figure 6-10). The range of orientations present within the cross-stratified 

siltstones and sandstones shows that the river was dynamic, with currents that 
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changed course, resulting in the truncation of previously deposited cross-

stratified sediments and the deposition of beds in a different orientation (Figure 

6-10).  

Many of the sediments in this sequence are dominated by igneous clasts 

(crystalline igneous rocks, crystals and pyroclasts), showing that volcanic 

eruptions likely supplied material to this depositional setting over time. For 

example, the normal-graded sandstones (Figure 6-9) at the base of the exposure 

appear to be comprised of vitreous ash.  

Lastly, basalt lava was emplaced (Figure 6-8). The contact between the lava and 

the underlying sediments is not exposed. 

6.5.1.3 Optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

WASH_04 was collected from the uppermost cross-stratified sandstone of L1 

(Figure 6-8). The sample is loosely consolidated and predominantly comprised of 

angular clasts (Figure 6-11a). The sediment includes crystalline igneous clasts 

(Figure 6-11b), granular lithic clasts (Figure 6-11c), and crystals of albite, 

apatite, gedrite, montmorillonite, muscovite, orthoclase, quartz, rutile and 

stilpnomelane. The granular lithic clasts are comprised of an aggregate of a 

range of minerals, including those found as individual crystals throughout the 

sample, plus clinoptilite(?), labradorite, magnetite, and altered bubble-wall and 

rod-like pyroclasts (Figure 6-11c, e). Crystalline igneous clasts include micro-

crystals of ilmenite, labradorite, orthoclase, quartz and titanomagnetite (Figure 

6-11b). Patches of a remnant clay matrix coat some grains and hold others 

together (Figure 6-11d).  
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Figure 6-11 AsB SEM clast-types of WASH_04 from L1. A) The sediment is composed of 
angular siliciclastic material, including: B) angular crystalline igneous lithic clasts with 
microcrystals of ilmenite, labradorite, and titanomagnetite. C) Angular granular lithic clasts 
comprised of angular apatite, labradorite, magnetite, muscovite, orthoclase and 
stilpnomelane, in addition to a clay matrix. D) Clasts of albite, labradorite, muscovite, quartz 
and stilpnomelane held together by a clay matrix. E) Angular clast preserving the shapes of 
bubble-wall and rod-like pyroclasts that are no longer present.  

6.5.1.4 Interpretation of optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

The cross-stratified sandstone (WASH_04) at the top of the exposure at L1 is 

comprised of siliciclastic material (Figure 6-8). Granular lithic clasts containing 



 Chapter 6: Columbia River Flood Basalt Sedimentary Analogue
   428 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

bubble-wall and rod-like pyroclasts are evidence of the reworking of pyroclastic 

or volcaniclastic rocks. All the clasts of this sample are angular to sub-angular 

suggesting that they may have originated from the erosion of relatively local 

sources.  

6.5.2 Snipes Mountain (L2) 

6.5.2.1 Field observations 

This locality was not investigated in detail, but a brief note will be given here on 

the general overview of the stratigraphy, as a point of reference for future 

research (Figure 6-12).  

Coarse-sandstones and gravels at the base of the exposure exhibit large-scale 

cross-stratification that contain abundant erosional surfaces, and common 

pebbles. Pebble-rich intervals occur throughout this unit. Amongst the deposits, 

blocks (Figure 6-13), and dykes/injections (Figure 6-14) of cream-coloured finer-

grained sandstone can be found. These features cut through the darker-grey 

sandstone, gravel and pebble deposits, and are interpreted as sand injectites. 

The cross-stratified deposits are overlain by sub-horizontal, stratified finer-

grained sediments (Figure 6-12). The rest of the sequence above this consists of 

quartzite-rich conglomerates that appear to form lenses and lobes of 

conglomerate interbedded with finer-grained sediments. One of the thickest 

intervals of finer-grained sediment displays large-scale cross-stratification and 

has been (partially) eroded and overlain by another unit of conglomerate (Figure 

6-12).  
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Figure 6-12 Overview of the units exposed at Snipes Mountain (L2). This sedimentary 
sequence is comprised of cross-stratified sandstone and gravel at the base, followed by 
limited exposure and sub-horizontal stratified finer-grained sediments 
(siltstone/sandstone?). The upper half of the exposure is dominated by channel-fill 
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conglomerates with lenses of cross-stratified sandstone which likely represent channel 
bars.  

 

Figure 6-13 Sand injectites within cross-stratified sandstones and conglomerates in the 
lower section of the exposure at L2.  
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Figure 6-14 Sand injectite within the lower section of L2. ‘Blobs’ of sandstone are also 
present and represent oblique sections through sand injectites. Discolouration of intervals 
in the surrounding cross-stratified sediment may be due to oxidation of iron-rich minerals 
that are more abundant in these intervals.  

6.5.2.2 Interpretation of field observations 

Interbedded units of cross-stratified conglomerate and sandstone at L2 were 

most likely deposited by rivers and lahars (e.g. Schminke 1967a, and references 

herein). The quartzite-rich conglomerates are typical of deposits from the 

ancestral Columbia River (Warren 1941; Mackin 1961; Waters 1965; Schmincke 

1967a; Smith 1988a, 1988b). In contrast, the interbedded darker-grey, poorly-

sorted sandstones and granule-conglomerates with pebbles and cross-

stratification, at the base of the exposure, are more characteristic of deposition 

from lahars (Schminke 1967a; Reidel pers coms. 2015). These deposits (e.g. 

Figure 6-13, Figure 6-14) share similar features to those of modern-lahar 

deposits, such as those at Mount St. Helens, USA, and Mount Merapi, Indonesia 

(Figure 6-15); this may support the early conclusions of Schminke (1967a) who 

interpreted these units as lahar deposits.  
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Figure 6-15 Lahar deposits sourced from historical lahar-events at Mount Merapi, Indonesia. 
Lahar deposits from Mount Merapi have similar features to those identified at Snipes 
Mountain (Figure 6-14), including: poorly sorted deposits of sand and gravel with pebble-
rich intervals and boulders. Some areas of diffuse stratification can be seen within the finer-
grain fraction of the deposit, like that at Snipes Mountain (Figure 6-14). The grey colour of 
the deposit and occasional orange/brown staining is also similar between these two 
deposits. 

Sand injectites that cross-cut the lahar deposits at L2 (Figure 6-13, Figure 6-14), 

show that the material of the lahar deposits was most-likely laid-down rapidly on 

top of unconsolidated sands (Jonk 2010; Kane 2010; Hurst et al. 2011). The 

presence of the sand injectites suggests that sandstone may be found beneath 

the lahar deposits, or that sand was once present below the lahar material when 

the lahar deposit was emplaced (e.g. Kane 2010); if the underlying sand unit was 

thin, it might have been completely remobilised into sand injectites, and 

therefore, no longer be present as a separate unit.  

6.5.3 Yakima Ridge (L3) 

6.5.3.1 Field observations 

The exposure at Yakima Ridge (L3) (Figure 6-1) is incomplete and patchy, with 

little good exposure. Sandstones and siltstones with a high abundance of vitric 

volcanic material can be observed. These deposits display cross-stratification 

with beds that are orientated in many directions, and separated by erosional 

surfaces (Figure 6-16).  
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Figure 6-16 Cross-stratified sandstones and siltstones exposed within the gentle slope at 
L3.  

6.5.3.2 Interpretation of field observations 

The limited exposure at L3 inhibits an interpretation of the depositional 

environment at this locality. However, the presence of cross-stratification 

suggests that deposition occurred from a current. Erosional surfaces and 

truncation of foresets suggest that the palaeo-flow of the current changed 

direction, at least locally, multiple times. Therefore, these sandstones and 

siltstones were most likely deposited in a river or stream with flowing water that 

often changed its course.  

6.5.3.3 Optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

WASH_06 contains a range of clast-types, including vesicular and non-vesicular 

pyroclasts (Figure 6-17). Two types of granular lithic clast can be identified: one 

is comprised of mineral grains with a fine-ash or clay-grade matrix (Figure 

6-18a), the other contains pyroclasts with a fine-ash matrix (Figure 6-17d, Figure 

6-18b, c).  
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Figure 6-17 AsB SEM clast-types and pyroclast morphologies exhibited by sample 
WASH_06 from L3. A) Vesicular pyroclast with some bubble-wall edges. Some vesicles are 
infilled with very fine ash, others are empty. The vesicles show a range of shapes including 
vesicles with very thin bubble-walls and evidence for bubble-coalescence shortly prior to 
solidification of the glassy pyroclast. B) Non-vesicular bubble-wall shard and a very fine 
blocky, vesicular pyroclast. C) Vesicular bubble-wall pyroclast with a non-spherical vesicle 
along with rod-like and irregular, vesicular pyroclasts. D) A highly irregular, fluidal-shaped 
pyroclast with a very fine ash matrix and very thin bubble-walls, along with blocky non-
vesicular pyroclasts. E) Range of pyroclast morphologies, granular lithic clasts and crystal 
fragments.  
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Figure 6-18 AsB SEM various types of granular lithic clast in WASH_06 from L3. A) Granular 
lithic clast comprising angular silt-sized clasts of quartz and muscovite with a clay or fine-
ash matrix. B) Granular lithic clast containing a glassy pyroclast surrounded by and infilled 
with a clay-grade matrix. C) Granular lithic clast with reworked angular glassy pyroclasts 
and a well-consolidated clay or fine-ash matrix.  

6.5.3.4 Interpretation of optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

Sample WASH_06 contains a high proportion of glassy pyroclasts mixed with clay-

grade matrix and siliciclastic clast-types, including granular lithic clasts. The 

clasts are angular to sub-rounded suggesting that they have undergone varying 

amounts of transport prior to deposition. The pyroclasts are often found as a 

component of granular lithic clasts; therefore the pyroclasts are considered to 

have been reworked and the sample therefore likely represents a volcaniclastic 

deposit.  
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6.5.4 Beverly Quarry (L4) 

6.5.4.1 Field observations 

Beverly Quarry (L4) reveals some of the inter-lava strata between the Priest 

Rapids Basalt and the Elephant Mountain Basalt and is ‘intruded’ by the Pomona 

Basalt (Figure 6-4; Makin 1961; Reidel pers. coms. 2015). When active, the 

quarry was used for the removal of thick units of ‘pumicite’, a silicic tuff, which 

dominates the exposure within the main quarry pit (e.g. Mackin 1961). The term 

‘pumicite’ is used to describe fine-grained pyroclastic rocks that are comprised 

of highly vesicular ash; the term is applied without reference to depositional 

processes, and includes both pyroclastic and volcaniclastic material (e.g. Collins 

English Dictionary 2014), and is therefore an outdated term for ‘tuff’. The 

quarry gives the thickest exposure of the EF observed during fieldwork of the 

present study. Several sedimentary logs were made in separate locations (Figure 

6-19) around the quarry, and were subsequently pieced together to document 

the complete inter-lava stratigraphy. (Figure 6-20).  
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Figure 6-19 Localities within Beverly Quarry discussed in the text. (After Google Earth 2015). 
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Figure 6-20 Lithological log for the entire Ellensburg Formation exposed at Beverly Quarry 
(L4). The Formation here contains a range of rock types, including; siliciclastic and 
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volcaniclastic siltstone and siliciclastic sandstone and conglomerate. Pumicite is used to 
describe a tuff comprised of silt-grade silicic ash. The siltstone at the top of the sequence is 
heavily bioturbated and overlain by pillow lava of the Elephant Mountains Basalt. 

The basal unit (i) of the exposure comprises cross-stratified ripple laminated 

(Figure 6-21), sub-horizontal planar laminated siltstones, and a massive siltstone 

with lenses of sandstone (Figure 6-20). 

 

Figure 6-21 Ripple cross-laminated siltstone/fine-sandstone at L4 displaying climbing 
ripples and erosional contacts between ripple sets (Figure 6-19ii). The apparent palaeo-
current direction appears to have been predominantly towards the west. Colour has been 
added to the sketch to make the identification of the different major ripple sets easier.  
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Above this lies a unit of pale-grey sandstone/tuff composed of coarse silicic ash 

and layers of whole and fragmented spherical ash aggregates (i.e. accretionary 

lapilli and coated ash pellets) up to 4 mm in diameter (Figure 6-22).  

 

Figure 6-22 Characteristics of ash aggregates within exposures at L4. A) Grain-supported 
accretionary lapilli, with diameter up to 4 mm (Figure 6-19iii). Most are spherical and whole, 
however, on the weathered outer surface some of the outer rims have fractured and the core 
has been removed, leaving a shell. B) Matrix-supported accretionary lapilli up to 2 mm in 
diameter. Whole and fragmented accretionary lapilli are present, surrounded by a silicic tuff 
(Figure 6-19iv). C) Matrix-supported accretionary lapilli with less well-developed cement-
rims. These are most likely ash pellets or coated ash pellets that have not developed 
cemented rims noted in A and B. This example is supported by a matrix of silicic tuff and 
occurs in the sequence below B and D (Figure 6-19iv). D) Remnant fragments of the outer 
rim of cemented accretionary lapilli (or ash pellets), no whole accretionary lapilli are seen in 
this interval which lies a few tens of centimetres below B (Figure 6-19iv). These fragments 
are generally aligned sub-horizontal to the bedded planes and occur in a matrix of silicic 
tuff. 

The ash aggregates occur in a range of bedding-types, from continuous sub-

horizontal planar bedded (Figure 6-23, Figure 6-24), to thin (1 cm) discontinuous 

lenses (Figure 6-24b), and deformed units that resemble macro-scale soft-

sediment deformation with flame structures (Figure 6-24a). There is also 

evidence for very localised post-depositional deformation of the planar bedded 

units (Figure 6-23), where the white, fine-grained deposits have been removed 

and the overlying stratified sediments have slumped into the void, retaining 

some of their original stratification. This feature indicates that the deposits 
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were reasonably well consolidated when they slumped, resulting in limited 

internal deformation (Figure 6-23). Some silicic tephra from the main unit of 

silicic tuff above had likely already been deposited when fluid escape occurred, 

as shown by the mixed cream-coloured sediment at the top of this feature 

(Figure 6-23). Fluid-escape caused by overpressure could have been caused by 

rapid burial and rapid emplacement of overlying units (Owen et al. 2011), or by 

seismic shaking (earthquake trigger; Owen et al. 2011). There is no ‘zone’ of 

deformation in the quarry-face surrounding the fluid escape feature, which 

could suggest that a seismic trigger was not responsible for the fluid-escape. Un-

deformed bedding above this feature suggests that an unconformity, or break in 

sedimentation, is present (Figure 6-23).  

 

Figure 6-23 Variations in the nature of contacts over short (<1 m) distances in the quarry 
face of L4 (Figure 6-19v). Accretionary lapilli (AcLap) occur in continuous sub-horizontal 
beds, interbedded with silicic tuff. The uppermost layer is less uniform and contains fewer 
accretionary lapilli. Post-depositional deformation has created the unusual slumped feature 
in the centre of the image (which may be a sediment volcano, see discussion). Accretionary 
lapilli can be seen at the bottom of this feature, mixed with darker-grey, coarser-grained tuff. 
The sub-horizontal pinkish silicic tuff at the top of this feature continues throughout the 
exposure, and the base of this unit most likely represents an unconformity. Perpendicular to 
the quarry face, the sequence is more irregular (Figure 6-24). 

Soft-sediment deformation structures, such as flame and ball-and-pillow, occur 

in some parts of the accretionary-lapilli bearing tuff (Figure 6-24). These 

structures may suggest that the main unit of silicic tuff was deposited rapidly on 

top of the accretionary lapilli-bearing pyroclastic units.  
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Figure 6-24 Varying nature of the deposits in L4 in which accretionary lapilli occur. A) 
Fluidal boundary between an accretionary lapillus-bearing tuff and the overlying silicic tuff 
(Figure 6-19vi). The nature of this boundary resembles soft sediment deformation. The tuff 
layer is deformed, with irregular, diffuse stratification. The contact of this unit with the 
fine/medium sandstone below is sharp in some places (centre), but diffuse in others (left). 
The lowermost unit may be volcaniclastic or pyroclastic, but is devoid of accretionary lapilli. 
B) A normal-graded tuff with diffuse stratification and a thin layer (<1 cm) of grain-supported 
accretionary lapilli (Figure 6-19iii). In the centre of the image the contacts between units 
have a fluidal appearance resembling soft-sediment deformation; however, adjacent to this 
on either side, the beds have a more uniform thickness.  

Overlying the ash-aggregate bearing pyroclastic unit is a ca. 12 m section of very 

fine-grained, white and pale-grey silicic tuff or ‘pumicite’. This unit is parallel 

laminated at the base where the tuff drapes some underlying ripple structures 

(Figure 6-25). The silicic tuff is bedded and contains a unit of coarser-grained 

tuff, up to siltstone-grade, comprised of glassy pyroclasts (Figure 6-26, Figure 

6-20). The silicic tuff has subsequently been tilted and is unconformably overlain 

by a quartzite-rich conglomerate (Figure 6-26).  
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Figure 6-25 Parallel laminated siltstone comprised of silicic ash (tuff or volcaniclastic 
siltstone) at L4. The original ash was deposited on a pre-existing rippled surface of silicic 
tuff and therefore maintains these ripple features throughout the deposit (Figure 6-19v). 

 

Figure 6-26 Stratified tuffs overlain by conglomerate in L4 (Figure 6-19v). 

An erosional unconformity lies between the main sedimentary units of L4 and 

the overlying very coarse pebble and cobble quartzite-rich conglomerates. The 

conglomerate also includes well-rounded cobbles and pebbles of basalt (Figure 
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6-28). These conglomerates are disconformably overlain by a pillow basalt facies 

of the Elephant Mountains Basalt in the area of vii (Figure 6-19).  

The base of the quartzite-rich conglomerate shows diffuse and discontinuous 

stratification, with units of pebble-poor, finer-grained sandstone (Figure 6-27).  

 

Figure 6-27 Quartzite-rich conglomerate and sandstone with lenses of clast-supported 
conglomerate rests upon parallel laminated silicic tuff at L4 (Figure 6-19vii). 

Discontinuous metre-scale lenses of grey coarse-sandstone with granules and 

pebbles, and paler-grey cross-stratified sandstone are present within the 

quartzite-rich conglomerate (Figure 6-28).  
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Figure 6-28 Lithologies of the mid-section of the L4 sedimentary sequence. Diffusely cross-
stratified coarse-sandstones and gravels are interbedded with lenses of discontinuous 
pebble-rich conglomerate. An erosional contact separates the sandstone unit from the 
overlying cobble- and pebble-rich conglomerate, which contains well-rounded clasts of 
basalt and quartzite (Figure 6-19viii). 

Cross-stratified, coarse-sandstone and granule-conglomerate with spherical 

concretions (Figure 6-29a) overlie the quartzite-rich conglomerate and are 

themselves unconformably overlain by the Elephant Mountains Basalt (Figure 

6-29, Figure 6-20). A stratigraphic contact within this sandstone and 

conglomerate unit is identified where a colour change from grey to paler grey 

represents a change to slightly finer-grained sandstone (Figure 6-29). These 
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deposits are poorly consolidated and held together by grain compaction and 

localised cementation that forms golf-ball-sized concretions (Figure 6-29a). 

 

Figure 6-29 Detail of the cross-bedded sandstones and granule-conglomerate within L4  
(Figure 6-19ix). Overall characteristics of the exposure, with the Elephant Mountains Basalt 
visible in the background with: A) details of the paler grey cross-stratified sandstone with 
localised sub-spherical concretions. B) Diffusely cross-stratified coarse sandstones and 
gravels (granule-conglomerates), with some cross-stratification defined by concentrations 
of gravel-sized clasts with more abundant white, rounded pumice clasts. 
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Down-dip, these sandstones are overlain by a cream-coloured siltstone that has 

diffuse stratification at its base, and is heavily bioturbated towards the top 

(Figure 6-20; Figure 6-30), with abundant trace fossils (Figure 6-31). A 

discontinuous bed of paler-coloured siltstone is present between the bioturbated 

siltstone and the overlying Elephant Mountain Basalt (Figure 6-30).  

The upper contact of the sedimentary package and the overlying basaltic lava is 

sharp (Figure 6-30). Pillow basalts lie at the base of the lava, with no evidence 

of baking or fusing of the fine-grained siltstone directly below.  

 

Figure 6-30 The upper lava-sediment contact, where the Elephant Mountains Basalt lies 
above the Ellensburg Formation, exposed at L4. The sedimentary unit here is heavily 
bioturbated, and pillow basalt occurs at the base of the lava (Figure 6-19x). 
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Figure 6-31 Trace fossils within a heavily bioturbated siltstone at the top of the sedimentary 
sequence exposed in L4. These trace fossils may include burrows and root moulds (Figure 
6-19x). 

6.5.4.2 Interpretation of field observations 

At the base of the exposed sequence, the ripple-laminated, cross-stratified, and 

sub-horizontal laminated siltstones, along with the massive siltstone with lenses 

of sandstones, were most likely deposited in an overbank setting (e.g. Singh et 

al. 1999; Bayliss & Pickering 2015; Yamada et al. 2016). Where ripple and cross-

stratified sediments were likely deposited from traction currents and sub-

horizontal laminated sediments deposited from suspension as water levels or 

current velocity decreased (Selley 1976). The cross-ripple laminae are orientated 

and truncated in multiple directions, suggesting that the sediments were 

deposited from a current that often changed direction. These sedimentary rocks 

are interpreted as an overbank facies that involved deposition of siliciclastic and 



 Chapter 6: Columbia River Flood Basalt Sedimentary Analogue
   449 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

volcaniclastic sediments under predominantly low-energy conditions, possibly 

interrupted by periodic deposition from currents associated with flood waters 

(e.g. Yamada et al. 2016). 

Following this overbank facies, silicic pyroclastic material was deposited across 

the entire area of L4 and, most likely, much further afield, as represented by 

pale grey tuffs and ash aggregates. Subsequent input of silicic material from 

eruptions or reworking of primary pyroclastic deposits led to the deposition of 

parallel-laminated silicic tuffs (pumicite). 

Subsequently, eruptions ceased and the main channel of the ancestral Columbia 

River established itself, eroding some of the pre-existing deposits and 

unconformably depositing thick units of quartzite-rich conglomerate and cross-

bedded sandstones across the area. The discontinuous metre-scale lenses of 

cross-stratified sandstone were most likely deposited in sand bars within the 

main river channel. 

Subsequent migration of the main river channel then led to the re-establishment 

of an overbank setting, in which siltstones were deposited and into which 

organisms were able to burrow. The sediments and the burrowing organisms 

were likely present below a body of water, as shown by the presence of pillow 

basalts at the base of the overlying Elephant Mountain Basalt (e.g. Schmincke 

1967b). It is possible that emplacement of the Elephant Mountain Basalt 

dammed parts of the fluvial system, allowing fine-grained sediment to be 

deposited under lower energy conditions, which allowed burrowing organisms to 

establish themselves. The dominantly sub-aerial emplacement of lava then 

proceeded, sealing and preserving the EF at this location.  

6.5.4.3 Optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

Samples WASH_20 and _21 represent material from the overbank facies within 

the lowermost part of the exposure at L4. WASH_20 is dominated by angular 

quartz grains and sub-angular to sub-rounded crystalline igneous clasts (Figure 

6-32). Crystals are also present, including: amphibole and biotite (Figure 6-32). 

In comparison, WASH_21 is predominantly composed of angular, crystalline 

igneous clasts containing groundmass of plagioclase microcrystals (Figure 6-33). 
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Fragments of plagioclase crystals are also present (Figure 6-33c, d). Some of the 

plagioclase display zoning under cross-polarised light (XPL; Figure 6-33d).   

 

Figure 6-32 Heterogeneous granular nature of sample WASH_20 from L4. Angular 
amphibole, biotite, and quartz occurs along with sub-angular to sub-rounded crystalline 
igneous lithic clasts that contain plagioclase micro-phenocrysts and micro-crystals. 
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Figure 6-33 Optical microscope images showing the components of sample WASH_21 from 
L4. This sample is predominantly comprised of crystalline igneous lithics (A - E), with larger 
crystals of amphibole (A), biotite (E), plagioclase feldspar (B - E), and pyroxene (C - E), 
within a calcite cement. Some of the plagioclase displays zoning in XPL (D). Images B and D 
are the XPL views of images A and C, respectively. 

SEM analysis of clasts within WASH_21 shows that most clasts are parts of 

crystalline igneous rock, including the larger crystal fragments, which commonly 

retain a small amount of the micro-crystalline groundmass (Figure 6-34). Some 

phenocrysts have mineral inclusions within them, for example, some amphibole 

crystals contain minor inclusions of magnetite, labradorite and apatite (Figure 

6-34c). 
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Figure 6-34 AsB SEM calcite-cemented sandstone of WASH_21 from L4. A) The sample 
comprises crystalline igneous clasts (black in B), and crystals of quartz (pink in B) and 
labradorite (blue in B). C) A crystalline igneous clast consists of a phenocryst of amphibole 
containing inclusions of apatite (pale grey), magnetite (white) and labradorite (darker grey). 
This crystal is present with minor remnants of labradorite and albite at its edges.  

Several types of crystalline igneous clast can be identified in WASH_21 (Figure 

6-35). These include: angular clasts with phenocrysts of plagioclase and 

pyroxene (Figure 6-35a), or, labradorite, pyroxene and ilmenite (Figure 6-35b). 

Another type contains micro-crystals of euhedral labradorite and 

titanomagnetite, with minor occurrences of apatite, quartz and amphibole 

(Figure 6-35c, d).  
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Figure 6-35 AsB SEM types of crystalline igneous clasts within WASH_21 from L4. A) A 
crystalline igneous clast composed of plagioclase and pyroxene. B) A sub-rounded 
crystalline igneous clast containing ilmenite and labradorite. Quartz crystals are also 
present, and these clasts occur within a calcite cement. C) Angular, microcrystalline 
igneous clast composed of euhedral labradorite, apatite, titanomagnetite. An amphibole 
with a magnetite inclusion is also present. Quartz and garnet crystals are present as 
additional clast-types in this sample. D) Another example of a crystalline igneous clast 
comprised of euhedral laths of labradorite and titanomagnetite, with the addition of quartz.  
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Sample WASH_23 represents material from the base of the pyroclastic facies 

(Figure 6-20). Reflected light microscopy (RL) shows that it is composed of 

coarse-ash that display bubble-wall and rod-like morphologies (Figure 6-36). 

Additional well-rounded to sub-rounded grains of other (unknown) clast-types 

are also present, as shown by variations in the colour of clasts observed beneath 

RL (Figure 6-36). 

 

Figure 6-36 Abundant bubble-wall and rod-like pyroclasts in sample WASH_23 from L4 
under RL. A & B illustrate areas dominated by pyroclasts with bubble-wall and rod-like 
morphologies, as is highlighted by a few sketched grains shown below the RL images. A) In 
addition to these pyroclast types, this image also shows a pyroclast with a more fluidal 
morphology. B) Alongside the main pyroclast types, this image illustrates some vesicular 
bubble-wall shards.  

Sample WASH_22 contains whole and fragmented ash aggregates up to 4 mm in 

diameter (including: accretionary lapilli and coated ash pellets; e.g. Brown et al. 

2010), and composed of coarse to very fine ash, surrounded by a matrix of 

coarse-ash (Figure 6-37).  
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Figure 6-37 Whole and fragmented ash aggregates surrounded by a matrix of pyroclasts in 
sample WASH_22 L4. A) A whole accretionary lapillus of <4 mm in diameter showing 
concentric layering of finer and finer pyroclastic material. B) Fragment of an accretionary 
lapillus surrounded by a matrix of pyroclasts. C) Whole accretionary lapillus showing 
coarse-to-fine grading, from the core to the rim. This example has a core containing of 
coarser-grained bubble-wall shards.  

Pyroclasts of the matrix show a range of morphologies and features that can be 

used to predict the eruption conditions in which they formed (Carey & Sparks 

1986; Cas & Wright 1988; Barberi et al. 1989; Cioni et al. 1992; Blower et al. 

2001; Riley et al. 2003; Gaonac’h et al. 2005; Houghton & Gonnermann 2008; 

Polacci et al. 2008; Clarke et al. 2009; Mattsson 2010; Shea et al. 2010; 

Bonadonna et al. 2011; Ross & White 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013; Moitra et al. 

2013; Cioni et al. 2014; Heap et al. 2014). Pyroclastic features include: fluidal 

pyroclast shapes (Figure 6-38), highly vesicular pumice clasts (Figure 6-38c), a 

significant amount of rod-like pyroclasts (Figure 6-38b), and pyroclasts with 

micro-fractures (Figure 6-38). The pyroclasts have smooth (Figure 6-39a), or 

jagged/rough edges (Figure 6-39b). 
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Figure 6-38 AsB SEM features of pyroclasts from WASH_22 of L4 that correspond to 
magmatic fragmentation processes. A) An irregular-shaped pyroclast with fluidal bubble-
walls. Fracturing of the edge of the pyroclasts is indicated. B) Planar rod-like pyroclasts and 
a fluidal-shaped pyroclast indicative or ductile deformation of the pyroclast before 
quenching. C) Blocky, very fine ash with a highly vesicular pumiceous centre.  

 

Figure 6-39 AsB SEM examples of smooth and jagged pyroclasts as evidence for different 
transport and depositional origins of ash in WASH_22 from L4. Pyroclasts with smooth 
edges show that they have not undergone abrasion. This could be evidence of primary air-
fall, with no subsequent reworking or evidence of a clast-poor transportation and 
depositional fluid (air or water). B) Some pyroclasts with jagged edges are found with 
smooth-edged pyroclasts. The jagged edge of some pyroclasts suggests that they have 
experienced abrasion during transport. 
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Sample WASH_22 from L4 includes whole and fragmented ash aggregates (Figure 

6-40, Figure 6-42). These aggregates have an unstructured core of ash with a 

fine-grained rim (Figure 6-40, Figure 6-41). Many show normal-grading from the 

coarser-grained core, outward to the rim (Figure 6-40, Figure 6-41), although, 

others appear to have a coarse-grained core that is surrounded by a finer-

grained lamination that is not graded (Figure 6-40b, Figure 6-41). These features 

are identified in both the smallest aggregates (1-2 mm; Figure 6-40) and the 

larger aggregates (up to 4 mm; Figure 6-41). Aggregates that appear to only be 

composed of fine-grained ash, or those with a very thick fine-grained lamination, 

may not be truly representative of the aggregates, and instead represent an 

oblique (and incomplete) cross-section through the aggregate (Figure 6-40c, 

Figure 6-42a).  

Fragments of ash aggregates are found between complete aggregates. These can 

be identified as patches of fine-ash, commonly with a partly circular edge 

(Figure 6-42), resembling sections of the outer edges of the complete aggregates 

(Figure 6-40, Figure 6-41). The core of these aggregates is less likely to be 

preserved if the aggregate fragmented, due to its unconsolidated nature (e.g. 

Figure 6-40), instead ash from the centre of these broken aggregates has, most 

likely, contributed to the ash in the surrounding matrix. 
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Figure 6-40 AsB SEM examples of concentrically-layered ash aggregates from WASH_22 at 
L4. A) An aggregate with a relatively large unstructured core surrounded by a normal-
graded lamination that grades outward into a very fine-grained rim. The rim is mostly 
smooth, but shows some flattening where it is in close contact with another aggregate. The 
rim to the left is irregular and deformed. B) An ash aggregate with a thicker, very fine-
grained rim composed of a greater abundance of fine grains in the outer lamination. This 
aggregate appears to have a coarser-grained core that does not grade outward to the rim - 
instead the core and rim appear to be separate entities. The outer edge to the right is 
partially deformed. C) A slightly smaller ash aggregate that is dominated by its fine-grained 
rim, which may be due to sectioning at an oblique angle through the spherical aggregate 
(insert). Normal-grading and an unconsolidated, off-centre, unstructured core. One normal-
graded lamination occurs outward from the core and is surrounded by a second normal-
graded lamination. This example is therefore an accretionary aggregate of lapilli-size (an 
accretionary lapillus; e.g. Brown et al. 2010). 
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Figure 6-41 AsB SEM features of larger ash aggregates in WASH_22 from L4. Two different 
aggregates, one with an unstructured core and a concentric normal-graded lamination with 
a well-defined rim edge (right). This contrasts with the aggregate on the left, which is 
predominantly composed of unstructured ash with a thin, ill-defined fine-grained outer rim 
with an irregular, slightly diffuse edge. The aggregates are surrounded by an ash matrix 
with similar features to the cores of the aggregates. The matrix and aggregates are 
predominantly composed of non-vesicular rod-like, bubble-wall and blocky ash.  

 

Figure 6-42 AsB SEM nature of ash aggregate fragments in WASH_22 from L4. A) Fragment 
of the fine-grained outer edge of an ash aggregate. This section of aggregate appears to 
contain a thicker unit of fine ash than any of the other aggregates, possibly because of the 
angle as which the thin-section was cut (B), which sampled just the outer part of a fragment 
of a spherical ash aggregate, where the finest grain-size fraction is found (B).  

Close examination of the fine-grained rim of these aggregates shows that they 

are not exclusively comprised of pyroclasts, but also contain fragmented 

siliceous diatom frustules (Figure 6-43; Round et al. 1990).  
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Figure 6-43 AsB SEM diatoms within the fine-ash rim of an ash aggregates in WASH_22 
from L4.  

The diatoms are all <10 µm (Figure 6-44), and have been incorporated into the 

fine-grained edge of the aggregates with pyroclasts of a similar size (Figure 

6-43). The diatoms are predominantly representative of centric types and thus, 

represent non-motile (free-floating) species (Figure 6-44; Round et al. 1990). A 

few examples appear to be asymmetrical (Figure 6-44J) and represent 

freshwater non-motile diatoms that were likely free-floating in a lake when alive 

(Round et al. 1990).  
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Figure 6-44 AsB SEM diatoms and diatom fragments identified in the outer layers of ash 
aggregates from L4 A) Centric diatom with a porous wall. B-C) Fragments of porous walls. 
D-F) Example of valves. G-H) Valvar (cross-section) view through different diatoms, some 
have a girdle in the centre joining the upper and lower valves (G). I) Fragments of diatom 
valves? J) Asymmetrical diatom valves and fragments. 
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Samples from the main quarry face (e.g. WASH_29; Figure 6-19v), represent 

fine-grained silicic tuff, predominantly comprised of glassy pyroclasts, with 

minor sub-angular to well-rounded granular lithic clasts (Figure 6-45, Figure 

6-46).  

 

Figure 6-45 Nature of sample WASH_29 from the main silicic tuff unit of L4. This sample 
shows conspicuous preferred orientation of the glassy pyroclasts, which form the parallel 
laminations visible in the field (Figure 6-25). Well-rounded lithic clasts can also be identified 
The deposit contains abundant pore space and the rock is held together by grain-grain 
contacts and compaction, with no cement or matrix material apparent in Plane Polarised 
Light.  

Upon closer inspection the pyroclasts of WASH_29 have jagged edges and are in 

some instances associated with a fine-ash matrix that surrounds them or infills 

vesicles (Figure 6-46). The pyroclasts show a range of morphologies, including 

vesicular and non-vesicular, irregular/fluidal, bubble-wall and rod-like (Figure 

6-46).  
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Figure 6-46 AsB SEM images of features of the silicic tuff (WASH_29), from L4. A) A range of 
volcaniclastic clast-types, including glassy pyroclasts with amphibole amygdales and 
granular lithic clasts comprised of fine ash and glassy pyroclasts. Crystals of stilpnomelane 
are also present. B) Angular granular lithics predominantly comprised of fine ash. C) 
Vesicular pyroclasts with palagonite rims show that the pyroclasts have begun to undergo 
alteration to clay. Some vesicles are infilled with a fine-ash, but others remain empty. D) 
Elongate rod-like pyroclasts are common in this sample, some also include elongate tube 
vesicles. Bubbles in the slide, filled with fine grains pyroclasts produced during sample 
preparation should not be confused with natural features of the deposit. E) An irregular, 
fluidal-shaped pyroclast. F) Delicate rod-like pyroclasts, showing evidence of ductile 
deformation.  

Similar clast-types and features can be identified in sample WASH_30, from a 

structureless unit of the silicic tuff (Figure 6-20; Figure 6-47; Figure 6-48). 
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Figure 6-47 An example of microscope features of a structureless volcaniclastic unit from 
the L4 silicic tuff (pumicite) viewed under Plane-polarised light. This sample (WASH_30), 
has abundant pore-space between pyroclasts with uncommon sub-rounded to sub-angular 
crystals of quartz and/or plagioclase.  
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Figure 6-48 AsB SEM images illustrating some of the features of WASH_30. A) Pyroclast 
with elongate vesicles. B) Bubble-wall and blocky pyroclasts. Some pyroclasts include 
micro-crystals of euhedral apatite. C) Fluidal, bubble-wall pyroclast with non-sphericle 
vesicles and a palagonite rim. A fine ash and crystal matrix is associated with this 
pyroclast. D) A granular lithic clast containing a reworked bubble-wall pyroclast that has a 
palagonite rim and a fine clay-rich matrix. E) A hydrated fibrous mineral, possibly mica(?) 
and rod-like pyroclasts.  

6.5.4.4 Interpretation of optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

WASH_20 and _21 are comprised of siliciclastic grain-types and show that 

sedimentation in the proposed overbank facies at the base of the L4 exposure 

was not influenced by volcanism.  
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The fluidal (Figure 6-38a, b), rod-like (Figure 6-38b), and highly vesicular (Figure 

6-38c) pyroclasts of WASH_22 are evidence of an eruption driven by ‘dry’ 

magmatic processes, for example, via the expansion of gas bubbles (Walker & 

Croasdale 1971; Heiken 1972, 1974; Wohletz 1983; Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Cas 

& Wright 1988; Rose & Durant 2009; Brown et al. 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013). 

The rod-like pyroclasts might be Limu-o-Pele, considered to form in the 

presence of water and may be evidence for hydrovolcanic eruptions (at least in 

basaltic eruptions; Graettinger et al. 2013). Micro-fractures present in pyroclasts 

throughout the sample (Figure 6-38) may be hydration cracks formed by rapid 

quenching of the erupted ash (Scolamacchia et al. 2005; Mascarenhas-Pereira 

2006), or due to later abrasion during transport (e.g. Selley 1976) or sample 

preparation. 

The roughness of pyroclasts, indicated by the smooth or jagged appearance of 

their edges, varies between clasts within WASH_22, and implies that the 

pyroclasts have been subject to a range of different processes (Figure 6-39). 

Pyroclasts with a rough, or jagged, edge have most likely undergone abrasion, 

with other clasts within the eruption column or pyroclastic density current 

(PDC), and/or by contact with the Earth’s surface, during transport, for 

example, during reworking (Figure 6-39b). These clasts may have undergone 

recycling within the eruption column, close to the vent, where they were 

entrained within the eruption, multiple-times, and abrasion occurred in a similar 

way to grain contacts within a PDC or during reworking. Smooth-edged 

pyroclasts have not undergone significant abrasion and were more likely 

deposited from air-fall or within a clast-poor medium where grain-contact and 

interaction with the Earth’s surface were minimal or absent (Figure 6-39a).  

A high abundance of granular lithic clasts and the rough surface of the pyroclasts 

in WASH_29 and _30 suggest that material of the main silicic tuff unit (pumicite) 

is volcaniclastic and is dominated by pyroclasts that were deposited from 

reworking of an original pyroclastic deposit.  
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6.5.5 Yellpit (L5) 

6.5.5.1 Field observations 

The exposure at Yellpit (L5) (Figure 6-1), is composed of sub-horizontal parallel 

laminated siltstone with discontinuous lenses of siltstone with accretionary 

lapilli. Above this lies a more structureless siltstone with occasional diffuse sub-

horizontal lamination. Towards the top of this unit the siltstone contains ripple 

cross-laminations. The boundary between the sedimentary rocks and the 

overlying Pomona Basalt the sediments have been baked and grade from a fused 

tuff to a glassy fused tuff within ca. 10 cm of the lava contact (Figure 6-49, 

Figure 6-50). The glassy fused tuff contains mineral-filled fractures.  

The exposure is dominated by by >2.5 m of basalt lava with a pillow facies at its 

base (Figure 6-49, Figure 6-50). 
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Figure 6-49 Lithological log displaying details of the exposure at Yellpit (L5). The 
sedimentary sequence at this locality is predominantly comprised of siltstone, which has 
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sub-horizontal parallel laminations at the base, along with uncommon fragments of 
accretionary lapilli of gravel grade. The siltstone also shows ripple cross-lamination in the 
upper part of the exposed sediments. The Pomona Basalt overlies the sediments, at the 
lava-sediment contact the sediment has undergone extreme thermal alteration (‘baked’) to a 
glassy fused tuff (assuming a high volcanic content within the original underlying 
sediment). At the base of the lava there is a development of pillow facies, implying eruption 
into standing water. 

 

Figure 6-50 Exposure at Yellpit (L5). Here, diffusely laminated siltstones, overlain by ripple-
cross laminated siltstones are overlain by the Pomona Basalt which displays pillow textures 
at its base. At the boundary between the lava the underlying siltstones have been thermally 
altered to a glassy (fused) material.  

6.5.5.2 Interpretation of field observations 

At L5 the EF is dominated by siltstones, the presence of lenses containing 

fragmented accretionary lapilli, within the lowermost siltstone, suggests that 

the siltstone contains reworked volcaniclastic material. The siltstones were 

likely deposited within a water body, as indicated by the presence of cross-

ripple laminations and implied by the development of a pillow facies at the base 
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of the overlying Pomona Basalt (e.g. Schmincke 1967b). The mineral-filled 

fractures of the glassy fused tuff suggest that hot fluids circulated below the 

lavas, allowing minerals to precipitate in cracks that developed by (rapid) 

cooling of the underlying altered sediments.  

6.5.5.3 Optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

The siltstone at the lava-sediment boundary at Yellpit (L5), has been baked by 

the overlying lava (Figure 6-50), and comprises a glassy fused tuff (WASH_14; 

Figure 6-51) (e.g. Schmincke 1967b). The glassy fused tuff is solely comprised of 

glass, with spherical vesicles and conchoidal fracture when viewed under SEM 

(Figure 6-51b). However, remnant transparent blocky pyroclasts can be 

identified under plane polarised light (Figure 6-51a). Below this lies a fused tuff 

(WASH_13; Figure 6-52) that appears to have a wavy fabric, formed by the 

alignment of elongate pyroclasts (Figure 6-52).  

 

Figure 6-51 Nature of a glassy welded tuff (WASH_14) at the lava-sediment contact at Yellpit. 
This sample contains rare blocky pyroclasts surrounded by a glassy matrix (A), that 
contains conchoidal fractures (B). 
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Figure 6-52 Fused tuff (WASH_13) with an internal fabric and rare, bubble-wall shard(?) from 
within 15 centimetres of the lava-sediment contact at Yellpit. 

Samples of the non-fused siltstone are predominantly comprised of elongate, 

rod-like glassy pyroclasts that are aligned (Figure 6-53a), that creates the wavy 

fabric of the rock (Figure 6-52), and is therefore not a siltstone but a tuff. In 

addition, minor amounts of blocky and bubble-wall and vesicular pyroclasts can 

be identified (Figure 6-53c). The pyroclasts have smooth edges (Figure 

6-53).Rare centric freshwater diatoms and clay-rich clasts are also present 

(Figure 6-53b).  
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Figure 6-53 AsB SEM details of clast-types in WASH_13 from L5. Orientated elongate, rod-
like glassy pyroclasts are the most abundant clast-type in this sample (A). Centric fresh-
water diatoms (A, B), and clay-rich clasts (A, C) and vesicular or bubble-wall pyroclasts (C) 
are also present in lesser amounts.  

6.5.5.4 Interpretation of optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

The dominance of rod-like glassy pyroclasts in the non-fused tuff suggests that 

this pyroclastic material was produced by explosive silicic eruptions (Walker & 

Croasdale 1971; Heiken 1972, 1974; Wohletz 1983; Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Cas 

& Wright 1988; Rose & Durant 2009; Brown et al. 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013). 

The smooth surfaces of the pyroclasts imply that little abrasion of the ash has 

taken place and therefore suggest that the ash was deposited as fall-out or has 

undergone reworking and re-deposition in a medium that contained relatively 

low concentrations of clasts (e.g. Selley 1976). The presence of clay-rich clasts 

and freshwater diatom frustules could imply that reworking has occurred, or 

that deposition of the ash occurred through a water column, such as into a lake, 
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where diatoms and clay were the background sediment. Deposition through 

relatively still water could minimise abrasion of the ash (e.g. Selley 1976), but 

allow deposition of pyroclasts alongside siliciclastic clasts, such as diatoms or 

clay-rich clasts, already present within this environment.  

The alignment of the rod-like pyroclasts in WASH_13 might reflect their 

deposition through a water column. Alternatively, the alignment could be caused 

by deposition of ash from a pyroclastic density current (PDC), with the ash 

subsequently being fused and compacted, causing the alignment of elongate 

clasts. 

6.5.6 Finley Quarry (L6) 

6.5.6.1 Field observations 

The Finely Quarry (L6) dissects several lavas: at the base of the quarry face are 

Umatilla Basalts, which are overlain by the Pomona Basalt (Reidel pers coms 

2015). The relief on the boundary between the two units (Figure 6-54) suggests 

the development of a palaeo-valley in the Umatilla Basalts, later filled the 

Pomona Basalt (Figure 6-54). A thin (< 1 metre) white clastic unit of fine-grained 

material is present is present between these major basalt units.  

The Umatilla Basalts are highly jointed with <1 m-scale jointing throughout the 

lowermost and uppermost basalts (Figure 6-54). In contrast the darker-

brown/black basalt contains thicker m-scale columnar jointing (Figure 6-54). The 

Pomona Basalt is highly jointed and contains features resembling lava-filled 

channels and lava lobes with a layer of columnar jointing radiating outwards 

around these features (Figure 6-54). 
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Figure 6-54 Overview of Finley Quarry (L6), showing multiple lavas of the Umatilla and 
Pomona Basalts.  The uppermost Umatilla lava has a varying thickness. Following 
emplacement of the Umatilla Basalts, erosion formed a valley which was later filled by flows 
of the Pomona Basalt. Between the two units is a thin white clastic unit of varying thickness 
(sample WASH_07). The Pomona Basalt is comprised of several units, including those 
which infilled palaeo-channels and formed lava lobes. 

6.5.6.2 Interpretation of field observations 

Lava flows repeatedly exploited depressions in the underlying topography. These 

channels may have been produced by rivers, however, no sediments have been 

preserved between the lavas. The thin (<1 metre) unit of white clastic material 

may represent pyroclastic, volcaniclastic or siliciclastic material emplaced in 

this locality prior to emplacement of the Pomona Basalt. 

6.5.6.3 Optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

Sample WASH_07 was collected as a non-orientated grab sample from the poorly 

accessible thin (<1 m) grey/white sedimentary unit between the Umatilla and 

Pomona lavas exposed at L6 (Figure 6-54). The rock is predominantly composed 
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of transparent glassy white and brown bubble-wall pyroclasts along with minor 

amounts of sub-angular quartz grains (Figure 6-55). The pyroclasts show no 

evidence of alteration and have been well-preserved within a finer-grained ash 

matrix (Figure 6-55).  

 

Figure 6-55 Optical microscope images showing the nature of the material that comprises 
samples WASH_07 from Finley Quarry.  A & C) Thin bubbles-wall shards dominate the 
deposit, some containing micro-vesicles, and having fluidal shapes. Pore space can be 
seen where the image is blue, although, in some areas the pores have been filled by finer 
grains and an interstitial matrix of fine silt/clay. B) RL image showing the same field of view 
as that in A. RL shows the grain-boundaries more clearly, particularly where grains are finer 
in the darker patches of the PPL image. 

SEM analysis was inhibited by charging effects across the sample due to the 

highly fractured nature of the material. However, SEM analysis does suggest that 

many of the pyroclasts of this sample are no longer present and instead create a 

secondary porosity, with pores that often retain the shape of the original 

pyroclasts. The remaining glassy pyroclasts are brown when observed under PPL, 

typical of basaltic pyroclasts; however, under the SEM their chemical 

composition resembles that of other silicic pyroclasts within the CRFBP. 

However, this unit does provide evidence for the occurrence of explosive silicic 
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eruptions suppling material across the CRFBP prior to emplacement of the 

Pomona Basalt.  

6.5.6.4 Interpretation of optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

WASH_07 is comprised of silicic pyroclasts and minor amounts of quartz grains. It 

is not clear as to whether this pyroclastic material is primary or has been 

reworked. However, no other clastic units are found in the exposure at L6, 

which could suggest that this white tuff represents a primary fall-out deposit. 

This interpretation cannot be made with confidence without further 

investigation and a better quality of thin-section.  

6.5.7 Sellards Road (L7) 

6.5.7.1 Field observations 

Sellards Road (L7; Figure 6-1) is exposed on the northern side of the road, which 

has been graded to a gentle and accessible slope (Figure 6-56).  

A limited amount of medium-sandstone with uncommon fragmented and intact 

accretionary lapilli can be observed at the base of the exposure (Figure 6-56). 

The contacts between most of the units are not exposed, however, the medium-

sandstone is followed by diffusely parallel-laminated siltstone that becomes 

ripple-cross laminated before returning to diffuse sub-horizontal parallel 

laminations. Above this siltstone the grain-size increases to a medium-sandstone 

with sub-horizontal parallel laminae, which becomes ripple cross-laminated up-

section (Figure 6-56, Figure 6-57). At the top of this unit the generally grey 

medium-sandstones become more brown/orange in colour. Above this, siltstones 

become more dominant, these are generally structureless and interbedded with 

ripple cross-laminated fine-sandstone and white claystone (Figure 6-56, Figure 

6-58). Towards the top of this interbedded unit is an interval containing blocks 

of laminated material (Figure 6-56). The overlying unit is comprised of sub-

horizontal parallel laminated siltstone with a more massive and diffusely 

laminated central interval of siltstone. The siltstone is fractured where it is in 

contact with the overlying basalt lava (Figure 6-56). 
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Figure 6-56 Lithological log showing the sedimentary sequence exposed at Sellards Road 
(L7). The sedimentary rocks here are predominantly comprised of siltstones that commonly 
display sub-horizontal parallel laminations or ripple cross-laminae. Interbedded with the 
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siltstones are beds of claystone and sandstone. The medium sandstone at the base of the 
exposure contains uncommon fragments of accretionary lapilli. The whole sequence is 
capped by a basaltic lava (likely the Pomona or Elephant Mountains Basalt). 

 

Figure 6-57 Cross-ripple laminated sandstones and parallel laminated siltstone/fine 
sandstone within the lower section of the L7 exposure. The components of the cross-
laminated sandstones have been determined from sample WASH_34. 
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Figure 6-58 Interbedded cross-stratified and parallel laminated siltstones at L7. PF = Palaeo-
flow direction, predominantly west-to-east as inferred from by the down-dip direction of the 
cross-stratification. 

6.5.7.2 Interpretation of field observations 

This sedimentary sequence likely represents material that was likely deposited 

in an overbank setting and associated a fluvial environment. This interpretation 

is suggested by the presence of fine-grade lithologies with sub-horizontal 

parallel laminations and occassional cross-lamination (e.g. Figure 6-58), which 

may be indicative of deposition from suspension in a low-energy environment 

occasionally influenced by traction currents, for example, during floods (Selley 

1976; Singh et al. 1999; Bayliss & Pickering 2015; Yamada et al. 2016). The 

orange/brown coloration of the top of the cross-laminated sandstone (Figure 

6-57), may represent a palaeosol. This may indicate a period of non-deposition, 

in which the sandstone was exposed subaerially before deposition resumed 

leading to development of the overlying overbank siltstones (Figure 6-56). 



 Chapter 6: Columbia River Flood Basalt Sedimentary Analogue
   480 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

Fracturing of the sedimentary rock close to its contact with the overlying basalt 

lava, with no fluidal interaction of the sediment and lava, suggests that this area 

was dry (not water-saturated) at the time of lava emplacement (e.g. Schmincke 

1967b).  

6.5.7.3 Optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

Samples from Sellards Road (L7) contain varying amounts of pyroclasts and 

crystalline igneous rocks. WASH_32, from the uppermost siltstone (Figure 6-56), 

is composed of angular rod-like and bubble-wall pyroclasts, in addition to well-

rounded crystalline igneous clasts (Figure 6-59). 

 

Figure 6-59 Nature of a volcaniclastic sandstone (WASH_32) from L7. A well-rounded micro-
crystalline igneous lithic, surrounded by rod-like and bubble-wall shards with a fine-grained 
ash or clay-rich matrix. 

WASH_33 from the upper section of the upper claystone and siltstone unit 

(Figure 6-56), is diffusely laminated and contains pyroclasts, granular lithic 

clasts and rounded quartz crystals (Figure 6-61). In this sample, laminations are 

defined by changes in grain-size (Figure 6-60). Elongate pyroclasts are orientated 
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parallel to the laminations, truncated contacts between the laminations can be 

identified where the orientation of these elongate pyroclasts changes (Figure 

6-60a). 

 

Figure 6-60 Inclined and aligned grains indicate the presence of diffuse and erosional bed 
boundaries throughout sample WASH_33 from L7. A & B) The varying direction of preferred 
orientation of elongate grains suggests that two beds are present. With the fabric created by 
the inclined grains of the lower bed being truncated by the sub-horizontal fabric created by 
the different orientation of elongate grains in the overlying bed. C & D) Inclined bedding 
with interbedded finer- and coarser-grained beds. Elongate grains are orientated parallel to 
the orientation of the bedding. 

Under plane-polarised light (PPL) the pyroclasts range from transparent white to 

brown and display bubble-wall morphologies (Figure 6-60, Figure 6-61). SEM 

analysis shows that the glassy pyroclasts of this sample have a silicic 

composition, and therefore the colour of the pyroclasts under plane polarised 

light does not reflect their major element composition.  
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Figure 6-61 Inclined, elongate clasts, including pyroclasts and mica, within sample 
WASH_33 from L7. Angular to well-rounded clasts of finer-grained quartz are also present 
and have no preferred alignment.  

SEM analysis of these sample shows that the pyroclasts and quartz crystals are 

supported by a clay matrix. This clay matrix and is highly fractured and leads to 

electron charging across the sample during SEM analysis, therefore inhibiting the 

collection of clear images.  

A grain-mount of WASH_34 reveals silicic pyroclasts with rough, fractured edges 

and vesicles filled with a very fine-ash matrix (Figure 6-62a); in addition, there 

are crystal fragments of quartz and orthoclase and angular to well-rounded 

granular lithic clasts (Figure 6-62b). Euhedral zircon crystals can be found within 

some of the glassy pyroclasts (Figure 6-62c). 
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Figure 6-62 AsB SEM features of reworked pyroclasts in WASH_34 from Sellards Road (L7). 
A) Vesicular pyroclast with rough, fractured edges and vesicles infilled with very fine-ash 
matrix. B) A granular lithic clast that includes a reworked, partly altered glassy silicic 
pyroclast. C) A poorly vesicular silicic pyroclast with a euhedral zircon crystal.  

6.5.7.4 Interpretation of optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

Both WASH_32 and _33 are comprised of pyroclastic and siliciclastic clast-types. 

This range of clast-types and the presence of laminated and truncated cross-

stratified intervals suggest that both samples represent siliciclastic or 

volcaniclastic deposits. This interpretation will be investigated further using 

image analysis (see section 6.5.11), although, it can be concluded here that 

these are sedimentary deposits, likely laid-down in an overbank setting due to 

their fine-grained nature and preferred orientation of elongate grains being 

indicative of occasional deposition from traction currents (Selley 1976). 

WASH_34 contains reworked pyroclasts, as inferred from their rough, fractured 

edges and their association with a very fine-ash matrix and granular lithic clasts 

(Figure 6-62). The mixture of these clast-types as sand-sized grains suggests that 

this sample is representative of a voclaniclastic sandstone.  
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6.5.8 Mabton – Bickleton Road (Locality 8) 

6.5.8.1 Field observations 

This locality (L8), on the Mabton-Bickleton Road, lies within the Horse Heaven 

Hills, west of Locality 1 (Figure 6-1). The road intersects deposits of the EF 

which lie between two of the Saddle Mountains Basalts (Reidel pers comms 

2015). The whole stratigraphy dips down the hill due to the occurrence of the 

Horse Heaven Hills anticline (Blakely et al. 2011; Pratt 2012). The lowest part of 

the sequence consists of interbedded siltstone/claystone and fine-

sandstone/siltstone, above which there are at least eight normal-graded beds of 

medium-/coarse-sandstone to siltstone/claystone (Figure 6-63). Above this is a 

structureless siltstone overlain by a medium-/coarse-sandstone with large-scale 

cross-stratification (Figure 6-64). At the top of the sequence a ca. 21 m-thick 

medium-sandstone with localised development of ripple-cross laminae and sub-

horizontal parallel laminae (Figure 6-63). The (exposed) top of the sedimentary 

sequence is a quartzite-rich conglomerate, below which is a thin (<0.5 m) 

(Saddle Mountains) basaltic lava (Figure 6-63). 
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Figure 6-63 Lithological log for the exposure at Mabton-Bickleton Road (L8). The 
sedimentary sequence occurs between two Saddle Mountains basaltic lavas. Interbedded 
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siltstones and sandstones are present at the base of the sedimentary sequence, overlain by 
at least eight normal-graded sandstones / fine siltstones with ripple cross-laminations. The 
thickest unit of this sequence is the overlying cross-stratified medium/coarse sandstone, 
above which are medium sandstones with localised parallel laminae and ripple cross-
laminations. A thin basaltic lava separates the top of the sandstone from the overlying 
quartzite-rich conglomerate. 

 

Figure 6-64 Large-scale high-angle cross-stratification within a sandstone within the L8 
exposure. The rocks at this locality have been tilted and dip towards the north, however, the 
orientation of this image has corrected and shows the sequence as sub-horizontal.  
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6.5.8.2 Interpretation of field observations 

The sedimentary material of this deposit was most likely deposited from traction 

currents within a fluvial environment and its associated overbank setting (e.g. 

Selley 1976). The base of the sequence likely represents deposition that 

occurred in an overbank setting where parallel laminated and ripple cross-

laminated sands, silts and clays were deposited from suspension and traction 

currents respectively (e.g. Selley 1976; Singh et al. 1999; Bayliss & Pickering 

2015; Yamada et al. 2016). The large-scale cross-stratified sandstones which are 

present above this, followed by conglomerate, suggest that the main channel of 

the river migrated over the area leading to deposition of channel lag 

conglomerates typical of the main Columbia River channel (Warren 1941; Mackin 

1961; Waters 1965; Schmincke 1967a; Smith 1988a, 1988b). The presence of a 

thin lava between sediments at the top of this sequence suggests that the 

emplacement of lava may have been responsible for the changing location of the 

main river channel.  

Following deposition, major tilting of the stratigraphy was caused by growth and 

formation of the Horse Heaven Hills Anticline within the Yakima Fold Belt 

(Blakely et al. 2011; Pratt 2012).  
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6.5.8.3 Optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

Samples from L8 (Figure 6-63) are predominantly of siliciclastic sediments, with 

abundant angular to sub-rounded quartz grains with a silt-/clay-grade matrix 

(Figure 6-65, Figure 6-66). Clast-types include quartz and biotite mica, in 

addition to grains of microcrystalline basalt (e.g. WASH_37; Figure 6-66).  

 

Figure 6-65 Grain-types observed in sample WASH_37 from L8. This sample is 
predominantly composed of angular quartz grains within a fine-grained matrix. 

Additional samples from the normal-graded sandstone unit (e.g. WASH_40; 

Figure 6-63) contain siliciclastic clast-types including: sub-rounded, vesicular 

clasts of basalt lava/crystalline igneous clasts, in addition to sub-rounded to sub-

angular quartz grains and elongate biotite mica (Figure 6-66).  
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Figure 6-66 Plain Polarised (A) and Cross Polarised Light (B) images showing the nature of 
sample WASH_40 from L8. The main grain-types observed in this sample are biotite mica, 
sub-rounded basalt lava/crystalline igneous clasts and sub-rounded to sub-angular quartz. 

In addition to siliciclastic clast-types, sample WASH_44 (grain-mount), from the 

upper unit of fawn-coloured sandstone (Figure 6-63), contains a component of 

glassy, non-vesicular and vesicular bubble-wall and blocky pyroclasts (Figure 

6-67). All of the clasts within this grain-mount are surrounded by a veneer of 

clay or fine-ash, suggesting that a fine-grained matrix of clay or fine-ash was 

present in the rock. 
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Figure 6-67 AsB SEM features of pyroclasts within WASH_44. A) The sample contains a 
range of clast-types including rounded granular lithic clasts and angular quartz crystals. 
This image is dominated by glassy pyroclasts surrounded by thin veneers of clay matrix, 
and vesicles filled by clay/fine ash matrix. B) A bubble-wall pyroclast surrounded by clay. 
The presence of a clay matrix has helped to preserve the fine, delicate fluidal features of 
this pyroclast (C). 

6.5.8.4 Interpretation of optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

Both WASH_37 and WASH_40 are of siliciclastic deposits that do not contain any 

pyroclastic clast-types, therefore suggesting that volcanism did not influence the 

fluvial system at the time that these sediments were deposited. However, later 

on, the clast-types include a significant amount of silicic pyroclasts, suggesting 

that silicic volcanism supplied material into the catchment of the streams and 

rivers that are interpreted to have deposited the material at L8.  
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WASH_44 contains a range of clast-types, including pyroclasts, granular lithic 

clasts and crystals of quartz and stilpnomelane (Figure 6-67). All of the clasts in 

this sample are associated with a fine-ash or clay matrix, implying that they are 

of volcaniclastic and siliciclastic origin. The clay matrix appears to have 

prevented delicate bubble-wall features of the pyroclasts from being lost due to 

abrasion during transport and re-deposition (Figure 6-67).  

6.5.9 Whitebird, Idaho (L9) 

6.5.9.1 Field observations 

Three exposures along Old Highway 95 east from Whitebird (Localities 9a, b and 

c) were identified for logging and/or sampling of the Latah/Payette Member, the 

state equivalent of the Washington EF. Each exposure is dominated by thinly 

interbedded siltstone and claystone, with uncommon interbeds of sandstone 

(Figure 6-68). Between the cm-scale beds, lignite occurs as brown laminae or 

sub-horizontal laminated beds (Figure 6-68). The claystones and siltstones are 

white and appear to have a very low density, it is highly likely that these are 

clay-/silt-grade diatomite layers (e.g. Yang & Huang 2003). 

Delicate leaf and seed pod moulds are revealed on broken surfaces of the 

laminated claystones and siltstones (or diatomites?) throughout the deposit at 

L9c. These fossilised flora represent a range of species (Figure 6-69), from 

intricately veined leaves of deciduous species, such as, Fagus Pacifica and Cercis 

idahoensis (Figure 6-69a & c), and their seed pods (Figure 6-69; Berry 1934), to 

leaves from conifers, such as Taxodium sp. (Figure 6-70; Berry 1934; Lockheart 

et al. 2000). 

Faulting is evident in the exposure at L9c, where brittle deformation has 

resulted in normal faults (Figure 6-71). Some of this faulting has resulted in the 

development of shear planes (Figure 6-72). The entire sequence has been tilted 

and has an apparent dip toward the NW (Figure 6-72). 



 Chapter 6: Columbia River Flood Basalt Sedimentary Analogue
   492 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

 

Figure 6-68 Lithological logs for Whitebird (L9b and 9c). The two sequences are dominated 
by fine-grained lithologies, including claystone and siltstone, together with lignite. L9b 
contains a higher abundance of lignite compared to the section at L9c, which contains more 
homogenous units of parallel-laminated claystone and siltstone. Colours on this log reflect 
the colour of the rocks observed in the exposure. Clst: Claystone, Slt: Siltstone, Sst: 
Sandstone.  
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Figure 6-69 Examples of deciduous tree leaf and seed pod moulds collected from the 
laminated claystones at the base of L9c.A) A single leaf mould of Fagus pacifica with veins 
and possible preservation of the original leaf rim (dashed) (Berry 1934). B) Several leaf and 
seed pods. One is smooth with a thick mid-vein, and is characteristic of a seed pod of 
Cercis idahoensis (Berry 1934). C) Section of a larger leaf of Cercis idahoensis (Berry 1934). 
D) Multiple overlapping leaves, or seed pods, laid on top of each other in different 
orientations. 

 

Figure 6-70 Examples of Taxodium sp. leaf moulds from the laminated claystones at L9c. 
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Figure 6-71 Normal fault in sedimentary rocks of the Ellensburg Formation at L9c. The fault 
has displaced the rocks within the hanging wall to the ~NW. 
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Figure 6-72 Tilted sequence of sedimentary rocks, with shear zone, exposed at L9c. Thin 
parallel-laminated claystone with thicker organic-rich layers (thick black lines), and 
uncommon interbeds of pale grey siltstone. A shear zone can be seen where the laminated 
material has been tilted relative to the surrounding rock, giving an inferred direction of 
movement from ~SE to ~NW. 

6.5.9.2 Interpretation of field observations 

The leaf and seed pod fossils identified at Whitebird (L9) show that this area was 

inhabited by a mixture of deciduous and conifer trees, indicative of a temperate 

climate with ample rainfall throughout the year (Berry 1934). Leaf fossils are 
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found throughout the Latah and Payette members (equivalents of the 

Washington EF) as far (from this site), toward the west, as Spokane (Smith 

1988a). This reasonably suggests that this temperate climate occurred across 

Idaho to Washington during the Miocene (Berry 1934).  

The sediments were likely deposited in a lacustrine setting under low-energy 

subaqueous conditions that allowed the deposition from suspension and 

preservation of delicate flora (e.g. Smith 1988a; Selley 1976). The lack of cross-

stratified or coarser-grained units within the deposit and the frequency of 

laminations containing leaf fossils, implies that deposition did not occur in an 

overbank setting, and likely represents more seasonal influxes of diatoms and 

leaves into a relatively stagnant body of water (this is discussed further in 

section 6.6.2.1).  

6.5.9.3 Optical microscopy 

Sample ID_05 from L9c is composed of angular and sub-rounded clasts of 

unknown composition, but including sub-rounded vesicular pyroclasts (Figure 

6-73).  

 

Figure 6-73 Abundant vesicular pyroclasts seen under RL in sample ID_05 from L9c. 
Bubble-wall shards and angular clasts can also be identified in this sample.  
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6.5.9.4 Interpretation of optical microscopy 

ID_05 is a sample of a sedimentary rock that comprises siliciclastic clast-types 

with rare pyroclasts. The pyroclasts were likely incorporated into this deposit 

due to reworking. Unfortunately high levels of electron charging on this sample 

has prevented further analysis of this sample using SEM.  

6.5.10 Idaho, State Road 95 (L10) 

6.5.10.1 Field observations 

Parallel-laminated siltstone (Figure 6-74b) and thin, discontinuous interbeds of 

fine-sandstone (Figure 6-74a) are exposed in a road-cut along State Road 95 at 

L10. This exposure represents part of the Latah/Payette Member, which is the 

state equivalent of the Washington EF.  

 

Figure 6-74 Fine-grained, grey sandstone interbedded with siltstone at L10. A) The fine-
grained sandstone (sample ID_13) has a variable thickness and occurs with or without a 
siltstone interbed within it. Even though it varies in thickness, this sandstone acts as a 
good marker unit throughout this exposure. B) Sub-horizontal parallel laminated siltstone. 
Weathered surfaces are yellowish and do not show the thin laminations present on a fresher 
surface of the exposure.   

Faults affect part of the exposure, for example, a reverse fault with a vertical 

displacement of ca.32 cm (Figure 6-75). This faulting has resulted in smaller 

amounts of displacement compared to the metres of displacement observed by 

the normal fault at L9c (Figure 6-71).  
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Lava directly overlay these strata and the contact between the two is sharp and 

shows some areas where the lava has invasively intruded into the underlying 

sequence (Figure 6-76).  

 

Figure 6-75 Reverse fault displacing grey sandstone marker unit at Idaho, State Road 95 
(L10). Movement along the fault has caused ca. 32 cm of vertical displacement. 
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Figure 6-76 Invasive nature of the lava at the lava-sediment contact at Idaho, State Road 95 
(L10). Blobs of lava that are surrounded by sediments can be identified below the main body 
of the overlying lava. Discontinuous units of grey sandstone were sampled for petrographic 
analysis (sample ID_16). 

6.5.10.2 Interpretation of field observations 

The sedimentary rocks at L10 were most likely deposited in an overbank setting 

adjacent to a fluvial system, due to the presence of fine-grained siliciclastic 

rock-types with parallel laminations and interbeds of coarser-grained fine-

sandstone (e.g. Singh et al. 1999; Bayliss & Pickering 2015; Yamada et al. 2016). 

The discontinuous lenses of dark-grey fine-sandstone may contain a greater 

number of dark igneous clasts, although this cannot be reliably concluded in the 

field, instead samples are investigated further (SEM, see section below). 

However, the presence of coarser-grained sediments interbedded with siltstones 

in overbank deposits suggests occasional higher energy conditions, for example, 

during flooding, thus allowed coarser material to be deposited in this otherwise 

low-energy, silt-rich environment (Yamada et al. 2016).  
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The invasive nature of the lava at the lava–sediment contact indicates that the 

sediments had a limited yield strength and some ductility at the time of lava 

emplacement, which enabled the lava to intrude. The continuation of 

sedimentary structures (planar parallel bedding) within disrupted parts of the 

sediments also shows that the sediment was relatively coherent when the lava 

was emplaced. There are no pillow structures at the base of the lava, suggesting 

that the region was not significantly waterlogged at the time of lava 

emplacement. However, columnar joints, comprising a relatively thinly-jointed 

colonnade and thick entablature, is well developed in the lower part of the 

overlying lava, suggesting that water, was present at some point during lava 

emplacement (e.g. Hetényi et al. 2012; Phillips et al. 2013). 

6.5.10.3 Optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

Sample ID_13 from mid-way up in the exposure (Figure 6-74) is predominantly 

composed of glassy pyroclasts of vesicular and non-vesicular types, with a fine-

ash matrix (Figure 6-77). In contrast ID_16, from just below the sediment-lava 

contact, is comprised of a mixture of pyroclasts and angular to sub-rounded 

sand-grade clasts of crystalline igneous rock (Figure 6-78).  
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Figure 6-77 Abundant vesicular pyroclasts in sample ID_13 from L10. A & C) Vesicular 
pyroclasts appear brown in plain-polarised light (PPL), but their morphologies are more 
notable when viewed in reflected light (RL; B & D), where blocky-shapes with bubble-wall 
rims can be seen. E & F) Tabular or platy pyroclasts can also be found, along with bubble-
wall shards.  
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Figure 6-78 Clast-types identified in sample ID_16 from L10. A & B) Glassy vesicular 
pyroclasts surrounded by finer-grained material with rare coarser-grains of feldspar and 
amphibole. C) Sub-rounded, brown, vesicular micro-crystalline igneous clast within a finer-
grained matrix. D) Part of a sub-angular granule of crystalline basalt. This clast contains 
micro-crystals of plagioclase.  

SEM analysis shows that ID_13 contains fine-grained siltstone laminae 

interbedded with units of fine-grained sandstone and siltstone (Figure 6-79a). 

The matrix of the sandstone/siltstone is comprised of angular pyroclasts (fine to 

very-fine ash; Figure 6-79b). The sample is predominantly comprised of glassy, 

basaltic pyroclasts. The pyroclasts show a range of morphologies from vesicular 

to non-vesicular, bubble-wall and blocky morphologies (Figure 6-79c-e). 

Localised rounded pyroclasts occur in association with the finer-grained laminae 

(Figure 6-79f). Localised plagioclase microcrystals can be found with some of the 

pyroclasts (Figure 6-79d). 
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Figure 6-79 AsB SEM images showing the main features of sample ID_13. A) Unit of finer- 
grained clay-grade lamination within a coarser-grained matrix supported bed. The matrix is 
of clay-grade similar to that of the fine-grained lamination that is devoid of coarser-grained 
clasts. B) In some parts of the sample the matrix is composed of very fine-grained angular 
clasts. C) The coarser-sized grains within this sample are predominantly of bubble-wall 
shards. D) An elongated pyroclast has been crushed in situ and is intensely deformed 
around a dense pyroclast containing phenocrysts (darker grey). E) A poorly vesicular 
pyroclast with a sharp, angular outer rim, surrounded by other angular pyroclasts and a 
very fine-grained matrix. This is the same vesicular pyroclast illustrated in Figure 6-77C & D. 
F) A poorly-vesicular pyroclast with a well-rounded rim, surrounded by a very fine-ash 
matrix.  

6.5.10.4 Interpretation of optical microscopy and SEM analysis 

ID_13 is composed of basaltic ash with non-vesicular to poorly-vesicular, blocky 

and bubble-wall morphologies, most likely formed by hydrovolcanic eruptions 

(Heiken 1972, 1974; Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Cas & Wright 1988; Ross & White 

2012; Graettinger et al. 2013). The diatomite-rich lithologies exposed at L9 
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(section 6.5.9.2), suggest that lakes were present across areas of the CRFBP at 

times; suggesting that explosive interactions between lava and lakes or rivers 

could have allowed rootless explosions to occur, producing basaltic ash from 

these lava-water interactions (e.g. Branney et al. 2008; Hamilton et al. 2010; 

Reynolds et al. 2015; Fitch et al. 2017).  

The smooth edges of the pyroclasts suggest that the ash has not undergone 

significant reworking; however, the laminated character of these fine-grained 

deposits, interbedded with coarser-grained, poorly sorted tuff, could imply that 

deposition after fluvial reworking has occurred.  

6.5.11 Image analysis 

Image analysis was carried out using ImageJ software on backscatter (AsB) SEM 

images of each sample. This analysis was carried out to collect quantitative data 

on the grain-size distribution of samples in addition to the percentage of 

different grain-types. Pyroclastic samples were also analysed to identify the 

abundances of different pyroclast types based on their morphology (vesicular or 

non-vesicular; blocky, bubble-wall, irregular or rod-like), in addition to the 

percentage vesicularity of vesicular pyroclasts. 

Grain-size distribution graphs (Figure 6-80, Figure 6-81), show that most samples 

have a peak grain-size of silt (3.9 - 62.5 µm); in contrast WASH_04 and _44 have 

a peak grain-size of fine sand (125 - 250 µm). The coarsest grains in any of these 

samples are of coarse sand grade (0.5 - 1mm), and are observed in WASH_04, 

_34 and _44. WASH_22 contains accretionary lapilli and coated ash pellets up to 

4 mm in diameter (for the analysis of grain-size distribution only the clasts in the 

matrix were used, as aggregates cause the premature fall-out of very fine ash, 

and their deposition involved processes that are considered here to be outside of 

the norm for the depositional history of the majority of this deposit).  

A range of clast-types can be identified in each of the samples that contain 

pyroclasts (Figure 6-82). Pyroclasts are commonly the most abundant clast-type 

in these samples (Figure 6-82); however, granular lithic clasts and grains are also 

abundant in some samples (e.g. WASH_06 and _44).  



 Chapter 6: Columbia River Flood Basalt Sedimentary Analogue
   505 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

 

Figure 6-80 Grain-size distribution graphs. WASH_04 (A) has the widest grain-size 
distribution, with grains ranging from clay to coarse sand. The grain-size peak for this 
sample is fine sand. The peak grain-size for WASH_21 (D) is clay, making it the finest grain-
size peak. All of the other samples have a peak grain-size of silt. Generally, all of the 
samples have a grain-size distribution of clay to median (B, C, E, F), or fine sand (D, E).  
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Figure 6-81 Grain-size distribution graphs. Most of these samples have a peak grain-size of 
silt, except for WASH_44 (E) which has a peak grain-size of fine sand. WASH_34 (C) and 
WASH_44 (E) have a grain-size distribution of clay to coarse sand. WASH_33 (B) and ID_13 
(F) have a grain-size distribution of clay to fine sand. WASH_13 (A) and WASH_37 (D) have a 
grain-size of clay to very fine sand.  
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Figure 6-82 Percentage of different grain-types in each sample that contains pyroclasts. 
WASH_06 and _44 have the lowest percentage of pyroclasts and are dominated by granular 
lithic clasts and grains. Pyroclasts constitute the highest percentage in the other samples 
(WASH_05, _13, _29, _30, _44 and ID_13). Igneous crystalline clasts are generally present in 
very minor amounts or absent. Crystals also form a minor component of these samples.  

Pyroclasts display a range of features and morphologies. The percentage of 

vesicular versus non-vesicular pyroclasts was calculated using imageJ, and shows 

that less than 25% of all pyroclasts within each sample are vesicular and, in most 

cases, this value is less than 10% (Table 6-4). The vesicular pyroclasts were used 

to calculate the average and range of vesicularities (Table 6-5). The average 

percentage vesicularity in all pyroclasts across all samples is less than 45%, 

showing that they are poorly vesicular (Graettinger et al. 2013). However, the 

range of vesicularities for individual vesicular pyroclasts shows that some 

pyroclasts reach moderate vesicularity (>45% but <75%; Houghton & Wilson 1989; 

Ross & White 2012).  
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Table 6-4 Number of vesicular pyroclasts. Less than 25% of pyroclasts are vesicular in all of 
the samples. Most of the samples contain less than 10% vesicular pyroclasts (red) and are 
dominated by non-vesicular pyroclasts. * matrix only, excludes ash aggregates. 

 

Table 6-5 Percentage vesicularity results for all samples containing vesicular pyroclasts. All 
samples have an average percentage vesicularity of less than 45% and, thus, represent 
poorly vesicular pyroclasts (Graettinger et al. 2013). The range of vesicularities shows that a 
variety of poorly vesicular to moderately vesicular pyroclasts are present. Results for 
WASH_22 are representative of pyroclasts within the matrix and do not include pyroclasts 
within ash aggregates.  

Image analysis shows that the pyroclasts of each sample display a range of 

morphologies and these have been divided into blocky, bubble-wall, irregular 

and rod-like (Figure 6-83). Rod-like or blocky morphologies dominate the silicic 

samples (except ID_13), with lesser amounts of bubble-wall and irregular types 

(Figure 6-83). ID_13 is of a basaltic tuff with pyroclasts that are predominantly 

of blocky and bubble-wall morphology (Figure 6-83). 
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Figure 6-83 Percentages of blocky, bubble-wall, irregular and rod-like pyroclast 
morphologies. Rod-like morphologies are the most common type of pyroclast recorded in 
point-count analysis for WASH_05, _13, _22 matrix, and WASH_29. Blocky morphologies are 
most common in the remaining samples (WASH_06, _30, _34, _44, and ID_13). Irregular 
morphologies are generally present in minor amounts, or not at all (e.g. WASH_13).  

6.6 Discussion 

6.6.1 Depositional history of the central Washington Ellensburg 

Formation.  

The palaeo-environment of deposition can be interpreted for each of the 

localities, from field evidence, including lithological logs, together with 

petrography, SEM analysis and image analysis. Here an interpretation of each 

locality will be presented separately.  

6.6.1.1 Horse Heaven Hills (L1) 

The first unit to be deposited at L1 was a ripple cross-laminated sandstone with 

lenses of coarser-grained sandstone/granule-conglomerate and normal-graded 

sandstones (Figure 6-8). This sequence most likely represents deposition of 

sediment from a fluctuating flow within a fluvial system (Figure 6-84a; e.g. 

Selley 1976; Reading 1978). The orientation of the cross-stratification in many 

directions, within the lower-most unit, suggests that deposition occurred from 

traction currents that periodically changed direction (e.g. Selley 1976; Reading 
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1978). The normal-graded sandstones appear to be composed of unaltered silicic 

ash, and may have entered the sedimentary system as primary fallout material, 

or by erosion of previously-deposited tuffs. Unfortunately, a more confident 

conclusion regarding the source of this material (primary pyroclastic versus 

reworked) could not be achieved with the current sample set in this study, due 

to the poor quality of returned thin-sections. Subsequently, there was a 

decrease in the energy of the transport system, with an apparent absence of 

currents, which led to the deposition of sub-horizontal, parallel-laminated clays 

(Figure 6-8), most likely within an overbank setting (Figure 6-84b; Reading 1978; 

Singh et al. 1999; Bayliss & Pickering 2015; Yamada et al. 2016). This was 

followed by a change to more energetic conditions and traction currents, with 

varying flow direction, that allowed the deposition of interbedded, ripple cross-

laminated silt with discontinuous lenses of fine-sand (Figure 6-84b; Selley 1976). 

Next, a further increase in the energy of the environment occurred as shown by 

the presence of a coarser-grained homogenous sandstone unit with truncated 

cross-stratification (Figure 6-10; Reading 1978). Changing flow directions may 

have caused deposition of foreset-beds in different orientations and allowed for 

small erosional surfaces to form between these (Figure 6-10). This unit could be 

interpreted as having been deposited closer to the main river or stream channel 

(Figure 6-84b; e.g. Reading 1978), suggesting that the position of the water-body 

varied during the deposition of this entire sedimentary sequence. Finally, a 

basaltic lava was emplaced (Figure 6-84c).  
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Figure 6-84 Summary of the main events that led to deposition of the Ellensburg Formation 
exposed at Horse Heaven Hills (L1). A) Silicic eruptions deposited air-fall ash; some/all of 
this was reworked and forms volcaniclastic material deposited by streams. B) Further 
reworking of pyroclastic and volcaniclastic material by rivers and streams deposited 
volcaniclastic material along with background siliciclastic siltstones and sandstones. Lavas 
are present at the top of the exposure and help preserve the underlying pyroclastic, 
volcaniclastic and siliciclastic siltstone and sandstone units.  

6.6.1.2 Snipes Mountain (L2) 

The exposure at L2 is dominated by coarse-grained siliciclastic sandstones and 

conglomerates, and volcaniclastic (lahar) deposits (Figure 6-12, Figure 6-85). 

However, the grey, very poorly sorted, pebble- and granule-rich sandstones at 

the base (see section 6.5.2.2), are likely comprised of igenous clast-types, 

suggests that occasionally lahars deposited large amounts of material rapidly 

across this area (Figure 6-85a). The rapid deposition of the lahar deposits can be 

inferred by the presence of sand injectities (Figure 6-13, Figure 6-14; Hurst et 

al. 2011). Above the lahar deposits deposition of finer-grained siliciclastic 

sediment most likely took place within a floodplain or overbank setting (Figure 

6-85b; Reading 1978). Over time, a river flowed across the region, leading to 

deposition of channel lag conglomerates with interbedded sand-bars (Figure 

6-85c). The characteristic quartzite-rich nature of the conglomerates suggests 

that the ancestral Columbia River was responsible for the deposition of these 



 Chapter 6: Columbia River Flood Basalt Sedimentary Analogue
   512 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

channel-lag deposits (Warren 1941; Mackin 1961; Waters 1965; Schmincke 1967a; 

Smith 1988a, 1988b). 

 

Figure 6-85 Summary of the main events in the depositional history of Snipes Mountain (L2). 
A) The base of the exposure is comprised of very poorly sorted sandstone and 
conglomerate, with gravel and pebbles deposited from lahars. Above this (B), silts and 
sands were deposited in an overbank setting, or from a transition to stream-flow, possibly 
found adjacent to a main river channel. C) Channel-lag conglomerates and lenses of cross-
stratified sandstone represent deposition in a channel of the ancestral Columbia River.  

6.6.1.3 Yakima Ridge (L3) 

Only one unit is exposed in the road-side at L3 and comprises cross-stratified 

volcaniclastic siltstone and sandstone (Figure 6-16), most likely deposited from a 

stream or river (Figure 6-86).  

 

Figure 6-86 Interpretation of the depositional setting for the exposure at Yakima Ridge (L3). 
The volcaniclastic cross-stratified sandstones and siltstones of this locality were most 
likely deposited due to reworking and re-deposition of pyroclastic material by streams. 
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6.6.1.4 Beverly Quarry, (L4) 

The EF exposed at L4 shows the diversity of the lithologies within the Formation 

within a small (ca. 1 km2) area. Here, the EF includes pyroclastic deposits, 

together with overbank and fluvial channel (sedimentary) facies, with significant 

erosional surfaces (see section 6.5.4). An interpretation of the sedimentary 

depositional environments is given here, with detail regarding the volcanic and 

volcaniclastic depositional story in subsequent sections.  

Units at the base of the sequence include cross ripple-laminated siltstones 

(Figure 6-21) and massive siltstones with lenses of sandstone (Figure 6-20), most 

likely deposited in an overbank setting (Figure 6-87a; Reading 1978; Singh et al 

1999; Bayliss & Pickering 2015; Yamada et al. 2016). A period of explosive silicic 

volcanism occurred next (Figure 6-87b), depositing pyroclastic material (see 

section 6.5.4.4). Reworking of these deposits led to the formation of a thick (ca. 

12 m) sequence of interbedded, parallel-laminated volcaniclastic claystones and 

siltstones (Figure 6-45 - Figure 6-48), that form the main silicic tuff ‘pumicite’ 

unit of the main quarry face (Figure 6-20, Figure 6-26). This material may have 

been deposited in a lake (Figure 6-87c), as can be inferred from the parallel 

laminations throughout the deposit (Figure 6-25; e.g. Makin 1961, Schmincke 

1967b). The damming of water may have been influenced by emplacement of 

the Pomona Basalt lava, which is interbedded with the strata close to L4 (see 

also Makin 1961). This lava is not found within the quarry itself and appears to 

have terminated here (e.g. Makin 1961; Reidel pers comms 2015). The presence 

of overbank deposits below, and river-channel deposits above, this lava suggests 

that a fluvial channel was operative when the Pomona Basalt was emplaced. 

Therefore, emplacement of the lava could have diverted water courses and 

dammed them, leading to the formation of a lake in the Beverly Quarry area 

(e.g. Makin 1961). Within this lake, the reworked volcaniclastic unit (i.e. the 

pumicite) would have been deposited under very low-energy conditions (Figure 

6-87c; e.g. Selley 1976; Reading 1978).  

This was followed by a period of erosion, possibly caused by a lake outburst 

flood that drained the lake (e.g. Hamblin 1994); or, by arrival of the main 

Columbia River. Cross-bedded sandstones (Figure 6-28, Figure 6-29), 
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representative of sand-bars, within a sequence of quartzite-rich channel-lag 

conglomerates (Figure 6-27, Figure 6-28), were deposited within the main river 

channel and overlie the lacustrine volcaniclastic claystones and siltstones (Figure 

6-87d; Reading 1978). The cross-stratified sandstones containing layers of well-

rounded pebbles (Figure 6-28), showing that the current from which these 

sediments were deposited frequently changed its course and energy over time, 

with the well-rounded pebbles indicating that the bedload has been transported 

over large distances (e.g. Reading 1978). 

The Elephant Mountains Basalt lies unconformably above these river-channel 

deposits at some locations within the quarry (Figure 6-29). However, to the 

west, the lava lies on top of a bioturbated siltstone (Figure 6-30). This siltstone 

may have been deposited within a low-energy sub-aqueous environment, which 

may have been created due to displacement and ponding of water from the 

Columbia River that was present prior to lava emplacement (Figure 6-87e). The 

siltstones have been homogenised by burrowing organisms and or, plant roots 

(Figure 6-31). This high degree of bioturbation within the fine-grained sediments 

below the lava suggests that the sedimentary system here existed long enough 

for an ecosystem to become established (Figure 6-87e). A thin (<10 cm), 

discontinuous unit of white siltstone overlies this bioturbated siltstone, with a 

sharp, sub-horizontal contact (Figure 6-20). Above this unit, ca. 1 m of pillow 

basalts marks the beginning of the Elephant Mountains Basalt (Figure 6-30). The 

presence of the pillow basalt suggests that initial emplacement of the lava 

occurred within a shallow water-body (Figure 6-87f). No baking of the sediment 

has occurred, suggesting that the lava quickly lost heat due to the presence of 

water (e.g. Reidel et al. 2013). The pillow basalts are densely packed although it 

is possible that small amounts of sediment may exist between the pillows. 
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Figure 6-87 Summary of interpretations for the depositional history of the Ellensburg 
Formation exposed at Beverly Quarry (L4). A) Firstly, deposition occurred within a low 
energy, possibly fluvial overbank setting; this was later influenced by ash-fall and 
deposition from PDCs associated with large-scale silicic eruptions up to 150 km distant (B). 
C) Emplacement of the Pomona Basalt may have caused the damming of streams or a river, 
which allowed a thick unit (ca. 12 m) of volcaniclastic siltstones and sandstones to be 
deposited. D) Channel-lag conglomerates and cross-stratified sandstones and granule-
/pebble-conglomerates were deposited in the main channel of the ancestral Columbia River. 
E) Emplacement of the Elephant Mountains Basalt diverted the ancestral Columbia River 
and most likely caused ponding of water behind a lava-dam, in which organisms and plants 
became established. F) Emplacement of the Elephant Mountains Basalt proper, with a pillow 
facies at the base of the lava suggesting that emplacement initially occurred into shallow 
water.  

6.6.1.5 Yellpit (L5) 

Silicic tuffs containing rare whole and fragmented ash aggregates similar those 

identified at L4 (Figure 6-22), represent the entire EF exposed at L5 (Figure 
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6-88). The overlying Pomona Basalt has caused welding of the underlying tuffs, 

creating a zone of glassy ‘obsidian-like’ material at the lava-tuff contact that 

grades into non-glassy welded and non-welded tuffs with increasing distance 

from the contact. It is most likely that emplacement of very high temperature 

lava formed this assemblage of lithologies, rather than it representing a welded 

ignimbrite - as the closest source of silicic volcanism at this time lay >100 km 

away (see section 6.7.3.2), a distance that is, most likely, too great for a PDC to 

maintain a high enough temperature to cause welding. However, the nature of 

the non-glassy welded tuff, with its clast alignment (Figure 6-53) and abundance 

of rod-like pyroclasts (>50%; Figure 6-83 WASH_13), does imply that highly 

explosive silicic eruptions were the source of the original ashes. Deposition of 

the ashes likely occurred through a water column, as indicated by the presence 

of centric freshwater diatom frustules and granular-lithic clasts (Figure 6-53), 

although these are only a minor component of the deposit (<20%; Figure 6-82 

WASH_13). 

 

Figure 6-88 Depositional and volcanic history interpreted for the EF of L5.A) Deposition of 
silicic air-fall ash into an overbank or deeper-subaqueous setting, alongside diatoms. B) 
Emplacement of lava into water formed pillow basalts, followed by subaerial emplacement 
of lavas.  

6.6.1.6 Finley Quarry (L6) 

Silicic pyroclasts between the Umatilla and Pomona Basalts at L6 (Figure 6-54) 

may have been deposited as primary fall-out, possibly with some reworking 

(Figure 6-89c). SEM analysis was inhibited by electron charging across the sample 

and therefore the nature of the pyroclasts could not be examined in detail to 



 Chapter 6: Columbia River Flood Basalt Sedimentary Analogue
   517 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

deduce whether these ashes are of primary or reworked material. The lack of 

any other clastic deposits could suggest that the ash was deposited from fall-

out. However, this deposit lies at the bottom of a palaeo-valley cut into the 

(underlying) Umatilla Basalts (Figure 6-54). This indicates that substantial rivers 

were present in this area sometime between emplacement of the Umatilla and 

the Pomona Basalts (Figure 6-89b). Therefore, it is also possible that these silicic 

tuffs were deposited as volcaniclastic material, but all other sedimentary 

deposits have been eroded, or removed by emplacement of the overlying lavas 

(Figure 6-89d; e.g. Reidel et al. 2013). 

 

Figure 6-89 Depositional history interpreted for L6. A) Emplacement of the Umatilla Basalts 
occurred by at least three separate flows. Fluvial erosion cut channels into the Umatilla 
Basalts. B). Explosive silicic eruptions deposited ash-fall across the area (C), some of which 
was reworked and preserved in the channel into which the Pomona Basalt was emplaced 
(D). 

6.6.1.7 Sellards Road (L7) 

The EF at L7 is composed of siliciclastic and volcaniclastic materials that were 

most likely deposited in an overbank setting (see section 6.5.7; Figure 6-90a,b; 

Reading 1978; Singh et al. 1999; Bayliss & Pickering 2015; Yamada et al. 2016). 

Sample WASH_34, from a volcaniclastic cross-laminated sandstone, is comprised 

of pyroclasts with rough, fractured edges produced by abrasion during 
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reworking; these are also associated with a very fine-ash matrix and granular 

lithic clasts composed of pyroclasts and fine-ash (Figure 6-62): features are 

characteristic of volcaniclastic deposits in which glassy pyroclasts have 

undergone reworking and re-deposition. Samples WASH_32 and _33 are 

volcaniclastic siltstones that contain a higher abundance of siliciclastic clast-

types (Figure 6-59, Figure 6-60, Figure 6-61).  

Image analysis shows that WASH_34 (Figure 6-56) contains almost equal amounts 

of the different pyroclast morphologies (blocky, bubble-wall, irregular and rod-

like; Figure 6-83). This is, in part, due to abrasion and brittle fragmentation of 

the pyroclasts during reworking and does not represent the original conditions of 

magmatic processes during their eruption. However, 20% of the pyroclasts are 

vesicular (Table 6-4); on average these are poorly vesicular (<45% vesicles; Table 

6-5) but some are more moderately vesicular (up to 66% vesicles; Table 6-5). 

These values suggest that the pyroclasts were original produced in explosive 

silicic eruptions driven by magmatic processes (e.g. magmatic volatiles; Walker 

& Croasdale 1971; Heiken 1972, 1974; Wohletz 1983; Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; 

Cas & Wright 1988; Rose & Durant 2009; Brown et al. 2012; Graettinger et al. 

2013).  

A period of non-deposition and weathering is represented by a thin (ca. 10 cm) 

palaeosol that formed due to subaerial exposure of the volcaniclastic sandstone 

(Figure 6-90c). A return to overbank deposition is interpreted by the siltstones 

that overlie this palaeosol (e.g. Reading 1978; Singh et al. 1999; Bayliss & 

Pickering 2015; Yamada et al. 2016). Sub-aerial conditions may have occurred 

during emplacement of the overlying basaltic lava (Figure 6-90e), as indicated by 

the sharp, sub-horizontal contact and fractures within the sediment directly 

below the lava-sediment contact (Figure 6-56). 
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Figure 6-90 Interpretation of the depositional history of the EF of L7. A) Silicic eruptions 
deposited silicic pyroclastic and subsequent reworking of this material deposited 
volcaniclastic units within an overbank setting. B) Further silicic eruptions and reworking 
occurred leading to further overbank deposition of volcaniclastic sand, possibly with a 
greater influence of traction currents. C) Subaerial exposure and weathering of these 
deposits led to the formation of a thin (few cm’s) palaeosol. D) Deposition in an overbank 
setting resumed with the accumulation of siliciclastic sediments. E) Emplacement of basalt 
lavas.  

6.6.1.8 Mabton-Bickleton Road (L8) 

The EF exposed at L8, is composed of siliciclastic siltstones and sandstones 

(Figure 6-63). Samples WASH_37 and _40 consists of siliciclastic clast-types with 

no input of pyroclastic or volcaniclastic materials (Figure 6-65, Figure 6-66). In 

contract, WASH_44 contains a mixture of siliciclastic and volcaniclastic clast-

types (Figure 6-67; Figure 6-82). The delicate, fluidal, fine-scale features of 

some of the pyroclasts in this sample may have been preserved, even during 

reworking and re-deposition, due to the presence of a clay-matrix (Figure 6-67b, 
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c). Removal of this clay matrix by fluid-flow or during transport could allow 

pyroclasts to be re-deposited whilst still retaining their primary pyroclastic 

features. 

Deposition of siliciclastic siltstones and interbedded sandstones were may have 

been initially deposited in an overbank setting (Figure 6-91b). A thicker (ca. 6 m) 

unit of cross-stratified volcaniclastic sandstones was then deposited from steams 

or rivers as they migrated over the area (Figure 6-91d,e). A thin unit of basaltic 

lava (Figure 6-91f) separates this unit from the overlying quartzite-rich channel-

lag conglomerates of the main ancestral Columbia River (Figure 6-91g; Warren 

1941; Mackin 1961; Waters 1965; Schmincke 1967a; Smith 1988a, 1988b). The 

presence of the lava separating these river-derived sandstones and 

conglomerates possibly suggests that emplacement of the lava displaced the 

main river channel, and caused channel-lag conglomerate to be deposited 

directly on top of the lava.  
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Figure 6-91 Summary of the depositional history of the Ellensburg Formation exposed at L8. 
A) Lavas are present at the base of this exposure, and are overlain by siliciclastic sediments 
possibly deposited in an overbank setting (B). Deposition of siliciclastic sediments 
subsequently occurred from streams or alternatively, from traction currents within the 
overbank setting (C). Silicic eruptions supplied pyroclastic and volcaniclastic material into 
the area, with some reworking occurring from streams or adjacent rivers during floods and 
traction currents. (D) E) Volcaniclastic sands deposited within an overbank setting. F) 
Emplacement of another basaltic lava. G) The main channel of the ancestral Columbia River 
migrated across this area, depositing channel-lag gravels, pebbles and sands.  
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Subsequent growth of the Yakima Fold Belt caused tilting of the rocks at L8, and 

led to the formation of the Horse Heaven Hills anticline (Waters 1965; Blackely 

et al. 2011; Pratt 2012).  

6.6.2 Deposition of the Ellensburg Formation equivalent of 

western Idaho (Latah/Payette Member) 

6.6.2.1 Whitebird (Locality 9) 

The various exposures of the Latah/Payette Member along Old Highway 95 

eastward from Whitebird consist of claystones and siltstones interbedded with 

lignite (Figure 6-68), most likely deposited in a lake (e.g. Berry 1934; Camp 

1981; Engel 2004). The rocks are thinly laminated with leaf and seed fossils of, 

for example, Fagus Pacifica and Cercis idahoensis, preserved within the laminae 

(Figure 6-69, Figure 6-70; Berry 1934). These fossil deciduous and conifer leaves 

show that the area experienced a temperate climate, with ample rainfall (Berry 

1934). The exceptional preservation of the leaves and seeds suggest that they 

were deposited in a very low-energy environment, most likely within a lake 

(Berry 1934; Yang & Huang 2003; Allison et al. 2008). Preservation of leaf-fossil-

bearing laminae may indicate seasonal (autumnal) accumulation through lake 

waters (e.g. Allison et al. 2008). An alternative model could involve rapid 

deposition of the interbedded silts and clays, still leading to preservation of 

these delicate flora, by inhibiting decomposition and disturbance by burrowing 

organisms (e.g. Allison et al. 2008). The lack of any other micro- or macro-fossil 

fauna, or evidence of burrowing, may indicate that deposition occurred rapidly. 

The claystones and siltstones have a very low density and most likely represent 

clay-/silt-grade diatomites (e.g. Yang & Huang 2003). Diatom blooms often occur 

in the Spring in temperate climates (Ferris & Lehman 2007; Grami et al. 2011; 

Ibelings et al. 2011; Zahrer et al. 2013), therefore it is possible that the leaves 

were deposited through the lake during the autumn and winter (Figure 6-92b) 

and preserved within diatomite when a diatom-bloom occurred in the following 

Spring and summer (Figure 6-92a). Varves of annual diatom accumulation can 

occur in this way, with each varve generally only reaching up to a millimetre in 

thickness (Zahrer et al. 2013). This suggests that these sedimentary deposits 
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could record many hundreds, or thousands of years of sediment deposition in this 

area, during the Miocene.  

 

Figure 6-92 Interpretation of the depositional history of Whitebird (L9a-c). Diatom blooms 
occurred within a lake in the spring/summer (A). In the winter/autumn deciduous trees 
surrounding the lake shed their leaves and are incorporated into low energy, fine-grained 
sediments that are accumulating  (B) and became preserved in layers of diatomite when the 
diatom bloom of the following spring/summer came to an end. This process repeated for 
several hundreds or thousands of years.  

6.6.2.2 Idaho, State Road 95 (L10) 

In the east of the CRFBP the source of the Saddle Mountains lavas lies relatively 

proximal to L10 (Figure 6-3). The presence of basaltic pyroclasts within these 

deposits (sample ID_13; Figure 6-77, Figure 6-79), suggests that eruptions 

involved episodes of more explosive activity, between or during periods of flood 

lava effusion (e.g. Head & Wilson 1989; Brown et al. 2015). Alternatively, the 

deposits may represent material produced by rootless explosions, due to lava-

water interactions (Figure 6-93a; e.g. Branney et al. 2008; Hamilton et al. 2010; 

Reynolds et al. 2015; Fitch et al. 2015). The presence of localised lakes, rivers, 

and waterlogged ground, as suggested by the lacustrine deposits at nearby 

Whitebird, L9, and across other areas of the CRFBP (e.g. L1 – L8), could have 

enabled explosive interactions between lava and water in rootless eruptions. 

Rootless eruptions could produce abundant fine-ash of blocky and bubble-wall 

morphologies (Reynolds et al. 2015), that resemble those of hydrovolcanic 

eruptions that occur at a vent. Comparison of the shapes of these ash particles 
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with the ash from silicic tuffs at other locations (e.g. Figure 6-17, Figure 6-53a), 

shows that the basaltic ash contains a higher abundance of blocky pyroclast-

types and few irregular/fluidal or rod-like pyroclasts (ID_13 Figure 6-83), in 

contrast to the silicic deposits from highly explosive Plinian eruptions which 

predominantly display rod-like morphologies (WASH_13 and_22 Figure 6-83). The 

dominantly blocky (Figure 6-83), non- to poorly-vesicular (Table 6-4, Table 6-5), 

very fine-grained (Figure 6-81) nature of the ID_13 basaltic ash suggests that the 

ash of this pyroclastic deposit was produced either by an hydrovolcanic eruption 

(Heiken 1972, 1974; Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Cas & Wright 1988; Ross & White 

2012; Graettinger et al. 2013), alternatively it is possible that rootless explosions 

produced tephra via explosive lava-water interactions (e.g. Branney et al. 2008; 

Reynolds et al. 2015).  

The siliciclastic and pyroclastic deposits may have been deposited in an 

overbank setting (Figure 6-93b; Reading 1978). Pillow basalts are not present at 

the base of the overlying lava, suggesting that there was no significant water-

body present at this location when the lava was emplaced. However, unlike the 

sharp, sub-horizontal contact at Sellards Road (L7; Figure 6-56), the lava here 

has intruded into the sediments (Figure 6-76; Figure 6-93c). The sediment 

between these lava injections has retained some of its original bedding features, 

such as parallel lamination, suggesting that the sediment was relatively coherent 

at the time of emplacement (e.g. Reidel et al. 2013).  

 

Figure 6-93 Interpreted depositional history for State Road 95 (L10). Deposition of siliclastic 
silts and sands was occasionally influenced by the input of basaltic ash from rootless 
eruptions caused by explosive lava-water interactions (A-B). C) Lava flowed over the area 
and intruded down into the sediments, below. 
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6.7 Conclusions 

6.7.1 Comparison of lithologies across the CRFBP 

All the clastic units described in this chapter occur between lavas of the Saddle 

Mountains Basalt, which were emplaced ca. 15 to 6 Ma (Reidel et al. 2013). The 

localities in western Idaho (L9 and L10) are from older sections within the Saddle 

Mountains Basalts, compared to those of Washington (L1-8) that are found 

between the Umatilla, Pomona and Elephant Mountains Basalts (Figure 6-4). 

More generally these deposits are associated with the Pomona and Elephant 

Mountains Basalts and were likely deposited between ca. 11.5 and 10.5 Ma (Barry 

et al. 2013). 

The Ellensburg Formation contains a variety of pyroclastic, siliciclastic and 

volcaniclastic rock-types, in addition to basaltic lavas. The emplacement of 

lavas does not appear to have influenced the clast-types deposited in any of the 

locations studied. However, lavas do appear to have influenced the position of 

major water bodies, for example, the ancestral Columbia River, which deposited 

thick units of quartzite-rich channel conglomerates and sand-bar cross-stratified 

sandstones. These conglomerates are clearly visible in the exposure at Snipes 

Mountains, leading previous authors to refer to these conglomerates at the 

‘Snipes Mountain Conglomerate’ (Warren 1941; Waters 1965; Schmincke 1964; 

Smith 1988a, 1988b). In Idaho, the ancestral Clearwater River was most likely 

responsible for the transport and deposition of much of the sediment found 

between lavas in the Lewiston Basin. However, smaller streams and rivers most 

likely deposited sediments at State Road 95 (L10). Generally, siliciclastic 

material was eroded and transported from the north of the CRFBP, by rivers, 

such as, the ancestral Columbia, Naches, Yakima and Clearwater rivers (Mackin 

1961; Waters 1965; Schmincke 1967a, b; Swanson et al. 1979; Smith 1988b). 

Lavas frequently dammed and displaced fluvial systems, allowing the formation 

of lakes within the CRFBP. For example, a lake was present at Whitebird (L9; 

e.g. Nash & Perkins), where annual deposition of leaves and diatomite 

accumulated, undisturbed, for hundreds to thousands of years.  
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Deposition of clastic material within a fluvial system (including rivers, lakes and 

overbank settings) dominate the Ellensburg Formation, with occasional 

deposition from lahars and silicic pyroclastic eruptions, which could be 

considered as ‘catastrophic’ depositional events. Silicic volcanism was therefore 

a source of pyroclastic material, which was commonly reworked and re-

deposited by streams and rivers.  

No definitive time-markers can be identified within the siliciclastic deposits of 

the Ellensburg Formation, as lavas continually displaced fluvial systems and were 

not synchronous in their development across the entire CRFBP. However, marker 

units may be located from the eruption record of silicic pyroclastic and 

volcaniclastic deposits (e.g. Schmincke 1967). For example, Schmincke (1967b) 

suggested that the presence of ash aggregates, accretionary lapilli in particular, 

can act as a chronostratigraphic marker within the Ellensburg Formation, 

allowing correlation of deposits across the CRFBP. However, the preservation of 

pyroclastic material within the Ellensburg Formation gives an incomplete record 

of the explosive volcanism that occurred during emplacement of the CRFBP (e.g. 

Smith et al. 1988). Erosion of sedimentary units may have removed part of this 

record, and it is also possible that some regions did not experience deposition of 

grains all of the time, leading to a hiatus in the sedimentary record and an 

absence of volcanic deposits for that interval of time (e.g. Smith et al. 1988). 

6.7.2 Lava-sediment interactions 

The nature of the lava-sediment contacts varies between the different localities. 

In some places (e.g. L7) contacts are sharp, indicating that the lava was 

emplaced subaerially, whereas in other areas (e.g. L4 and L5) pillow lavas can 

be found, indicating that the lava was emplaced into water (Table 6-6; e.g. 

Schmincke 1967b). At State Road 95 (L10) the lava appears to have invasively 

intruded the underlying sediments, with little or no interaction, other than to 

displace blocks of partly consolidated sediment (Figure 6-76; Table 6-6; e.g. 

Reidel et al. 2013). 
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Table 6-6 Types of lava-sediment interaction identified in the CRFBP during the present 
investigation. Three types of lava-sediment interaction have been identified from exposures 
within the CRFBP; 1) No interaction, where the lava flowed passively on top of the sediment. 
2) Invasive sub-aerial interaction with moderately consolidated sediment. And, 3) Passive 
flow of lava into a sub-aqueous environment on top of a poorly to moderately consolidated 
sediment, where the lava formed pillows at its base and forms an irregular contact with the 
underlying sediment. 

A glassy welded tuff is present directly below pillow lavas of the Pomona Basalt 

at Yellpit (L5; Figure 6-50). This lava had to have been emplaced at high enough 

temperatures (>600oC), for a period of several days to fully weld the underlying 

clastic material to a depth of 10 cm below the lava (Schmincke 1967b). Lavas 

cool rapidly when emplaced into water (Reidel et al. 2013), with lobes of 

pahoehoe, like those responsible for the formation of the pillow lava, more 

likely to cool faster, regardless of subaqueous emplacement (Katternhorn & 

Schaefer 2008). Schmincke (1967b) suggests that the Pomona Basalt reached this 

locality (Schmincke’s Selah Member of Ninemile Canyon), with a temperature of 

1000 -1200oC. In addition to high temperature, loading of the lava, and 

subsequent compaction of the underlying ash deposits helped to weld this 

material, along with a period of heating that lasted several hours (Figure 6-94; 

Schmincke 1967b).  
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Figure 6-94 Temperature and duration of heating required for lava to weld an underlying tuff 
of X thickness. Welding of 10-15 cm is observed beneath the Pomona Basalt at Yellpit (L5; 
grey shaded region), using the calculations by Schmincke (1967b) this would require 
heating for 4.5 to 22 hours for a 1150oC and 1000oC lava respectively. Tw: welding 
temperature, the temperature required to weld silicic ash. TL: temperature of the lava. 

This locality is likely >100 km away from the source fissures to the east (Figure 

6-3), which suggests that the Pomona Basalt must have been erupted at high 

temperatures (>1100OC), and travelled rapidly with little loss of heat, to enable 

the lava to maintain high temperatures to allow welding of underlying deposits. 

Although the temperature of a lava naturally decreases with distance from 

source (e.g. Soule et al. 2004), lavas of pahoehoe type can rapidly form an 

insulating crust that allows them to maintain higher temperatures for greater 

distances and durations (Glaze & Baloga 2016). 

Welding of the sediments below lava has not been identified below the lavas at 

any other location during this study. This suggests that the lavas at other 

localities had lower emplacement temperatures, below that required to weld 

the underlying materials.  
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6.7.3  Large-scale silicic volcanism recorded in the Ellensburg 

Formation, Washington 

The basaltic lavas of the CRFBP can be used as marker units and allow for 

correlation of the clastic units of the Ellensburg Formation (Figure 6-95). 

Comparison of the depositional history of each locality (Figure 6-95), suggests 

that there were two periods of large-scale (Plinian or caldera-forming) silicic 

eruption(s), which deposited tephra across, or, supplied silicic tephra to be 

deposited within, the Ellensburg Formation. One of these periods occurred prior 

to emplacement of the Pomona Basalts, and involved tephra deposition directly 

from pyroclastic density currents (PDCs).  

The second period of large-scale explosive silicic volcanism occurred after 

emplacement of the Pomona Basalts, and may be a continuation of the silicic 

volcanism from pre-Pomona Basalt times (Figure 6-95). Regardless, of this, the 

second period is characterised by reworked pyroclastic material, sourced from 

the products of large-scale silicic pyroclastic deposits from pre-Pomona Basalt 

times, and possibly from smaller-scale explosive eruptions outside of the CRFBP. 

Ancestral rivers flowed across the CRFBP from the north and NW (Waters 1965; 

Swanson et al. 1979; Smith 1988a, b), suggesting that volcaniclastic material 

from smaller-scale eruptions most likely came from eruptions in the Cascade 

Range to the north and NW.  

Eruption of the Pomona and Elephant Mountains Basalts took place from ca. 11.5 

to 10.5 Ma (Figure 6-4; Barry et al. 2013). These ages allow a rough estimation of 

the timing of the silicic volcanism, occurring sometime between 12– 10.5 Ma, 

prior to emplacement of the Pomona Basalts, and before eruption of the 

Elephant Mountains Basalts.  
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Figure 6-95 Correlation of lavas and clastic deposits across the field localities



 Chapter 6: Columbia River Flood Basalt Sedimentary Analogue
   531 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

 

6.7.3.1 Diatoms in silicic pyroclastic deposits 

Rare centric, freshwater diatoms can be found within the volcaniclastic siltstone 

of Yellpit (L5), along with minor amounts of granular lithic clasts (Figure 6-53). 

Here, the diatoms were most likely incorporated into this deposit due to 

deposition within a lake. Pyroclastic and volcaniclastic material was also 

deposited in the lake, therefore the diatoms are an indication of the 

depositional environment.  

Diatoms are also found in the sequence at Beverly Quarry (L4), where they occur 

within the fine-grained rims of ash aggregates (accretionary lapilli and coated 

ash pellets). Here, the diatoms are not found within deposits formed in their 

natural habitat, but instead, suggest that silicic eruptions interacted with 

diatom-bearing freshwater prior to deposition of these silicic ashes with their 

associated ash aggregates.  

A high production of fine ash is needed for the formation of accretionary lapilli 

(Carey & Sigurdsson 1982; Gilbert & Lane 1994; Brown et al. 2012). This suggests 

that they are more likely to form during highly explosive eruptions (e.g. 

hydrovolcanic or highly silicic), which involve sufficiently high levels of 

fragmentation to produce large volumes of fine ash (e.g. Carey & Sigurdsson 

1982; Gilbert & Lane 1994; Brown et al. 2010, 2012). Accretionary lapilli are 

commonly associated with air-fall deposits, although increasing evidence 

suggests that they can form in a range of different ways (Schumacher & 

Schmincke 1991; Lane et al. 1993; Scolamacchia et al. 2005; Brown et al. 2010, 

2012). These are summarised in Figure 6-96, as:  

1) Magma-water interactions at the vent, for example, an eruption through a 

crater lake or glacier, increases the moisture content within, or close to, the 

vent; hydrovolcanic eruptions can lead to the formation of accretionary lapilli 

and other ash aggregates. Ash-aggregates can form in the slurry of ash and water 

(Brown et al. 2012).  



 Chapter 6: Columbia River Flood Basalt Sedimentary Analogue
   532 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

2) Turbulence within an ash cloud, particularly one with a high moisture 

content, can lead to aggregation of ash by the binding of ‘sticky’ particles. 

Layering of different grain-sizes can occur as the aggregate is transported 

through areas of different grain-size through the cloud during turbulence (Brown 

et al. 2010, 2012).  

3) Air-fall of aggregates through different regions of the eruption cloud can lead 

to concentric grain-size layering and the formation of accretionary lapilli. This 

can also happen during fall-out from a co-PDC cloud or lofted ash plume 

(Scolamacchia et al. 2005; Brown et al. 2010).  

4) The moisture content of the ash-cloud and the atmosphere can influence the 

formation of aggregates, for example those with a higher moisture content 

enhances aggregation of fine ash (Moore & Peck 1962; Carey & Sigurdsson 1982; 

Bohor & Triplehorn 1984; Cas & Wright 1988; Schumacher & Schmincke 1991; 

Gilbert & Lane 1994; Schumacher & Schmincke 1995; Sparks et al. 1997; James 

et al. 2003; Brown et al. 2012; Van Eaton et al. 2012).  

5) The processes described in 4 can be achieved by the formation of 

hydrometeors or ice-rimming of the ash at higher altitudes (Carey & Sigurdsson 

1982; Gilbert & Lane 1994; Schumacher & Schmincke 1991; Veitch & Woods 

2001; Textor et al. 2006; Brown et al. 2010, 2012).  

6) Electrostatic forces can build up in ash within a turbulent ash cloud, which 

can lead to static attraction between particles and the formation of aggregates 

(Carey & Sigurdsson 1982; Sorem 1982; Reimer 1983; Gilbert & Lane 1994; 

Schmacher & Schmincke 1991, 1995; James et al. 2003; Brown et al. 2010, 

2012).  

7) Turbulence in a PDC can lead to concentric layering of aggregates and the 

formation of accretionary lapilli in the same way as turbulence within the ash 

cloud itself (Cas & Wright 1988; Schumacher & Schmincke 1991, 1995; Brown et 

al. 2010). 
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8) Turbulence as described in 7 is also applicable to the formation of 

accretionary lapilli within a co-PDC cloud or lofted ash plume (Kato 1986; 

Schumacher & Schmincke 1991, 1995; Durant & Ernst 2001; Scolamacchia et al. 

2005; Textor et al. 2006; Brown et al. 2010; Mueller et al. 2016).  

9) Meteorological conditions may affect aggregate formation, for example, ash-

fall interactions with rain, can allow for fine ash to be scavenged by rain-drops 

and lead to the formation of aggregates (Cas & Wright 1988; Brown et al. 2012).  

10). Post-depositional processes imply that aggregation does not have to occur 

during an eruption but may happen after deposition has taken place (e.g. Cas & 

Wright 1988), for example, clumps of ash which may be linked by the interaction 

of jagged surfaces as loose interlocking clumps can roll around an ash-mud 

substrate and aggregate layers (E.g. Moore & Peck 1962). Rainfall on fresh ash 

deposits has also been suggested for a mode of aggregate formation in this way 

(Moore & Peck 1962). Ash-aggregates may also form by the oscillation of ash 

within a water body or on a shore face. Thus, their formation may be syn-

depositional or post-depositional, and may involve multiple processes  

 

Figure 6-96 Various controls on the formation of accretionary lapilli and other ash 
aggregates. Descriptions and references in text. 

Diatoms could become incorporated into pyroclastic deposits, and within ash 

aggregates, in a variety of ways, as summarised in Figure 6-97:  
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1) Freshwater diatoms present within a lake may become incorporated into the 

ash cloud if the eruption occurs through the lake, for example, an eruption 

through a crater lake that contains diatoms.  

2) Extreme weather events may loft diatoms up with water particles, for 

example, during strong evaporation or atmospheric currents across a lake, they 

might then interact with ash if the weather system and eruption plume combine, 

or when rain scavenges the diatoms and ash out of the atmosphere.  

3) Movement of turbulent and erosive PDCs may pick up diatoms or diatom-

bearing sediments from the ground over which it travels (e.g. Fauria, et al. 

2016).  

4) When a PDC intersects a lake, ash and lake water, with diatoms, may be 

explosively ejected into the air.  

5) Alternatively, deposition of ash from a PDC into a lake, or from ash-fall into 

the lake could allow diatoms within the lake water to be deposited with ash .  

6) Post-depositional reworking of ash may lead to the incorporation of diatoms 

from loose diatom-bearing sediments, this interaction could also occur on the 

shore of a lake. 

The accretionary lapilli and ash pellets in this study have hard outer shells that 

are preserved as fragments as well as whole aggregates. The presence of this 

‘shell’ has allowed these aggregates to be preserved in the rock-record, which 

otherwise would be unlikely (Carey & Sigurdsson 1982; Rosi 1992; Taddeucci et 

al. 2011; Brown et al. 2012). The ‘shell’ most likely formed prior to deposition, 

to prevent the aggregate from falling apart upon deposition (Gilbert & Lane 

1994; Sparks et al. 1997; James et al. 2003).  
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Figure 6-97 Processes responsible for the incorporation of freshwater diatoms into eruption 
settings and ash aggregates. Descriptions and references in the text. 

At Beverly Quarry there are at least three beds containing ash aggregates, and 

which are found in continuous sub-horizontal intervals within a silicic tuff, in the 

quarry face (Figure 6-23), and in deformed beds (Figure 6-24). The deposits are 

associated with rapid lateral and vertical changes in the deposit’s 

characteristics. The sequence of at least three intervals of aggregate-bearing 

material implies that deposition of ash aggregates was not continuous 

throughout the eruption and material was deposited during at least three 

separate periods. These aggregates may have formed when pyroclastic density 

currents (PDCs) travelled over this area and interacted with the fluvial system 

that was present, as implied by the overbank, lacustrine and river-channel 

deposits below and above this unit (see section 6.5.4.2). Each time a PDC 

arrived and interacted with the water of this fluvial system, lofted ash-plumes of 

steam and ash may have risen into the atmosphere (Figure 6-98; Brown et al. 

2007). Within such a plume, moisture could have acted as a hydrophobe, binding 

ash together, forming an ash aggregate. Stratification of ash within the cloud 

may have allowed for different grain-sizes to be scavenged at different times, as 

the growing aggregate became denser and settled out of the air, forming 

concentric laminae (Choux et al. 2004; Brown et al. 2010, 2012). Diatoms 

present within the fluvial system could have been incorporated into the lofted 
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ash-plume along with water (Figure 6-98). The diatoms would most likely be 

scavenged with very fine ash by the growing aggregate.  

 

Figure 6-98 Interpreted scenario for the formation of diatom-bearing ash aggregates at 
Beverly Quarry (L4). PDCs travel across the area and interact with a fluvial system. The 
interaction causes lofting of the PDC ash plume, which incorporates diatom-bearing water. 
The turbulence and increased moisture content of the plume allows ash aggregates to form 
due to the presence of hydrophobes. Diatoms are scavenged with very fine-ash into the 
outer rims of the aggregates and subsequently fall out. This scenario is repeated at least 
three times until water is no longer present in sufficient quantity for PDC-water interactions 
to occur. The PDC deposits block rivers and fill channels and lakes leading to the 
deposition of PDC material with no ash aggregates. Damming of rivers by the PDC deposits 
leads to the development of a lake, in which, reworked pyroclastic material is deposited in 
the lake as parallel laminated pumicite. 

All the time that water remained present in the fluvial system, any subsequent 

PDCs would react with it in the same way. Over time, the river channel would 

become blocked with pyroclastic deposits that could either displace, dam, or, 

divert the flow of water (Figure 6-98; e.g. Gihm & Hwang 2014). Damming by 
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PDC deposits most likely led to the growth of a lake, which subsequently allowed 

the deposition of parallel-laminated pumicite, comprising reworked pyroclasts 

and granular lithic clasts (Figure 6-98). Migration of the main Columbia River 

channel over this area later introduced the quartzite-rich conglomerates and 

thick cross-stratified sandstones present above the pyroclastic deposits of the 

main quarry-face.  

6.7.3.2 Source areas for the silicic pyroclastic material of the Ellensburg 
Formation around Pomona Basalt time 

Chemical fingerprinting of the pyroclastic and volcaniclastic tuffs of this study 

was not a primary objective and has not been carried out. However, future 

studies of this material could allow a more definitive interpretation for the 

source of these deposits. Regardless of this, the stratigraphy of each locality and 

comparison to the published literature provide information to help assess the 

possible source(s) of this material.  

The pyroclastic and volcaniclastic units studied here are all silicic, except for 

one basaltic ash (ID_13) that may have been produced by explosive fissure 

eruptions (see section 6.6.2.2; Head & Wilson 1989; Brown et al. 2015), or, 

produced by explosive lava-water interactions (see section 6.6.2.2; Branney et 

al. 2008; Hamilton et al. 2010; Reynolds et al. 2015; Fitch et al. 2015). The 

silicic tuffs had a different source, most likely outside of the CRFBP (Waters 

1965; Smith 1988a, b; Smith et al. 1988; Perkins et al. 1995, 1998; Retallack et 

al. 2002; Cathey & Nash 2004; Branney et al. 2008; Streck & Grunder 2008; Ellis 

et al. 2012; Nash & Perkins 2012; Ellis et al. 2013; Kent-Corson et al. 2013; Knott 

et al. 2016). 

Highly explosive eruptions have been interpreted for all of the tuffs, based on 

pyroclast morphology. Rod-like, and blocky morphologies are the most abundant 

(Figure 6-83), indicating that magmatic fragmentation, for example, by the 

expansion of gases, occurred with little or no hydrovolcanic influence. 

Vesicularity could not be used to assess the explosivity of the eruption, due to 

the large amount of fine-grained clasts (Figure 6-80, Figure 6-81), representative 

of the most efficient levels of magma fragmentation, which produces more non-

vesicular pyroclast types as the fine-scale bubble-walls are more likely to 
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fragment during eruption, transport and deposition (Table 6-4; e.g. Graettinger 

et al. 2013; See Chapter 7:). This leads to the preservation of fine-ash as non-

vesicular and poorly vesicular types (Table 6-4, Table 6-5). The abundance of 

fine-ash (<1mm) in these samples is indicative of distal ash-fall, although 

reworking and re-deposition within the sedimentary environment may have 

caused secondary grain-size sorting of these deposits.  

Several areas within continental USA may be the source of the pyroclastic and 

volcaniclastic material of the Ellensburg Formation. It is known, from 40Ar-39Ar 

dating that large-scale, highly explosive eruptions occurred to the west of the 

CRFBP within the Cascade Range between 16.7 and 8 Ma (Camp et al. 2017), and 

to the SE within the Snake River Plain/Yellowstone (SRP) hotspot track (Perkins 

et al. 1995; Cathey & Nash 2004; Bonnichsen et al. 2008; Branney et al. 2008; 

Nash & Perkins 2012; Ellis et al. 2013; Knott et al. 2016; Camp et al. 2017). It is 

likely that many of the eruptions from both the Cascade Range and SRP-hotspot 

deposited air-fall ash across the CRFBP. For example, large Plinian eruptions 

occurring within the Bruneau-Jarbridge volcanic region of the SRP between 12.8 

and 8 Ma deposited ash up to 1600 km distant (Nash & Perkins 2012), and 

therefore could have caused ash-fall across the entire CRFBP (Figure 6-99). 

These eruptions could not have been the source of PDCs interpreted within the 

deposits at Beverly Quarry (L4; see section 6.7.3.1), as this volcanic region lies 

>200 km away, and the largest documented PDCs only travel 150 km from source 

(Figure 6-99; Wilson et al. 1995; Streck & Grunder 2008). Instead, it is more 

likely that PDCs from eruptions in the Cascade Range are the source of this 

material.  
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Figure 6-99 Location of various volcanic centres that were active 12-10 Ma around the 
CRFBP. (Branney et al. 2008). Bruneau-Jarbridge (BJ), Twine Falls (TF) and Picabo (P) are 
all volcanic centres within the Snake River Plain/Yellowstone volcanic province that 
experienced large-scale silicic eruptions at 12.5-11.3 Ma, 10-8.6 Ma, and 10.2 Ma, 
respectively. Orange shading represents the area over which fall-out may have occurred 
from rhyolitic Plinian eruptions that cover an area up to 1600 km from BJ (Nash & Perkins 
2012). The inner orange circle indicates where deposits from pyroclastic density currents 
might be found based on previous studies of PDC run-out distances (within 200 km; e.g. 
Wilson et al. 1995; Streck & Grunder 2008).  

If the ash aggregates of Beverly Quarry (L4), and Yellpit (L5) are reconsidered as 

ash-fall deposits, then a source within the Cascade Range is still the most likely 

source based on the distribution of ash aggregates produced by the 1980 sub-

Plinian eruption of Mount St. Helens within the Cascade Range. This eruption 

involved a weak hydrovolcanic component, which led to ash aggregation: the 

aggregates fell out within 150 km of the volcano, with secondary thickening of 

the ash deposits, and further aggregate deposition, up to 350 km away, spanning 

the majority of the CFRBP of Washington from west to east (Figure 6-100). 
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Figure 6-100 Isopach map showing the extent of silicic air-fall ash deposition from the 
eruption of Mount St Helens 1980. Ash-aggregates fell in Pullman (Carey & Sigurdsson 
1982). Thicknesses are given for 10 mm contours are rain-compacted thicknesses (Carey & 
Sigurdsson 1982); the thickest deposits are found near Ritzville, representing a secondary 
thickening distally from the source. The secondary thickening was likely caused by 
aggregation scavenging fine ash closer to the source (Carey & Sigurdsson 1982). Shown on 
the geological map of Washington (from the Washington Division of Geology and Earth 
Resources 2013). 

The presence of lahar deposits at Snipes Mountain (L2) indicate that volcanic 

activity in the Cascade Range was a source for volcaniclastic material within the 

CRFBP. Lahars often accompany explosive eruptions and are known from historic 

eruptions within the Cascade Range (e.g. Mount St Helens). It is therefore likely 

that pyroclastic and volcaniclastic deposits within the Ellensburg Formation were 

produced by eruptions occurring in both the Cascade Range and the SRP. Rivers 

draining the eastern margin of the Cascade Range during the Miocene may have 

supplied additional silicic volcaniclastic material to the basins of the CRFBP from 

smaller eruptions that would not have necessarily deposited distal ash fall across 

the CRFBP.  
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Chapter 7: Discussion and conclusions 

7.1 Summary 

Large-scale explosive eruptions produce ash that can be deposited and preserved 

as tuffs in both proximal and distal settings, up to hundreds of kilometres away 

from their source vent(s). These Plinian-scale eruptions are commonly associated 

with ‘dry’ magmatic eruptions of silicic magmas; however, an increasing record 

of basaltic Plinian-scale eruption deposits is being recognised in the literature 

(Walker et al. 1984; Hanson & Elliot 1996; Houghton et al. 2004; White et al. 

2004; Gurenko et al. 2005; Sable et al. 2006; Carey et al. 2007; Kutterolf et al. 

2007; Houghton & Gonnermann 2008; Costantini et al. 2009; Pérez et al. 2009; 

Costantini et al. 2010; Goepfert & Gardner 2010; Freda et al. 2011; Brand & 

Clarke 2012; Oddsson et al. 2012; Szramek 2016).  

One way that a basaltic magma can erupt more explosively is via magma-water 

interactions, particularly where eruptions occur in shallow marine settings 

(Wohletz 1983; Clarke et al. 2009; Dellino et al. 2012). The characteristics of the 

resultant deposits, together with grain-scale features of the component tephra, 

can provide information on the eruption and depositional processes (Heiken 

1972,1974; Walker 1981; Wohletz 1983; Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Carey & 

Sparks 1986; Cas & Wright 1988; Barberi et al. 1989; Houghton & Wilson 1989; 

Cioni et al. 1992; Blower et al. 2001; Riley et al. 2003; Gaonac’h et al. 2005; 

Houghton & Gonnermann 2008; Polacci et al. 2008; Clarke et al. 2009; Rose & 

Durant 2009; Mattsson 2010; Shea et al. 2010; Bonadonna et al. 2011; Brown et 

al. 2012; Ross & White 2012; Graettinger et al. 2013; Moitra et al. 2013; Cioni et 

al. 2014; D’Oriano et al. 2014; Heap et al. 2014). The research presented here 

provides details of the differences between the pyroclast morphologies of highly 

explosive basaltic and silicic eruptions, in addition to evaluating the 

characteristics of fine-ash to distinguish eruption processes in distal deposits. 

Additionally, evidence is presented for the discrimination of pyroclastic and 

volcaniclastic material in various onshore and offshore depositional settings. 

In Chapter 2 the nature and origin of the Saksunarvatn Ash from the ca. 10.3 ka 

highly-explosive basaltic eruptions of the Grímsvötn Volcano are presented for 
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three field localities in Iceland. This analysis provides an introduction to 

relatively unaltered and non-lithified ash deposits, and the grain-morphologies 

used to interpret eruption style and post-eruption reworking and re-deposition. 

The main findings of this chapter are: 

• Multiple explosive eruptions involving magma-water interactions 

(hydrovolcanic processes) deposited ash and fine-ash to the west and 

northwest of Grímsvötn Volcano. In this example, glacial ice and 

meltwater are a likely source for the water in these magma-water 

interactions, as the volcano is located beneath Iceland’s largest glacier: 

Vatnajökull.  

• The Saksunarvtn Ash is homogenously basaltic (e.g. Andrews et al. 2002; 

Jennings et al. 2002; Gudmundsdóttir et al. 2011; Thornalley et al. 2011; 

Bramham-Law et al. 2013; Lind et al. 2013; Lohne et al. 2013; Jennings et 

al. 2014; Neave et al. 2015) but the deposits locally include ash from a 

more silicic magma, suggesting that at times multiple explosive eruptions 

occurred simultaneously from different sources ca. 10.3 ka in Iceland. 

• The Saksunarvtn Ash comprises several hydrovolcanic ash deposits that are 

dominated by blocky non- to poorly-vesicular pyroclast morphologies, 

which are indicative of brittle fragmentation caused by rapid quenching of 

hot pyroclasts in contact with water (e.g. Heiken 1972, 1974; Wohletz 

1983; Wohletz & Sheridan 1983; Cas & Wright 1988; Zimanowski et al. 

1997; Mattsson 2010; Dellino et al. 2012; Ross & White 2012; Graettinger 

et al. 2013; LaRue et al. 2013). Crystalline igneous clasts/accidental lithic 

clasts are abundant in these deposits and indicate that explosive 

interactions between the erupting magma and water most likely took 

place within the vent or conduit (e.g. Graettinger et al. 2013), leading to 

fragmentation and incorporation of pre-existing rocks. 

• ‘Fresh’ pyroclasts that have undergone little to no reworking tend to have 

smooth edges and empty vesicles, with a limited amount of alteration of 

the original glass. If the deposit in general is devoid of siliciclastic or 

volcaniclastic clast-types or sedimentary structures, such as, cross-
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stratification or ripple-laminations, then the deposit may be considered as 

pyroclastic, or having undergone little additional transport prior to final 

deposition (discussed in detail below 7.3). 

• Reworked pyroclasts have jagged/rough edges as a result of abrasion, and 

their original glass has commonly begun to alter. Vesicles are typically 

infilled with fine-grained matrix material and the pyroclasts are found 

alongside an array of other clast-types, including granular lithic clasts and 

fine-grained matrix material. 

In Chapter 3 the characteristics of basaltic ash are assessed further by analysis 

of marine tuffs in cores of the Early Eocene North Sea Balder Formation. These 

tuffs are interbedded with marine claystones, siltstones and sandstones and the 

deposits of submarine fans. The tuffs are almost entirely basaltic and were 

associated with explosive volcanism in the North Atlantic Igneous Province ca. 54 

– 54.5 Ma (Jacqué & Thouvenin 1975; Deegan & Scull 1977; Knox & Harland 1979; 

Knox & Morton 1983; Lott et al. 1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Malm et al. 1984; 

Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Vierick et al. 1988; Morton & Knox 

1990; Jolley & Morton 1992; Knox & Holloway 1992; Mudge & Copestake 1992a; 

Hitchen & Ritchie 1993; Ebdon et al. 1995; Waagstein & Heilmann-Clausen 1995; 

Ali & Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; Mudge & Bujak 1994, 1996; Ritchie & Hitchin 1996; 

Nadin et al. 1997; Haaland et al. 2000; Smallwood & Gill 2002; Jolley & Bell 

2002; Mudge & Jones 2004; Jolley & Widdowson 2005; Ross et al. 2005; 

Dmitrieva et al. 2012; Aldiss 2014; King 2016). The main findings of this chapter 

are: 

• Deposition of sediments and ash in the North Sea Basin most likely 

occurred in a restricted lake-like marine basin with a stratified water 

column. Anoxic conditions within or above the water-sediment interface 

are implied by an abundance of pyrite framboids, pyrite cement and rare 

pyritised micro-fossils throughout the Balder Formation, as well as an 

absence of bioturbation/trace-fossils or micro-fauna and -flora (e.g. Knox 

& Harland 1979; Morton & Knox 1990; Mudge & Bujak 1994, 1996; Knox 

1996).  
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• Pelagic settling was the dominant mode of deposition for the majority of 

the Balder Formation sediments and ashes throughout the North Sea 

Basin, as indicated by an abundance of laterally-extensive, fine-grained 

siltstones and claystones and normal-graded tuffs.  

• Originally glassy pyroclasts have undergone palagonitisation and 

subsequent replacement by clay and/or calcite. However, in many cases 

the original features of these pyroclasts have been preserved, allowing 

the identification and classification of their features.  

• The originally glassy pyroclasts of the Balder Formation tuffs are 

predominantly blocky and non- to poorly-vesicular. The low vesicularity of 

the pyroclasts suggests that the parent magma was not significantly 

volatile-rich. Therefore, it is unlikely that the volatile content of the 

magma(s) was responsible for these highly-explosive eruptions of basaltic 

magma. The morphologies of the pyroclasts indicate that hydrovolcanism 

could be a likely cause of the explosivity and production of fine-ash.  

• The dominant clast-type in the tuffs is not pyroclasts, but microcrystalline 

lava-like clasts with irregular or fluidal morphologies. These clast-types 

and the blocky non-vesicular pyroclasts are similar to features identified 

in ash from Surtseyan eruptions (Walker 1973; Pedersen & Jørgensen 

1981; Kokelaar & Durant 1983; Cas & Wright 1987; Pyle 1989; Haaland et 

al. 2000; Dellino et al. 2001; Mattsson et al. 2010; Gjerløw et al. 2015). 

However, Surtseyan eruptions deposit ash on a relatively small scale 

(within 50 km; Machado et al. 1962; Corcoran & Moore 2008; Mattsson 

2010; Vaughan & Webley 2010; Gjerløw et al. 2015) that would not 

distribute ash on the scale observed by the Balder Formation tuffs (≥1000 

km). Surtseyan eruptions are also associated with monogenetic volcanism 

and would require the presence of hundreds of proximal volcanic edifices 

within the North Sea Basin, for which there is no evidence (Pedersen & 

Jørgensen 1981; Kokelaar & Durant 1983; Morton & Knox 1990; Walker 

1993; Solgevik et al. 2007; Corcoran & Moore 2008; Gjerløw et al. 2015; 

Moorehouse et al. 2015).  
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• Multiple Plinian-scale explosive hydrovolcanic eruptions are a likely source 

for the production, distribution and deposition of basaltic ash within the 

North Sea Basin in the Early Eocene. With magma-water interactions likely 

associated with eruptions occurring within a shallow marine setting. It is 

possible that these eruptions may have been associated with initial sea-

floor spreading and the presence of the proto-Icelandic mantle plume that 

may have led to the production of large volumes of basaltic magma during 

separation of Greenland from NW Europe, and formation of the North 

Atlantic Igneous Province (Pedersen et al. 1975; Pedersen & Jørgensen 

1981; Knox & Morton 1983; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988, 

1990; Kanaris-Sotiriou et al. 1993; Mudge & Bujak 1994; Knox 1996; 

Ritchie & Hitchen 1996; Nadin et al. 1997; Saunders et al. 1997; Larsen et 

al. 1999, 1999a; Kent & Fitton 2000; Skogseid et al. 2000; Jolley & Bell 

2002; Larsen et al. 2003; Thomas & Bralower 2005; Breivik et al. 2006; 

Brooks 2006; Breivik et al. 2009; Passey & Jolley 2009; Stoker et al. 2012; 

Obst et al. 2015).  

• Many of the Balder Formation 'tuffs' are the result of reworking and re-

deposition of ash that was originally deposited onshore and offshore. 

Therefore, many of the tuffs are actually volcaniclastic siltstones and 

sandstones. 

• An adaptation to the nomenclature for primary pyroclastic and 

volcaniclastic deposits is recognised as being needed for the description 

of water-lain tuffs and ashes; this is discussed in detail below (see section 

7.4) 

In Chapter 4 the nature of the Balder Formation is assessed for the Faroe-

Shetland Basin from the interpretation of seismic and wire-line data from UK 

Continental Shelf Quad 204. Variation in the wire-line response, particularly for 

gamma-ray and sonic response, shows that the Balder Formation is comprised of 

a range of lithologies, including claystone, sandstone, limestone, coal and tuffs. 

Sandstone and coals are common in the south of Quad 204 and are interpreted as 

a prograding delta facies, the units become more dominated by marine 

claystones towards the north. An anomalous reflector was observed in 3D seismic 
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lines in the northern section of Quad 204, this corresponds to a high-gamma ray 

anomaly in the wire-line that has been interpreted as indicating the presence of 

basaltic volcanic material. This anomaly is localised and correlates with the 

presence of a palaeo-shoreline in 3D seismic models. The RGB blended spectral 

decomposition for this area shows that lavas underlie tha Balder Formation at 

this locatlity and that a meandering river channel cuts through these to supply 

material to the Balder Formation. It is therefore likely that the seismic and high-

gamma ray anomalies are associated with the presence of basaltic-clast-rich 

sediments produced by erosion of the underlying basalt lavas that were 

deposited by rivers into a shallow marine setting that became preserved within 

the Balder Formation.  

In Chapter 5 the lithologies of the Early Eocene Wrabness Member of the 

Harwich Formation of SE England are critically analysed for the presence of 

basaltic tuffs. This Member is exposed onshore but is laterally and 

chronostratigraphically equivalent to the Balder Formation of the North Sea 

Basin (Knox & Ellison 1979; Knox & Morton 1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Malm et al. 

1984; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; Ellison et 

al. 1994; Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; King 2016). The non-volcanic sediments and 

ashes of this Member were originally deposited within a shallow marine 

environment that was an extension of the southern North Sea Basin during the 

Early Eocene. The main findings of this chapter are: 

• The Wrabness Member is predominantly composed of clay-rich siltstones 

that were deposited in an oxygenated shallow-marine setting, as 

indicated by high levels of bioturbation. 

• Lithological logging of the Shotley Borehole core allows sub-division of the 

Wrabness Member into three parasequences. These may be attributed to 

at least three phases of marine transgression.  

• Stratification of the sequence, observed in the field, is not seen in the 

core of the Shotley Borehole and does not appear to correspond to the 

presence of tuffs interbedded with siliciclastic material as suggested in 
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the literature (Elliott 1971; Knox & Ellison 1979; Ali & Jolley 1996; Jolley 

1996).  

• Systematic sampling of pale-grey and brown/grey layers in the field and 

detailed thin-section analysis shows that the Wrabness Member does not 

contain 44 (Knox & Ellison 1979) or 32 (Jolley 1996) basaltic tuffs. Instead, 

only two basaltic tuffs were positively identified.  

• The two tuffs were most likely deposited as water-lain ash, produced by 

hydrovolcanic eruptions, as indicated by the dominance of blocky, non- to 

poorly-vesicular pyroclasts, with >50 % crystalline igneous/accidental 

lithic clasts, and normal-grading of the deposit.  

• One tuff is preserved in the calcite-cemented Harwich Stone Band located 

within the Wrabness Member. Cementation of this unit appears to have 

occurred early during diagenesis as suggested by the relatively ‘fresh’ 

appearance of glassy pyroclasts that have only undergone limited 

palagonitisation or additional alteration. The relatively fresh nature of 

these pyroclasts and their angular and smooth edges, suggest that little to 

no reworking of this material has occurred.  

• The Wrabness Blue Band is a blue clay layer above the Harwich Stone 

Band and contains rare altered pyroclasts. These pyroclasts represent 

significantly <50 % of the deposit. Consequently, this deposit is a 

siliciclastic claystone with only a minor component of volcaniclastic clast-

types (see terminology of section 7.4).  

Chapters 3 and 4 review tuffs that were likely deposited from the same period of 

explosive basaltic volcanism in the North Atlantic Igenous Province during the 

Early Eocene. The two tuffs of the Harwich Formation of E. Anglia correlate to 

>200 tuffs of the North Sea Balder Formation (Knox & Ellison 1979; Knox & 

Morton 1983; Mudge & Bliss 1983; Malm et al. 1984; Roberts et al. 1984; Knox & 

Morton 1988; Morton & Knox 1990; Ellison et al. 1994; Jolley 1996; Knox 1996; 

King 2016). The deposits in E.Anglia therefore provide data for more southerly 

and distal localities. It could therefore be expected that the grain-size of the 
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pyroclasts within the Harwich Formation would be less than those of the Balder 

Formation further north, if the source lay within the opening NE Atlantic rift; 

due to the concept of grain-size decreasing with increasing distance from 

source. However, comparison of the grain-size distribution of all samples shows 

that the Harwich Formation (E.Anglia) tuffs have a grain-size similar, or coarser 

than those of the Balder Formation (Figure 7-1). This could suggest that the 

sampled tuffs between each locality are not directly comparable, for example, 

due to a larger number of samples from the Balder Formation. Alternatively, the 

aggregation of ash closer to the vent, may allow an increase in the deposition of 

fine-ash closer to source with coarser-grade material being deposited in more 

distal localities (Carey & Sigurdsson 1982; Gilbert & Lane 1994; Brown et al. 

2010, 2012). Ash aggregates are more likely to form from hydrovolcanic 

eruptions where there is a large amount of fine-ash that can be scavenged by 

water droplets or be bound by the formation of hydrometeors (see section 

6.7.3.1; Carey & Sigurdsson 1982; Gilbert & Lane 1994; Brown et al. 2010, 2012). 

Comparison of the grain-size distribution for all of these Early Eocene samples 

could therefore be further evidence to support the interpretation of 

hydrovolcanic eruption processes for the basaltic tuffs of the Harwich 

Formation, and at least some of the tuffs of the Balder Formation.  

 

Figure 7-1 Comparison of the grain-size distribution of basaltic tuffs from the Balder and 
Harwich formations. Balder Formation, North Sea Basin data from wells NOR 25/7-5 (red), 
25/11-17 (blue) and UKCS 29/05a-7 (yellow). Harwich Formation, E.Anglia (green). Map to the 
left shows the location of each well/locality. 
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In Chapter 6 the non-lava lithologies of the Miocene Ellensburg Formation of the 

Columbia River Flood Basalt Province, USA are investigated to provide an 

understanding of sedimentary and pyroclastic processes within a terrestrial flood 

basalt province. This investigation was carried out to contribute new data and 

insights into pyroclastic and volcaniclastic processes that contrast with the 

results from the North Atlantic Igneous Province and distal deposits associated 

with rifting and sea-floor spreading (chapters 3-5). This analysis also provided a 

comparison of silicic pyroclastic and volcaniclastic deposits from large-scale 

explosive silicic eruptions that could be compared to the basaltic tuffs and ashes 

of the Balder Formation and the Saksunarvatn Ash, respectively. Further 

definitions of the characteristics of primary pyroclastic and volcaniclastic 

material, based upon the morphologies of fine-ash in distal localities, and the 

presence of ash aggregates, including accretionary lapilli, are also discussed. 

The main findings of this chapter are: 

• The non-lava lithologies of the Columbia River Flood Basalt Province 

include pyroclastic, volcaniclastic and siliciclastic rocks. Some intervals of 

the Ellensburg Formation contain limited or no basaltic clasts. The 

distribution and preservation of many of the deposits are controlled by 

the emplacement of lavas, together with the disruption and relocation of 

water-bodies during active flood basalt volcanism.  

• Pyroclastic and volcaniclastic rock-types are predominantly silicic, with 

rare basaltic tuffs occurring in western Idaho. The silicic tuffs are 

dominated by non- to moderately-vesicular rod-like and bubble-wall 

pyroclasts that are found in distal locations from their possible source in 

the Cascade Range Volcanic Arc or the Yellowstone and Snake River Plain 

hotspot (Waters 1965; Smith 1988a, b; Smith et al. 1988; Perkins et al. 

1995, 1998; Cathey & Nash 2004; Branney et al. 2008; Ellis et al. 2012; 

Nash & Perkins 2012; Ellis et al. 2013; Kent-Corson et al. 2013; Knott et 

al. 2016). The pyroclast morphologies suggest that these eruptions were 

highly explosive ‘dry’ magmatic eruptions, driven by the expansion of 

magmatic volatiles.  
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• The presence of ash aggregates, including accretionary lapilli and coated 

ash pellets, may be interpreted as forming due to interactions with water 

(Moore & Peck 1962; Carey & Sigurdsson 1982; Bohor & Triplehorn 1984; 

Cas & Wright 1988; Schumacher & Schmincke 1991; Gilbert & Lane 1994; 

Schumacher & Schmincke 1995; Sparks et al. 1997; James et al. 2003; 

Scolamacchia et al. 2005; Brown et al. 2010, 2012; Van Eaton et al. 

2012;). These interactions could occur at the vent, or they may be 

associated with pyroclastic density currents disrupting local water bodies 

(e.g. Kato 1986; Schumacher & Schmincke 1991, 1995; Durant & Ernst 

2001; Scolamacchia et al. 2005; Textor et al. 2006; Brown et al. 2010, 

2012; Mueller et al. 2016). The disruption of water bodies is implied by 

the presence of freshwater diatoms within the fine-grained rims of the 

ash aggregates, although a range of processes that could be responsible 

for creating diatom-bearing ash aggregates are also considered (see 

section Chapter 6:).  

• Results and descriptions of thin-sections and grain-mounts of the silicic 

tuffs support the conclusions given by the Saksunarvatn Ash (Chapter 2:) 

for the discrimination of pyroclastic and volcaniclastic deposits. In both 

localities, the pyroclasts of the volcaniclastic deposits have rough/jagged 

and fractured edges that are indicative of abrasion, are variably altered, 

and are associated with other clast-types such as granular lithic clasts and 

finer-grained matrix material. 

• The presence of significant amounts of silicic, and rare basaltic, material 

in the Columbia River Flood Basalt Province shows that a range of magma-

types can be erupted during development of a flood basalt/large igneous 

province. This also highlights how unusual the large number of basaltic 

tuffs are within the Early Eocene Balder Formation associated with 

formation of the North Atlantic Igneous Province (Chapter 3).  
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7.2 The use of distal ash in the interpretation of eruption 
processes 

Ash includes the finest-grained tephra that is produced by any style of eruption 

and is representative of the highest levels of magma fragmentation. High 

volumes of ash are characteristically produced by highly-explosive ‘dry’ 

magmatic eruptions and hydrovolcanic (‘wet’) eruptions. The fine-scale of ash 

and its relatively low density, in comparison to other tephra, allows it to be 

dispersed and deposited hundreds to thousands of kilometres distant from a 

vent. The morphology and vesicularity of tephra can record the conditions of the 

parent magma and the eruption processes in which they formed; therefore, the 

ash in distal locations may record important information regarding eruptions, 

particularly where more proximal deposits are not preserved or exposed.  

In this study four main pyroclast morphologies have been recognised (Table 7-1): 

• Blocky – Equant, angular pyroclasts with planar edges and few bubble-wall 

features. These are interpreted as being formed by brittle fragmentation, 

either due to rapid quenching of the magma, for example due to 

interactions with water, or by abrasion of pyroclasts within the vent or 

eruption column. This morphology may be the dominant morphology in 

deposits of ash and fine-ash, regardless of eruption processes. 

• Bubble-wall – Pyroclasts dominated by concave or irregular bubble-walls, 

where the magma fragmented between expanding bubbles prior to 

quenching. Where such pyroclasts have pointed edges that taper-off, this 

implies that volatile-expansion was responsible for fragmentation of the 

magma; therefore, indicating ‘dry’ magmatic processes. Where the 

bubble edges do not taper, this may represent brittle fragmentation and 

shows a combination of magmatic and brittle fragmentation, that may be 

caused by water-interactions, or subsequent abrasion of the pyroclast, for 

example, within an eruption column.  

• Irregular – Fluidal-shaped pyroclasts indicative of the ductile deformation 

of the magma prior to its complete quenching. This morphology is 
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interpreted as representing pieces of magma that were not immediately 

quenched following their initial eruption, therefore suggesting that 

magma-water interactions were not responsible for their formation, as 

the presence of water or water vapour would more likely lead to rapid 

quenching that would inhibit further deformation of a pyroclast once it 

formed.  

• Rod-like – Elongate pyroclasts that are commonly non-vesicular or 

associated with tube-vesicles. These are interpreted to be created in 

highly explosive ‘dry’ magmatic eruptions driven by rapid magma ascent 

rates in which bubbles get drawn out (forming tubes) and the magma 

fragments due to high levels of strain (e.g. Gaonac’h et al. 2005). This 

pyroclast morphology is most common in ash produced by ‘dry’ silicic 

Plinian eruptions. It is also suggested that these pyroclasts may represent 

Limu-o-Pele in basaltic deposits and could be formed by the incorporation 

of water droplets at an erupting vent (Graettinger et al. 2013). 

 

Table 7-1 Examples of pyroclast morphologies and their inferred mode of formation.   

Ash and fine-ash are commonly non- to poorly-vesicular; within this grain-size 

fraction it is unlikely that highly-vesicular pyroclasts will be present unless 
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vesicles are smaller than the size of the pyroclast. Therefore, any record of 

macro-vesicles is likely to be lost in deposits of ash. This may inhibit the 

interpretation of the original conditions of the parent magma, for example, 

regarding volatile content and the degree of magma vesiculation (e.g. Gaonac’h 

et al. 2005), particularly in magmas that evolve multiple vesicle-size populations 

(e.g. Blower et al. 2001; Sable et al. 2006; Polacci et al. 2008; Shea et al. 2010; 

Ross & White 2012; LaRue et al. 2013; Moitra et al. 2013; Heap et al. 2014). The 

morphologies of the pyroclasts are more useful for the interpretation of eruption 

processes than vesicularity, which cannot be used reliably for such fine-grain 

sizes, without the addition of other data. For example, a large number of 

bubble-wall pyroclasts could indicate that there was a macro-vesicle population 

and that magma vesiculation and the expansion of gases were, at least partly, 

responsible for fragmentation of the erupting magma.  

The interpretation of eruption processes from the features of pyroclasts may be 

complicated by subsequent reworking of the material. It is therefore important 

to consider the deposit as a whole and to be able to distinguish between 

pyroclastic and volcaniclastic features.  

7.3 Pyroclastic versus volcaniclastic deposits 

Reworking can lead to the erosion and ultimate removal of the (original) 

pyroclastic material that is deposited in many environments, particularly on-

land. Consequently, the preservation of primary pyroclastic deposits can be 

relatively poor, particularly on an extended time scale of thousands to millions 

of years. The reworking of primary pyroclastic material may lead to the 

deposition of ash in significant thicknesses in some settings (e.g. valleys or river 

channels); if these deposits are not correctly identified as being volcaniclastic 

then it is possible for an overestimation of the thickness and distribution of 

eruption deposits to be made. Thus, this could lead to an overestimation of 

eruption volumes and a misinterpretation of eruption-style and processes. 

However, it is also possible that without correct identification, pyroclastic 

deposits may be misinterpreted as volcaniclastic therefore giving the opposite 

effect, leading to underestimations of eruption volumes and tephra dispersal. In 

modern settings, this could have consequences for the understanding of hazards 
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in areas surrounding volcanoes. The ability to distinguish primary pyroclastic 

deposits from volcaniclastic deposits is particularly important in ancient distal 

tuffs, whereby the proximal deposits may be absent from the rock record due to 

erosion.  

Descriptions and lithological logs of unconsolidated and consolidated ash/tuff in 

the field or from core can provide the first essential data needed to interpret 

the nature of these deposits (Figure 7-2). Lithological logging and identification 

of rock/deposit types can aid the interpretation of the environment of 

deposition. This is important as primary pyroclastic deposits are unlikely to be 

found in some settings, for example, where deposition has occurred within a 

river channel: where volcaniclastic material is more likely to be preserved 

(Figure 7-2). Deposition in a lake or marine setting may include air-fall water-

lain tephra, and/or volcaniclastic deposits (Figure 7-2). Where the structures of 

the deposit do not give a definite identification of the deposit/rock-type, the 

clast-types and grain-size features should be analysed (Figure 7-2). The features 

associated with each type of distal ash-grade deposit can be summarised as 

follows: 

• Pyroclastic – A deposit that contains up to 100 % igneous clast-types, 

including glassy pyroclasts (or their altered equivalents), where the grains 

are predominantly angular. The glassy pyroclasts will predominantly 

display smooth edges with minimal fractures and commonly have empty 

vesicles. Delicate pyroclast features, such as very thin bubble-walls, may 

be preserved. Primary pyroclastic deposits are those deposited directly 

from an eruption and include air-fall ash/tuff and deposits from 

pyroclastic density currents. Secondary pyroclastic deposits are 

pyroclastic deposits that may have been influenced by some secondary 

processes, such as settling of air-fall ash through water.  

• Volcaniclastic – A deposit that contains >50 % pyroclastic igneous clast-

types, along with lesser amounts of other non-igneous clast-types. The 

grains may remain angular, but some may have undergone rounding due 

to abrasion during transport. Pyroclasts will have jagged/rough edges and 

fractures may be more common. The pyroclasts may be variably altered 
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and associated with matrix material that may infill vesicles. Delicate 

pyroclast features, such as very thin bubble-walls, are unlikely to be 

preserved in these deposits. 

• Sedimentary – A deposit containing <50 % pyroclastic igneous clast-types. 

These deposits can be comprised of fragments of pre-existing igneous, 

pyroclastic or volcaniclastic rocks, in addition to non-igneous clast-types. 

 

Figure 7-2 Flow diagrams showing the use of sedimentary structures and grain-scale 
features required to distinguish between deposits of pyroclastic, volcaniclastic and 
sedimentary material. 1) Field evidence that is required to give an initial interpretation of the 
deposit type, stars (*) show where further evidence is required to confirm the interpretation 
via the study of clast-types (2).  
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Complications and mis-identification of ash/tuff may arise in volcaniclastic or 

sedimentary deposits where delicate pyroclast features have been preserved. 

For example, when surrounded by a fine-grained matrix, where the matrix 

material has been removed by subsequent transportation and re-deposition, or 

where subsequent transport and re-deposition has occurred from ice, as ice 

transport may preserve the original air-fall features of tephra, even during 

transport. Alternatively, reworking of unconsolidated pyroclastic material in low 

concentrations may inhibit abrasion and the formation of features associated 

with volcaniclastic material. Additional abrasion and reworking of pyroclasts may 

also occur by the recycling of material at the vent, or within a pyroclastic 

density current. Therefore, recycled pyroclasts may be incorporated into 

eruption deposits alongside primary pyroclastic ash (e.g. D’Oriano et al. 2014). 

Thus, it is important to first identify the environment of deposition and to 

analyse the deposits above and below to assess the most appropriate 

depositional processes (Figure 7-3). 
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Figure 7-3 Environments of deposition for pyroclastic, volcaniclastic and sedimentary 
deposits.  
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7.4 Revised nomenclature 

The naming and definition of pyroclastic and volcaniclastic deposits has been 

widely debated in the literature, with authors opting for naming based on the 

origin of grains (Fisher 1961) or depositional mechanisms (Cas & Wright 1987; 

White & Houghton 2006). A comparison of the naming schemes applied by 

different authors is summarised in Table 7-2. 

 

Table 7-2 Comparison of the naming schemes used for pyroclastic and volcaniclastic 
deposits in the literature, and the naming schemes proposed by the current study.  
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The naming schemes proposed in the current study combine some of the views 

from the published literature. For example, the term ‘pyroclastic’ is proposed to 

include all material that is deposited directly by volcanic eruptions, in support of 

Fisher (1961), Cas & Wright (1987) and White and Houghton (2006). The 

proposed scheme uses the terminology of Cas & Wright (1987) but its definition 

includes water-lain tephra such as air-fall water-lain ash and the deposits of 

subaqueous eruptions, in support of White & Houghton (2006). However, in this 

study the deposits of air-fall ash and subaqueous eruptions or air-fall water-lain 

tephra can be defined further by dividing these into primary and secondary 

pyroclastic (Table 7-3). Primary pyroclastic deposits would be those that are 

deposited directly onto the Earth's surface from eruptions, such as, all air-fall 

tephra, deposits from pyroclastic density currents, and tephra from subaqueous 

eruptions (Figure 7-4). Secondary pyroclastic deposits would be those where 

some secondary conditions may have affected the original (pyroclastic) features 

of a deposit, for example, the settling of air-fall tephra through water, where 

the greater density of the water may alter the features of the deposit compared 

to those not deposited through water (Figure 7-4). Secondary pyroclastic 

deposits are those deposited through more than one fluid medium, for example 

air and water, whereas primary pyroclastic deposits are associated with 

deposition within one medium, for example air or water (Figure 7-4). Further 

description of pyroclastic deposits should be given when they are named, for 

example air-fall ash/tuff or air-fall water-lain ash/tuff (Table 7-3). Where the 

mode of deposition is not known then the term ash/tuff should be applied; 

however, this will also indicate that it is not known whether the deposit is of 

pyroclastic or volcaniclastic nature. 

The term ‘volcaniclastic’ is used following the definitions of Cas & Wright 

(1987), whereby an aspect of transport is required for a pyroclastic deposit to 

become volcaniclastic. However, transport needs to affect the overall character 

of the deposit from that produced by original deposition of the pyroclastic 

material (Figure 7-4), and therefore requires transport to occur over larger 

distances than a few millimetres, and likely over greater time-scales than those 

proposed by Cas & Wright (1987). The transport and deposition of volcaniclastic 

material will be controlled by sedimentary processes and the reworked 

pyroclastic clasts could be considered as sedimentary grains, therefore 
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nomenclature should refer to grain-size using the sedimentary naming scheme of 

Wentworth (1922) (Table 7-3). However, the presence of >50 % pyroclastic 

igneous clast-types in volcaniclastic deposits represents abnormal deposition, 

likely effected by the relatively instantaneous influx of pyroclastic material from 

volcanic eruptions. Additionally, volcaniclastic clast-types may behave 

differently within a sedimentary environment, for example vesicular clasts may 

have different hydrodynamic properties, compared to siliciclastic clasts (e.g. 

Suthren 1985). Therefore, these deposits cannot be named using only 

sedimentary naming schemes without reference to their volcanic content, hence 

the need for the prefix ‘volcaniclastic’, for example volcaniclastic siltstone 

(Table 7-3).  

 

Figure 7-4 Examples of the naming for primary (A) and secondary pyroclastic (B) and 
volcaniclastic (C) deposits using the terminology proposed in the current study. 1) Primary 
pyroclastic tephra deposited from air-fall onto the ground. 2) Primary pyroclastic tephra 
deposited from air-fall onto the ground (A) may be reworked and re-deposited as 
volcaniclastic material within a river channel (C). Alternatively, air-fall tephra may be 
deposited directly into a river as primary pyroclastic tephra (A), subsequent reworking by 
river currents will lead to deposition of this tephra as volcaniclastic material (C). 3) Air-fall 
tephra is deposited as primary pyroclastic material onto the water surface (A). Sinking of 
the tephra through the water column results in a secondary pyroclastic deposit (B). Any 
additional reworking (transport and deposition) will cause this material to become 
volcaniclastic (C). 4) Subaqueous eruptions will deposit primary pyroclastic material as 
water-lain tephra either from a subaqueous eruption column or subaqueous pyroclastic 
density currents (A). Any tephra that is erupted above the water will behave like tephra in 
subaerial eruptions – it will be deposited on the Earth’s surface as primary pyroclastic 
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material (A), if this subsequently settles through water it will form a secondary pyroclastic 
deposit (B).  

The influx of pyroclastic material on land, or within a marine basin can disrupt 

background sedimentary processes, for example by inundating fluvial systems, 

blocking river channels and forming ephemeral lakes that may then cause lake-

burst floods (e.g. case-studies from Mount St. Helens 1980 to present). These 

deposits can therefore have a major effect on the sedimentary depositional 

environment that may last for many years, until the environment stabilises and 

normal sedimentation resumes. In distal localities the sedimentary environment 

is likely to recover and resume normal sedimentation relatively rapidly, due to 

the lower volumes of tephra and their finer grain-size, compared to deposition in 

proximal locations. However, the presence of both pyroclastic and volcaniclastic 

deposits would still represent a unique sequence of depositional events, 

associated with a period of active volcanism. 

In contrast, the traditional sedimentary nomenclature of Wentworth (1922) 

should be used to describe all material predominantly comprised of fragments of 

pre-existing igneous, pyroclastic and volcaniclastic rocks (including fragments of 

lava) (Table 7-3). These clast-types represent the normal erosional and 

depositional processes of the sedimentary environment. 

Some authors have also presented the terms autoclastic and hyaloclastic, where 

various deposits have been created from lava flows and their interactions with 

the environment (Fisher 1961, 1984; Cas & Wright 1987, 1988; White & Houghton 

2006). These terms are not discussed here as they are directly associated with 

lava flows and are unlikely to be found in distal ash deposits. However, it is 

worth noting that other volcanic materials may be named differently to the 

scheme proposed here for distal ash and tuff.  
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Table 7-3 Summary of the revisions to the nomenclature of pyroclastic, volcaniclastic and 
sedimentary deposits/rocks proposed in the current study for ash-grade distal deposits and 
rocks.   

The term ‘tuffaceous’ has previously been used throughout the literature to 

describe both pyroclastic and volcaniclastic deposits of unconsolidated and 

consolidated types (e.g. Manville et al. 2009). Its use refers to the presence of 

igneous clast-types within a deposit or rock. The terminology proposed here 

removes this term and replaces it with more useful descriptive terms referring to 

the origin of clasts and their mode of deposition using pyroclastic, volcaniclastic 

or sedimentary terminology, along with further interpretation/definition of the 

depositional processes. For example, a fluvial ash-rich deposit is referred to as a 

tuffaceous siltstone by Cas & Wright (1987) and McPhie et al. (1993), but in the 

current study this would be referred to as a volcaniclastic siltstone deposited in 

a fluvial environment. Schmid (1981) uses the term ‘tuffaceous’ to describe 

deposits that contain a mixture of pyroclastic and sedimentary clasts, although 

there is no reference as to the environment in which these kinds of deposits 

could be found. However, the term tuff can be used as a general name for 

lithified fine-grained tephra (particularly ash) and therefore, it would seem that 
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the term tuffaceous may be more applicable where sediments are comprised of 

fragments of tuffs.  

7.5 Use of ash and fine-ash for the identification of 
eruption processes and the recognition of pyroclastic 
and volcaniclastic deposits in distal settings 

Several data have been created and used in this study for the characterisation of 

pyroclastic and volcaniclastic deposits. Overall, deposit characteristics and 

lithological logging were used for the assessment of the environment of 

deposition. Grain-type analysis, grain-size distributions, degree of grain-size 

sorting and clast morphologies were used for the assessment of pyroclastic and 

volcaniclastic features and original eruption processes. Additional data on the % 

vesicularity and morphology of pyroclasts were obtained for use in the 

interpretation of eruption processes and the original formation of pyroclasts now 

present in ash and tuffs. These data have previously been used in proximal 

settings but limited information is available in the published literature for the 

use of these data in distal deposits of ash and fine-ash (>100 km away) for 

distinguishing between pyroclastic and volcaniclastic materials (Kandlbauer et 

al. 2013; Breitkreuz et al. 2014) and original eruption processes, including 

eruption-style and magma conditions prior to or during eruption (Watson et al. 

2016). The applicability of each type of data is provided based on the results of 

the current study in Table 7-4. 
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Table 7-4 The applicability of different sources of data used in the characterisation of distal 
deposits of ash and fine-ash. 
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7.6 Volcanism associated with flood basalt and large 
igneous provinces 

Field evidence shows that significant silicic volcanism occurred simultaneously 

with the emplacement of large volumes of basaltic lava during formation of the 

Miocene Columbia River Flood Basalt Province, USA. However, most, if not all, of 

this silicic volcanism occurred outside of the flood basalt province, itself.  The 

presence of a few silicic pyroclastic tuffs within the North Sea Balder Formation, 

and abundant silicic pyroclastic tuffs in the underlying Sele Formation, also 

supports the concept that silicic volcanism was significant during the formation 

of the Palaeocene-Eocene North Atlantic Igneous Province. 

Basaltic tuffs are generally absent from the non-lava lithologies of the Columbia 

River Flood Basalt Province, but are abundant within the distal deposits of the 

North Atlantic Igneous Province. These differences show a variation in eruption 

dynamics, likely caused by differences in the overall environment(s) where 

volcanism occurred. For example, the basaltic volcanism of the Columbia River 

Flood Basalt Province likely occurred on land, with little or no interaction with 

water. In contrast, the basaltic volcanism of the North Atlantic Igneous Province 

was commonly associated with eruptions within shallow water, which resulted in 

highly explosive magma-water interactions. This different style of eruption is 

represented by the >200 basaltic tuffs of the Balder Formation, with pyroclasts 

that contain features typical of hydrovolcanic fragmentation. Therefore, 

eruptions within shallow oceans or at opening oceanic rifts are more likely to be 

associated with large-scale explosive basaltic volcanism than those on-land.  

7.7 Further work 

Future research following the results and interpretations of this thesis could 

include: 

• Further characterisation of pyroclasts from each of the localities via 

chemical analysis, where feasible/possible. Electron probe and/or laser 

ablation techniques would be required to produce quantifiable data for 

comparison and further detailed analysis of glassy and altered pyroclasts. 



 Chapter 7: Discussion and conclusions
   566 

 

 

Sapphire R. Wanmer   April 2018 

o Chemical fingerprinting of glassy pyroclasts in the Ellensburg 

Formation, USA, could lead to a better understanding of Miocene 

volcanism associated with the growing Cascade Range Volcanic Arc, 

and/or the Yellowstone and Snake River hotspot.  

o Chemical analysis of the North Sea Balder Formation tuffs in 

addition to those of the E. Anglia Wrabness Member, may allow 

correlation of tuffs between the North Sea Basin, NE Atlantic and 

NW Europe, eventually leading to better estimations of the volume 

of tephra deposited, hydrovolcanic processes and the likely source 

area of these Early Eocene large-scale basaltic eruptions.  

o Chemical fingerprinting of glassy pyroclasts from the Saksunarvatn 

Ash could allow identification of eruption sources to be made, 

confirming or disproving the conclusion made here that multiple 

vents were erupting in Iceland ~10.3 Ka.  

• Detailed mapping and lithological logging of exposures of the Ellensburg 

Formation throughout the Columbia River Flood Basalt Province could 

allow correlation of pyroclastic and sedimentary units. This could lead to 

more appropriate sub-divisions of the non-lava stratigraphy.  

• Comparison of recent and ancient ashes/tuffs for the interpretation of 

eruption and depositional processes in both distal and proximal settings. 

In addition, there should be comparison of pyroclastic and volcaniclastic 

deposits on an exposure and grain-scale to further define the 

characteristics of tephra and the definitions used to identify and name 

these deposits.  

• Further analysis of the mechanisms for explosive basaltic volcanism is 

required, particularly for its application in hazard management in areas 

surrounding modern-day basaltic volcanoes.  
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Index of digital appendices 

All image analysis data are presented in these appendices as labelled Microsoft 

Excel spreadsheet files available on a disk (2x copies) in the back of the hard 

copy of this thesis available at the University of Glasgow. Each appendix 

represents a separate Excel file with subdivisions of the appendix (e.g. 1a, 1b, 

1c, 1d) representing data found in the tabs of these spreadsheets. These data 

are additionally available upon request to the author.  

Data from UKCS wells 29/05a-7 and 22/30a-1 are also held by the British 

Geological Survey Data Repository in addition to core samples and thin-sections 

held at the British Geological Survey Core Store.  

1. Vesicularity data 

Appendix 1 contains raw data used in the calculation of vesicurity of vesicular 

grains. The area of the grain (either measured as pixels or µm) and the area of 

the grain minus vesicles were calculated for each vesicular grain, these values 

were then used to calculate the percentage of vesicles (% vesicularity) in each 

grain (see Methods 1.3.3). The resultant percentage vesicularity of each grain is 

also presented.  

1a: Vesicularity data for samples of the Saksunarvtn Ash (Iceland) 

associated with Chapter 2. 

1b: Vesicularity data for samples of the Balder Formation from North Sea 

Basin wells UKCS 29/05a-7, NOR 25/7-5, NOR 25/11-17, NOR 30/2-1 and 

Faroe-Shetland Basin Well FSB 6104/25-1, associated with Chapter 3. 

1c: Vesicularity data for samples of the Wrabness Member (E.Anglia, UK) 

that were shown to contain vesicular pyroclasts: samples from the 

Harwich Stone Band and LEVNAC-14A, associated with Chapter 5. 

1d: Vesicularity data used for samples from the Ellensburg Formation 

(Wahsington and Idaho, USA) associated with Chapter 6. 
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2. Image analysis grain data 

Appendix 2 contains the raw data generated from the image analysis of 8-bit 

backscatter scanning electron microscope images. A range of data are generated 

using ImageJ software and are presented. The ‘Feret’ values were used to 

indicate the grain-size of individual grains and were sorted and used to calculate 

the grain-size distribution of each sample.  

2a: Image analysis grain data for samples of the Saksunarvatn Ash 

(Iceland), associated with Chapter 2. Values for the circularity (Circ.) of 

grains were used to identify elongate grains when calculating the 

preferred orientation of elongate grains in lacustrine samples (ICE_02A, 

ICE_04A, ICE_09A). These samples were orientated the correct way up (up 

is up) and the Angle of elongate grains were calculated by ImageJ, giving 

the orientation of the grains relative to a horizontal plane (see Methods 

1.3.3)  

2b: Image analysis grain data produced for samples of the Balder 

Formation from North Sea Basin wells UKCS 29/05a-7, NOR 25/7-5, NOR 

25/11-17, NOR 30/2-1 and Faroe-Shetland Basin Well FSB 6104/25-1, 

associated with Chapter 3. 

2c: Image analysis grain data produced for samples of the Wrabness 

Member (E.Anglia, UK) associated with Chapter 5. 

2d: Image analysis grain data produced for samples of the Ellensburg 

Formation (Washington and Idaho, USA) associated with Chapter 6.  

3. Manual point-count data 

Appendix 3 contains the results of manual point-count analysis on samples that 

was used to determine the percentage of different clast-types and pyroclast 

morphologies in pyroclastic and volcaniclastic samples. This data was produced 

by placing a 10 by 10 grid across backscatter scanning electron microscope 

images from samples and recording the grain information from clasts found at 

the grid intersections (see Methods 1.3.3).  
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3a: Manual point-count data produced for samples of the Saksunarvatn 

Ash (Iceland) associated with Chapter 2.  

3b: Manual point-count data produced for samples of the Balder 

Formation from North Sea Basin wells UKCS 29/05a-7, NOR 25/7-5, NOR 

25/11-17, NOR 30/2-1 and Faroe-Sheltand Basin Well FSB 6104/25-1, 

associated with Chapter 3. 

3c: Manual point-count data produced for samples of the Wrabness 

Member (E.Anglia, UK) associated with Chapter 5. 

3d: Manual point-count data produced for samples of the Ellensburg 

Formation (Washington and Idaho, USA) associated with Chapter 6.  


