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STRATIGRAPHY
WHEN WAS THE EOCENE?

The last 541 million years of geological time is divided into a
number of periods of varying duration. One of the more
recent of these is called "The Tertiary". This, is in turn, divided
into a number of Epochs, one of which is the Eocene (Fig. 2).
The Middle Eocene is a period of lime that started some 50
million years ago, 18 million years after the death of the last
dinosaur, and lasted about 10 million years.

SETTING THE SCENE

The cool, deep London Clay ocean that dominated southern
Britain during the Early Eocene was succeeded in the Middle
Eocene by a more shallow sea and a warmer climate. As it does
today, Britain lay to the south-west of the North Sea basin, but
with the bulk of the south east of England under water. Being
on the rim of the basin, small, cyclic,changes of sea-level were
reflected by differing environments and a variety of sediments
(facies). These deposits, the Bracklesham Beds (or more
accurately the Bracklesham Group) are, for the most part,
shallow marine sands and silts. Some terrestrial deposits occur
in places, generally clays rich in plant material, probably from
coastal swamps. Estuarine horizons also occur, characterised by
masses of oysters and occasional turtle and crocodile bones.
The sediments of the overlying Barton Group is quite similar to
those of the Bracklesham Group. One could reasonably argue
that their separation owes more to history and geography than
to stratigraphy. The sedimentation was again cyclic, becoming
increasingly shallow up the succession, heralding the
predominately non-marine Late Eocene and Oligocene.

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

The name “"Bracklesham" in “Bracklesham Group" is derived
from the type locality at Bracklesham Bay, West Sussex. The
strata within the Bracklesham Group have been sub-divided and
described over the past 140 years. In 1850, in a large work on
the geology and fossils of Sussex, Southern England, Frederick
Dixon illustrated a number of the more common fossils. He
chose many of the current experts to describe them, making
this still a valuable source of information. Dixon named the
beds exposed on the foreshore at Bracklesham after their
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Fig. 2. The geological time scale. Age (in million years) after Gradstein
etal, 2012.
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