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Belfast Hills
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There are a huge number of places [] Palacogene basalt

that you can go to explore the B I | Pelacogens dykes arid silist S

geological heritage of the Belfast B[ Crotacoous Imestongiand Sl
. . [ | Jurassic mudstone and limestone gi/’ J

Hills. A number of publicly |

accessible sites are:
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Divis and Black
Mountain

Owned and managed by: National Trust
Grid reference: J266742
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Divis Mountain (meaning Black ridge) and Black $ (%?ﬂ%\
Mountain are just two examples of sites that get JERR | F s
their names from the geology, in this case from the )
Palacogene black basalt that they are both composed
of. Black Mountain has been the site of a quarry for
many years where the basalt extracted is crushed and
used for road stone due to its hard-wearing properties.
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Carnmoney Hill

Owned by: Newtownabbey Borough Council
Managed by: Woodland Trust
Grid reference: J341825
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:  One of many Palaeogene volcanic plugs, Carnmoney
Hill stands proud from the landscape because the
molten rock or magma that once fed this volcano has
now solidified and is more resistant to weathering and
erosion than the surrounding rocks.

Belshaw’s Quarry & ui | B

 GREENHILL
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Owned and managed by: NI Environment Agency
Grid reference: J229671
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An old white limestone quarry, Belshaw’s displays

the Cretaceous limestone with the Palacogene basalt

immediately above. There is also a small outcrop of

Triassic mudstone beneath the limestone. This site

is outside the boundary of the Belfast Hills. It does
. however represent the entire geological succession
of the area and is deemed to be of exceptional

importance. . " £ — r:j ‘e ol o U :
il | " i e B Cave Hill Country Park
i Yt ol F . \ o _I a - . S L/ 4 =577/

rusk

n=2mstov
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§’L\/ Cha OvYned and managed by: Belfast City Council
@T”TOVVH /) Grid reference: J329793
/i
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The iconic cliffs above Belfast are made up of layers of
Palaeogene basalt that formed as a result of volcanic
activity just under 60 million years ago. Each layer of
basalt represents an individual lava flow and if you
look carefully you will see signs of weathering that
occurred in between each flow in the form of a rust-
red layer of laterite.
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Colin Glen Forest Park

=) (/Stfot.lfcls P;

7 1 Drl,ﬁnanlgellsp - Owned by: NI Environment Agency Li goni el Dam S
o i, = . Managed by: Colin Glen Trust
i ‘ __:\\(’{n\w-'ew e % Grid reference: J285705 Owned and managed by:

e ; ) 3% % Ligoniel Improvement Association

" ! IE' G:'gid refererfce: J295775
This beautiful woodland haven takes you on a walk

- through geological time. As you walk upstream IEI
., alongside the Colin River you will pass the entire Translated as Lag an Aoil’ meaning ‘hollow of the

range of rocks that make up the Belfast Hills from the limestone’ is named due to the naturally occurring
Triassic to the Palaeogene. depressions that form in the top of limestone due
For more detailed information on the geology of to its soluble nature. Whilst there is no longer
Colin Glen Forest Park, please see the on-site visitor much Cretaceous limestone visible, the geology is
centre that has a great display on the rocks and fossils responsible for the vast array of plants that enjoy the
of the park. calcium-rich soil.

Permit No. 70217: Based upon the Ordnance Survey of Northern Ireland Map with the permission of the controller of her Majesty’s Stationery Office, © Crown Copyright 2007
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he next layer of the Belfast Hills’
‘cake’ formed during the Jurassic
period that took place from 200
to 145 million years ago. The beginning
of the period is marked by a rise in
sea-level that led to the majority of the
landscape being covered by a shallow
sea. The climate was warm and humid,
and any land that was exposed would
have been well vegetated.
The rocks that resulted from this rise
in sea level are mostly grey mudstones,
known as Lias Clay, and limestones.
These rocks are amongst some of the
most fossiliferous in Northern Ireland
and include fossils of coiled-shell
ammonites, sea urchins, sea-shells, and
even some remains of huge marine
reptiles including Ichthyosaurs and
Plesiosaurs.
The Jurassic rocks make up the second
layer, or the ‘jam’ of the ‘cake’ This is
rather appropriate as the mudstones
from this period are
notoriously soft.
Due to their
high clay
content they
can absorb
lots of water
so after heavy

rain it is

Icthyosaur vertebrae
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said that they have the consistency of
toothpaste. It is these rocks that underlie
the cliffs of the Antrim Coast Road and
this is the reason that there are lots of
landslides after heavy rain, as the rocks
above simply ‘slip oft”

Although the Jurassic period is
commonly associated with dinosaurs,
there have never been any dinosaur
fossils found in Northern Ireland. This

is partly because the majority of the area
was covered by a sea during that time so
dinosaurs simply couldn’t live here, but it
is also because a great deal of the Jurassic
rocks have been removed by weathering
and erosion. However, that’s not to say
that dinosaur fossils won't be found here!

The best place to see Jurassic rocks is
Colin Glen Forest Park.

ueuqwed-aid

ueuque)

UBIDIAOPIO

ueunis

uejuoasq

. snosayiuogqie)

oISSBl],

olsseunp,

snoaoejal)),

ausboae|ed,

auaboaN
Aeussyenp,

ocks from the Cretaceous period
make up the next layer of the
elfast Hills’ ‘cake’ This period

lasted from 145 to 66 million years ago
when the landmass that we now know as
Ireland was beginning to take shape and
was located somewhere in the region of
Southern France.
Global sea-level was higher during the
Cretaceous period than at any other
time in Earth’s history. At its height, sea-
level was 250m higher than the present
day. Landmasses only accounted for
approximately 18% of the Earth’s surface
and as a result the majority of the shallow
seas were well away from any landmass
and were therefore very clear.
The majority of the rocks from this
period are white limestone, more
commonly known as chalk. This
brilliant white rock formed on the floor
of the Cretaceous sea primarily from
the remains of a type of algae called
coccolithophore. These algae prospered
in the clear, calcium rich waters of
the time, and when they died, their
microscopically small calcite skeletons
fell to the sea floor and accumulated over
millions of years.
It wasn't just coccolithophores that
inhabited the Cretaceous seas. One of
the most common fossils found is the
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Microscopic algae, Qﬁm&&w%wo%

belemnite, a squid-like creature with a
hard internal bullet-shaped shell. Sea
urchins, coiled-shell ammonites and
crustaceans would also have lived in
these shallow seas and their remains can
be found in many places.

The Cretaceous period came to a
dramatic end 66 million years ago and
resulted in another mass extinction when
75% of all life on Earth »
was obliterated, including Wi
most famously, the X\\\ ,
dinosaurs! . \

Artist’s impression
of Belemnites

The best places to see Cretaceous rocks
are Colin Glen Forest Park, Belshaw’s

Quarry and Cave Hill Country Park.
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he uppermost layer of the
Belfast Hills’ ‘cake’ is similar to
the icing in that it is the most
dramatic layer. Following on from
a mass extinction, the beginning of
the Palaeogene (also known as the
early part of the Tertiary) period was
literally explosive! The continent of
North America was moving away from
Europe and this resulted in tearing and
stretching the Earth’s crust. This led to
widespread volcanic activity, the evidence
of which is beautifully preserved all the
way across the Belfast Hills.
The tearing of the Earth’s crust created
linear eruptions or fissures up through
which lava spewed out and covered the
entire landscape. It is these successive
flows of lava that make up the layers
of basalt of the uppermost escarpment
of the Belfast Hills. In other cases, the

Laki fissure in Iceland
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volcanic eruptions were from a single
volcano and the remains of these
volcanic plugs can be seen dotted across
the landscape.

This fiery landscape with violent
eruptions and the accompanying
earthquakes that shook the entire

area is hard to imagine. However, it

is because of this violent past that the
Belfast Hills exist because the resulting
basalt that formed as the lava cooled
has acted as a protective barrier to

the underlying rocks. It has also had
the added effect of ‘cooking’ the white
limestone beneath making it harder
than its counterparts elsewhere.

he final part of the Belfast

Hills’ geology story is from the

Pleistocene epoch (the first part
of the quaternary period) that began
2.6 million years ago.
The major change in climate during
the Pleistocene period is commonly
referred to as the Ice Age. In fact, ice
was only present for relatively short
periods of time but its impact on the
landscape cannot be underestimated.
Although no rocks were formed
during this time, the ice shaped
and sculpted the landscape that we
see today and has been the single
greatest erosive force on the planet.

The best places to see the Palacogene
rocks are Belshaw’s Quarry, Cave
Hill Country Park, Divis Mountain,
and Carnmoney Hill.
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Artist’s impression of a woolly mammoth
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Ice-masses, often thousands of metres
thick, moved over the entire landscape
eroding and re-depositing vast

amounts of material.

The area wasn’t completely barren
though and the remains of some
Pleistocene giant mammals have been
found in a number of locations. These
have included teeth of the woolly
mammoth that would have thrived in
the tree-free environment of the Ice Age.
Antlers of the massive Irish deer (also
known as the Irish elk) have also been
found, and with a span of just under 4
metres these are the largest of any known
deer, extinct or not.




