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CAC Kids in Dorset, 12 - 14th September 2014
In Search of Dinosaurs.
Our final CAC Kids voyage of discovery for 2014 was to the Jurassic Coast in Dorset in search of dinosaurs.
Arriving in two waves, the first half of the group arrived at our campsite overlooking Chesil Beach on Friday
evening after school.

Our campsite on a working farm and stables

Once the tents were erected and supper cooked we had some clear skies to do Astrokids activity using
George's 4.5 inch Newtonian telescope. We had a lovely view of the Great Hercules Cluster described by
th
Admiral William Smyth, observing in the early 19 century, as “a ball of stars, on the left buttock of
Hercules…” We shall meet the Admiral again during our 2014/15 Astrokids season.
The Great Hercules Cluster is fascinating. It was “discovered” by Edmond Halley in 1714 although since it is
visible to the naked eye on really dark nights it seems unlikely that it was not spotted by astronomers in
antiquity. In any event, it is the finest globular cluster in the northern skies, around 25,000 light years away
and made up of hundreds of thousands of stars packed into a dense but enormous ball. It is thought to be 12
billion years old making our dinosaurs, indeed the world itself, veritable spring chickens.
We witnessed an amazing red moon rising courtesy of the thick lower atmosphere and pollution over
Weymouth. We went on to observe Albireo, a stunning double star just 330 light years away. Interestingly we
therefore see Albireo today as it was when Edmund Halley was first spotting the Great Cluster, give or take
20 years or so. Next up was the double cluster in Perseus, two young star clusters in the same field of view.
These are just 5 and 3 million years old, the dinosaurs had been extinct for 60 million years when these stars
were born. Finally, with the moon higher in the sky we had another good look, identifying the spot where
Apollo 11 landed and Neil Armstrong bounced around for the first time.

A selection of Astrokids

On Saturday we enjoyed a leisurely morning heading over to Lyme Regis for a spot of lunch before meeting
up with the Saturday arrivals of CAC Kids and parents and our afternoon fossil hunt with the museum. We
congregated and set off down to the beach where Paddy and Chris gave a talk on exactly what it was that
we were looking for, admirably illustrated with plastic dinosaurs. And so we set off in search of ammonites,
bellonites, croprolites and if lucky, the couple of ichthyosauri (or at least their vertebrae).

Our briefing

An amazing fact about ammonites, above right, is that much of their shell was hollow and they used the
space to regulate the amount of air within, thus controlling their ascent/descent and pitch – Jurassic
submarines!
There was once a rubbish tip at the top of the cliff and this continues to supply the beach with interesting
things. As we know, archaeology is largely about analyzing people’s rubbish and as we wandered along the
beach it wasn't long before we were taking old trolley wheels, electrical components and bits of old bottles
and ceramics to our guides for identification.
But as time went on fossil spotting skills improved and soon we were accumulating some interesting samples
of mainly ammonites in our pockets. Niamh, Sophie and Dylan all found some particularly fine specimens.

Niamh –"I am definitely taking this one home" and great discoveries from Sophie and Dylan

As we reached the far end of the beach Paddy demonstrated how ammonites can be found inside large
pebbles with a swift blow of his geologists hammer. He found enough to distribute amongst the CAC Kids. It
had been a fascinating afternoon; our three hour tour flew by.

More of our collection

The next stop was some R & R a short way along the coast at Charmouth; a beautiful bay where the braver
amongst us swam and surfed in the sea. This was followed by delicious fish and chips at the beach bar as
the sun set over the waves.

Surf dudes

Back at the campsite once again we were lucky with the sky and we reran our observations for those that
had not arrived the previous night, this time adding the wonderful double star Mizar to the list. Mizar is quite
famous; it was the first double star to be discovered with a telescope (in 1650) and the first star to be
photographed (in 1859). Mizar is 78 light years away, so we see it as it was in 1936. The Admiral tells us it
is “splendid” and “truly fine”. We cannot disagree with that.
Special mention must go to Niamh George for her fantastic enthusiasm for all things astronomical.
With the final tents standing and Rubik’s gas lamp puzzle solved, we whiled away a happy couple of hours
with a glass or two of wine contemplating all manner of things. What we will do when we win the lottery? (buy
all the tickets for a Simply Red concert and not show up), the fate of Laika, the first dog in space (OK, she
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was cremated on re-entry on 4 April 1958) interplanetary travel (would we take a one way trip to Mars, or
send our wives/husbands?) and of course, some great upcoming CAC activities.

CAC grown-ups in happy contemplation

On Sunday morning we were up, breakfasted and packed away in perfect time for our first visit - Culverwell
Mesolithic site.

(most of) The team and canine guests at Culverwell

This is one of the most important Mesolithic sites in the country with an extant floor of Portland stone, a
hearth, many shells, limpets and a couple of tools strewn around in situ. Portland Archaeology gave us an
exclusive tour and a hands on look at artefacts found on site and nearby, including, incidentally, a fabulous

Neolithic blade. Heavy pebbles from the beach were found onsite – did these have special relevance and
should they be treated as “ritual” items? It is difficult to say.

Probably the oldest floor in the country

We were exceedingly lucky to meet Susann Palmer who discovered the site in 1966 and owns the land. It is
her efforts that have been responsible for its preservation and thus this significant contribution to our
knowledge of Mesolithic settlement.
With a view over the sea this would have been a glorious setting and the permanence of the site (and
perhaps the possibility or hint of some sort of ritual activity) has re-evaluated theories of the truly nomadic
nature of the Mesolithic. It certainly wasn’t difficult to imagine a family of Mesolithic people relaxing by a fire
and windbreak on a dark night contemplating a fuzzy blob in the constellation we now call Hercules and
discussing what they would do if they won the lottery. It would definitely not be difficult to imagine Mesolithic
children proudly setting out the pebbles that they had picked up off the beach that afternoon as we so often
do ourselves. Maybe we have more in common with our Mesolithic ancestors than we are given credit for.
We were indeed exceptionally fortunate to have the opportunity to see this site and discuss it with the
experts at Portland Archaeology, a real treat. There was even a dinosaur footprint onsite that was found at a
nearby quarry:

Hannah and Jaimee pointing out a very old footprint

From Culverwell we headed back to new Fine Foundation Chesil Beach Centre, a fantastic café, most
informative display section and shop where we enjoyed an excellent lunch. This was followed by an hour or
so enjoying the balmy Indian summer with ice creams on Chesil beach listening to the soporific sounds of
the tide approaching and pebbles retreating. We debated how many pebbles there were on this eighteen
mile beach and being the scientific minded souls that we are, we set the children off to do the research and
count them!

On Chesil Beach

Chesil beach was formed around 20,000 – 14,000 years ago, and the Fleet behind, some 7000 years ago –
the very late Mesolithic. The beach would thus have looked very similar to our Mesolithic friends up the road.
The pebbles are made of flint, chert, quartzite, granite, porphyry and tourmalised rock, each identifiable by its
colour. They are incredibly smooth – the result presumably of thousands of years being rolled in and out of
the waves. They are also very hard, as evidenced by a little experimental geology and a big black eye!
And the result of the big count; 180 billion. Now, we estimate that it would take a CAC Kid, counting for 12
hours a day, without stopping for drinks or snacks, about 11,000 years to count every pebble. So had we
embarked on this project around 9000 BC, at the very dawn of the Mesolithic, he/she would be finishing just
about now.
Fortunately, somebody at the Chesil Beach Centre had already done this research and helpfully posted it on
their website. They are keen to discourage people taking pebbles away from the beach and you can
understand why. If every human being on the planet visited 25 times and took a pebble away each time, the
beach would soon be depleted. I hope those of us with a Chesil Beach pebble on our kitchen table feel
suitably guilty! On the plus side, if every pebble thief purchased a delicious cappuccino from the cafe, they
would stand to make some £450,000,000,000, factor in some chocolate ammonites and the sky is the limit!
And so ended a weekend of fun, plenty of relaxation, a little education and a very gratifying amount of
pondering. We must thank Martin Blundell and Susann Palmer at Portland Archaeology, and Chris and
Paddy at Lyme Regis Museum for their input to our weekend.
As the sun set over the Jurassic coast we headed home, munching chocolate ammonites and contemplating
how long the journey would take and whether we knew a better route than the sat nav….

