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Sands of time
A story of desert plains, rivers and a baking sun

Standing here high above the sea, it’s hard to imagine being in the 
middle of a desert. But 250 million years ago west Cumbria was a 
hot and arid place, and the red St Bees Sandstone you see in the 
quarry here was just loose sand.

Ripple effect
The ridges on the back of this 
block are ripple marks, perfectly 
preserved in stone. They formed 
in the same way as ripples on 
sandy riverbanks today. You can 
see shiny flakes of the mineral 
mica on many of the rippled 
surfaces in this area.

Triassic park!
250 million years ago, in the Triassic Period, Britain was landlocked within a vast continent 
and lay at similar latitudes to today’s Sahara. In what is now west Cumbria seasonal rivers 
flowed northwards across desert plains. The rivers deposited sand, which hardened into the 
St Bees Sandstone. 

The sandstone has preserved many features found in modern deserts and rivers. 
This is how we know what the area was like in those distant times. See if you 
can spot some clues to the area’s Triassic past on this block of stone and 
other blocks nearby.

Cracking up
Shapes like these are ancient 
mud cracks. Under the scorching 
Triassic sun, mud in lakes and 
on floodplains dried and shrank. 
Later, other sediments filled the 
cracks, preserving the distinctive 
pattern.

A bit flaky
The sandstone contains many 
fragments of mudstone. These 
were flakes of dried mud which 
were ripped up and carried 
along by rivers. They were 
deposited along with sand, 
eventually becoming mudstone 
flakes within the sandstone.

Lines in the sand
The fine sloping layers in this 
block are a feature known as 
cross−bedding. Cross−bedding 
forms in flowing water, when 
ripples or dunes on a sandy 
riverbed move downstream.
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Changing colours
St Bees Sandstone is reddish brown 
because the sand grains of which it 
is made are coated with rust−coloured 
iron oxide. This is typical of rocks 
that formed in deserts. The pale buff 
and greenish bands were probably 
once red, but chemical reactions have 
altered their colour.

Signs of life?
There are very few fossils to tell us 
what lived here in Triassic times, but 
there would have been some life in 
the harsh desert landscape. Plants 
grew in damp areas and reptiles 
roamed the arid plains.
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IMPORTANT NOTE

Please take the time to double 
check all aspects of this artwork 
for approval. This includes 
spelling, numbers, addresses, 
colours, sizes, quantities, 
materials as well as the overall 
design and layout.

Border Signs and Graphics (BSG) 
cannot accept any responsibility 
for mistakes that are reported 
after this artwork has been 
approved and the manufacturing 
process has begun.
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