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 The Wenlock Edge:  Knowle and 

Lea Quarries, Presthope, Much 

Wenlock, , Shropshire 
Location: OS Explorer map 217: GR585977 

 

To those who love the countryside, the 

mention of the name – Wenlock Edge – 

probably conjures up idyllic images of richly 

wooded slopes, rounded hills, lush rolling 

green fields and stunning views of the 

landscape observed from high vantage points.   

 

 

 

To those who also have an interest in geology, 

the same name figures prominently as being 

one of the classic sites of the country’s 

geological heritage, one which is also known 

the world over as being a type series of rock, 

having its own place in the geological 

timescale of the Silurian period (430-424mya). 

 
This was the area where in 1835, the eminent 

Victorian geologist, Sir Roderick Murchison 

studied and named the rocks in this part of 

the countryside placing them in the period he 

named as the Silurian. 

 

The Wenlock Edge escarpment comprises 

hard, grey, fossiliferous limestone, which 

forms the steep scarp of the Edge, alternated 

with softer shales, which form the dip slopes 

and vales of this type of scenery. 

 

 

The rocks of this period were laid down during 

tropical conditions 424mya, when the land of 

this part of the world was 20°S of the equator, 

in a context similar in form, type and 

conditions to those found today in the 

Caribbean, a good illustration of the 

geological principle of uniformitarianism), ‘the 

present is the key to the past’ (James Hutton). 

 
The quarry is famous for its reefs of ancient 

sponges and corals, over and around which 

sediments have been laid down in slightly 

dipping beds of unbelievably uniform 

thickness, (approximately 10 – 15cm), so 

regular is the thickness of these beds that 

they appear to have been deliberated 

manufactured! 
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On this occasion it is no exaggeration to say that 

almost every sample of rock picked up from the 

quarry floor or from the scree alongside the Jack 

Mytton way, (the path running parallel to the top 

of the Edge and alongside Lea Quarry), contained 

some fossil evidence. Probably many members of 

the group secretly hoped to hit the fossil jackpot 

by finding a complete trilobite, but this was not to 

be -  we were content to find remains of crinoid 

stems, brachiopods and bryozoans.  While keener 

eyes found imprints of sponges and corals. 

 

The quarry has been well maintained in that 

conservators have cut back the undergrowth to 

allow close inspection of the quarry faces.  An 

information board within the quarry provides 

excellent guidance on what to look for and where 

items of interest might be found. 

 

A short distance from the quarry is a battery of 

four lime kilns restored to excellent condition.  The 

limestone quarried in this location was considered 

to be of outstanding quality. The quick lime 

produced on the site was also used to produce 

slaked lime for agriculture – water for the process 

being obtained from a well sited close to the kilns.  

Products were transported from the site, including 

limestone for iron working,  either by road or on 

the railway which once ran along the base of the 

Edge from Craven Arms to Buildwas. 

The Jack Mytton way follows the line of the Edge 

and also runs alongside Lea Quarry – opened in the 

1940s and used mainly for extracting road 

aggregate. In 1988, 700,000 tons of limestone 

were excavated – 80% of which was used for 

aggregate, 10% for adding to concrete, 8% for 

agricultural use and 2% for flux in iron smelting.  

The quarry ceased to operate in 2007. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reference has been made to the Shropshire Geological 

Society’s concise guide to Wenlock Edge: From tropical 

seas to a wooded escarpment, (£1.50 from Much 

Wenlock museum), also to Peter Toghill’s accessible  

and well illustrated book, Geology in Shropshire (pub. 

Swan Hill Press in 1990). 

The website, UKRIGS Education Project, Earth Science 

On-Site, produces excellent geological information for 

schools with very effective diagrams and photographs 

The museum in Much Wenlock contains displays of 

fossils found in the area. It also carries publications 

providing information about the local and regional 

geology. 
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