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Society Update
Geotourism

Tasmania’s northwest coast — _
wonders of the Wynyard Geotrail

asmania's newest geotrail has been developed by the

Wynyard-Waratah Council along the northwest coast near

the township of Wynyard. This area has been the subject of
prolonged geological interest. Local highlights include an extinct
volcanic centre at Table Cape, and world-class coastal exposures of
fossiliferous shallow marine Tertiary sediments and underlying
Carboniferous glacial tillites and rhythmites. The trail has nine
established interpretive sites, each with its own geotrail signage,
ample parking and good accessibility.

The geosite at Table Cape is an elevated bluff about
1.2 km across and 179 m high that dominates the whole area.
Following the eruption of magma about 13 million years ago, the
surrounding volcanic cone has been extensively eroded. This has
left a remnant plug of basalt (Table Cape) surrounded by a deep
mantle of chocolate-weathering iron and magnesium-rich soil,
well known for producing the area's colourful seasonal tulip
displays.
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View west from Tollymore Road Lookout towards Rocky Cape. All images
courtesy Mike Vicary

Honeycomb weathering on wavecut platform of Tertiary marine sandstone at Freestone Cove with Fossil Bluff beyond.
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More than 300 fossil species have been identified in the Tertiary marine sandstone at Fossil Bluff, including a rare whale skull, a type of flathead and even a
giant possum-like marsupial, Wynyardia.

About 4 km west of Table Cape is the Tollymore Road Lookout
geosite, with views over Rocky Cape, that highlights the oldest
rocks in Tasmania. Zircon dating by University of Tasmania shows
these rocks were formed up to 1450 million years ago. Rather
than being part of Australia, an evolving Tasmania land mass
remained in the northern hemisphere, and lay adjacent to the
land masses that became North America and East Antarctica
forming part of the supercontinent Nuna. Around 255 million
years ago, Tasmania moved to became part of eastern Gondwana.
By 40 million years ago, during the Cretaceous and early Tertiary,
Australia and Tasmania were being carried slowly northwards
away from Antarctica. In that process, the Otway, Gippsland and
Bass Basins were formed (Corbett 2001).

The Fossil Bluff geosite, about 3 km south of Table Cape, was
initially studied in 1840 by the renowned geologist/explorer
Sir Paul Strzelecki. It has since been attracting geologists and
visitors from all over the world to study its rich and varied fossil
content. The site is a central focal point for four geosites, with
three tide-dependent coastal platform walks and a summit walk,
which all lead from the car park. The platform walks have
interpretive signs at the base of Fossil Bluff, Freestone Cove and
the Breakwater, which is at the mouth of the Inglis River,
and showcase Tertiary marine sequences and the underlying
Carboniferous glacial sedimentary rocks. Some of the many
highlights that can be seen at low tide include tillite
with abundant dropstones, and interbedded rhythmite often
displaying ripple marks and evidence of soft sediment
deformation during a-subsequent ice advance.

The base of Fossil Bluff features more than 300 species of
shallow marine fossils, including the characteristic gastropod
Turritella. 1t also has a well-exposed erosional unconformity,
post-sea-level rises, erosional and depositional features, and
evidence of Indigenous occupation. The fourth trail, via a short
but inclined climb to the basalt-capped summit of Fossil Bluff,
rewards the walker with a well-earned rest on a seat dedicated
to the geological wonders of Wynyard area. Fine views of the
mouth of the Inglis River and beyond can be seen, and at low
tide, the shore platform highlights spectacular folding of the
Carboniferous rhythmites.

Further along the coast and southeast of the Wynyard
township, geosites at Old Port, Pines Point and Doctors Rocks
provide many other excellent exposures of the Carboniferous
glacial sequences. Highlights include tillite with dropstones
derived from a range of Western Tasmanian rock types. These
include the Devonian Heemskirk Granite, siltstone from the
Silurian-Devonian Eldon Group, Late Cambrian Owen
Conglomerate, felsic volcanics and porphyry of the Cambrian
Mt Read Volcanics, magnesite and basalt from the Proterozoic
Togari Group, quartzite from the Proterozoic Rocky Cape Group,
and rare banded gneiss that was probably sourced from
Antarctica and displays the enormous transportive power of this
glacial activity. The rhythmites are also well exposed in this area,
with fine examples of ripple marks, evidence of soft sediment
deformation and dewatering structures. At Doctors Rocks,
the glacier terminated and was undercut by the warmer, erosive
seawater. This resulted in the glacier calving off and depositing
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