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Hunting at Craigleith

The author's sons are absorbed in trying to identify their fossil finds.

Niagara Escarpment and just north of the
Blue Mountain Ski Resort. One of the chief
attractions of the park, besides the sparkling
turquoise waters of the bay, is the smooth
brown shale that lines the shore. To a ge-
ologist, this shale is an outcrop of the lower
Whitby formation. A palaeontologist would
call it “upper Ordovician.” In plain speech,
this means the shale is about 450 million
years old. It is the oldest exposed rock along
the Escarpment.

“Look at this!” shouts my daughter,
holding up a small square of fractured shale
upon which a thumbnail-size bronze fan is
embossed. “What is it?”

“It’s a trilobite,” I answer, “or rather, it is

the back third of a trilobite, called the ‘py-
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gidium.” It was a sea creature with a shell,
a bit like a lobster. We are standing on the
bottom of an ancient sea bed.”

“Will we find fossilized fish?” asks my
son.

“No, fish hadn’t come along yet. In fact,
there weren’t even any land creatures yet.
They would come later in Earth’s history.
But if we look closely, we might find other
fossilized shells.”

If T am sounding remarkably knowledge-
able about fossils, I confess, I'm a fake. I am
cribbing from notes I took from Suzanne
Purdy at the Craigleith Heritage Depot
earlier in the week. The depot is a restored
railway station, famous for once being the
destination of the Toronto ski train in the

Trilobite fossils such as the one shown here, are
the most common fossils found at Craigleith.
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Parts of the Pseudogygites latimarginatus
fossil are often found at Craigleith. Courtesy
Suzanne Purdy, Craigleith Heritage Depot.

Since it's illegal to remove fossils from a provincial
park, the author's daughter makes a rubbing.

1940s, but now a museum recounting the
history of the Town of the Blue Mountains.
Suzanne is the curator, and if you want to
see someone get excited about a topic, men-
tion fossils to her. Before coming to work
at the depot, she worked for five years in
the palaecontology department at the New
Brunswick Museum. Suzanne gave me a
tour of the fossil collection at the depot.

In addition to the trilobites, which are
the most common fossil found at Craiglei-
th, there are a whole tribe of weird and won-
derful creatures to discover, the ancestors of
modern clams, snails, worms, and squids.
The largest fossil animal found at Craigleith
is a five-metre squid (Endoceras proteiforme),
who kept his soft parts protected in a cone-
shaped shell. These giant squids were prob-
ably the top predators of their day.

There were also strange and wondrous
animals who did not survive in evolution’s
lottery, animals like the Graptolites, whose
fossil remains look like pencil scribbles on
the rock, and curious animals like the lily-
shaped Crinoids, who for many years were
thought to be fossilized flowers. Since they
have no living relations, we can only guess
how they might have lived. Suzanne proud-
ly pointed to one trilobite in the collection.

“I found that one,” she said. “It’s very
rare to find an entire trilobite. We tend to
find them in pieces. That one is called Isoze-
lus. It's not uncommon in other places, but

It's illegal to remove fossil
specimens from a provincial
park. Take rubbings instead.

we rarely find it around here.” She pointed
to a second fossil. “In Craigleith, you will
most often find that one — Psuedogygites lati-
marginatus.”

She cautioned me though. “The exposed
rock along the Craigleith shore is designated
an ANSI [Area of Natural and Scientific In-
terest], and it’s illegal to remove fossil speci-
mens from a provincial park.” She recom-
mended instead that we take some paper
and crayons and make rubbings of the best
specimens we found.

I have followed her advice. I beckon the
children and begin to distribute paper and
crayons. They fan out, looking for the best
examples to copy.

Continued on page 20
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Fossil Hunting at Craigleith

Continued from page 11

I had wondered just how sig-
nificant these fossil beds were, and
Suzanne had put me in touch with
David Rudkin, assistant curator of
invertebrate palacontology at the
Royal Ontario Museum. I put the
question to David.

He replied that the Craigleith
shoreline represented “the best
natural exposures of this particular
geologic unit anywhere in the prov-
ince.” What made it exciting was
the sheer number of trilobite fos-
sils in the layered bedding planes,
“a kind of natural trilobite labora-
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tory,” which, when combined with
the other fossil species found in the
shale, allowed the palacontologist
to reconstruct the “communities
that lived and died along with the
trilobites during a very interesting
interval of rapidly changing envi-
ronments near the end of the Or-
dovician period. All in all, a pretty
cool place!”

I wondered if the fossils were
in any danger, since only a small
portion of the shore was pro-
tected within the boundaries of
the provincial park. David’s an-
swer was more nuanced than I
expected.

Craigleith Provincial Park is on Highway 26 between
Collingwood and Thornbury. For more information see
www.ontarioparks.com/english/crai.html.

To learn more about fossils at Craigleith Heritage Depot, see
www.thebluemountains.ca/Craigleith-Heritage-Depot.cfm.

Though less common than Pseudogygites, the fossil
remains of Triarthrus eatoni can also be found at Craigleith.
Courtesy Suzanne Purdy, Craigleith Heritage Depot.

He reminded me that it is impos-
sible to preserve the shale, since it is
constantly being eroded by waves,
ice and winter storms. Each year,
new planes of fossils are exposed. His
chief concern was with “wholesale
development of the shoreline” where
large sections of the shore might be
covered with concrete or landfill, and
where access to the fossils for study
would no longer be possible. He also
worries about large-scale mining, as
happened briefly in the mid-19th
century, when the shale was crushed
to extract the naturally occurring oil
for use as a lubricant and lighting
source. He also felt that it “might also
be a good idea to set aside, perhaps on
a rotating basis, a portion of the best
outcrop as a reserve area with greatly
reduced activity.”

The children bring me their
rubbings, and we try to identify
their discoveries in an old field
guide. I am amazed at what they
have found.

In his entertaining compen-
dium, A Short History of Nearly

Everything, Bill Bryson notes that
the likelihood of any bone being
fossilized is about one in a billion,
and that the likelihood of that
bone being discovered is even less.
Only one species in 10,000 even
makes it into the fossil record. Any
fossil is therefore something of a
miracle. Yet, trilobite fossils are
numerous. This should not sur-
prise us, given that trilobites have
been around for so long. They en-
tered the fossil record in what has
been called the “Cambrian explo-
sion,” an enormous eruption of
new life that began about 540 mil-
lion years ago, and survived for the
next 300 million years, until they
vanished in the puzzling “Perm-
ian extinction,” which wiped out
about 95 per cent of the fossil re-
cord. Compared with trilobites,
humans have only been around for
the blink of an eye, and are likely

to vanish much sooner.

Ken Haigh, author of Under the
Holy Lake, /ives in the Beaver Valley.






