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Seventeen samples were received from Dr Martin Bates on February 3rd 2018.  They were from Test Pit 2, at Tan-y-Bwlch on the foreshore in front is what is now a storm beach.  To the east is the River Ystwyth, which having left its valley then turns north and runs behind this storm beach until it finally enters the sea on the south side of Aberystwyth Harbour. At the site of Test Pit 2 a sequence of organic deposits were found, whose age and depositional environment are not known for certain, but may be part of an earlier Ystwyth estuary when sea-levels were lower.

Three cores were taken in Test Pit 2, in ascending order  - Core 3 (5 samples with sample 5 at the base), then Core 2 (6 samples in ascending order from 6 through to 1), and finally, Core 1 (6 samples, again in ascending order 6 through to 1).  So Core 3, sample 5 is the lowest and oldest, whilst Core 1, sample 1 is the uppermost.

As this was a preliminary assessment in association with a student project and involved other specialist attention, just 9 samples were initially chosen for examination of their microfauna/flora under the microscope: 1, 3 and 5 from Core 3; 1, 3 and 6 from Core 2; and 2, 4 and 6 from Core 1.

All 17 samples were processed, however, and their residues can be made available for further analysis, if required. The fact that they were washed through a 75 micron sieve should be borne in mind. 

Core 3
The lowest part of the sequence at Tan-py-Bwlch. The three residues examined (5, 3 and 1) were all composed of plant debris, sometimes coarse, sometimes fine with small seeds.  There was some iron mineral in the form of a thin iron-pan, especially towards the base, suggesting some initial soil formation or drying out and weathering perhaps in a cold climate.  Sample 1 was more peaty.  All had small stones in the residue. Nothing else was found.

Core 2
The three residues (6, 3 and 1) all had much plant debris and some small seeds.  There was still a little iron towards the base of the core.  This time, samples 3 and 1 also contained insect remains – often chironimid (midge) remains and fragments of beetles. So far in Test Pit 2 there had been no calcium carbonate preservation and in the absence of anything to the contrary (e.g. brackish agglutinating foraminifera), the ecology is assumed to have been freshwater.
Core 1 
Three residues were initially chosen for examination (6, 4 and 2). Sample 6 had much plant debris and small seeds, as before.  When sample 2 was examined, however, in addition to a great many insects (small “bugs”) some agglutinating foraminifera were found, belonging to Jadammina macrescens. This is a herbivore and detritivore which lives and feeds on decaying vegetation. It makes a test of mineral grains which it assembles with organic cement on an organic template, but it readily collapses on death and is very difficult to readily identify amongst the organic “dust”  that comprise these residues!  Its presence, though, immediately indicates brackish saltmarsh and hence tidal access. Following this discovery its occurrence was also confirmed in sample 4 (in association with another marsh agglutinating foraminifer, Miliammina fusca).  In order to tie down further its first occurrence in Core 1, sample 5 was then examined and after a careful search J. macrescens was also found, albeit rarely and of a very small in size.  It is now therefore possible to state that tidal access was first achieved between samples 6 and 5 in Core 1, this being due, no doubt, to some major coastal geographic change, in association with or without sea-level rise.


Much more information will be achieved on this sequence, time permitting. A palynological analysis ought to provide a great deal more.  The organic content (plant remains) appears to vary between samples – some is very coarse, in other cases it is fine and fibrous.  Insect remains may also provide some environmental information, although I did not see a single one in Core 3.  Finally, in order to further clarify the onset of brackish conditions (and tidal access), a look-out for the organic linings of foraminifera ought to be made in the palynological preparations. It is assumed at a further stage, radiocarbon dating will aim to provide an age-range for these sediments, thus greatly increasing our knowledge of the coastal changes in this part of the Welsh coast. 
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