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Fission track and nannofossil ages from a Paleocene bentonite
in the Schlieren Flysch (Central Alps, Switzerland)

by Wilfried Winkler', Anthony J. Hurford’, Katharina von Salis Perch-Nielsen' and Gilles S. Odin’

Abstract

A bentonite layer contained in the Schlieren Flysch series has been dated by calcareous nannofossils and by
radiometric fission track analysis of volcanic zircon grains. The nannofossil assemblage belongs to NP5 zone and the
mean fission track age is 57.8 + 2.7 Ma. This new age constrains the poorly documented Palcocene part of the

geological time scale.

Keywords: Bentonite, zircon, fission track, calcareous nannofossils, Schlieren Flysch, Central Alps, Switzerland.

Introduction

The presence of bentonite layers in the Voirons,
Gurnigel, Schlieren and Wiigital Flysch was report-
ed by WINKLER (1983) and WINKLER et al. (1985 a,
b). The volcanic origin of these thin, yellow and
white altered layers was deduced from the clay
mineral and heavy mineral composition, and by
the presence of recrystallized pyroclastic debris in
some layers. Chemical analysis and theoretical cor-
rection for diagenetic modifications point generally
to partly andesitic and partly alkali basaltic (trachy-
basaltic) sources for these bentonites.

The record of synorogenic volcanism is general-
ly very poor in the Alps. The occurrence of the
altered ash layers thus may be due to distant vol-
canic activity not directly related to the Alpine
orogeny. However, palaeogeographic, sedimento-
logic and textural considerations make it probable
that they were derived from subduction related arc
or back-arc volcanic centers situated to the south of
the Alpine orogen ( WINKLER, 1983; WINKLER et al.,
1985b).

The host rock of the bentonites is a 1500~
1800 m thick turbiditic and hemipelagic Late Cre-
taceous to Eocene flysch series forming a more or

less continuous belt from Lake Geneva to Central
Switzerland. From sedimentologic, petrographic
and structural evidence it appears that the 300 km
long flysch sequence was deposited in a remnant
South Penninic, periodically convergent deep-sea
trench basin with a source area composed of both
basement and sedimentary cover rocks { WINKLER,
1983, 1984b). The lack of carbonate material in the
hemipelagic layers points to a depositional envi-
ronment below the local CCD (e.g. WINKLER,
1984a).

We have observed 14 nearly uncontaminated
bentonite layers in Late Maastrichtian, Paleocene
and Early Eocene flysch series and, particularly in
the Tertiary, they are closely related to the Ton-
stein-Schichten facies representing diachronous
abyssal plain/oceanic slope deposits, comparatively
rich in lime-free hemipelagic shales (WINKLER,
1983, 1984b). Their occurrence is also closely
linked to the presence of iron- and manganese-
bearing layers (WINKLER et al., 1985b).

The bentonite layers consist of a few millimeter
to 2 centimeter thin yellow and white clay layers
with high contents of montmorillonite in free phase
(up to 100% ) or in the mixed-layer phase montmo-
rillonite/illite (up to 80% ). As an important test of
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purity, in individual layers the total heavy mineral
content was recorded. The assemblages consist
nearly exclusively of euhedral apatite, zircon and a
few pseudo-hexagonal biotites and thus represent
uncontaminated volcanic ash layers. Additional
tourmaline, rutile, anatase, brookite and garnet
were considered as terrigencous impurities
(WINKLER et al., 1985b).

One of these layers (sample WW 1948) of early
Late Paleocene age revealed a very rich heavy
mineral content with abundant and well preserved
euhedral zircon grains. Together with the generally
good calcareous nannofossil control in the flysch
series (e.g. WINKLER, 1983) it was considered valu-
able to combine fission track dating of zircon with
current nannofossil zonation. In spite of the oc-
currence of the ash layer WW 1948 in a very lime-
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poor facies, by repeated sampling we were success-
ful in finding good nannofossil assemblages allow-
ing a first hand correlation of biostratigraphy with
the fission track dates.

Specification of bentonite WW 1948

The analysed ash layer occurs in the Anggenloue-
nen section in the Entlebuch area ca. 30 km SW of
Lucerne (section locality, Swiss topographic map
1:25.000 "Schiipfheim"”, coord. 647.760 / 194.020).
The samples were taken from the Lower Tonstein-
Schichten Fm. at the foot of the Fiirstein Mt. chain
(see Figs 1 and 2).

The Lower Tonstein-Schichten Fm. at this lo-
cation belongs to the outer facies belt of the Schlie-
ren flysch basin, characterized by thick abyssal
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Fig. I Simplified geological map of Central Switzerland with location of the Fiirstein mountain.
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Fig. 2 View of the northern slope of the Fiirstein with Paleocene and Lower Eocene formations. The box indicates
the position of section A in Fig. 3 with the bentonite in the lowermost part (detailed section B).

plain/oceanic slope deposits, reaching a younger
age (earliest Late Paleocene) in its top than in the
inner facies belt (NP4 or latest Early Paleocene,
WINKLER, 1983, 1984b). They consist of a generally
thin-bedded repetition of fine-grained turbiditic
sandstones and shales intercalated with compara-
tively thick and well developed greyish-green he-
mipelagic claystones (see Fig. 3). In contrast to
other formations of the Schlieren Flysch series, the
turbiditic shales in the Tonstein-Schichten facies
are always poor in carbonate material. In addition
to this, the Lower Tonstein-Schichten Fm. is
characterized by the occurrence of greenish, well
sorted, quartzitic turbidite beds, referred to as "Ol-
quarzite" by the pioneers of Swiss geology.

The clay fraction of the bentonite is composed
of 67% montmorillonite and 29% illite in the
mixed-layer phase; kaolinite amounts to 4% (semi-
quantitative estimates). From statistically counted
heavy mineral grains (enriched by bromoform
separation technique) 68% are apatite, 30% zircon,
2% titanite, 1% chromite and 3% contaminating
non-volcanic minerals (2% tourmaline, 1% brook-
ite). The typology of zircon (Purin, 1980) was
evaluated on 150 individual grains and the homo-
geneous distribution in the diagram indicates a pri-
mary calc-alkaline magma source. The observed

homogencous typology of the zircon grains proves
that the layer is the product of a single and not
reworked volcanic event. The assumed diagenesis
corrected chemical composition of the bentonite
points to the presence of a basaltic or phonolitic
volcanic ash, depending on which correction fac-
tors are applied (see WINKLER et al., 1985D).

There is good control on the maximum tem-
perature reached during burial of the bentonites.
From illite crystallinity measurements, clay mineral
assemblage and feldspar preservation it is assumed
that the series was affected by low to medium grade
diagenetic overprint of approximatively 70-100 °C
(WINKLER, 1983). Therefore apatite fission track
dating is not recommended.

Calcareous nannofossil biostratigraphy

The nannofossil samples were mostly taken at
the turbiditic sand-shale transition, because this is
in the present formation the most favourable place
to obtain carbonate-bearing and sufficiently soft
samples. Six samples were studied for calcareous
nannofossils in simple smear-slides and examined
with an optical microscope. Five of them contained
quite rich assemblages (Tab. 1). The preservation is
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Fig. 3 Composite {A) and detailed (B) section of the Anggenlouenen outcrop in the Lower Tonstein-Schichten
Formation.
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Tab. I Calcarcous nannofossil biostratigraphy below and above the bentonite layer in the Schiiercn Flysch. Abbre-
viations: vR, + = very rare, present, R =rare, Rf =rare to few, C = common. Preservation: vP = very poor, P = poor,
Pm = poor to moderate, M = moderate. For complete citations of authors of species see PERCH-NIELSEN (1985 a, b).

WW 1954 ;| WW 3037 : WW 1957 } WW3039 : WW 3271 : WW 794

Sample

Nannofossil

. C,Pm
abundance & preservation

vR, vP R, Pm R, M C, Pm

bevesnn
peccanafe

R, Pm

[ Palaeocene nannofossils|

Chiasmolithus sp.
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F. tympaniformis

F. ulii
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A LR,

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Markalius inversus
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Prinsius martinii
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Neochiastozygus perfectus
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C. frequens
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Arkhangelskiella cymbiformis
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Ellipsagelosphaera communis
Eprolithus floralis
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very poor in one sample and poor to moderate in
the others. The poorly preserved assemblages are
affected heavily by dissolution. This has affected
the diversity of the assemblages, in that fragile spe-
cies have been removed or broken and are no lon-
ger determinable. The biostratigraphic marker spe-
cies of the Late Paleocene are, however, relatively
solution resistant and thus the zonal assignments
are judged to be realistic.

‘The two samples below and the two samples
above the bentonite layer (see Fig. 3, Tab. 1) fea-
ture assemblages typical of NP5, the Fasciculithus
tympaniformis Zone of MARTINI (1971), including
F. tympaniformis but no Heliolithus kleinpellii. The
latter appears very rare in sample WW 3271. It
reaches rare to few in the uppermost sample stud-
ied and assigns these two samples to NP6, the He-
liolithus kleinpellii Zone, since the marker of NP7,
Discoaster mohleri, was not found. No calcareous
nannofossils indicative of younger zones were ob-
served. .

VaroL (1989) subdivided both NP5 and NP6, a
subdivision that was not feasible in our material.
He noticed an overlap of H. kieinpellii with Fa-
sciculithus janii and F. pileatus, an interval that
should fall between samples WW 3039 and WW
3271. Its absence might indicate slow sedimenta-
tion or a hiatus between those two samples.

Reworked Mesozoic coccoliths were found in
all samples. Most species have a Late Cretaceous
range but sample WW 3271 also contains species
with a Late Jurassic range (Stephanolithion bigotii)
and some with an early Cretaceous distribution
(Nannoconus steinmannii) — an expression of
deeper erosion during the regression around the
NP 5/6 boundary (Hag et al., 1988)?

Fission track ages

The clayey bentonite samples (totally approx.
1.5 kg) were disaggregated by repeated soaking in
cold Désogéne (CIBA-GEIGY, Basel) and short
treatments in the ultra-sound bath. Heavy minerals
(including zircons) were separated from the sandy
residue by conventional heavy liquid (bromoform)
techniques. Fission track ages were measured for
two independant zircon samples (B-20 and WW
1948) using the external detector method approach
(GLeaDpow, 1981). U spontaneous fission tracks
were etched in the polished zircon crystals using a
eutectic of KOH-NaOH at 220 °C for 15 hrs
(GLeaDOW et al., 1976). *5U induced fission tracks
were recorded in an external detector of low-urani-
um mica, held against the zircons during irradiation
with thermal neutrons. These micas were subse-
quently etched using 40% HF at 20 °C for 45 mins.

W. WINKLER, A.J. HURFORD, K. VON SALIS PERCH-NIELSEN AND G. S. ODIN

Sample B-20 (see preliminary presentation by
Hurrorbp et al., 1987) was irradiated in the J1 ther-
mal facility of the HERALD reactor, Aldermas-
ton, UK, and sample WW 1948 in the thermal
column of the PLUTO reactor, Harwell, UK.
Track counting utilised a ZEISS Axioplan micros-
cope (100X oil objective, total magnification
1250X) equipped with a Stagemover computerised
stage system to locate the zircon crystals and their
mirror image mica impressions. Neutron fluences
were monitored by including wafers of uranium
dosimeter glass CN1 (Hurrorp and GREEN, 1983)
at either end of the sample stack and counting the
induced tracks recorded in a mica detector held
against the glass.

Sample ages (Tab. 2) were calculated using the
zeta calibration approach (FLEISCHER and HART,
1972) using a value of 113.0 + 2.6 for {, deter-
mined by repeated analysis of age standards (Hur-
FORD and GREEN, 1983). As a control of calibration,
aliquots of zircon age standards from the Fish Can-
yon tuff (San Juan, Colorado, see Hurrorp and
HamMERsScHMIDT, 1985) and the Buluk Member
tuff (northern Kenya, see HUrRFORD and WATKINS,
1987) were included in each irradiation. Analytical
results are given in Tab. 2. Analyses were subject-
ed to a y>-test (GALBRAITH, 1981) to determine
whether any extra-Poissonian error might be
present. Each data set passed the test at > 5% level,
indicating the Poissonian error (the conventional
error of Green, 1981) derived from counting sta-
tistics to be a reasonable estimator of experimental
error.

The results for the two samples are identical
within their errors with a mean of 57.8 £ 2.7 (1 o)
Ma (or a weighted mean of 57.8 + 1.9 [1 o] Ma).

Discussion and conclusions

Our data indicate that the bentonite, embedded in
sediments biostratigraphically correlated with NP5
zone (early Late Paleocene) contains volcanic zir-
cons which yield a mean fission track age of 57.8
2.7 Ma. Biostratigraphic dating had to be carried
out on turbiditic shales. The first occurrences of
nannofossil marker species were considered for
zonal assignments. Both the reworked nature and
possible postdepositional dissolution could repre-
sent a probable source of error. However, the zonal
markers for NP5 (Fasciculithus tympaniformis) and
NP6 (Heliolithus kleinpellii) are rather solution re-
sistant forms and they occur in our section in an
obviously undisturbed succession. In addition, this
biostratigraphic correlation fits well with other
nannofossil dates in adjacent areas (WINKLER,
1983).
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Tab. 2 Zircon fission track data measured on the bentonite samples B-20 and WW 1948 and standards.

Samples Mineral Spontaneous Induced P Dosimeter Age

and and No. Ps p; Py Matlo

Standards Crystals (N (N) (Ny)

Schlieren

Flysch

B-20 zircon 6.728 4.305 70% 0.66 58.0+2.5
20 (2122) (1358) (4700)

Wi 1948 zircon 8.181 4.893 20% 0.611 575%29
10 (1167) (698) (3880)

Age

Standards

Fish zircon 5.535 8.395 55% 0.749 27.8x1.1

Canyon 20 (2778) (4213) (4700)

Fish zircon 6.31 8.127 45% 0.611 208+ 0.8

Canyon 14 (2910) (3748) (3880)

Buluk zircon 1.149 2.869 65% 0.742 16.8+0.7

Member 20 (1433) (3579) (4700)

Notes: {eni = 113 £ 3; other constants as defined in Hurrorp and

(i). track densities (p) are as measured and are
(X< 10%tr em?); numbers of tracks counted (N) shown in
brackets;

(ii). analyses by external detector method using 0.5 for
the 4m/27 geometry correction factor;

(iii). ages calculated using dosimeter glass CN-1 with

GRreeN (1983);

(iv). Px? is probability of obtaining x2 value for v degrees
of freedom, where v = no. crystals - 1;

(v).independent ages of standards: Fish Canyon Tuff27.8
+ (0.7 Ma; Buluk Member Tuff 16.2 £ 0.2 Ma (sece HuUr-
FORD and GREEN, 1983; HURFORD and WaTKINS, 1987).

Preliminary radiometric *U/**Pb dating of
two zircon samples from the same bentonite layer
was provided by FiscHEr (1988) revealing ages of
52.57+0.22 and 54.78 £ 0.50 (2 o) Ma. These quite
similar and young dates certainly confirm the syn-
sedimentary volcanic derivation of the zircon
grains. However, in comparison with current chro-
nostratigraphic calibrations as CUurry and ObDIN
(1982) these radiometric ages correlate with NP
zones 8-10 at about the Paleocene-Eocene bound-
ary. From palaentologic evidence the fission track
ages are preferred to the U-Pb ages since the tran-
sition from Late Paleocene to Early Eocene corre-
sponding with the U-Pb ages occurs in the same
section higher up in the series at the boundary
between NP 9 and NP 10 which coincides with the

transition from the Guber Sandstone to the Upper
Tonstein-Schichten Formation in Fig. 2.

The present fission track age of 57.8 + 2.7 Ma
corresponds better with most existing chronostrati-
graphic and biostratigraphic correlations. It coin-
cides with NP5 in Curry and ObpiN (1982), appro-
ximatively with the transition from NP5 to NP6
in HARLAND et al. (1982; but not with HARLAND et
al., 1990) and lowermost NP6 in Haq et al. (1988).
Because of the poor outcrop conditions at the base
of the Fiirstein mountain chain the position of the
bentonite inside the NP5 zone cannot be more pre-
cisely assessed at the present time.

The mean fission track age of 57.8+2.7Mais a
new constraint for calibrating the Palacogene time
scale at a place where very few results are available.
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