
The word fossil comes from the Latin word that means to ‘dig up’. A fossil is the preserved remains or an impression of the remains (whole or part) of an organism. This organism could be plant or animal. An organism that is fossilised doesn’t need to be an extinct species. The organism is, of course, dead but the species it belongs to may still be alive.

Sometimes its ancestors or near relatives have been fossilised but its descendants and ‘cousins’ are living today. Fossils are usually found in sedimentary rocks. Most sedimentary rocks are made up of particles such as pebbles, sand and mud. These particles may be compressed and cemented together to become rocks. This rock forming process usually happens at the bottom of lakes, rivers or in the sea where the particles (sediment) have settled in layers. It can also happen in wind-blown sand dunes. The layers of sediment can sometime contain the remains of dead organisms. If conditions are right, the layers will consolidate into rocks, and the preserved remains of the dead organisms will become fossils.
What are the preserved remains? Living things are composed of a mixture of compounds of carbon as well as small amounts of other elements and inorganic compounds. Most carbon compounds decompose over time and usually, very little of the original organism remains in the rock, apart from its shape. As it is fossilised, the remains of the organism may change from its original organic composition.
One way this change happens is by the action of ground water. As it seeps through layers of porous sediments (just as in a kitchen sponge), the water dissolves minerals from the rock particles. It then seeps into the organism and dissolves the organic remains, replacing them with those minerals. In some cases minerals are added to organic material – a process called permineralisation- so that both the original carbon-based material and new minerals are present. You may recognise that replacement of the original material has taken place if:

• The fossil is the same colour as the rock it is found in.

• The fossil is heavier than the original shell or bone would have been.

• The fossil looks different from the original organism.

