
  CHAPTER 1

  The Ice Age: One Million to 11,000 Years Ago

  THE LAND BEFORE MAN


  In the beginning there was ice. Lots of ice. Glaciers full of ice. Thirty to forty thousand years ago, the Laurentide Ice Sheet scrunched its bulldozer-like way south across New England from central Canada, spreading like an icy, viscous mass, grinding up everything in its path. This frigid behemoth, well over a mile thick at its center, was the last of between three and seven ice sheets to slide its way southward during the Pleistocene Epoch that began some two million years ago. So much water was locked up in Northern Hemisphere ice at that time that by one estimate the ice held eight million cubic miles of water. The sea level was lowered by more than 275 feet.
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  A melting glacier does indeed leave behind chaos. It will be many decades before vegetation might come in to soften this barren landscape on Ellesmere Island in the Arctic Ocean.


  As the ice spread southward, it advanced on a mixture of water and ground rock, sometimes at the rate of inches a day, sometimes not moving at all. When still, the ice froze to the surface. When movement began again, the ice plucked up the material it had frozen to, and dragged it along, sometimes mud and gravel, sometimes huge boulders called erratics, and all sizes in between.


  The ice sheet ceased its southerly movement when melting from the warmer climate balanced its forward motion—roughly around sixteen thousand years ago. For maybe the next five thousand years the counter forces of advance and retreat remained in equilibrium. All the while, the glacial conveyor belt continued to bring down masses of material. The material that marks the line of the glacier’s farthest reach is called a terminal moraine. Cape Cod, Martha’s Vineyard, Nantucket, and Long Island mark a section of the terminal moraine in New England.


  As it retreated, the ice sheet left behind a true mess—Mother Nature at her sloppiest! This rocky jumble, in general, is called glacial drift. Glacial melt-water sorted some of this into clays, silts, and sands, which ended up in lowlands and in ponds and lakes, making up what is called stratified drift. These deposits contained few large rocks. Consequently, today there are few stone walls to be seen in these areas.


  Living was easier and tilling the soil was a pleasure for those lucky, or canny enough to stake out land over stratified drift. But woe unto the settler whose land was made up of a blanket of unstratified drift, more commonly called till. This material was never tidied up by wind and water. It sprawls over the land just as the glacier dumped it, a helter-skelter chaos of rock and gravel in an infinite variety of sizes.
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  Some 20,000 years ago, had there been a Boston, Massachusetts, a glacier a mile thick might have loomed over the city like this. (I credit the idea for this composite image to David Howell, who illustrated Susan Allport’s wonderful book on stone walls, Sermons in Stone). It is always awesome for me to realize how recently this happened. Based on the earth’s estimated age of 4.6 billion years, the 20,000 years it took for ice, more than one mile thick, to cover the land where Boston now stands was a mere eye blink.


  When the first settlers claimed their land, it was difficult, of course, for them to know what lay beneath the surface. With the retreat of the glaciers came the advance of vegetation. As we shall see, it would be some time before the soil of New England revealed its true character.
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  The softly rounded upland topography of central Connecticut indicates it is underlaid by hardpan. Also called lodgment till, this layer was the paste that floated the ice sheet, that greased its way across the bedrock. Consequently, due to the incredible pressure of tons of ice, this mixture of mud, sand, and crush-resistant rocks was compressed into a mass nearly cement-like in hardness.
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  The rocks from this layer, mostly rounded and very hard, were often the first ones to bedevil the early farmers each spring as frost left the soil. This wall is located in Litchfield, Connecticut.
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  The glacier also left a less compacted layer of debris on top of the hardpan. Called ablation till or meltout till, it was unceremoniously dumped in an unsorted mess by the glacier during its final melting stage. This material contained mostly angular rocks and gravel, having not been subjected to the crushing, grinding weight of glacial ice. Ablation till is probably the source of this unfortunate farmer’s rocky headache. Ablation till, particularly if deposited on a slope where erosion could sweep away smaller particles, was the source of rock for most of New England’s stone walls. Being angular, they stacked easily. That zones of lodgment till and ablation till can exist next to each other explains why, when driving along a back road, one can see a wall made mostly of rounded stone and then, a few hundred yards farther, the wall’s material is primarily angular, slab-like stone. Imagine tackling this clearing job without power equipment—but it was done that way for nearly three hundred years!
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  Not all of the glacier’s leavings were small enough to be buried. One of the largest known erratics in the world is located in Madison, New Hampshire. Some clever physicist has estimated its weight to be 4,662 tons! What a testimony to the strength of the ice sheet!
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  Stone walls aren’t as ubiquitous in New England as they might seem. In the flood plains of such rivers as the Connecticut and the Farmington, one can drive for miles without seeing a wall, unless the stones were imported.
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  While the surface of New England’s soils may appear benign, what lurks just beneath the vegetation can pack plenty of discouragement. This cross-section of a Maine gravel pit shows a concentration of boulders in the top layer, probably the result of stream action at the time of deposition. The freeze and thaw cycle may well have contributed to the massive amount of rocks just below the surface, right where a farmer would run his plow.
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  The topography of northeastern Connecticut is typical of land underlain by lodgement till. Stone walls, shaded by trees, separate these fertile fields in Woodstock which have been cultivated for more than three hundred years.


  
    WALL BUILDER: TED PEACH


    Ted Peach knows Marblehead, Massachusetts, quite well. It has been home to his family since the mid-1600s. He knows all of Marblehead’s twisting, ancient byways and alleyways. And he knows its stone walls. Ted and his forebears have been building and repairing Marblehead’s stone walls for more than two centuries.


    Ted stands beside a tall, drywall stone seawall on the Marblehead waterfront. “Our family has maintained this for over a century,” he says with pride. “This seawall here dates back to probably 1840, or even 1830. And our history with this land goes back even further. The house you see behind me—I have a plot plan that shows that that house was owned by John Peach, my ‘way-back’ grandfather in the year 1700 and that it overlooked John Peach’s Marsh.”
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    Ted’s family’s style of building walls was ideally to place stones two on one, one on two, with beautifully flat faces and a harmony of size. “That’s the ideal,” Ted says, “but it depends what you’re working with. If you’re dealing with rock you’ve blown out of the ground, you
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    AUTHOR’S NOTE


    I’ve often pondered the similarity between a well-made drystone wall and a well-lived life. Both depend on a solid foundation. There are some walls, and some people, who are fortunate enough to come into the world close to solid bedrock. Others have to dig deep to stabilize their base, to accumulate rip-rap in the form of life experiences, and build a bedrock of their own. Walls, like lives, are strengthened by these bits and pieces of experiences from the school of hard knocks—and together, they create a sturdy platform on which to grow.


    Given a solid starting point, the building begins. For the wall, the largest stones go in first, laid carefully and true. For the person, the components are equally large and basic: a nurturing family, and the development of social skills, facility with language, and educational fundamentals.


    Maturity comes slowly with careful placement of the building blocks, filling in the empty spaces with well-selected filler experiences, making sure the components all touch each other in as many ways as possible. With people, as with walls, square and straight may not be exciting attributes, but they make for very solid citizens.


    No matter how striking a wall or a person may look from the outside, if the core elements are assembled without the discipline of tightly interlocking interior pieces for solidity and strength, the wall—or the person—is prone to suffer a shortened or less successful life.


    Even in our older years we find similarities in comparing our lives with those of walls. We start turning gray around forty. Our various parts loosen up. Some even fall out. Our surfaces dry out and might grow scaly. Our bottoms spread. Our once straight­backed posture becomes more rounded, less stable. Yet, while we may not last much more than the proverbial three score and ten, our friends, the walls, have the potential for lasting decades or even centuries. Long live us both!
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