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The Geology and Geography of Connecticut

ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES

· Science Standard 7: The Earth
· Social Studies Standard 9: Places and Regions

· Social Studies Standard 10: Physical Systems
The geology of a landscape is like the bones of a body; it provides the structure for what is seen.  The geology underlying J. Alden Weir's Farm in Branchville is no exception.  Here the bedrock geology forms gently rolling pastures and the effects of the glaciers that retreated over 18 thousand years ago become visible in the rock outcrops and boulders on the property.

In general, the state of Connecticut is composed of four landscape regions: the Eastern Uplands, Central Valley, Western Uplands and Coastal areas. These are characterized by the type of bedrock base and the effect the glaciers had on this base; each area has resulted in a different typical landscape.  The bedrock of the Central Valley was soft sedimentary rock that was easily pulverized by the glaciers, leaving few rocks or boulders, but rich soils in flat areas that were easily farmed.  The first European settlers originally farmed this region early in the 17th century.  

The Coastal area is dominated by the presence of the edge of the water of Long Island Sound.  The land along the coastal slope is very fertile, containing a high content of lime that was carried down by the glaciers from the north.  The Europeans, because of the fertility of the soil and the many fine protected harbors also settled this area very early. 

The look of the Eastern and Western Upland landscape is very similar.  They were both formed on metamorphic bedrock where the glaciers were unable to grind up the hard bedrock, and large boulders were either left near where they were broken from the bedrock or were carried sometimes miles away, where they were finally deposited by the glacier.  These boulders are known as glacial erratics.    

The two Upland areas were largely settled by the 1800's, despite the stoniness of the land.  Farmers had to move the rocks by hand in order to plow, and ran the risk of blunting the blades of their plows on rocks hidden beneath the surface.  They used the stones to build the miles of stone walls in New England. Although the work to prepare the land for farming was considerable, this soil was quite fertile, and for the typical small farmer was well worth the effort.  

Connecticut farms were very productive, both in the valley and the uplands, but by 1860 there was hardly an acre of arable land in the state not in pasture or crops.  With three quarters of the state in farmland, the appearance of the landscape was much more open than it is today revealing the structure of the land and the patchwork quality of field after field delineated by stone walls, only occasionally broken up by woods. 

The beauty of Connecticut's landscape lies not in grand vistas such as those of the American west, but in countless small details made possible by the geology of the area.  This is the intimate landscape that Weir loved and tried to capture in his paintings of the landscape at Weir Farm.

The Natural History of Weir Farm – A Brief Sketch

Weir Farm is situated in the Southwestern Hills Region of Connecticut, an upland terrain marked by rolling hills and valleys. Most of the Farm lies within the headwaters of a drainage system that flows northeastwardly from elevations of 650 feet toward Branchville and the Norwalk River. In many places differential weathering of bedrock over time resulted in a series of elongate, rock bound ridges and intervening lowlands often occupied by swamps and water courses. In the eastern section of the Farm is an artificial impoundment, the Weir Pond, that dates from the late 1800s. It supports a variety of aquatic plants, some fish, and rich assemblies of shoreline trees and shrubs.

Signs of past glaciation may be seen almost everywhere: round-shaped hills, scoured bedrock, and vast numbers of transported boulders and stones. Early farmers cleared the land of these stones and constructed systems of walls still in evidence today. Associated practices of grazing and cropping of the land have long since ceased, except in the few fields and gardens located near the historic core of the Farm.

Elsewhere, the land has reverted to forest, principally hardwoods of a mixed woodland type. Wide differences in tree age (up to 200 years) and size can be related to when each parcel of farmland was abandoned. A complex mosaic of successional differences with a varied topographic setting has led to the diverse forest seen today. Along with associated shrubs and herbaceous plants (including many wildflowers, ferns, and clubmosses), this high diversity provides a suitable habitat for various forms of wildlife including amphibians, turtles, small mammals, fox, raccoon, deer, and birds. 

Discussion questions for students 

Which type of landscape did J. Alden Weir depict in Upland Pasture?

What can we "read" from the landscape shown in Upland Pasture?

Can you tell if the landscape shown is on a hill or in a valley?

What would the soil be like in either place?

What do the boulders and rock outcrops suggest?

How is this land used?  why?

Were there so many ledges and big boulders that the farmer didn't try to plow it for crops?

Reading the Landscape

We can read a landscape as we read a book, using our eyes and thinking about what we see.  Looking at such things as the shape of the land and the types of plants and animals living in the landscape, we can understand the natural environment.  By looking at man-made changes to the landscape, we can understand how man has lived on the land over time.  After spending time outside, carefully examining the land, patterns will start to appear. These are all clues that can tell us many things about the landscape and the people that have lived there.  For instance, certain plants indicate wetland areas, fields strewn with different size boulders are good indicators of glaciation, and stone walls in young woods tell us that the land was previously open and farmed.

Artists are often keen observers of the landscape, sometimes looking for unusual things in the landscape, and at other times for the typical ordinary things that best represents the landscape that they are familiar with.  

Student Task:

Using your best observation and drawing skills, map an area of landscape that you are familiar with.  What do your landmarks tell you about the land historically?  What do they tell you about how the land is used today?  Share your maps with the class and discuss the project.
