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  Dedicated to the memory of my father, who loved the coast of Maine and its people.




  Monhegan is a pleasant isle,




  As fair as fair can be,




  The sweetheart of the summer sun,




  The jewel of the sea.




  —Cited by A. J. Pettingill in




  The New England Magazine, September 1898
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  Monhegan, seen from the air.
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  Geology




  To understand where the island of Monhegan came from, you must go back hundreds of millions of years. The earth was composed of about a dozen tectonic plates, all floating on a liquid core. Currents, generated by the earth’s internal heat, caused the plates to move around. Beginning some four hundred and fifty million years ago there was a series of collisions between North America and Northwest Africa. Volcanic extrusions brought dense, granitic rock material close to the surface. These collisions created thrust faults, which folded the upper layers of rock into a series of mountains as high as the Himalayas and Mount Everest. Millions of years of wind and water erosion reduced those peaks to the soft, rounded Berkshire Hills in Massachusetts and the Taconic Mountains of New York. The Appalachian Mountains were also formed by this folding, and likewise worn down by millions of years of erosion.




  Now for the second act. Beginning about two million years ago, a series of ice ages began to invade New England. These went through cycles of melting and retreating to re-forming and covering New England once more. The last ice sheet extended south to mid-Pennsylvania and was a mile thick in the New England area. The great weight of the ice mass actually depressed New England, especially the coastline, by a couple of hundred feet. As the last ice sheet melted, the land slowly rose. Melting ice water caused the sea level to rise faster than the land, isolating Maine’s coastal mountains, which became islands. The sea level is still rising in the Gulf of Maine, about a foot in the last hundred years. Global warming will undoubtedly increase this rate.




  The glaciers scraped the tops off mountains and hills in New England and carried the material south as the glaciers advanced. As they retreated, some 10,000 years ago, this material was left behind, forming Cape Cod and Long Island.




  [image: An igneous intrusion in gabbro.]




  An igneous intrusion in gabbro.




  [image: Closeup of gabbro’s fine grain.]




  Closeup of gabbro’s fine grain.




  [image: The vertical alignment of sedimentary rocks is an example of uplifting.]




  The vertical alignment of sedimentary rocks is an example of uplifting.




  [image: This erratic boulder was left behind by the last glacier.]




  This erratic boulder was left behind by the last glacier.




  [image: Gull Rock is a massive chunk of gabbro.]




  Gull Rock is a massive chunk of gabbro.




  Where does Monhegan fit into this geologic history? Basically, Monhegan began as a mountain formed by upthrusting and folding millions of years ago, became an island surrounded by a rising sea level, and was then worn down by erosion. Monhegan’s headlands, on the east side of the island, have been exposed to greater erosion by wind and wave action and hence the steep cliffs have evolved.




  Monhegan’s major bedrock is granite and gabbro, both igneous rock, originally formed by great heat within the earth’s interior. Evidence of all this geologic activity is easy to find on Monhegan. Gull Rock, on the eastern side of the island, is a huge chunk of gabbro, as is much of the rest of Monhegan. Gabbro is a dense igneous rock similar to granite. Careful observation of rocks in the Lobster Cove area will reveal signs of past uplifting. Layers of rock originally formed horizontally have been tilted to the vertical.




  Monhegan, once a mountaintop and now an island, continues to evolve as the forces of nature continue to work on it.




  [image: Monhegan’s steep east side is a result of erosion and weathering.]




  Monhegan’s steep east side is a result of erosion and weathering.




  Early Inhabitants and Settlement




  [image: Some speculate that these markings on Manana are runes left by Norse explorers.]




  Some speculate that these markings on Manana are runes left by Norse explorers.




  [image: This plaque commemorates Captain John Smith’s visit to Monhegan in 1614.]




  This plaque commemorates Captain John Smith’s visit to Monhegan in 1614.




  As the last ice sheet began retreating, the land became uncovered and grew fertile again. Native Americans moved into the area. The first record of anybody inhabiting the Gulf of Maine comes from the shellfish piles, called mid­dens, left by Native Americans. Carbon dating indicates that Native Americans were settled in this area around 5,000 years ago. Midden analysis indicates that they ate huge amounts of clams, oysters, flounder, sculpin, and even swordfish. In addition, ducks, geese, seals, moose, deer, and caribou were also part of their diet.
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