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  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date




  




  Every effort has been made by the authors and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible.However,many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, and so on.




  We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the authors. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  The Globe Pequot Press


  

  Reader Response/Editorial Department


  

  P.O. Box 480


  

Guilford, CT 06437




  Or you may e-mail us at:




  editorial@GlobePequot.com




  Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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  To all who use and love the river that connects us.
May its future be clean and full of life.
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Preface





  




  Just south of the Canadian border in the quiet mountains of New Hampshire, the Connecticut River trickles to life from spring-fed bogs and brooks. The river flows 410 miles and drains more than 11,000 square miles of land before its journey ends at Long Island Sound. Mostly meandering and at times rushing forcefully, the Connecticut River flows past a diverse landscape of rich agricultural lands, rural communities, urban centers, and tidal marshes. The river has often been admired for its ability to provide us with power, transportation, and food. In the last two decades, its ecological importance has also begun receiving wider acclaim. In 1997 the federal government designated the Connecticut River watershed as the Silvio O. Conte National Fish and Wildlife National Refuge to protect the resources of the region. In 1998 the river was also designated as one of only fourteen American Heritage Rivers in the country, an acknowledgment that its rich heritage, ecological importance, and natural diversity have national significance. The lower Connecticut contains one of the most pristine large-river tidal marsh systems in the Northeast, and is recognized as containing “Wetlands of International Importance” by the Ramsar Convention, an international treaty intended to help conserve valuable wetlands around the globe.




  Unfortunately, the Connecticut River has not always been treated with such respect. In 1959, a few years after the Connecticut River Watershed Council was formed, Dr. Joseph Davidson and his wife took one of the earliest documented trips from the Connecticut River headwaters to the sea. The trip was designed to educate people about the river’s polluted state and to inspire action for its preservation. Restoration efforts throughout our region have helped the river to recover. Now people have stopped turning their backs on the river and are diving in—literally—to experience and enjoy the wonderful natural resource we have flowing through our communities. At the Connecticut River Watershed Council, we still think the best way to protect the river is through you. We believe that once individuals experience firsthand the peacefulness and exhilaration the Connecticut has to offer, its value becomes clear and its protection, a priority.




  It is this desire to share the Connecticut River with others that inspired the first Complete Boating Guide to the Connecticut River in 1986 and that, twenty years later, compels us to publish this revision. In addition to providing you with updated information, The Connecticut River Boating Guide: Source to Sea differs in several important ways from the earlier edition: We used GPS technology to create the maps and have provided mileage points to locate all major features and services; we have added side-bars to provide more in-depth information about the river and an appendix with contact information, Web sites, and other resources you can mine to expand your experience; and we have deleted the advertisements, allowing for the addition of some wonderful photographs.




  It is our hope that this guide gives you the tools to make the most of your experiences on New England’s longest and largest river, the beautiful Connecticut.




  —Chelsea Reiff Gwyther, executive director


  

  Connecticut River Watershed Council
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Introduction





  




  Authors’ Welcome to the River




  The Connecticut River runs through the heart of New England, through its geological beginnings, its Native American prehistory, and the founding of the United States. To travel from the Great North Woods at the New Hampshire–Canadian border to the sandbars on Long Island Sound—from source to sea—requires about a month of paddling. You will pass through New England’s signature landscapes, such as its forests, farms, and mountains; you will see classic New England towns and industrial cities that date back to the Industrial Revolution; you will find run-down villages and thriving communities, sadly eroded banks and recovered waterfronts, surprising solitude right next to major cities and unexpectedly crowded motorboat traffic in some more rural reaches.




  Great surprises await everyone who spends time on the Connecticut. You might see bears, moose, mink, otters, and weasels, not to mention eagles, ospreys, waterfowl, shorebirds, and two dozen species of warblers. Look for Indian petroglyphs and dinosaur footprints, or the remnants of a great glacial lake or a waterfall the river long ago abandoned. There will be what is left of bridges and ferries, and retainers for logs from upriver drives.




  The river is waiting for you to discover it, so get into your kayak or canoe, gas up your motorboat, and get on the river. Above all, take your time, find the river’s pace, and let it show you something you may have never known about yourself.




  If nothing else, let the river connect you to the larger order of things. It has been around a long time, and you will gain much from knowing it more intimately. In connecting to the river, you enlarge yourself and find connections to the smaller and larger world around you.




  Once you have gotten to know the river a bit better, please advocate for it. Join the many volunteer efforts in your community to get better access to it and keep its banks clean and stable, its fisheries healthy, and its communities vital. It’s all of a piece, the river and its people.




  Over our lifetimes we three authors have spent thousands of hours on this magnificent river and write this book to celebrate its existence, its resilience, and its global significance. Come, join us and enjoy the ride!




  —John Sinton, Elizabeth Farnsworth, and Wendy Sinton




  
How to Use This Guide





  The book is organized into the following sections: 


  

  

	Introduction: How to use this guide and boating safety.


  

	The River: Essays on geography, history, and natural history.




	The Reaches: Overviews, reach descriptions, boating facilities charts, and maps from north to south.




	Appendixes: Contact information, bibliography of useful readings, and Web sites.









  We describe twenty-eight reaches, which range in length from 9 to 21 miles. The beginning and end of each reach has a boat access area, and all reaches can be done in a single day. Each reach description has six elements: a map, a boating facilities table, at-a-glance information, an overview of the river with points of interest noted, a detailed reach description with mileage points, a sidebar highlighting a point of interest along the route. Wherever possible, we begin with a map and the boating facilities table on facing pages for easy navigation reference. River mileage is designated from the source at mile 410 to the sea at mile 0.




  A Typical Reach Description




  Here’s the information you can expect to find within each reach:




  Map




  Each reach map includes large islands; significant tributary streams and rivers; bridges and dams; cities and towns; major roads; topography; and points of interest such as mountains, large wetlands, parks, or place-names. Numbered sites correspond to the numbers listing in the boating facilities table. All numbered sites were determined using a GPS to determine their locations as precisely as possible. Boat launches are indicated by numbered points, and campsites are indicated by triangular tent symbols.




  

  Boating Facilities Table




  The boating facilities table provides numbers that correspond directly to the numbers of launch sites and campsites on the maps. Driving directions from major roads to the site are given except where access is solely from the river. The table lists the type of ramp; its suitability for either car-top boats only or all types of boats; parking availability; the availability of supplies such as food; and whether there are fees for parking or services. It also lists public campsites, several of which are only accessible from the river by boat. We include information on private or semi-public marinas and yacht clubs, which charge fees or require membership, in a separate appendix.




  
Sample Boating Facilities Table




  




	Access Point, Directions

	Boat Type

	Fee

	Parking

	Picnic

	Toilets

	Camping

	Rentals

	Supplies






	
❶ Hoyt’s Landing
VT 11 and US 5, Springfield, VT
At junction of US 5 and VT 11 just west of Cheshire Bridge.

	Improved ramp for all boat types

	N

	Y

	Y

	Y

	N

	N

	N











  At-a-Glance Information




  Each reach begins with a brief list including mileage, difficulty based on water conditions, portages, campsites, special fishing regulations, and applicable USGS topo-graphic or NOAA maps to consult for navigation.




  Here’s an example. Each entry is discussed further just below:




  

	24: HARTFORD TO MIDDLETOWN


     

 	
Miles from mouth: 49–30 (19-mile span)


  

	
Navigable by: Kayak, canoe, powerboats


  

	
Difficulty: Flat water




	
Flow information: None


  

	
Portages: None


  

	
Special fishing/boating regulations: None


  

	
Camping: No established sites


  

	
USGS maps: Hartford North 7.5, Hartford South 7.5, Glastonbury 7.5, Middletown 7.5, Middle Haddam 7.5




	
NOAA charts: Connecticut River: Bodkin Rock to Hartford #12377









  Key:




 

	Each reach’s name includes its beginning and end points.




	River mileage is designated from the source at mile 410, down to the sea at mile 0. The length of the particular reach is also noted.




	Here we tell you what type of boats are suitable for this section of the river; any restrictions on boat type are also noted.




	The “Difficulty” category describes what type of water conditions you can expect. Flat water means smooth-surfaced water with a slight current. Quick water is faster-running water with some riffles and small waves. Class I–VI refers to the six difficulty classes from the International Scale of River Difficulty of the American Whitewater Association (see pages 6–8 in “Boating Safety”).




	Flow information is given only for those reaches affected by dam releases, namely reaches 1 through 9 and reaches 13, 16, 18, 19, and 22.


  

	
Under “Portages,” we list the location and name of any dams or falls that require portaging, as well as the length of the portage.




	Under “Special fishing/boating regulations,” we list any rules specific to the particular reach under discussion. Also see the essay “Connecticut River Fisheries” on pages 21–25 for general fishing regulations. Marine police in each state establish its overall boating policies.




	The “Camping” category gives the location—with mileage reference number—of all established campsites on the river, along with Web sites and phone numbers to check on their availability. We do not recommend camping anywhere except at established sites. Also, please note that we’ve used the word campground to indicate an area that is organized for that purpose and has a caretaker and (often) a fee. We’ve used the word campsite to indicate an informal place to pitch a tent, with no caretaker and no fee. Boaters should never camp on private property without the permission of the landowner. Wherever you camp, clean up afterward. Leave the site in the same condition in which you expect to find it.



 The states of Massachusetts and Connecticut are trying to arrange for more camping spots, but there is only one established in Massachusetts and only two in Connecticut.






	Here we list the United States Geological Survey (USGS) maps that cover the reach in question—both the name of the quadrant and the scale of the map.




	National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) navigational charts covering the reach (applicable to Reaches 24 through 28 only) are listed here.









  The Reach




  This section gives a narrative overview describing the reach’s general water conditions, the surrounding landscape, and pertinent background on historic or natural features on or near the river.




  Miles and Directions




  Under “Miles and Directions,” we describe the significant landmarks on the river or its banks in the reach. Each landmark is designated by its mile point on the river; names of points illustrated on the map are indicated in bold. Points of interest on the river and on accessible tributaries or inlets will be described. To designate a bank of the river, we use right bank (river right in paddling guides) and left bank (river left), based on looking downriver. When the river clearly runs north and south, we may use the terms east bank and west bank. In the last three reaches (26–28) that describe the Connecticut River estuary, the terms east shore and west shore are used. Warnings about potentially dangerous conditions are prefaced with Caution.




  
Sidebar




  Sidebars are short descriptions of notable historic, geological, cultural, or natural history features that you’ll see along the reach. They give more detailed information than will be found in the reach description.




  Boating Safety




  Safety in boating is a combination of common sense and being well prepared with good information, including a map of the river area, weather and tide information, water-level fluctuations, and a float plan.




  Since boating on the Connecticut River can involve kayaking or canoeing, motor cruising or sailing near the seacoast, and everything in between,we have included two sets of boating safety guidelines. Kayakers or canoeists should look carefully at the American Whitewater’s International Scale of River Difficulty (pages 6–8). Power boaters and sailors should be familiar with the U.S. Coast Guard checklist for safe boating (page 8).




  Tips for General Preparedness




  

	Be a competent swimmer.




	Wear a personal floatation device (PFD).




	Be practiced in self-rescue (for paddle boats).




	Do not boat alone.




	File a float plan with family members or friends, letting them know your route and estimated time of departure and arrival.




	Never drink alcohol while boating.




	Know the locations of dams and portages. This guide indicates the location of dams in the reach overview and on the map. Some dams must be portaged, and the reach description will provide that information. Some dams have been breached or dismantled, but that doesn’t mean they’re safe to run or boat through. Where there was once a dam, there are now almost certainly rapids or small falls. Look carefully at the description of breached dams and assess your skill level before considering running one. This guide does not recommend that you run breached dams unless you’re a very skilled paddler. Do not overestimate your abilities. Respect the power of the river.









  Monitor Changing River Conditions 




  Parts of the Connecticut River are notorious for rapidly changing river conditions, especially downstream of dams and during torrential rains. It is essential to monitor flows when you set out and during your trip.




  The term cfs is a measure of river flow that indicates the river’s condition. It stands for “cubic feet per second” and defines how many cubic feet of water (equal to about 7.5 gallons) are flowing over any one section at a given time. The average cfs on the Connecticut River depends on where you are; the farther downstream you go, the higher the average cfs you encounter since, of course, the river gets larger. At Pittsburg, New Hampshire, in Reach 2, 300 cfs is a moderate flow, 500 cfs produces Class II rapids, and 1,500 cfs is Class IV or V. At Reach 22 on the Massachusetts–Connecticut border, 11,000 cfs is considered a moderate flow, but during major floods the river carries more than 50,000 cfs.




  Monitor river conditions before you set out. Scout the river from roads and from the bank. You should also check river flow levels with the U.S. Geological Survey. Visit http://water.usgs.gov/waterwatch, or the Waterline page at www.h2oline.com, or call (800) 452–1737. We provide contact information on flows for reaches that involve dams. To check tides, visit www.freetidetables.com.




  Finally, note the weather conditions. NOAA weather is a good source, available on the radio at FM frequencies 162.40 to 162.55.




  A Note on Strainers and Sweepers




  Rivers carry a lot of debris, which can pose dangerous obstacles or create eddies and whitewater that boaters should avoid. Strainers are formed when an object, such as a fallen tree, blocks the passage of floating objects but allows the flow of water to continue. The flowing water can force a boat or body against the strainer, pinning it against the obstacle and pushing it down under water. Sweepers are still-rooted trees that lean low over the river and are not fully submerged. The trunk and branches may form an obstruction in the river like strainers. Although these above-water features usually do not increase turbulence, they are still hazardous and can “sweep” you right out of your craft if you are caught unaware. So stay alert and give strainers and sweepers a wide berth!




  If You Get into Trouble




  First, radio for help. Use emergency VHF channel 16, or call 911.




  Stay with your boat. In most capsizings, your chances of survival and being found are better if you stay with the boat.




  International Scale of River Difficulty


  

  This scale is a rating system produced by the American Whitewater Association (www.americanwhitewater.org) to classify river difficulty for nonmotorized boats such as canoes and kayaks. It’s important to note what level of difficulty you’ll encounter in order to be appropriately prepared. River difficulty changes seasonally and annually; you may find that an easy section of the river you’ve run in the past has become a roaring torrent later on. Get your information from a local source, and note the level of difficulty indicated in each reach overview.




  

	
Class I: Fast-moving water with riffles and small waves. Few obstructions, all obvious and easily missed with little training. The risk to swimmers is slight; self-rescue is easy.




	
Class II—Novice: Straightforward rapids with wide, clear channels that are evident without scouting. Occasional maneuvering may be required, but rocks and medium-size waves are easily missed by trained paddlers. Swimmers are seldom injured, and group assistance, while helpful, is seldom needed. Rapids that are at the upper end of this difficulty range are designated Class II+.




	
Class III—Intermediate: Rapids with moderate, irregular waves that may be difficult to avoid and can swamp an open canoe. Complex maneuvers in fast current and good boat control in tight passages or around ledges are often required; large waves or strainers may be present but are easily avoided. Strong eddies and powerful current effects can be found, particularly on large-volume rivers. Scouting is advisable for inexperienced parties. Injuries while swimming are rare; self-rescue is usually easy, but group assistance may be required to avoid long swims. Rapids that are at the lower or upper end of this difficulty range are designated Class III- or Class III+ respectively.




	
Class IV—Advanced: Intense, powerful, but predictable rapids requiring precise boat handling in turbulent water. Depending on the character of the river, Class IV rapids may feature large, unavoidable waves and holes or constricted passages demanding fast maneuvers under pressure. A fast, reliable eddy turn may be needed to initiate maneuvers, scout rapids, or rest. Rapids may require must-moves above dangerous hazards. Scouting may be necessary the first time down. Risk of injury to swimmers is moderate to high, and water conditions may make self-rescue difficult. Group assistance for rescue is often essential and requires practiced skills. A strong eskimo roll is highly recommended. Rapids that are at the lower or upper end of this difficulty range are designated Class IV- or Class IV+ respectively.




	
Class V—Expert: Extremely long, obstructed, or very violent rapids that expose a paddler to added risk. Drops may contain large, unavoidable waves and holes or steep, congested chutes with complex, demanding routes. Rapids may continue for long distances between pools, demanding a high level of fitness. What eddies exist may be small, turbulent, or difficult to reach. At the high end of the scale, several of these factors may be combined. Scouting is recommended but may be difficult. Swims are dangerous, and rescue is often difficult even for experts. A very reliable eskimo roll, proper equipment, extensive experience, and practiced rescue skills are essential. Because of the large range of difficulty that exists beyond Class IV, Class V is an open-ended, multiple-level scale designated Class 5.0, 5.1, 5.2, and so forth, with each of these levels an order of magnitude more difficult than the last. That is, increasing the difficulty from Class 5.0 to Class 5.1 is similar to increasing from Class IV to Class 5.0.




	
Class VI—Extreme and Exploratory Rapids: These runs have almost never been attempted and often exemplify the extremes of difficulty, unpredictability, and danger. The consequences of errors are very severe, and rescue may be impossible. For teams of experts only, at favorable water levels, after close personal inspection and taking all precautions. After a Class VI rapids has been run many times, its rating may be changed to an appropriate Class V rating. These conditions are unlikely to be found on the Connecticut River.









  U.S. Coast Guard Safety and Survival Tips




  Your water fun depends on you, your equipment, and other people who, like yourself, enjoy spending leisure time on, in, or near the water. These are your responsibilities:




 

	Make sure the boat is in top operating condition and that there are no tripping hazards. The boat should be free of fire hazards and have clean bilges.




	Safety equipment, required by law, must be on board, maintained in good condition, and you must know how to properly use these devices.




	File a float plan with a relative or friend.




	Have a complete knowledge of the operation and handling characteristics of your boat.




	Know your position and know where you are going.




	Maintain a safe speed at all times to avoid collision.




	Keep an eye out for changing weather conditions, and act accordingly.




	Know and practice the rules of the road (navigation rules).




	Know and obey federal and state regulations and waterway markers.




	Maintain a clear, unobstructed view forward at all times. Scan the water back and forth; avoid tunnel vision. Most boating collisions are caused by inattention.









  
About the Maps in This Book





  The River section of this book includes an overview map of the entire Connecticut River Watershed, showing its major tributaries. Later sections of the book include state overview maps for Vermont and New Hampshire, Massachusetts, and Connecticut. These state maps show the river in greater detail as it passes through each state and indicate the approximate location of each numbered reach (or stretch) of river.




  Within the state sections of this book, you will find twenty-eight individual reach maps that show optional put-in and take-out spots, including boating facilities such as boat ramps, and campgrounds. For the greatest possible accuracy, the authors paddled the entire river and verified the location of all of these put-in and take-out spots using a hand-held Global Positioning System (GPS) device. For your convenience, we have included longitude and latitude ticks on the maps, making them GPS-compatible. The authors also provided approximate mileages in the text of the book for key landmarks and directions along each reach route; these mileages, however, are estimates with an error possibility of plus or minus 1 mile.
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The River
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The Four Geographic Regions of the Connecticut River Valley





  




  History and geography have combined to divide the valley into the four regions whose names are in common use throughout the Connecticut River Valley. We will refer to them often throughout this guide:




  

	
The Great North Woods stretch from the Connecticut Lakes to the Passumpsic River, from Reaches 1 through 7. The Vermont side of the watershed (Reaches 3–7) is generally called the Northeast Kingdom, while the New Hampshire section is the Great North Woods. Spruce-fir forests dominate this sparsely populated region, the last section settled by Europeans. The economy depends chiefly on the timber and recreation industries.




	
The Upper Valley extends all the way from the Passumpsic River to the Massachusetts border, Reaches 8 through 17. Colonists established towns here only in the last third of the eighteenth century after the end of the French and Indian Wars (Seven Years’ War) when the Native Americans were driven into Canada. It is a region with deep cultural ties among towns, and with an economy based on dairy farming, small industry, timber, and tourism.




  	
The Pioneer Valley of Massachusetts and Tobacco Valley of Connecticut from Northfield, Massachusetts, to Middletown, Connecticut (Reaches 18–24), was the first region settled by English colonists in the seventeenth century because of its extremely fine agricultural soils. The Pioneer and Tobacco Valleys are really a single entity, separated into two given local pride and historical use. The major centers, Hartford and Springfield, are old industrial cities, but industry is spread up and down the valleys, as are an extraordinary number of colleges and universities.




	
The Tidal River or Tidelands (Reaches 25–28) is the section of the river that jogs east at Middletown and then south to Long Island Sound. The United Nations has recognized the Tidelands as Wetlands of International Importance under its Ramsar Convention. The Tidal River consists of small, mostly seventeenth-century towns that never became cities. It is a region that relied on fishing and shipbuilding until the mid–nineteenth century, but is now the province of summer homes, retired people, and many commuters to the New York metropolitan area. Tourism and recreation are the region’s economic backbone.







  Geology: Grand Events in the Making of a Great River




  




  The Connecticut River cuts a swath through nearly 600 million years of the earth’s turbulent geological history. The oldest rocks lining the Connecticut River Valley were laid down originally as sediments under a placid, tropical sea at a time when our part of the world was much closer to the equator. These sediments transformed into twisted and gnarly bedrock through the pressure and heating that accompanied a series of three titanic continental collisions that took place between 500 and 245 million years ago.
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    These petroglyphs were carved by Native Americans who lived near the river’s bank. Photo © Al Braden




  About 430 million years ago, the North American continental plate collided with an island arc, culminating in the Taconic mountain-building event (orogeny in geological terminology), which built enormous mountains out of newly hardened volcanic rocks. Following this upheaval, a calmer period ensued in which these mountains were eroded, depositing new sediments into a shallow, warm sea.




  Mountain building resumed around 360 million years ago when the mini continents of Nashoba, Merrimack, and Avalon, familiar place-names to New Englanders, slammed into North America. Proto–New England was becoming a lumpy mish-mash of bedrock types from all over the world at this point. This orogeny gave rise to the northern Appalachian Mountains and converted the rich Taconic marine sediments into tortured metamorphic rocks—schists and gneisses—that can be seen today along the river from northern Massachusetts to central Vermont.




  Following a final collision of North and South America with a portion of Africa in the Permian period about 260 million years ago, the supercontinent Pangea formed, incorporating all of the earth’s landmasses. Some New England bumper stickers still exhort us to REUNITE PANGEA, reliving the days of geological unity. ButPangea was to be only a flash in the pan; it would not hold together under the restlessness of plate tectonics.




  In the earthquake-riddled middle Triassic, what is today’s Atlantic Ocean began to widen and the land bordering it, including New England, began to tear raggedly apart. Great fissures opened in the fabric of the land, one of which created the enormous rift valley, called the Eastern Border Fault, that now holds the Connecticut River. The Connecticut Valley lies at the flank of the Eastern Border Fault, which is visible at its most dramatic at the French King Gorge in Turners Falls, Massachusetts. Lava flowing out of the Eastern Border Fault area built the layers of basalt rock that form the steep ridge of the Metacomet Range and constrain the course of the present-day river from Greenfield, Massachusetts, to Long Island Sound. These tilted bedrock layers were resistant to erosion, and effectively prevented the river at that time from taking a straight course south to the sea. Hence, the Connecticut River Valley hangs a sharp dogleg to the southeast near Middletown, Connecticut, seeking a path of least resistance through softer, older materials.




  Under a climate of heavy rainfall, sediments streamed into the expanding rift valley. Dinosaurs moved across these vast, lush, muddy plains of towering tree ferns. We can still see the fantastic fossils of dinosaur footprints, whisk ferns, and bony fishes that predominated during the Triassic and Jurassic periods (245 to 200 million years ago) in redstone bedrock layers from Turners Falls, Massachusetts, to the coast of Connecticut. The fossils visible at Holyoke, Massachusetts, are a mere stone’s throw from the Connecticut River main stem. The dinosaurs met their end about a hundred million years ago with the impact of a massive meteorite that severely altered world climate. Mammals would soon take center stage.




  Gradually the earthquakes quieted while erosion began to deposit sediments into the valley, creating a wide, flat plain. Sixty million years ago a period of gentle uplift began, the ripple effect of distant orogenies that were creating the Rocky Mountains. As the valley rose, the unstoppable waters of the nascent Connecticut River worked their way down through it, capturing tributary streams along the way and carving the deep river valley that is recognizable today.




  About two million years ago, a major climatic shift occurred, and New England would never again bask under tropical warmth. Glaciers made at least two advances over the Connecticut River Valley, with the most recent ice sheet finally receding from New England 11,000 years ago. Imagine an enormous bulldozer patiently moving billions of tons of New England’s boulders, gravels, sands, and clays from northwest to southeast. Glaciers scoured and deepened the Connecticut Valley, sending its sediments southward. About 19,000 years ago glaciers dumped their southernmost load along a line stretching from New York City to Cape Cod. This load, called a terminal moraine, makes up Long Island, Martha’s Vineyard, Nantucket, and the Cape. Glacial recession was a start-and-stop process, and many moraines were deposited at each successive ice-sheet terminus as it melted back northward. Large meltwater lakes formed behind these moraines. Glacial Lake Connecticut and Glacial Lake Middletown formed in the south. The extensive Glacial Lake Hitchcock formed behind a bedrock spillway near New Britain and a jumbled dam of sediments left near Rocky Hill, Connecticut. For 4,000 years meltwaters flooded the Connecticut River Valley as far north as Littleton, New Hampshire, and St. Johnsbury, Vermont. We know there was a gigantic lake here because of the ubiquitous deep clays that only settle out and build up under calm, stillwater conditions. These clays show regular layers, called varves, which reflect the yearly sedimentation patterns of spring freshets that introduce coarse materials to the lake, interspersed with wintry periods, during which fine clays filter out of the water column. Look for varves anywhere valley clays are exposed in the cross section of a cutbank. Rich, fine glacial lake sediments underlie all the rich agricultural land of the Connecticut River Valley.
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    Winter ice floes can intensify spring floods. Photo by Ruth Bergengren




  Upland sediments, washed in by raging side streams, hit the lake water and fanned out into large deltas that are visible today along much of the river. Look for steep sandy banks with exposures of regular horizontal or tilted layers. In places the under-belly of the glacier melted as fast as its retreating front, leaving sinuous tumbles of gravels and cobbles, called eskers, 20 or more feet high. These snaky eskers are especially visible along the river from Windsor, Vermont, to Lyme, New Hampshire. Thousands of miles of stone walls throughout New England attest to the tons of rocky till that are also a legacy of the glaciers.




  By around 15,000 years ago, the chain of glacial lakes in the valley was beginning to drain as waters forced their way through the earthen dams. Simultaneously, as the weight of the glacier gradually diminished, New England’s southern coast rebounded upward, increasing erosion and hastening the process of lake drainage. By 13,000 years ago Lake Hitchcock had re-created the path of the Connecticut River in its valley for the first time since the breakup of Pangea, but it was a process that took several thousand years. In some places the river had to find its way through softer bedrock where remaining dammed sediments would not let it pass. In so doing the river carved beautiful waterfalls at the Lily Pond peninsula at Barton Cove in Turners Falls, Massachusetts. Today it has abandoned these waterfalls, which now remain as deeply incised coves that paddlers can explore.




  Spectacular waterfalls once punctuated the river at numerous points along its course. After all, the river drops about 2,700 feet from its source to where it meets sea level. Fifteen-Mile Falls at the Moore and Comerford Reservoirs (Reach 7) used to drop 350 feet over its length. Dozens of colonial and early American mills were erected at these falls, giving rise to hamlets and cities along the river. Dams at Beecher Falls, Lyman Falls, Guildhall, Gilman, Bellows Falls, Vernon, South Hadley Falls, and Enfield attest to the power inherent in water.




  Today these dams regulate and exploit river flow, helping control violent flooding and generating electricity. Nevertheless, the river still flexes its muscles from time to time. The great flood of March 1936, caused by torrential spring rains and rapid snowmelt, left nearly half a million valley residents homeless and wreaked more than $6.5 billion worth of damage (in current dollars). Indeed, every spring the roaring tumble of ice and water displays the awesome power of the river, even as it presents kayakers with whitewater thrills. Over the course of decades and centuries, the river changes its path, abandoning meanders to oxbows, capturing new tributaries, replenishing floodplains, and creating and destroying islands.




  The geological future will undoubtedly bring new surprises. Global climate change, wrought by a buildup of greenhouse gases, has occurred before and is occurring rapidly now due to human activity. This will bring rising temperatures and sea levels, and induce new weather patterns that will influence the river in as-yet-unknown ways. Meanwhile, over the longer haul, the great continental plates continue to jostle against each other. New meteors will hit . . . the possibilities are endless. But until it is digested by our own exploding sun, the earth will bear the evidence of this magnificent, changeable river.


OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_005.jpg
MAP LEGEND

Boundary: Hydrology:
International Boundary Rivers/Creeks
State Boundary Lake
— Dam
. M e Marsh
Transportation: L o

—®—  Interstate
—@——  US. Highway

® State Highway
Roéd Campground
Unimproved Lighthouse
Museum
® Capital City . Point of Interest
° City, Town, Village 4 State Park
wildlife

o Reach (Boat Launch)






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
BOATING GUIDE

= For boaters, canoers, and kayakers
= Covers the entire river

= Includes GPS-compatible maps

—
BRI Connecticut River Watershed Council





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg
Map of Connecticut River Watershed RF 112,300,000 :ﬁwmm e &

QUEBEC

VERMONT
MAINE

Montpelier gy,

=L SRRV R





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
FALCONGUIDE®





