
 

1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The rocks and landscape of the Connecticut Valley region record events of ancient 

times from colliding and splitting continents (Paleozoic and Mesozoic Eras, 

respectively) to glacial processes (which ended about 10,000 years ago) in a 

particularly clear and dramatic fashion. 
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9-10 Geology Class  
(with some help from Prof.  

Richard Little) 
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The Connecticut River, New England's longest and widest 
river, runs to the sea. Along the way it marks the boundary 
between New Hampshire and Vermont and slices 
prominently across Massachusetts and its namesake, 
Connecticut. It is truly a river that "connects". It is a very 
diverse river that sometimes flows quietly, meandering over 
a broad, fertile floodplain, and at others rushes over 
prominent waterfalls and rapids (important waterpower 
locales) or through narrow gorges. 
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Although some rocks in the 

Connecticut Valley drainage are 

older, dating back over 1 billion 

years (Precambrian Era), most of the 

early geologic history is involved 

with the creation of the 

supercontinent of Pangea during the 

Paleozoic. 

 

Mesozoic Era  

(225 - 65 million years ago)  
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The fault that dominated the Mesozoic rift was located on the 
eastern side of the valley, and is known as the Eastern Border 
Fault that can be traced from New Haven, CT. to Keene, NH. 
Rivers rushed into the rift valley and deposited sedimentary 
materials, gravel, sand, and mud. Gravely alluvial fans were 
major deposits along the mountainous eastern margin of the old 
valley, while sandy-muddy floodplain, shoreline and lake 
deposits dominated the lower valley elevations. 
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Since almost all of 
New England is 
composed of 
metamorphic rock 
(due to the 
Paleozoic collision), 
these rusty 
sedimentary layers 
from alluvial fans 
and lake beds 
provide important 
geological examples 
and evidence of our 
Mesozoic history, 
including some 
world-class fossils. 

 

 

 

Fossils, evidence of 
or remains of ancient 
life, are abundant in 
the shales and 
sandstones 
representing deposits 
in old shoreline and 
lakebed 
environments. Most 
common are fossils 
that represent the 
tracks, trails, and 
burrows of insects or 
other invertebrates.  

 



 

6 
 

 

 

 

Dinosaurs are mainly preserved as footprints preserved in the Mesozoic sedimentary rocks of the 
Connecticut Valley in MA and CT. Very few bones have been discovered since bones decay, while 
each animal can leave countless footprints along the muddy shores of rivers and lakes. The first 
scientific study of dinosaur footprints in the world began in 1835 as paving stones, quarried from 
along the river in the Turners Falls, MA area, were being laid in Greenfield, MA. Professor Edward 
Hitchcock, geologist, theologian, and president of Amherst College, became world renown for his 
three-decade detailed study of the region's prints (Hitchcock, 1858, 1865). Hitchcock's famous and 
important collection of dinosaur prints is now preserved at the Pratt Museum of Amherst College. 

 



 

7 
 

 

 



 

8 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

9 
 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Today these flows, tilted by 
movements along the ancient 
Eastern Border Fault and then 
exposed by erosion, form 
spectacular ridges that stretch tens 
of miles, creating interesting, 
dramatic vista points and 
important upland ecosystems in 
the middle of the wide valley (Fig. 
5). Examples include the 
Pocumtuck Range (Greenfield - 
Deerfield, MA) and the Holyoke 
Range that trends east-west about 
10 miles from Amherst to 
Easthampton, and then southerly 
for about 60 miles (known as the 
Metacomet Ridge) to the outskirts 
of New Haven. 

The basalt flows exhibit interesting 
geologic features such as pillows, 
formed by flow underwater, and 
columns, created by contraction 
cracks during cooling. The basalt 
is an important geologic resource, 
quarried for crushed stone and rip-
rap. 
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By the end of the Mesozoic Era, 65 million years agoé 
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Cenozoic Era 

(65 million years ago - present day) 

 

 

Erosion proceeded faster in the weak sedimentary rock areas leaving the more resistant 
rocks higher on the landscape, thus creating the prominent ridges of basalt lava mentioned 
above as well as the highlands (metamorphic rock) on either side of the Connecticut 
Valley.  With the uplift of the peneplain the Connecticut River's course gradually developed 
in a north-south direction. 
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While the Earth has been in the 
grip of the Ice Age for about 2 
million years, it is the last ice 
advance, known as Wisconsinan, 
that is most important. The 
Wisconsinan ice was at its 
maximum only 20,000 years ago, 
only "yesterday" in geologic 
time. The ice sheet completely 
covered the Connecticut River 
drainage and surrounding areas, 
ending at the terminal moraine 
deposits of Long Island, NY, 
Marthas Vineyard, and 
Nantucket, MA. 
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