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SHORT HISTORY OF THE ICE AGE IN WISCONSIN 

The Pl eistocene Epoch or Ice Age began about 1 , 700,000 years ago which , in terms of 
geologic time, is not l ong ago . There were many separat e glaciations dur ing the Ice Age , 
each followed by a period when the ice sheets (except those on Greenland and Antarctica) 
melted away . The last major glac ial ep i sode is called the Wiscons in Glaciation, because 
i t was first studied in detail in this stat e . It ended about 10 , 000 years ago. 

The ice sheets were formed by the accumulat i on of snow that tu rned to ice and r eached 
a thickness of two miles in some areas. The North American i ce sheet formed in eas t ­
centra l Canada , spreadi ng outward in every direction . Th e south edge of t he advancing ice 
sheet had many tongues o r l obes whose direction and rate of movement were controlled by t h e 
topography of the l a n d surface over wh ich they flowed and by the rates of ice accumula t i on 
in the different are as from wh i ch they were f ed . 

Th e lce shee t transported a great amount of rock and soil debr is. Some of this 
debris, which is called till , was pi led up at t he margins of the ice l obes to form 
moraines . The patt ern of moraines , in b rown , shows t h e loc a ti on of t he major ice lobes 
in Wisconsin . One lobe advanced down the basin of Lake Mi chigan , anothe r down Green Bay, 
and others down Lake Superior and over the northern pen i nsula of Michigan . The well-known 
Kett le Moraine was formed between the Lake Mi chi gan and Green Bay Lobes . Drumlins are 
e longated mounds of debris that were molded by the ice passing over them ; their or i entations 
indicated t he direct i on of i ce movemen t . As the ice me lted , the debris was reworked by melt ­
water r ivers , and large amounts of sand and grave l were deposit ed to form outwash p lains . 
Pi ts were fo rmed in the outwash whe re buried blocks of ice mel ted , and many of these are now 
occupied by lakes. 

The act ion of the i ce profound ly modifi ed the landscape, smoothing off the cres ts of 
hills and fi lling the valleys with till a n d outwash . In s ome p laces i t changed the course of 
rivers forcing them to cut new channels such as that of the Wisconsin River at the Wiscons i n 
Dells . Elsewhere it dammed valleys to create lakes such as those of t he Madison area. 
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The Pl e i stocen e glac i at i ons were lar gely due to varia t ions in 
the eart h as a resul t of changes in i t s orb i t and axial i nclination . 
Age, and it i s likely that glaciers wi ll grow and again cover much 
millennia . 

More detail ed i nformation on Ice Age material in Wis consin is given in the following 
publications . 
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