
Getting down to the Ice Age

These photographs and texts give a brief account of the extraction and return of a peat 
core.

This is combined with quotes from Robin Wall Kimmerer and Mark Cocker.

Robin Wall Kimmerer (2003) Gathering Moss: a natural and cultural history of mosses. Oregon 
State Univerity Press: Corvallis

Mark Cocker (2018) Our Place. Vintage: London

Kate Foster





In April 2016, Dr Lauren Parry from the University of Glasgow led a workshop to take a 
peat core from Kirkconnell Flow, a raised bog by the estuary near Dumfries. This was an 
event for people interested in arts and environment, and Lauren explained how she used 
a peat core as an environmental archive in her scientific research. We learnt that this 
raised bog has six metres of peat which changes quality as it gets deeper and older. Peat 
accumulates by approximately one millimetre a year, so the section from the bottom of 
the bog could be six thousand years old. 

In these thick peat deposits, paleoecologists can read the history of the land. They slide a long 
shining cylinder into the bog, cutting through layers of undecomposed plants, and extract a core 
of peat. By the plants that are present, the pollen grains trapped there, and the chemistry of the 
organic matter they can discern the changes in the lands. Changes in vegetation, changes in the 
climate, stretching thousands of years before, are all recorded there. What will they read in the 
layer that represents our time, our evanescent moment at the surface? We are responsible for 
that.

Robin Wall Kimmerer (2003:118)





After coring out half-metre sections of peat, at six metres deep we saw there was a 
clear line where peat ended and boulder clay began. We were excited to see this final 
section which told us that we ‘had got down to the Ice Age.’  It was impossible to age 
this boulder clay exactly, but an informed guess would be about 9000 years old. 
This clay sediment was laid down at the beginning of the Holocene era, creating an 
impermeable base for bog mosses to grow in.

I’ve got goosebumps thinking how the ice sheets ground stone into flour as they went over 
the landscape. And that what we are now looking at is what the ice sheets deposited when 
temperatures fluctuated and they melted.  

Sarah Eno, workshop participant





The next day the peat core ws displayed at the Stove Network, in Dumfries. The 
sections of the core then spent three years in my freezer, with just an occasional 
outing.

The dead mosses are compressed by the weight of the water and the plants above forcing 
them downward into the depths. This is the foundation of the bog, a huge sponge, holding 
water and steadily passing it upward, from the unseen to the seen.

 Robin Wall Kimmerer (2003:2015) 





I made a print from each section of the peat core in Edinburgh College of Art in 2019.

Going barefoot is the best way to know a bog. Your feet will tell you things your eyes cannot.

Robin Wall Kimmerer (2003:116)





In June 2019, I returned the peat core to a small pool on the surface of Kirkconnell 
Flow. This was with the permission of Scottish Natural Heritage who manage the site. 
The idea of returning it to water was to reduce the oxidation that occurs when peat is 
exposed to air. 

In the vertical column of that humble earth you may read the decades and centuries like a page. 
Once you understand a little of this extraordinary process, you are always aware of time as one 
of its creative dimensions. You can intuit both the bog’s venerable condition and, in turn, plot your 
own modest span in relation to it. Bogs swallow you down in more ways than one. 

Mark Cocker (2018:235)





I found I wanted to keep the boulder clay.  After a bit of dreaming, I used it to 
model Holocene figures.

For bog cannot be rushed in any sense. Even coming to appreciate it personally has been 
a 30 year long process. Its revelations, like its appeals, are hard won. Bog works upon the 
imagination in increments. My discoveries have all taken time, as the weight of evidence 
gathers patiently like sediment and the known facts acquire the power of lived truth. 

Mark Cocker (2018:242)


