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A climate of arctic severity prevailed in Britain throughout much of
the last two million years, resulting in the widespread formation of
a great range of periglacial landforms and deposits. Many of these
features provide key evidence for understanding the evolution of
the present landscape and reconstructing former -climate.
Appreciation of the significance of periglacial deposits and struc-
tures is also important in many engineering operations and in
understanding the development of present-day soils.

This book provides a synthesis of current theory in periglacial
geomorphology and applies this to the study of periglacial phenom-
ena in Great Britain. The first part of the book introduces the
chronological and environmental background to periglaciation in
Britain. The second and third parts deal respectively with the
periglaciation of lowland Britain and upland Britain. The book con-
cludes by considering the implications of periglacial phenomena
for environmental reconstruction.

The Periglaciation of Great Britain can be used as a text for
geography and geology undergraduates studying cold-climate geo-
morphology, and is also an important and unique reference for all
whose teaching or research encompasses a knowledge of
periglacial  phenomena, including geomorphologists, geologists,
Quaternary scientists, civil engineers and pedologists.
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Preface

One of the most interesting paradoxes of geomorphology is that
few of the earth’s landscapes can be explained in terms of the
processes currently operating on them. The explanation for this
paradox lies in the dramatic changes that have affected global
climate over the last two million years or so. During much of
this time, Great Britain experienced conditions significantly
colder than those of the present, and such cooling introduced a
wide range of geomorphic effects that are now confined to arc-
tic, subarctic and cold montane environments. The most dra-
matic of these was the formation of glaciers, which carved out
distinctive erosional forms in upland areas and deposited a
mantle of drift over much low ground. More subtle, but more
widespread, was the influence of periglaciation, the modifica-
tion of landscape under nonglacial cold-climate conditions.
Periglacial processes have dominated the recent evolution of
those parts of the British landscape that lay beyond the reach of
the ice sheets, and have modified — in some areas extensively —
those areas that formerly lay under glacier ice. Even when (as at
present) warmer interglacial conditions interrupted the prevail-
ing cold, the zone of periglacial activity merely retreated to the
highest parts of British mountains, awaiting a climatic sum-
mons to return to low ground.

This book synthesises current knowledge concerning the
effects of periglaciation on the British landscape. It is set out in
four parts. The first provides an introduction to the concept of
periglaciation, and establishes the chronological and environ-
mental context necessary for the understanding of later mater-
ial. Part 2 is devoted to the periglaciation of lowland Britain,
which comprises those areas that lie below about 400 m in alti-
tude, are underlain mainly by sedimentary rocks and are exten-
sively mantled by drift deposits. The third part describes the
periglaciation of upland Britain, an area of generally more resis-
tant rocks that have been subject to repeated episodes of glacial
erosion, and which is consequently characterised by steep
slopes with only a thin, discontinuous drift cover. This
upland/lowland distinction reflects not only the rather different
assemblages of periglacial phenomena encountered in these
two zones, but also the fact that parts of upland Britain continue
to experience periglacial activity at present, whereas the
periglacial landscapes of lowland Britain are entirely relict. The
final part of the book brings together many of the phenomena
previously considered individually by outlining the characteris-
tics of three contrasting periglacial environments: that of the
Dimlington Stadial of ¢. 26 000-13 000 years BP (before pre-
sent), when glacier ice advanced to cover two-thirds of the pre-
sent land surface; that of the Loch Lomond Stadial of ¢. 11
000-10 000 years BP, when glacier ice remained confined to
upland areas; and that of the present, when glacier ice is absent
and periglacial activity is restricted to high ground.

The aim of this book, however, is not merely to summarise
current knowledge concerning periglacial features in Great
Britain, but also to demonstrate how such features illustrate the
wider corpus of knowledge that constitutes periglacial geomor-
phology. With this end in view, the chapters that constitute the
core of the book (Chapters 4-13) are prefaced by general intro-
ductions that summarise current understanding of the formation
and environmental significance of particular periglacial phe-
nomena. Each of these introductions draws widely from a range
of theoretical, laboratory and field research, and incorporates
findings from a wide range of present periglacial environments,
such as the arctic wastes of Canada, Alaska and Siberia, or the
mountains of the Alps, the North American Cordillera and
Scandinavia. In this way the volume attempts to demonstrate
how current theory in periglacial research can be applied to
enhance understanding of the periglacial geomorphology of
Great Britain, and equally how periglacial phenomena may be
interpreted to help reconstruct past episodes in the overall evo-
lution of the British landscape. The book thus represents a case
study in the interpretation of periglacial phenomena in a land-
scape of varying terrain and complex climatic history. It is
designed to be of relevance to all earth scientists whose
research interests include cold-climate geomorphology and the
reconstruction of Quaternary palaecoenvironments.
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