Oops! All Boulders: A Tale Set in Stone at Pawtuckaway State Park

By Sean Gregoire, Interpretive Ranger with New Hampshire State Parks and the Student
Conservation Association

September 27, 2026

Pawtuckaway State Park in Rockingham County has been a part of the New Hampshire State Park
system since 1966, and since its opening, it has been the ideal location for families, hikers,
boaters, mountain bikers, and countless other nature lovers to enjoy the plethora of adventure
opportunities that are on offer. Every visitor leaves with their own tale to tell, carried deep
within their memories. Pawtuckaway has its own tale too, one embedded in the land itself
stretching back millions of years when the region was a cauldron of geological forces that now lie
dormant. However, the echoes of the past remain, simply hiding in plain sight.

A view of Pawtuckaway Lake. Image Credit: Sean Gregoire

Over 100 million years ago during the Cretaceous period, Pawtuckaway was once a hotspot for
volcanic activity. If you were to look at Pawtuckaway from a satellite image, you might be able to
notice a ring-like formation that arose during this period. This formation is called a volcanic ring
dike and the Pawtuckaway Mountain range makes up the outline of this ancient geological scar.
Volcanic dikes are formed when magma forces its way through fractures in the rock that already
exists there and solidifies, creating a sheet that cuts almost vertically through the surrounding
layers of rock. The Pawtuckaway Mountains remain one of the most iconic features of the park,
and provide awesome bouldering and sights for anyone interested in trekking up to the peaks.




Satellite image of the Pawtuckaway Mountains (circled in red) using Google Earth. Image Credit:
Sean Gregoire

Speaking of boulders, I’m sure any visitor to the park has probably seen one, two, or maybe even
a hundred large boulders jutting out of the ground in sometimes odd-looking clusters. It’s almost
as if the rocks don’t actually belong there. Believe it or not, those boulders that you see were
actually placed there around 30,000 years ago. During the Great Ice Age, the region was covered
in massive glaciers. These glaciers were always in motion, and as ice and water seep into cracks in
the bedrock underneath the glacier, the force of the glaciers’ movement breaks and carries the
bedrock to a location with dissimilar bedrock (hence why it looks out of place). There is so much
force that it leaves the boulders smoother and more polished as it gets dragged by the glacial
flow. As the Ice Age ended, the glaciers began to melt and retreat, leaving the boulders where
they lie far from where they were originally taken. These alien boulders are called glacial erratics
and they can be found all over the place at Pawtuckaway State Park. Chances are, you may have
climbed or walked on top of one without even realizing.
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Diagram of glacial erratic formation. Image Credit: Andy Emery, AntarcticGlaciers.org




Left: Cluster of glacial erratics at the Neal’s Cove camping area. Right: Popular glacial erratic
near Burnham’s Marsh Dam. Image Credit: Sean Gregoire

As you can see, the land itself at Pawtuckaway State Park has a rich history that spans great
lengths of time. | definitely encourage visitors to explore the numerous trails around the park and
check out these pieces of natural history for yourself! Just be careful if you decide to climb on top
of a glacial erratic, they can be quite tall and can be very slippery due to their smoothness. While
you’re at Pawtuckaway, why not check out one of my free, educational nature programs? You can
visit for
exact times and dates! Until then, watch your step and enjoy your next adventure at
Pawtuckaway State Park!

The Discover the Power of Parks Program is a collaboration between the New Hampshire Department of Natural
and Cultural Resources - Division of Parks and Recreation, Student Conservation Association’s New Hampshire
Conservation Corps, AmeriCorps, and Volunteer NH.
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https://www.nhstateparks.org/things-to-do/nature-programs/nature-programs-sca-rangers
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