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I am honoured to have my name added to the list of recipients of AMQUA’s Distinguished Career Award. Herb Wright was the first to receive the Award. I attended the founding meeting of AMQUA at Bozeman, Montana, in 1970 when I was a discussant of one of the papers presented. I have attended one half or more of the subsequent biennial meetings and presented papers on several occasions. I am grateful to Cathy Whitlock for her kind remarks and observations in presenting me for the Award.

I am also honoured today by the presence of good friends who have worked in the field with me, co-authored papers and freely and generously given me the hospitality of their homes. I mention particularly, Eric Grimm, presiding at today’s ceremony, a master of coring technique, who has worked with me in Florida and played a leading role in the preparation of manuscripts for publication, displaying fine computer skills in drafting complex diagrams. Also, I mention Cathy Whitlock who explored and published sites in the Pacific North-West, which we had investigated together after I first came to the University of Washington as a Visiting Professor in 1978. Vera Markgraf and Platt Bradbury led a wonderful field trip to Chile, and Platt to Mexico. Platt has sadly passed on but I will not forget his incomparable companionship in the field in Mexico or their generosity as hosts at their home in Colorado. Unable to be present for family reasons are Barbara Hansen, an unequalled pollen analyst who contributed greatly to our work in Florida and elsewhere, and Dick Baker, last year’s recipient who referred kindly to my work on that occasion. 

Finally, I mention Herb Wright, an outstanding mentor to me, who taught me both field skills and skills in preparing manuscripts for publication, as well as being a field companion on many occasions. I am greatly indebted to him. It is very good to see him here today.

I first came to the US in 1962 at Herb’s invitation to work in the Limnological Research Center of the University of Minnesota. I have visited the US once or twice nearly every year since then. The skills I brought with me were in plant macrofossil analysis and palynology. My mentors at Trinity College Dublin were Frank Mitchell, a distinguished Quaternary geologist and student of landscape as well as a palynologist. He was a former president of INQUA. My second mentor was David A. Webb, a leading plant taxonomist. Both men were active field workers, often accompanied by me.

My imagination had been fired by the broad history of plant and animal life in Europe from the later Neogene through interglacial periods to the present. My interests especially focused on extinction and migrations of plant and animal species. Ireland is a small country of similar size to the State of Maine. It has been extensively glaciated. I looked at my subject on a larger continental scale, interested as I was in diversity of plant and animal species and thus finally looking south to Florida in the US and Italy in Europe rather than the species- poorer north. I worked widely in the US, first in Minnesota and South Dakota, then in the east and southeast. As we are in Pennsylvania, I will record that I published three sites in this State, Tannersville Bog, a long Late-glacial and Holocene profile unusually rich in tree macrofossils, Criders Pond and Longswamp, both extending back to the Full-Glacial. 

I expanded my work south and east looking for sites to study in areas previously thought barren of interest. Looking at maps, I noticed that the very early Palaeozoic Tomstown Dolomite, which extended in a narrow outcrop along the western margins of the Appalachian Ridge contained solution hollows, which proved to be rich in old organic sediments. One such was Quicksand Pond in northwest Georgia. The surface of this unpromising, small dried-up pool was covered with sand, silt and small stones. Probing with a Davis sampler through this crust revealed organic lake-muds rich in plant macrofossils, some from species not found in the region today. Quicksand Pond proved to contain a record contemporary with glaciation further north, characterised by pine and spruce macrofossils, a fully boreal assemblage.

My earlier US work was concerned with pollen histories and macrofossils, essentially problems of plant geography. Then I moved to the question of the development of forest communities as they began their northward migration when the last glaciation came to an end. Later, work in Florida brought a contemporary focus on climate change and the relationship of changes on land to changes in the North Atlantic.

If I have any advice to give my successors I would say do not neglect Florida. There is so much waiting to be discovered. I can best exemplify this from Lake Tulane where on several visits a team with Eric Grimm, Herb Wright and others obtained a 17m core of organic lake sediments under 18m of water.  A detailed chronology with 55 AMS radiocarbon dates showed that the base of the core, which ended in sand, dated to 60,000 years ago. During the Full-Glacial the core showed alterations of pine-dominated and oak scrub-dominated vegetation. Plant macrofossils showed that the pine phases were periods of high water table in the lake (and, presumably, the region) and oak-scrub phases had low water levels marked by the dominance of macrofossils of shallow-water plants. There is a strong parallel relationship between climate events in Florida and those recorded in North Atlantic cores. Lake Tulane is the most detailed climate-vegetation record known for the last 62,000 years in North America. There are many sinkhole lakes in the karstic limestone of the Lake Wales Ridge of Central Florida.  Lakes with longer records than Lake Tulane may still await discovery.

There are many other reasons to develop research in Florida. Several sinkhole lakes reveal older Quaternary sediments of unknown age separated by sand or rock-rubble from the overlying lake sediments. Their age or extent is largely unknown. There are huge sinkholes filled by late Neogene sediments revealed by phosphate mining in West-Central Florida. Are there other filled sinkholes of younger age to be discovered with interesting older Pleistocene records? The karsts themselves are worthy of the attention of geomorphologists. While Central Florida never seems to have been invaded by boreal floras from the north or tropical floras from the south, northern Florida at Sheelar Lake, northeast of Gainesville, records the origin of species-rich temperate forest at the end of the glaciation. There is much to tempt Quaternary botanists and geologists in the State.

This is not the place to record my career elsewhere, but, briefly, I also pursued a site in Italy, Lake Monticchio, which revealed a continuous core 130,000 years in age, a complete record of a glacial/interglacial cycle studied in great detail. There are many volcanic ash layers in the core. Lake Monticchio is probably the only, and certainly the most thoroughly investigated, site of this age span in the world. I contributed to the study from the beginning, most of the final stages of the study being carried out by German or British colleagues.

In another sphere, I became Provost (President) of my university, Trinity College, Dublin, a college now of 15,000 students. I was Provost from 1981 to 1991 when I retired, but continued with my scientific work throughout. Now I am too old for more fieldwork. It is time to turn like Voltaire’s Candide, to look after my garden and other pleasures of the retired.
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