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“Missing” Ice Age Forests: Evidence for the Flood?

Jake Hehert*

Introduction

When Noah and his family got off the
Ark, vegetation, including at least some
trees (Genesis 8:7-12), had begun to
sprout. Nevertheless, trees would be es-

sentially non-existent in the immediate
post-Flood world. Itis generally thought
that a forest planted by humans takes
about 100 years to mature. Akira Miya-
waki, 2006 Blue Planet Award winner,
has become famous for developing a
method that dramatically accelerates
this process by a factor of 10. However,
according to the theory of “potential
natural vegetation” which underlies
his method, a naturally-occurring forest

* Jake Hebert, jhebert@icr.org
Accepted July 29, 2019

Abstract

niformitarian scientists have long been puzzled by an apparent

dearth of trees, even in unglaciated areas, during the supposed
2.6 million years of the Pleistocene Epoch. Thick forests can take
centuries to grow, and creation scientists estimate that the most likely
duration of the post-Flood Ice Age was 700 years. Since the Genesis
Flood killed every living tree in the pre-Flood world, and since thick
forests normally take centuries to grow, this general absence of Ice
Age trees could be evidence for the Creation Ice Age model. On the
other hand, it may also present a challenge to the Creation model, as
abundant precipitation early in the Ice Age would seem to favor rapid

tree growth. Evidence for an absence of mature Ice Age forests seems

especially strong in Europe and North America.

takes much longer to mature (Shub-
hendu, 2015):

Ifa piece of land is free from human

intervention, a forest will naturally

self-seed and take over that land

within a period of around 600 to

1,000 years, with the species that

would be native and robust, and

that would require no maintenance.

I have not been able to find ad-

ditional confirmation of this figure,

but if it is indeed accurate, then it has

implications for the post-Flood Ice Age.

This number is especially interesting

in light of Oard’s estimate that the Ice

Age, which began immediately after the

Flood, lasted around 700 years (Oard,
1990, pp. 199-210). If naturally occur-
ring thick forests take at least 600 years
to grow, thick forests might have been
non-existent or scarce during much of
the post-Flood Ice Age. In that light,
the comment made by British geologist
J. K. Charlesworth (Charlesworth, 1957,
cited in Oard, 1990, p. 41) is intriguing:
Evidence has been found which sug-
gests that the ice in places advanced
over standing and probably living
forests in which the annual rings
show a marked decrease in the rate
of growth only during the last twelve
years before death occurred. Never-
theless, the ice may generally have
invaded a barren, timberless, and
storm-swept country. ... The rarity of
vegetation in the drift suggests that
the preglacial material was carried
beyond the limits of glaciation [em-

phasis mine].
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Early in the Ice Age, thick forests
would have been non-existent—not
because trees were “carried beyond the
limits of glaciation,” but because living
trees had all been destroyed in the Flood,
and those that sprouted after the Flood
had not yet had time to reach matu-
rity. Oard briefly referenced this 1957
statement by Charlesworth in his 1990
monograph, but did not elaborate on it
much. Given that this 1957 reference
is very dated, I felt it worthwhile to see
if more recent research had confirmed
Charlesworth’s statement. As it turns out,
secular scientists are convinced that Ice
Age trees were scarce in Europe, North
America, and northern Asia.

This paper’s referee pointed out that
mild winters, cool summers, and abun-
dant vegetation would have enabled for-
ests to grow more quickly during the Ice
Age, so this issue may not be as simple as
it first seems. On the one hand, it seems
that abundant precipitation early in the
Ice Age (Oard, 1990) would cause trees
to grow up fairly quickly everywhere.
Indeed, large trees have been found in
growth position in far north Siberian
permafrost (Oard, 2006, p. 141). On the
other hand, secular researchers have re-
peatedly noted a dearth of Ice Age forests,
even outside glaciated areas. Of course,
what constitutes a “thick” forest may be
“in the eye of the beholder.” Even with
abundant precipitation, it could be that
forests in unglaciated areas did not grow
as thick in the few centuries of the post-
Flood Ice Age as uniformitarians had
expected. After all, their model of Earth
history affords them many thousands of
years for forest growth. So it may be that
Ice Age forests did indeed exist outside
the glaciated areas, but uniformitarian
scientists were surprised that they were
not as large, thick, or abundant as they
had expected.

I encountered this subject in the
course of my Ice Age research. Admit-
tedly, I am not a geologist or paleontolo-
gist, so [ am not really qualified to discuss
lce Age forests or paleobotany. However,

[ am bringing this to the attention of
the creation community in the hope
that more qualified creation researchers
can perhaps look more deeply into this
issue, in case it turns out to be significant
evidence for the Creation Ice Age model.

Estimating the Sizes

of Ancient Forests

Most paleo-estimates of Quaternary

tree coverage are based on fossil pollen.

Two writers (Birks and Tinner, 2016)

described why analysis of fossil pollen

is so important:
As we cannot directly observe the
forests of the past, to answer these
questions [about European forests
in the Quaternary| we need to re-
construct past forests indirectly using
the fossil record. This involves the
study of seeds, fruits, leaves, wood,
and charcoal (macrofossils)! and of
microscopic pollen grains, spores,
cells (e.g. stomata), and charred
particles (microfossils) preserved in
lake, bog, alluvial, and other sedi-
ments where organic material can
be preserved.? Pollen analysis as a
tool for vegetation reconstruction —
invented in 1916 by the Swedish
geologist Lennart von Post—was
and still is the dominant technique
in the [study of the] Quaternary pe-
riod, especially the last 15 000 years
of the late-Quaternary. [footnotes
in original]

There are at least four difficulties
confronting attempts to reconstruct past
forests using pollen analysis (Birks, 2011,
slide 48). One of these is the difficulty
of correctly interpreting sites with low
pollen values, as such low values could
be the result of either long distance trans-
port or a nearby, scattered population.
Also, some trees cease pollen production
when exposed to colder temperatures.
Likewise, low atmospheric concentra-
tions of atmospheric carbon dioxide can
also reduce pollen production. Finally, a
lack of continuous sites can be a problem

as well. Hence paleo-reconstructions
are somewhat uncertain. Even so, the
reconstructions discussed here are
broadly consistent with a largely treeless
landscape during the Post-Flood Ice Age.
Uniformitarians generally attribute
the decrease in tree cover to colder Ice
Age temperatures that began during the
Pliocene Epoch and continued into the
Pleistocene (Polly, 1994):
Accompanying the general cooling
trend of the Pliocene was, as already
mentioned, an increased aridity.
This led to a number of noteworthy
changes in the environment. The
Mediterranean Sea dried up com-
pletely and remained plains and
grasslands for the next several mil-
lion years. Another environmental
change was the replacement of many
forests by grasslands. [emphasis
mine|
Apopular-level website (Anonymous,
2014) concurs:
The global cooling that occurred
during the Pliocene may have
spurred on the disappearance of
forests and the spread of grasslands
and savannas [emphasis mine].
There is some limited evidence of
a dearth of Ice Age trees in Australia,
Africa, and South America (Colinvaux
et al., 1997; Anonymous, 2007; Mayle
et al., 2009; Monroe, 2016; Pifieiro et
al.,, 2017), but probably not enough
to warrant any firm conclusions. At
present, not much can be said about
Antarctica, as information about possible
post-Flood but pre-glaciation trees on
that continent seems hard to come by.
Of course, given the difficulty of doing
geological fieldwork in Antarctica, this
is hardly surprising. This paper focuses
mainly on Europe, northern Asia, and
North America.

Europe and Northern Asia

Birks (Birks, 2011, slide 29) had this to
say in a PowerPoint presentation for a
Ph.D. course:
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Forest vegetation of N America and
Europe has no history longer than
10 k yr (at best).

We shall return to the North Ameri-
can tree cover shortly. In any case, the
history of trees in Europe is relatively
short. This is quite odd given the truly
vast time allowed by the uniformitar-
ian model of Earth history. Of course,
creationists would argue that even this
10,000-year figure is greatly inflated,
which is not surprising given the unifor-
mitarian tendency to “stretch” a single
Ice Age into roughly 50 Pleistocene ice
ages supposedly occurring over a period
of 2.6 million years (Walker and Lowe,
2007).

Researchers (Huntley et al., 2013)
had this to say about trees in FEurope
and northern Asia during the last glacial:

Whereas fossil evidence indicates
extensive treeless vegetation and di-
verse grazing megafauna in Europe
and northern Asia during the last
glacial, experiments combining veg-
etation models and climate models
have to-date simulated widespread
persistence of trees. [emphasis mine]

Of course, creation scientists argue
that the most recent “glacial” interval
or ice age was in actuality the only Ice
Age. Note that secular climate models’
prediction (actually a retrodiction) of
widespread Ice Age trees in Europe and
Northern Asia is contradicted by the
geological field evidence. Ice Age trees
were apparently rare in those locations.
A popular level article describing this
research said (Peel, 2013):

Previous computer simulations of
vegetation during the last ice age
had suggested that trees may have
persisted in ice-free areas of Europe
and northern Asia. But, curiously,
there has never been any sign of trees
in fossils from the region.

However, Oard has pointed out that
there is evidence of trees in northern
Asia. For instance, large trees have been

found in growth position in far north
Siberian permafrost (Oard, 2006, p. 141).

Furthermore, due to abundant precipi-
tation, mild winters, and cool summers,
Oard expects abundant vegetation dur-
ing the early part of the Ice Age (Oard,
2015). I am not sure of the answer to
this apparent contradiction, but again,
it may involve different creation and
uniformitarian expectations regarding
the extent of Ice Age flora.

The abstract of a 2016 paper (Kaplan
et al., 2016) has this to say about the
absence of European Ice Age trees:

Reconstructions of the vegetation of
Europe during the Last Glacial Max-
imum (LGM) are an enigma. Pollen-
based analyses have suggested that
Europe was largely covered by steppe
and tundra, and forests persisted only
in small refugia. Climate-vegetation
model simulations on the other hand
have consistently suggested that
broad areas of Europe would have
been suitable for forest, even in the
depths of the last glaciation.

Kaplan et al. went on to state:

Although climate change was an im-
portant driver of landscape change
during the LGM, paleoclimate
alone cannot not [sic] provide suf-
ficient explanation for the large-scale
open nature of LGM landscapes.
While the openness of the LGM
landscape itself may be debated —
our tree-cover reconstruction (Fig 1)
and a number of previous studies [3,
24, 29-31] confirm the notion that
Europe at the LGM was probably
nota homogenous, vast open steppe,
but rather characterized by a patchy
mosaic of forest and non-forest veg-
etation—no GCM simulation results
in a modeled vegetation of Europe
that is even remotely treeless (S1 Fig).
[emphasis mine]

In other words, global climate
computer simulations have consistently
failed to account for the lack of Euro-
pean trees at Last Glacial Maximum,
even in unglaciated areas. The authors
attempted to attribute this dearth of trees
to ignition of wildfires by early humans.

A book on Cenozoic mammals (Raf-
ferty, 2011, p. 194) notes:

In the temperate zones of central
Europe and the United States where
deciduous forests exist today, veg-
etation was open and most closely
resembled the northern tundra, with
grasses, herbs, and few trees during
glacial intervals. Farther south, a
broad region of boreal [coniferous]
forests with varying proportions of
spruce and pine or a combination of
both extended almost to the Medi-
terranean in Europe and northern
Louisiana in North America.

So forests seem to have been rare in
at least parts of central Europe during
the Ice Age. The above statement also
mentions North America, which we
now discuss.

North America

As noted above, secular researchers
have also concluded that dense forests
were generally absent from much of
North America during the Last Glacial
Maximum (Anonymous, NASA Earth
Observatory, no date given):
By comparing modern forests and
the pollen records they leave behind
to pollen records from thousands
of years ago, [Margaret] Davis [an
ecologist at the University of Minne-
sota] has created a picture of ancient
forests. Her meticulous studies of
North America’s fossil pollen record
show that although trees associated
with modern forests existed many
thousands of years ago, forests as we
know them today—dense, continu-
ous stands of trees whose branches
form a closed canopy overhead —
were likely very rare at the last glacial
maximum.
Another researcher (Williams, 2002)
has confirmed Davis’ findings:
[North American] [t]ree cover densi-
ties during the last glacial maximum
were low relative to present, and

have increased since.
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Summary

Secular scientists are clearly puzzled
by an apparent dearth of thick Ice Age
forests. This could be evidence in favor
of Oard’s Ice Age model, but it may
also present difficulties for creation
researchers, since abundant precipi-
tation early in the Ice Age would be
expected to favor rapid plant growth.
This information is presented here in
the hope of spurring further creation
research in this area.
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