
!""1  !"""""""""""""  Cox Pinnacle: Yesterday’s 
View from the Top

YOU USED TO BE ABLE TO SEE TO THE WHITE MOUNTAINS to the west and 
Mt. Katahdin to the north from the 350-foot top of Cox Pinnacle, say, a century or 

more ago when grazing animals maintained the view. It’s said that Maine is as forested 
now as it ever has been: 90 percent amounting to 17 million acres. This granite-capped 
prominence, the highest elevation in Brunswick, now has a solid new growth of oak, 
beech and other hardwoods, providing pleasant shade on the trails, but impeding the 
former vistas. But one can imagine shepherds and hikers looking down on the surround-
ing countryside from the heights enjoy-
ing not only the view but the breeze that 
cools and drives off the insects.

Bordered on all sides by residential 
areas, and not far from busy downtown 
Brunswick, this 103-acre site is a good 
example of how land conservation in 
built-up areas provides an oasis of nature 
available to local inhabitants and visitors. 

The site lends its name to a geo-
logical feature, the Cox Pinnacle 
Moraine, part of a complex of glacial till 

Spend some time on the boardwalk that bridges a boggy stream rich with life.

Ostrich fern (Matteuccia struthiopteris), 
here with fertile fronds, are just one of hundreds  

of plant species visible beneath the boardwalk.
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pushed up by the great ice sheets of 
Pleistocene times over 13 millennia ago, 
when thousands of feet of ice covered 
the land. This height pinned part of the 
ice sheet to the land. (See page 4.)

Below the Pinnacle, near the park-
ing area, a well-constructed boardwalk 
spans a fertile drainage, Simpson Brook, 
flowing west into the Androscoggin 
River. Here is a perfect place to stop, 
look and listen during the summer 
months, when animal and plant life 
thrives in this productive swale. Take a moment to admire the lush ostrich ferns and 
horsetails and the hummocks of spiky sedges. July brings into view at eye-level the 
woody, cone-like fruit of the speckled alder (Alnus rugosa) growing up from the sub-
strate. This shrub of the birch family is a signature of streamsides and an important 
food plant (buds, seeds and twigs) for a number of birds and mammals.

You may hear amphibians calling such as spring peepers or northern gray tree frogs, 
and birds such as the melodious thrushes from within the woods, or the snickering catbird 
in the bushes. And the most numerous of species, the arthropods (spiders and insects) are 
everywhere evident in the air and on the vegetation. For instance, watch for the many kinds 
of dragonflies that frequent the airspace in the open area around the boardwalk.

The 1 !-mile loop trail begins shortly after crossing the boardwalk. The Friends 
of Cox Pinnacle website lists a sampling of the many plants growing here: pink lady’s 
slipper, fringed polygala, starflower, common strawberry, bunchberry, bluets, marsh 
blue violet, dwarf cinquefoil, highbush blueberry, jack-in-the-pulpit. 

——       K.S.

The number of spiders per acre can be in the range 
of tens of thousands or more, making them an  
obvious check on the balance of insect numbers.

Directions: Cox Pinnacle, Hacker Road, Brunswick, Brunswick Parks & Recreation

From Route 1, take River Road north for 4.5 miles 
and turn left onto Hacker Road. Drive 1.3 miles 
to parking lot on right.

Or, from Route 1 take Durham Road north for 2.9 
miles and turn right at blinking light onto Hacker 
Road and go 0.3 miles to parking lot on left.

WebSource: www.curtislibrary.com/pinnacle
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Chickadees: Winter Survivalists
The birds jump into . . . and out of [their nesting cavity] with surprising quickness 
and precision like Jack-in-the box, never pausing for an instant . . .

—— William Brewster, Concord River

We’re likely to take this most common of songbirds for granted, as we see it almost everywhere 
both at home and in the woods, but we should not be unimpressed by this species in its 
adaptabilty to climatic extremes.

As the cold temperatures of winter descend on Maine, black-capped chickadees (Poecile 
atriacapilla) undergo special anatomical and physiological changes. For one thing, the hippocampus 
of its brain grows by 30%. This astonishing phenomenon improves the bird’s ability to retrieve 
thousands upon thousands of seeds and berries cached during the summer in anticipation of the 
dark months when immediate access to food is vital. These birds store provisions everywhere: tree 
bark, cavities, in another bird’s hidey hole, far above ground or buried below, behind a shingle or 
clapboard, anywhere a tiny nugget of energy can fit. Then comes the challenge of finding that food 
without wasting energy during the chickadee’s prolonged emergency that we call winter. That 30% 
increase in the hippocampus makes the difference and gives the individual bird a slightly better 
chance of surviving another day. But that’s only one survival mechanism. 

As any Mainer can tell you, living here year-round calls for many skills, especially if you 
are warm-blooded with a high surface-to-volume ratio and weigh less than three nickels, i.e., 
you’re a chickadee. How does the bird do it? On the coldest nights it seeks a small cavity, 
climbs in, and drops its body temperature from a normal of around 108° F down to 85° F — a 
sort of overnight hibernation, or torpidity. But is there a downside to that; does that turn the 
chickadee into a sitting duck, so to speak, a meal for an ermine? Not at all. The chickadee 
retains the ability to spring instantly into flight. 

Ornithologists have learned that the number of dees at the end of their eponymous call indi-
cates the threat level of an intruder. Something of great concern, such as a small owl, a Cooper’s 

hawk or a cat, is signaled by more dees 
than for a less agile raptor that poses less 
threat, a barred owl for example. And 
chickadees can distinguish between two 
potential predators of the same size if 
one is more dangerous than the other. 
Perhaps all these impressive survival 
techniques account in part for their 
almost constant presence in the north-
east U.S., a welcome presence at that. 

——  T.O.(photo: Brian Willson)



Cox Pinnacle’s Place in Glacial History
During the melting of the last great ice-sheet in Maine, the glacier itself was still moving 
forward, but the terminal margin was melting and retreating faster. Also, the front of the 
glacier was in contact with the ocean, which flooded inland due to the depression of 
the earth’s surface by the weight of the ice. The ice margin in the Androscoggin Valley 
lowland calved into the ocean but the ice margin on the upland areas would remain in 
position as the lowland margin would retreat up-valley by calving. Eventually the upland 
ice margin would retreat, and find another high point like Cox Pinnacle where it would 
remain “pinned” until the lowland ice had retreated. The positions of the retreating 
ice-margin can be thought of as sequences of ice-marginal retreat, marked by specific 
deposits such as moraines, glacial marine fans and glacial marine deltas.

——  Tom Weddle 

This figure shows retreating ice margin in the Northeast of the Laurentide Ice Sheet 
during deglaciation. Numbers are in thousand-years (13.8 = 13,800 calendar years). 
The southernmost position of the glacier on Long Island and offshore southern New 
England is shown (red line marked 28.0-23.5) receding to northern New Hampshire 
and Vermont (purple line marked 13.8). The light blue line marked 14.6 extends 
from New Hampshire into Maine. The Cox Pinnacle moraine is part of the light blue 
line. Between the 14.6 margin and the 13.8 margin (purple line) there are short ice 
marginal recessions with associated dates that gives one a sense of how rapidly the 
ice margin was retreating during this time interval. (see: www.maine.gov/doc/nrimc/
mgs/explore/surficial/sites/dec08-1.htm)
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