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Data on loess thickness, as well as a variety of particle size fractions, were determined for 875 samples taken
from several loess sheets across Wisconsin and Upper Michigan. Because the particle size characteristics of
these samples varied widely within and between the loess sheets, we used principal components analysis
(PCA) as a way of isolating the major textural components or signals that exist across the various loess sheets.
The purpose of this research was to examine and interpret these principal components or particle size
signatures, common to the different loesses, in order to better understand the loess sheets' character,
formation mechanisms and likely sources. Our initial assumption — that many of these loesses varied
markedly from the classical “silty loess” — was supported by the particle size data and the PCA. Although
component 1 was interpreted as thick, silty loess dominated by medium silts, component 2 was mainly
composed of very fine sand and coarse silt and is better viewed as “coarse loess.” Components 3 and 4 were
less texturally homogeneous and may reflect mixing between the loess and the underlying sediment,
especially where the loess is b~40 cm thick. Alternatively, some of the loess samples in components 3 and 4
can be interpreted as poorly sorted versions of sandy eolian sediment, grading downwind to more traditional,
siltier loess. Our work is the first to describe, map, and (informally) name the many small loess sheets in the
upper Great Lakes region. This research demonstrates that many of the loesses here do not have silt loam
textures as often described in the literature. Instead, loesses can be fine–sandy, and others, especially those
that have bimodal particle size signatures, may reflect various amounts of post-depositional mixing.

© 2010 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Silty eolian deposits, generally referred to as loess, have been the
focus of over a century of geomorphic and sedimentologic study
(Richthofen, 1882; Russell, 1944; Obruchev, 1945; Wascher et al.,
1947; Smalley, 1966; Pye, 1984, 1987; Follmer, 1996; Bettis et al.,
2003). Particularly important within this research are discussions of
loess origin. Most loess deposits worldwide have originated from
desert (Yaalon, 1969; Goudie et al., 1979; Ganor and Mamane, 1982;
McTainsh, 1987; Tsoar and Pye, 1987; Ding et al., 1999) or
periglacially/glacially active landscape systems (Smalley, 1966,
1972; Fehrenbacher, 1973; Ruhe, 1973; Smalley and Krinsley, 1978;
Johnson and Follmer, 1989; Lea, 1990; Forman et al., 1992; Leigh and
Knox, 1994; Muhs and Budahn, 2006). Glacial systems are particularly
efficient at producing large quantities of silt-sized grains via grinding
(Smalley, 1990), as are cold mountain landscapes (Smalley, 1978).

Most researchers have assumed that loess in the glaciated parts of
the world, midwestern USA included, have mainly originated from

large river valleys (Smalley, 1972; Pye, 1984). In theory, these river
valleys fill with silt-rich glacial meltwater each summer and are
largely dry in winter. Strong winds deflate the valley sediments each
winter and during low-flow periods, depositing silts and finer sands
downwind (Smith, 1942; Fehrenbacher et al., 1965; Putman et al.,
1989), where they persist best on stable uplands. Clear and
predictable patterns of loess characteristics on uplands, downwind
of meltwater valley source areas, also support this theory of loess
origin. Particularly well studied are the thick, extensive loess sheets in
Illinois and Indiana, which have as their sources the large Mississippi,
Illinois, and Wabash River valleys (Smith, 1942; Kleiss, 1973). Less
well studied are the glacial loesses and other eolian sediments of the
upper Midwest — the focus of this paper. Whereas some of these
deposits are found near large meltwater valleys, many are distant from
such potential sources. Additionally, these deposits (especially in
Wisconsin andMichigan) are often small, thin, and overlapping. Finally,
many of these deposits show a wide range of textures, which may be
reflective of their various sources.

Our research uses (i) field work and preexisting maps to
determine the extent of these smaller, little-studied loess sheets in
Wisconsin and UpperMichigan, and (ii) statistical analyses of samples
from these loess sheets to determine some of their key spatial
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properties, particularly as they relate to texture. We believe that such
data can be useful for the discrimination and mapping of these loess
deposits and their sources, e.g., Pirkle et al. (1985). Our goal is not to
present finished, detailed maps of these loess sheets, but to explore
the utility of statistical analysis methods, particularly the use of
principal components analysis (PCA) and spatial interpolation, in
understanding the character, distributions and origins of loess in
Wisconsin and Upper Michigan. Spatial interpolation of component
scores from PCA is promising because loess is a wind-sorted deposit,
exhibiting predictable spatial trends in particle size, thickness, and
often, mineralogy (Smith, 1942; Waggoner and Bingham, 1961;
Frazee et al., 1970; Kleiss, 1973; Pye, 1995; Aleinikoff et al., 1999;
Muhs and Bettis, 2000; Mason, 2001; Schaetzl and Hook, 2008).

All loess deposits have at least one source area. Identification of the
various loess sources has been a fruitful area of past (Waggoner and
Bingham, 1961; Frazee et al., 1970; Rutledge et al., 1975; Ruhe and
Olson, 1980; Johnson and Follmer, 1989) and recent paleoenviron-
mental research (Aleinikoff et al., 1998, 1999; Mason, 2001; Mason
et al., 2003; Schaetzl, 2008; Schaetzl and Hook, 2008). Generally,
source areas are identified by examining trends in loess thickness and
texture, across the loess sheet. Loess deposits usually thin, away from
source areas. Similarly, decreases in coarser particle size fractions, e.g.,
coarse silt, very fine sand, occur progressively away from loess
sources, while many of the finer silt fractions concomitantly increase.

Source areas can only be determined, however, if discrete (but
sometimes overlapping) loess sheets can be differentiated from each
other, and their spatio-textural characteristics ascertained. Identifying
such sourcesmayprovide insight into paleoenvironmental conditions at
the time of deposition, particularly regarding wind direction and
intensity (C.O.H.M.A.P. Members, 1988; Bartlein et al., 1998). Addition-
ally, identifying the spatial variability in the textures of eolian deposits
may assist others in identifying andmapping small, thin eolian deposits
that do not fit the traditional definition of “silty loess.” Our research
contributes empirically (loess sheet differentiation, mapping, and
description), methodologically (application of PCA to loess deposits),
and theoretically (determinationofmost important and useful variables
for discernment of loess deposits) to eolian research. Our work also
highlights the textural variation in the eolian deposits of this region, and
explores their interconnectivity across space.

2. Background: use of PCA in the geosciences

Principal components analysis (PCA) helps provide insight into the
multivariate structure of interrelated data by reducing their dimen-
sionality (Jolliffe, 2002). Principal components analysis transforms a
large number of variables, in our case particle size data, into linearly
independent sources of “information” (referred to as components) that
can be interpreted to provide insight into the processes or interrelation-
ships thatunderlie thedata.Whenusinggeoreferenceddata, the routine
can be extended to produce maps of each component, which can be
further interpreted to shed additional light on the spatial patterns of the
processes underlying the data (Morgan, 1971).

Principal components analysis is commonly used in a variety of
disciplines, including pedology, where it can help with problems of
multicollinearity present in soil forming factors (e.g. Antisari et al.,
2010). Eolian applications include examples where researchers have
used PCA to help determine source regions of particulate matter
pollution (Wang et al., 2009; Contini et al., 2010). PCA has also been
recently used to characterize particle size data, including studies of soil
fertility (Chen and Duan, 2009) and pollution (Sielaff and Einax, 2007).
Most related to our research, Pirkle et al. (1985) performed a PCA of
textural and other sedimentological data to differentiate between
marine and terrestrial sediments in Florida; Using grain size data,
components were analyzed to help identify mode of transport and
availability of sourcematerial (Pirkle et al., 1985); thus, interpretation of
PCA components can help identify depositional environments. We are

not aware of any applicationsof PCA inpaleoenvironmental geomorphic
research. More specifically, PCA has not been used to distinguish
between different types of loess.

3. Study area

Our work is centered in Wisconsin, with some overlap into
western UpperMichigan. This area has long been known to have thick
loess deposits on its western edge, near the Mississippi River valley,
mostly dating to the Late Wisconsin advance of the Laurentide ice
sheet, e.g., Hole (1976), Mickelson (1986), Dott and Attig (2004).
Work on the thinner, interior loess deposits has been minimal. Early
work by Hole (1968), with a soils focus, established that the
distribution of loess across the state was patchy, and that most of
the “interior” loess deposits were thin (b1 m; Fig. 1). Since then, most
of the loess-based research in the state has been associated with the
thicker deposits along the Mississippi River (Leigh and Knox, 1993,
1994). Other loess deposits in the state have usually only been briefly
mentioned as parts of larger reports and publications.

The most widespread, uppermost, and youngest loess unit in
Wisconsin is the Peoria silt member of the Kieler Formation (Syverson
et al., 2011), and that is our focus here. Peoria loess was generally
deposited between ~25,000 and 12,000 radiocarbon BP (Leigh and
Knox, 1993; Grimley, 2000; Forman and Pierson, 2002; Bettis et al.,
2003; Syverson et al., 2011). The loesses in the study area usually
overlie Quaternary-aged deposits, but in the southwestern part of the
state, i.e., the Driftless area, they may rest directly on bedrock or its
residuum (Frolking et al., 1983; Leigh and Knox, 1994).

4. Methods and results

4.1. Mapping the loess deposits

UsingHole's (1968)map of aeolian silt and sand deposits (Fig. 1) as a
starting point, and gleaning county-level soil survey data from the

Source:  Hole (1968)
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Fig. 1. A redrawn and slightly simplified version of Hole's (1968) aeolian sand and silt
deposits of Wisconsin map.
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Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) for additional detail, we
mapped the loess deposits of the region. To do this,we first downloaded
the county soil maps for Wisconsin and western Upper Michigan from
the NRCS's Soil Data Mart web site (http://soildatamart.nrcs.usda.gov/)
and imported the data into a GIS.We determined the parentmaterial(s)
formost of the soil series in the region from the official series description
on theNRCSweb site (http://soils.usda.gov/technical/classification/osd/
index.html). When the parent material description for a soil series was
stated as loess, or loess over another sediment type, we appropriately
coded the map unit symbology in the GIS coverage. Soil series with
N60 in. (152 cm) of loess were coded black, whereas soils with lesser
thicknesses of loess were coded as follows: 40–60 in. (102–152 cm)
(dark red), 20–40 in. (51–102 cm) (red), 10–20 in. (25–51 cm) (pink),
and b10 in. (b25 cm) or no loess (transparent). Although we did not
sample them for this project, some areas with loamier loess deposits,
especially in northern Wisconsin, were singled out and colored purple.
Finally, the county-scale soil/loess maps weremerged and rasterized to
create a grid file of loess presence/absence and thickness (Fig. 2). To our
knowledge, this is the most detailed map of loess that currently exists
for the region.

To assist with communication, several of the more discrete loess
sheets were given names, which should be regarded here as informal
(Fig. 2). Where possible, we used established names for loess sheets
derived from the literature, although again we stress that any names
used for loess sheets in this paper are informal and have not, as yet,

been recognized or proposedwithin the North American Stratigraphic
Code (North American Commission on Stratigraphic Nomenclature,
1983).

4.2. Sampling the loess

We used the NRCS-derived soil/loess map (Fig. 2) to guide our field
sampling campaign, the goal of whichwas to obtain loess samples from
many of the major loess sheets. Site selection for samples centered on
broad uplands or areas nearbywhere loesswas least likely to have been
eroded, redistributed or disturbed. A digital elevation model (DEM),
used in conjunction with the loess map (Fig. 3), helped optimize our
sampling on stable uplands. Field sampling was aided by a laptop
computer, running GIS software to display county-level soils and other
base data. The GIS was linked to a global positioning system (GPS) unit,
enabling live tracking of each sampling location. Woodlots were
preferred sample sites as many have unplowed (virgin) soils; cropped
fields were given low sampling preference but were, necessarily,
sampled in some areas, especially where loess is thick andwewere able
to obtain loess samples from well below the plow layer.

We aimed for a uniform spatial distribution of loess samples,
although some loess sheets were sampled more intensively and at
smaller spatial intervals as precursors to more detailed, subsequent
studies. Final sample density was based on (i) distance from supposed
loess source area (denser sampling in areas near potential loess

Fig. 2.Distribution of soils formed in loess parent materials of varying thickness inWisconsin andwestern upper Michigan, as interpreted fromNRCS, county-level, SSURGO soil data.
Suggested names (informal) for some of the major loess sheets are indicated. Also shown are loess thicknesses, based on the same data source, and some late glacial ice margins. See
text for map generation details.
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sources), and (ii) distribution of loess soils across the county (few or
no points were established in parts of counties that lacked significant
areas of loess soils).

At each sample site, a 500–600 g loess sample was taken using a
hand auger. Samples were taken at the deepest point within or below
the soil profile but N~30 cm from any underlying lithologic discon-
tinuity (Schaetzl, 1998). Loess thickness was noted at each site. At
sites where the loess was as thick or thicker than the maximum depth
of augering, a sample was taken from a depth no shallower than
125 cm, and the loess thickness was noted as N160 cm. Loess samples
were eventually obtained from 875 sites (Fig. 4).

4.3. Lab analyses

All 875 samples were air dried and lightly ground to pass a 2-mm
sieve. Theywere next passed through a sample splitter and recombined
(four passes total) to achieve the high level of homogeneity necessary
for subsequent particle size analysis on a Malvern Mastersizer 2000E
laser particle size analyzer. Dispersion was accomplished on 2-g loess
samples, in awater-based solution of (NaPO3)13⋅Na2O, after shaking for
2 h. When necessary, organic matter was first removed using dilute
H2O2. Mean particle size and various (clay-free) particle size data were
generated within the Malvern and Microsoft Excel software packages,
respectively. The PSAdatawere analyzed indiscreteparticle size classes,
e.g., 20–40 μm, 50–125 μm, etc. (Table 1).

4.4. Data analyses

We spatially interpolated the particle size data for the 875 samples,
using ordinary kriging; it was selected as the most parsimonious
interpolation routine for creating maps of variable data (Matheron,
1963).We used the geostatistical wizardmodule of ArcGIS (ESRI, 2009)
to create such maps, clipping the output to the approximate spatial
extent of the data. A separate surfacewas created for each loess variable

Fig. 3. Typical map of loess distribution patterns across two areas in Wisconsin, both set on a hillshade DEM base. This type of larger-scale map, showing topography and loess
distribution, was used in the field to guide our sampling operations. (A) The heart of the Driftless area, near the Vernon-Monroe County line; and (B) an area just east of the Horicon
Marsh, mostly in Dodge County.

Fig. 4. The 875 locations where loess was sampled for this study, and how they compare
with the general distribution of loess across the state.
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in order to examine the spatial variationbetweenandwithin thevarious
loess sheets and to identify which of the variables was potentially most
useful for loess sheet classification/discrimination. Most of the 42
particle size surfaces (and the thickness surface) exhibited interesting
and unique geographic variations, suggesting that they could be used to
classify and interpret loess sheets.

Finally, using the sample data, the particle size variables were
entered into a PCA in order to reduce redundancy within the textural
variables and to identify and accentuate the most important gradients
within the data. Varimax rotation, a process by which coordinates are
rotated such that only a few variables have high loadings (correla-
tions) for each component, was utilized to maximize interpretability.
Components with eigenvalues N1.0 were extracted (Kaiser, 1960),
yielding four clear components, all of which were found to be
reasonably interpretable (Table 2). As with the textural variables, the
scores for each component were then mapped using ArcGIS.

5. Results and discussion

5.1. Loess in Wisconsin: a brief overview

Hole's map (Fig. 1) and our NRCS-derived (Fig. 2) map of loess
distribution and thickness in Wisconsin are remarkably similar; the
latter provides more detail because it was derived from larger scale

original data, i.e., county-scale soil maps. The thickest loess in the state
exists on uplands just east of the Mississippi River and was
presumably at least partially sourced from the same river valley
while it carried glacial meltwater during (at least) the last two major
glacial advances (Leigh and Knox, 1993, 1994; Leigh, 1994).

Because most of the loess sheets in Wisconsin have not yet been
studied, their sources remain unclear. In this paper, we will, by
necessity, make reference to source areas for loess sheets, as the
characteristics of the loess generally vary as a function of distance
from a source area, and because many of the textural and thickness
trends we report on point to obvious (but as yet unproven) source
areas. Because the purpose of this paper is not to definitively identify
source areas for any of the loess sheets, any reference to loess source
areas made in this paper should, therefore, be viewed as speculative.

Wisconsin's interior loess sheets could not have been primarily
sourced from theMississippi valley because (i) the gradual thinning of
theMississippi loess is evident (see below) with the distal edge of this
loess commonly only 70–100 km inland, and (ii) broad areas exist
between the Mississippi-sourced loess and other interior sheets that
essentially lack loess. Although preliminary, our work on these
interior sheets has led us to conclude that many have been sourced
from outwash plains, lake plains, and/or other recently deglaciated
landscapes, e.g., moraines (Schaetzl, 2008; Schaetzl and Hook, 2008;
Schaetzl and Loope, 2008; Stanley, 2008), based on the assumption
that these interior loess sheets get both thicker and coarser in
proximity to one of these presumed interior source areas.

5.2. Characteristics of loesses in the study area

Maps of thickness and various textural parameters illustrate the
wide textural variability that exists in the loesses of the study area
(Fig. 5). Loess sheets near deep, large outwash valleys or downwind
from areas of Late Wisconsin loess production in Iowa (e.g., in
southwestern Wisconsin) are dominated by silt, especially fine and
medium silts (Fig. 5). This is archetypical loess, what Haase et al.
(2007) referred to as “typical loess.” Conversely, loess adjacent to
major outwash plains (e.g., the NortheasternWisconsin loess sheet) is
much sandier, with very fine and fine sands dominating. These data
clearly show that loess, at least in Wisconsin and Upper Michigan, is
not always silty; only 76.6% of the loess samples were silt loam in
texture; many others were loam, silty clay loam, and fine sandy loam.
Indeed, many of the eolian deposits near to sand-rich source areas are
closer to what has typically been described as “cover sands” or “cover
loams” in the European literature, e.g., Cailleux (1942), Koster (1988),
Gullentops et al. (1993), Haase et al. (2007).

It is beyond the scope of this paper to examine and discuss the
thickness and textural characteristics of each loess sheet in the study
area. Instead, we used PCA (i) to examine commonalities and trends
across these loess sheets, (ii) to determine if groups or “sets” of loess
types exist and, if so, (iii) examine where these sediments exist on the
landscape, particularly as regards proximity to, and type of, source
area.

5.3. PCA analysis of loesses in the study area

The PCA procedure reduced the textural data to four independent
variables that collectively accounted for 92.4% of the total variance
present within the original 42 variables. The variable loadings shown
in Fig. 6 are generally interpretable and appear to shed light on the
mechanisms of loess formation and distribution. Fig. 6 also illustrates
the textural splits for each of the four components to aid interpre-
tation and help identify those variables most associated with each
component.

Component 1, which explains 47.6% of the variation in the data,
has significant loadings on various silt and very fine sand fractions and
has a mean particle size value of 29.4 μm (medium silt) for the 10

Table 1
Particle size fractions used for analysis in this research.a

Variable Size range (um)

Mean weighted particle size –

Modal particle size –

Uniformity valueb –

Clay 0–2
Very fine silt 2–12
Very fine and fine silt 2–25
Silt 2–50
Silt and very fine sand 2–125
Fine silt 8–20
Fine silt 2 12–25
Fine and medium silt 12–35
Fine, medium and coarse silt 12–50
Fine silt through very, very fine sand 12–75
Fine silt through very fine sand 12–125
Medium silt 2 20–40
Medium silt 25–35
Medium and coarse silt 25–50
Medium silt through fine very fine sand 25–75
Medium silt through very fine sand 25–125
Coarse silt 35–50
Coarse silt through fine very fine sand 35–75
Coarse silt through very fine sand 35–125
Coarse silt through fine sand 35–250
Very coarse silt 40–50
Very coarse silt through fine very fine sand 40–75
Very, very, very fine sand 50–60
Very, very fine sand 50–75
Very fine sand 50–125
Very fine and fine sand 50–250
Very fine, fine and medium sand 50–500
Sandc 50–2000
Medium very fine sand 60–75
Coarse very fine sand 75–125
Fine, fine sand 125–175
Fine sand 125–250
Fine and medium sand 125–500
Coarse fine sand 175–250
Medium sand 250–500
Medium and coarse sand 250–1000
Medium through very coarse sandc 250–2000
Coarse sand 500–1000
Very coarse sandc 1000–2000

a Textural variables could be, and were, determined on standard and clay-free bases.
b Uniformity value is a measure of the variance in the particle sizes for a given sample.
c Estimated, given our particular laser particle size analyzer model type.
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most positively correlated size fractions. Likewise, this component
loads negatively onmost of the finer sand fractions. Themean particle
size value for the negatively correlated variables is 293.0 μm (medium
sand). We interpret this component to represent “classical, medium
and coarse silt-rich” loess, not unlike that defined by Smalley and
Vita-Finzi (1968) and Pesci (1990). Pye (1995) referred to “typical”
loess as eolian sediment that has a modal grain size of 30 μm, much
like this material (see also Smalley, 1990). Particle size plots for the
top eight samples, (i.e. those samples with the highest component
scores) help illustrate and identify the textural characteristics of this
type of loess (Fig. 7). All of these samples have modes within the
medium to coarse silt fraction. Sands larger than very fine sand size
are almost nonexistent.

Loess thickness does not load strongly (positively or negatively) on
component 1, which we interpret as meaning that loess of this type
can (and does) occur in areas of thick, thin and intermediate loess.
This interpretation is further confirmed by examining the locations of
the 30 samples that loaded most strongly on this component (Fig. 8).
In Fig. 8, these sites are mapped onto a background of loess distri-
bution and ice marginal positions. Most of these samples are in
southwestern Wisconsin, an area of very fine-textured, thick loess
(Figs. 5, 8). Although some of this loess has as its origin themeltwaters
of the Mississippi River, we assume that fine-textured loess generated
from various deglacial landscapes in Iowa has also been a significant
contributor to the loess in this region (Mason and Nater, 1994). The
Iowa-sourced loess would have been transported such a long distance
that most of its sands and coarse silts would have beenwinnowed out.
The remaining samples that represent component 1 are scattered
across the thinner loess sheets of the study area, with a notable
secondary area of concentration exists in the fine-textured loess of the
North-Central Wisconsin loess sheet (Fig. 8), where loess thickness is
typically 0.5–0.9 m. Notably, many of the component 1 samples are
located significant distances from their presumed source areas, as
would be expected for fine-textured, silty loess.

Table 2
Particle size fractions of Wisconsin loesses that correlate highly with the first four
principal components.

Particle size class (size range in μm) Particle size
midpoint (μm)

Correlation

PC1 — most positively correlated
Fine and medium silt (12–35) 23.5 0.95
Total silt (2–50) 26.0 0.95
Fine silt (12–25) 18.5 0.93
Fine through coarse silt (12–50) 31.0 0.93
Very fine and fine silt (2–25) 13.5 0.90
Medium silt (20–40) 30.0 0.87
Fine silt (8–20) 14.0 0.85
Fine silt through very fine sand (12–75) 43.5 0.84
Medium silt (25–35) 30.0 0.84
Silt plus very fine sand (2–125) 63.5 0.81
Mean (st dev) 29.4 (15.0)

PC 1 — most negatively correlated
Very fine through medium sand (50–500) 275.0 −0.99
Total sand (50–2000) 1025.0 −0.95
Fine, fine sand (125–175) 150.0 −0.94
Fine sand (125–250) 187.5 −0.92
Very fine and fine sand (50–250) 150.0 −0.92
Coarse fine sand (175–250) 212.5 −0.87
Fine and medium sand (125–500) 312.5 −0.87
Coarse very fine sand (75–125) 100.0 −0.79
Mean weighted particle size – −0.75
Coarse silt through fine sand (35–250) 142.5 −0.73
Medium sand (250–500) 375.0 −0.73
Mean (st dev) 293.0 (271.1)

PC 2 — most positively correlated
Fine very fine sand (50–75) 62.5 0.98
Very, very fine sand (50–60) 55.0 0.97
Very coarse silt through fine, very fine sand (40–75) 57.5 0.97
Coarse silt through very fine sand (35–125) 80.0 0.97
Medium, very fine sand (60–75) 67.5 0.95
Medium silt through very fine sand (25–125) 75.0 0.95
Coarse silt through fine, very fine sand (35–75) 55.0 0.94
Very coarse silt (40–50) 45.0 0.85
Very fine sand (50–125) 87.5 0.83
Medium silt through fine, very fine sand (25–75) 50.0 0.81
Coarse silt (35–50) 42.5 0.79
Mean (st dev) 61.6 (14.5)

PC 2 — most negatively correlated
Medium sand (250–500) 375.0 −0.49
Very fine silt (2–12) 7.0 −0.48
Medium and coarse sand (250–1000) 625.0 −0.45
Medium through very coarse sand (250–2000) 1125.0 −0.45
Coarse fine sand (175–250) 212.5 −0.45
Fine and medium sand (125–500) 312.5 −0.44
Fine silt (8–20) 14.0 −0.39
Uniformity value – −0.35
Fine sand (125–250) 187.5 −0.34
Coarse sand (500–1000) 750.0 −0.33
Mean weighted particle size – −0.33
Mean (st dev) 400.9 (369.3)

PC 3 — most positively correlated
Silt through very fine sand (2–125) 63.5 0.38
Fine silt through very fine sand (12–125) 68.5 0.35
Loess thickness – 0.30
Total silt (2–50) 26.0 0.30
Fine silt through very fine sand (12–75) 43.5 0.29
Fine and medium silt (12–35) 23.5 0.28
Fine through coarse silt (12–50) 31.0 0.28
Fine silt (12–25) 18.5 0.28
Very fine and fine silt (2–25) 13.5 0.28
Fine silt (8–20) 14.0 0.27
Very fine silt (8–20) 7.0 0.25
Medium silt (20–40) 30.0 0.25
Mean (st dev) 30.8 (20.1)

PC 3 — most negatively correlated
Very coarse sand (1000–2000) 1500.0 −0.86
Coarse sand (500–1000) 750.0 −0.83

Table 2 (continued)

Particle size class (size range in μm) Particle size
midpoint (μm)

Correlation

PC 3 — most negatively correlated
Uniformity value – −0.73
Medium through very coarse sand (250–2000) 1125.0 −0.60
Medium and coarse sand (250–1000) 625.0 −0.59
Mean weighted particle size – −0.57
Medium sand (250–500) 375.0 −0.42
Total sand (50–2000) 1025.0 −0.29
Fine through medium sand (125–500) 312.5 −0.21
Mean (st dev) 816.1 (427.4)

PC 4 — most positively correlated
Loess thickness – 0.55
Modal particle size – 0.49
Medium and coarse silt (25–50) 37.5 0.24
Medium silt (25–35) 30.0 0.24
Coarse silt (35–50) 42.5 0.23
Medium silt (20–40) 30.0 0.21
Very coarse silt (40–50) 45.0 0.20
Medium silt through very fine sand (25–75) 50.0 0.18
Mean (st dev) 39.2 (8.2)

PC 4 — most negatively correlated
Uniformity value – −0.41
Coarse, very fine sand (75–125) 100.0 −0.30
Very fine silt (2–12) 7.0 −0.26
Very fine sand (50–125) 87.5 −0.18
Fine silt (8–20) 14.0 −0.17
Fine, fine sand (125–175) 150.0 −0.16
Very fine and fine sand (50–250) 150.0 −0.15
Very coarse sand (1000–2000) 1500.0 −0.12
Very fine and fine silt (2–25) 13.5 −0.11
Medium very fine sand (60–75) 67.5 −0.09
Mean (st dev) 232.2 (478.6)
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Because many scientists who work with soils and Quaternary
sediments often report data using standard USDA-NRCS soil texture
classes, we chose to do the same, for purposes of comparison. For
example, of these 30 samples, 19 are silt loam in texture, 10 are silty
clay loams, and one is a silty clay.

Accounting for an additional 31.9% of variance, component 2 has
high positive loadings on several very fine sand and coarse silt
fractions, with a mean particle size value of 61.6 μm (very, very fine
sand) for the most positively correlated fractions (Table 2; Figs. 6, 7).
It negatively correlates with coarser sands and some finer silt
fractions. The mean particle size value for the negatively correlated
variables is 400.9 μm (medium sand). This component identifies a

very fine and fine “sandy” or “coarse loess” variant, somewhat like a
traditional “cover sand” but not as coarse or as well sorted as typical
dune sand (and with much more silt). Haase et al. (2007) referred to
loess with this type of particle size distribution as “sandy loess.”
Nonetheless, this sediment type contains very little medium and
coarser sands (Fig. 6; Table 2). The relatively high variance value for
this component (31.9%) suggests that sandy loess is an important and
large constituent of the larger eolian population; silty loess does not
dominate the loesses of Wisconsin. In the field, many (including us)
would describe this sediment as “coarse loess.” Indeed, the NRCS
describes several soil series in the region as having formed in “coarse
loess” parent material, which agrees with our observations.

Fig. 5. Examples of kriged maps of various loess parameters across the study area, clipped to the rough extent of the data. All textural parameters have been calculated on a clay-free
basis. (A) thickness (cm); (B) total silt (2–50 μm); (C) fine silt (8–20 μm); (D)medium silt (25–35 μm); (E) coarse silt (35–50 μm); (F) very, very fine sand (50–60 μm); (G) very fine
through fine sand (50–250 μm); and (H) fine through medium sand (150–500 μm).
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Of the 30 samples that loaded most strongly on component 2, 18
are silt loam in texture, nine are loams, and three are very fine sandy
loams. Most of these 30 samples are located in two areas: (i) the
Western Wisconsin and Chippewa Valley loess sheets, and (ii) along
the eastern, proximal margins of the Northeast Wisconsin and the
Iron County loess sheet (Fig. 8). The former area is shallowly underlain
by poorly cemented sandstone bedrock (Syverson, 2007) and thus
likely that fine sands were being deflated and transported concur-
rently with the more silty loess. A similar situation probably occurred
on the western end of the North-Central Wisconsin loess sheet
(Stanley, 2008). Interestingly, most of the other samples with high
component 2 scores are in Northeastern Wisconsin and Upper
Michigan on the far eastern edge of the loess sheet near the Mountain

and Sagola end moraines and their outwash plains (Fig. 8; Peterson,
1985; Clayton, 1986). This area has vast expanses of fine sandy
outwash and associated deposits, explaining the predominance of
very fine sands in the loess immediately downwind (west). Each of
these sandy loess samples is located within the loess sheet, but very
close to the outwash plains to their east. In essence, this is near-source
area loess with a dominant very fine sand fraction. Its presence here
clearly supports the deposition of loess in this area, carried on easterly
winds. As with component 1, the “loess thickness” variable does not
load strongly on component 2; loess thickness varies markedly among
the sites shown in Fig. 8.

Component 3 is more complex, and thus, more difficult to
interpret, and the distribution of its component scores shows few

Fig. 5 (continued).
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areas of concentrated high or low values (Fig. 8). The component
explains 11.2% of the total variance and correlates positively with a
wide range of silt fractions and with loess thickness. It also correlates
negatively with various sand fractions, especially many of the coarser
sands. Taken alone, these data might imply that component 3
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represents thick, silty loess devoid of sands. However, component 3
also negatively correlates with uniformity value, implying that it is
usually a rather heterogeneous mix of sediment types (Table 2).
Likewise, a visual inspection of the particle size distributions of the
eight samples with the highest component scores suggests that

component 3 is, indeed, interpreted to represent a mix of sediment
with very different textural characteristics; some samples are silt-
dominated, whereas others are sandy (Fig. 7). Many samples,
especially the sandy ones, have two or three particle size modes.
These characteristics suggest that component 3 may include many

Fig. 8. Locations of the 30 samples that load most positively on each of the four principal components, overlain onto a map of the loess sheets in the study area.
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samples of silty loess that have experienced significant amounts of in-
mixing from the underlying (usually more sand-rich) sediment; this
process is especially common in areas of thin (b~40 cm) loess. More
commonly, samples in this set appear to be sandy and coarse–silty
loess (but with coarser sands than the samples in component 2).

The distribution and textures of the samples that best represent
component 3 (Figs. 6–8) is perhaps more insightful as to its
interpretation than is the kriged map of component 3 scores proper
(Fig. 9). Several component 3 samples are found in southern,
southwestern, and western Wisconsin where loess is generally fine-
textured (Figs. 5, 8). Here, however, they occur in areas of thin loess

far from the presumed source areas. The often “mixed” textural
distributions of these samples may reflect pedoturbative mixing.
Similarly, other areas of concentration for component 3 samples are
on the distal edges of loess sheets, especially in the North-Central
Wisconsin and Northeast Wisconsin sheets, where they merge into
generally sandy landscapes that may have been source areas (Fig. 8;
Stanley, 2008). Here, sandy eolian sediment was probably mixing
with silty sediment during deposition, resulting in the poorly sorted,
bimodal and trimodal particle size distributions shown in Fig. 7. As a
result, the 30 samples with the highest component 3 scores have
widely varying texture classes: 11 are loam in texture, seven are silt

Fig. 9. Kriged maps of the four principal component scores, made in ArcGIS.
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loams, four are fine sandy loams, two silty clay loams, and one each of
the following textures: loamy sand, fine sand, sandy clay loam, very
fine sandy loam, sandy loam and silty clay.

By far the weakest of the four components, #4 loads most positively
on loess thickness and also is strongly correlated with various silt
fractions (Fig. 6; Table 2). This component accounts for less than one-
tenth of variance as the first component (3.5%) and is, therefore,
significantly less important and more difficultly interpretable. Having a
mean particle size value of 39.2 μm (coarse silt) for the positively
correlated particle size fractions, it resembles component 1 in this
respect. However, component 1 is negatively correlated with much
coarser sand fractions.We interpret this component as coarser textured
(sometimes quite sandy), generally thick, eolian sediment but with a
significant admixture of silt (Fig. 7). Only 11 of the 30 samples with the
highest component scores are silt loam in texture; the remainder are
sandy loams (12), fine sandy loams (5), and loamy sands (1) and loams
(1). As suggested by the textural uniformity value— its most negatively
correlated variable — this component may be best described as poorly
sorted, near-source loess, as supported by the distribution of samples
that score positively on component 4 (Figs. 8, 9). Component 4 samples
are often found very near potential source areas, especially sandy source
areas such as outwash plains and sandy moraines. This association
probably explains their high sand concentrations (Figs. 6, 7) and their
strongassociationwith thickness (Table 2). Several of these source areas
are broad, sandy landscapes as with component 3.

6. Conclusions

Our research involved an extensive sampling campaign directed
toward several previously unstudied and sometimes disjunct loess
sheets in Wisconsin and Michigan. Unlike many of the thick, silty, and
continuous loess sheets of the Midwest, we believe that the loess
deposits in our study area generally were not sourced from large, deep
meltwater valleys such as the Mississippi andMissouri Rivers, or from
large dune fields upwind (Roberts et al., 2003). Much sand is trapped
in these deep valleys or in dunefields, promoting the deposition of
thick, but silt-dominated, loess on uplands that are immediately
downwind, e.g., Smith (1942). Most of the 875 loess samples from this
study were derived from small interior loess sheets, many of which
are thin and were likely sourced from nontraditional landforms and
landscapes, e.g., outwash plains, moraines, and lacustrine plains. Thus,
taken together, they represent an excellent mix of the various types of
loess that exist in recently deglaciated areas.

Our data illustrate the textural and thickness variability that spans
such landscapes and loesses, both within and between loess sheets.
Although silt loam textured loess (dominated by medium silt) is most
common here, many loesses are, instead, rich in very fine sands and
coarse silts. Still other loesses have a larger (and coarser) sand fraction
with lesser amounts of silt, reflecting either a weakly sorted, near-
source eolian deposit or a thin silty loess deposit that has been post-
depositionally mixed with a sandy underlying sediment. Whereas
many previous studies have defined loess largely based on a dominant
particle size fraction, our work and the loesses in our study area better
fit a more general definition, like that of Pye (1995, p. 654): loess (i)
consists principally of wind-deposited silt, and (ii) it accumulated
subaerially.

Principal components analysis identified four “groups” of loess
based on a number of textural parameters and loess thickness. The
first component is interpreted as classical silty loess, rich in medium
silt. We refer to loess that correlates strongly on the second
component as “coarse loess,” with abundant very fine sands and
very coarse silt. Components 3 and 4 were more difficult to interpret
and may represent mixes of silty loess with the underlying sandy
sediment or weakly sorted sandy end members of loess sheet
continua/facies. Regardless, components 3 and 4 have notable
amounts of sand — for sediment sampled in the field as loess — and

are commonly found in close spatial association with sandy land-
scapes, particularly outwash plains, moraines, and sandy bedrock
landscapes, that may have sourced some or most of this sediment.
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