
WALKING THROUGH TIME

by Linda Fitch
(Founder and President of the Isle La Motte Preservation Trust)

The trail begins on a grassy knoll on Isle La Motte, Vermont, with a sign that tells me that the 
mile long Walk Through Time I am about to take “unfolds a scientific understanding of the 4.6 
billion year history of Earth”  It’s the “Walk Through Time” (WTT) a world class educational 
outdoor exhibit, newly arrived and set up on the Goodsell Ridge Preserve on Isle La Motte.  

I walk 100 feet ... each foot representing a million years - and come upon another panel 
depicting Earth at the age of 4,600 years.  I read “Orbiting gas and dust come together in 
planetesimals which collide to build the planets and moons of our solar system.”  Earth, with the 
other planets, is being born.  On and on the trail continues, through a grassy field, through cedar 
groves, into dense woods, then back into the sunshine where the story of life on Earth as pieced 
out by scientists is told on colorful panels. 

The Walk Through Time exhibit (known as WTT) was the inspiration and creation of a scientist, 
Sid Liebes, at Hewlett Packard Labs in California. Before retiring he was given a year to 
produce the walk as an exhibit of colorful, illustrative panels describing the 4.6 billion year 
history of life on Earth. The exhibit was first displayed for a 5 day meeting of 350 HP scientists 
from around the world, on Earth Day 1997. HP then gifted the Walk to the Foundation for Global 
Community, a non-profit educational foundation in Palo Alto, California. It is currently owned by 
the Stiftung Drittes Millennium (the Third Millenium Foundation) based in Switzerland.  There 
are currently three sets of the exhibit: one is on tour in Europe (recently in Salzburg, Austria), 
one is in the San Francisco Bay Area, and one is on Isle La Motte, Vermont.

Isle La Motte is the northernmost inhabited island on the Vermont side of Lake Champlain, 
connected to the mainland by a causeway.  The bedrock of the southern third of this island is 
composed of an ancient reef (the Chazy Fossil Reef) described by scientists as the oldest 
biologically diverse reef in the history of life on Earth, an internationally significant geological 
treasure. It was formed in a tropical sea (the Iapetus Ocean) some 480 million years ago at a 
time when proto North America was located south of the equator where Zimbabwe is today. Life 
on dry land was sparse consisting, perhaps, of some mosses and lichens. Most of life dwelt in 
the oceans. 

In the walls of old quarries, and in pasture outcrops on Isle La Motte one can see the fossil 
remains of such ancient life forms as bryozoa, stromatolites, stromatoporoids, solenapora algae, 
cephalopods, sponges, and very early corals.  In the past twenty years the Isle La Motte 
Preservation Trust has protected about 100 acres of the 480 million year old Chazy Fossil Reef 
in two preserves: the Fisk Quarry and the Goodsell Ridge Preserves.  Both preserves are 
among several Chazy Fossil Reef sites designated as a National Natural Landmark by the US 
Department of the Interior and the National Park Service.

Visitors can visit the preserves, walk the trails, and visit a small farmhouse on the Goodsell 
Ridge Preserve which has been renovated to serve as a Visitor Center/Museum with displays 



visitors walk the trails, read interpretive signage, and visit a small farmhouse renovated to serve 
as a visitor center with exhibits and displays.  

Visitors who come to the preserves have difficulty conceiving of 480 million years.  Much less 
the four billion years or so of life on Earth that preceded the formation of this ancient reef.  We 
have always dreamed of having an outdoor timeline, providing visitors and school children a 
sense of time, of beginnings.   

Last January Geoff Ainscow in California - Director of the “Walk Through Time” Project - 
contacted Jennifer Morgan in Princeton, New Jersey to ask if she knew of an organization which 
would be interested in the “Walk Through Time” exhibit.  Jennifer called me immediately.  For 
the past ten years or so, in addition to her book writing, her talks at conferences, and her 
creation of this website, Jennifer has been my science mentor and educational consultant for 
the Isle La Motte Preservation Trust. 

 A Walk Through Time!  I learned that the exhibit consists of 90 panels telling the story of the 4.6 
billion year history of life on Earth and is designed to be set up along a 4,600-foot length trail 
with every foot representing a million years. I learned  that  the “Walk Through Time” exhibit 
(known as WTT) had been the inspiration and creation of physicist Sid Liebes.  I learned later 
that he had grown up on the San Francisco Peninsula  from which, “in the 1930s, I could hike 
forever through fields of poppies and forests of eucalyptus...The air was pure.  The sounds 
around our  house were of birds, rustling leaves of eucalyptus trees.”1  

With a Ph.D. from Stanford Dr. Liebes moved to Princeton University in the late fifties where he  
taught physics and researched the properties of gravity.  He returned to California in the 1960s 
to work in the Genetics Department of the of the Human Biology Program and Computer 
Science Department at Stanford University and eventually as Senior Scientist at Hewlitt 
Packard.   Upon his return to California he was shocked by the changes in the landscape of his 
boyhood.  “The poppy fields and eucalyptus forests were gone. The cities of the Peninsula had 
merged into 50 miles of uninterrupted urbanization. The apricot orchards surrounding San Jose 
had succumbed to urban sprawl.... I felt a tremendous sense of loss for me and for others.”2  His 
goal became to work “for the preservation of options for the future” and dedicated himself to 
environmental causes.  

“I felt that science could do a better job of providing the public with perspective: an appreciation of the 
enormous span of time over which life had evolved on Earth; an awareness that the sun could 
support life on Earth for another billion years; knowledge that man was precipitating what could 
rapidly become the next mass extinction; awareness that human actions today were threatening the 
diversity of life on Earth for 10s of millions of years into the future. I believed that if people knew they 
would care. “3

A year before his retirement from Hewlitt Packard, the company offered to assist with the 
creation of and fund a dream long cherished by Dr. Liebes: the design and construction of an 
exhibit of panels describing the 4.6 billion year history of life on Earth.  Through collaboration 

1 Remarks following the Walk Through Time at the State of the World Forum. Sid Liebes, Senior Scientist, HP Labs, 
November 5, 1997, San Francisco, CA
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with scientists, writers and volunteers the “Walk Through Time” display - consisting of 90 large 
panels to be spaced along a 4,600 foot trail - was completed.  The exhibit was first displayed on 
Earth Day, 1997,  for a five day meeting of 350 HP scientists from around the world. After that it 
was shown all over the world Australia, Canada, Costa Rica, England, Germany, Mexico, 
Switzerland , Singapore, and South Africa, and Portugal.   "My Walk Through Time was an 
unforgettable experience, awe-inspiring, and humbling...,” wrote one well known walker,  Jane 
Goodall.

The Isle La Motte Preservation Trust Board of Directors was very excited to hear about the 
possibility of hosting the Walk Through Time on our fossil preserve.  “It’s a great educational 
opportunity,” said Anthony Fowler, Chair of the Education Committee  of the Isle La Motte 
Preservation Trust and recently retired professor of geology.”  Board member and Historic 
Preservationist, Scott Newman with his son Brock, drove out to Grand Rapids, Michigan where 
the exhibit had been stored in its specially designed trailer since a Big History conference in 
2012 and hauled it back to Vermont.  For two weeks in May a 4,600 foot trail was carefully 
created on the Goodsell Ridge Preserve with measuring tape, mowers, clippers, and the 
occasional chain saw. Finally, on May 31st, Tony Fowler organized the set up of the exhibit by 
twenty five enthusiastic volunteers

When he saw pictures, Geoff Ainscow, Project Director of the Walk emailed from his home in 
California.  It's very gratifying to see the Walk assembled on the preserve in view of 480 million 
year old fossils. It's a perfect location, with an enthusiastic group of people. I'll be telling Sid 
Liebes. He'll be very pleased.”

In the summer of 2014 visitors flocked to our preserves.  The “Walk Through Time” trail was 
trodden by many hundreds of folk, people of all ages, of varying educational backgrounds  not 
only from Vermont, but by visitors from many other states, other countries.  “Humbling”, they 
wrote in our sign in book. “Incredible”.  There seemed to be a hunger for this kind of information.  
This kind of learning.  Students were breathless as they became aware of the short and fragile 
place of human beings in the vast reaches of time.  Educators who visited began to imagine 
ways of teaching science through the lens of a deep time perspective. 

Though we humans have lived a micro fraction of time, the school children, the visitors who 
come here do not feel diminished by their dawning sense of Deep Time.  It becomes 
increasingly clear that we are part of a very large story, born out of the ever so ancient formation 
of the stars; the birth of the elements.  It is a science story and a sacred story and leaves us all 
in awe as we stare at those ancient cephalopod shapes in the rock - ancestors of the intelligent 
squid and octopus, the stromatoporoid communities, the coiled gastropods - taking on the 
universal spiral form which characterizes much of life as well as other phenomena of being. 

“We call this the “church of the rocks” said a group of four men whom I met several years ago, 
hiking along a trail on the Goodsell Ridge Preserve.  “We come here every Sunday to hike 
around, look at the rocks, think about them...their age, the age of the earth.  It’s hard to 
imagine ...deep time. and all..but when we are here it seems like a kind of holy experience. “

Sid Liebes once wrote: “I ponder...is it possible that a sense of awe and wonder, place and 
possibilities, can and perhaps must, become operational imperatives in guiding humanity into 
the future?  It is not too late to transform our values and adapt our policies.... To paraphrase 



Don Michael: None of us can predict the future. However, each of us is free to determine how 
we will contribute to the circumstances out of which the future will evolve.” 4
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