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What is Regolith?

Of rugs and rocks

A rug is a soft covering that is draped over a hard floor. The Earth is also covered by a "rug". The relatively soft, fragmented and decomposed rock material draped over the solid basement rock is called regolith. The word regolith literally means "rug rock"and includes everything that drapes the Earth between the solid rock and the air.

Regolith variations

Just like rugs in a shop, not all regolith is the same. Some is thick, elsewhere it is thin. In some places it is more or less the same material all through, elsewhere it is a complex mix of different layers and may be highly structured. Some regolith has formed by weathering of the rocks immediately below while other regolith is a mixture of variously transported materials that may have moved great distances. 

Solid rock is always under attack from weathering processes. Weathered rock at the surface is easily eroded to form sediments. 
Weathering basement rocks, buried under other regolith remain in place as they break down. 

Regolith is made up of: 


Weathered basement rocks 


Water, wind and ice transported sediments


Soils


Other sediments rich in organic material such as leaf litter, bark and decaying vegetation

Regolith also includes any new minerals that have grown in between the grains and fragments of unconsolidated or weathered material, cementing them back together.
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Groundwater

Regolith is an assortment of fragmented materials. Between the fragments are tiny gaps, some of which may become filled with mineral deposits. Gaps not closed by mineral cements are often interconnected and may act as a space for water to both gather in and move through. It is this pool of water, within the regolith, that is known as groundwater. The top of this pool within the regolith is known as the watertable. The base of the groundwater may be solid rock beneath the regolith, through which the water cannot move or some other layer within the regolith, often clay rich, which prevents water seeping deeper.
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