Geologist: Blue Ridge still rising

That’s why mountains
haven't eroded, he says

By JACK HORAN
Qutdoors Editor

Hold on to your hiking sticks.
The Blue Ridge Mountains are ris-
ing.

So says a federal scientist, who
estimates the growth is slight, 100
feet every million years, so subtle
thatit can’t be seen.

But it’s enough to offset erosion
and keep Mount Mitchell, eleva-
tion 6,684 feet, from becoming
Mitchell Hill, elevation 668.

The explanation put forth by Dr.
David Prowell of the U.S. Geologi-
cal Survey in Atlanta would ex-
plain why erosion hasn’t reduced
‘he Blue Ridge to the elevation of
he Piedmont. This discrepancy
las puzzled geologists because
‘he mountains and Piedmont are
nade from the same types of
-ocks.

The Blue Ridge cuts through
virginia, the Carolinas and Geor-
ria as part of the Appalachian
nountain chain. Geologists have
ong believed the Appalachians
‘ormed 250 million to 300 million
rears ago when Africa slammed
nto North America. The violent
ollision buckled the land and
hrust it upward.

Prowell says, however, that the
Appalachians aren’t ancient but
are relatively young. He contends
the original mountains washed
down to nothing long ago and

Prowell, 51, has been advancing
his hypothesis and supporting evi-
dence to sometimes skeptical ge-
ologists for two decades.

“Twenty Years ago, [ would have
almost been booed off the stage,”
he said. “Now, I pack rooms wher-
ever[go.”

Last March, he put forth his ex-
planation at the Geological Soci-
ety of America’s Southeastern sec-
tion meeting in Charleston. In
April, Prowell will help lead a sym-
posium on the subject of uplift at
the society’s annual meeting in Ra-
leigh.

He still has key evidence to col-
lect, including the rate of lift. He
said he’s writing a paper for a sci-
entific journal. This is his first me-
dia discussion of the subject.

Dr. James Knapp at the Univer-
sity of South Carolina said Pro-
well’s explanation “is a very cred-
ible hypothesis.” He said it’s not
widely accepted because “people
haven’t paid attention to it.”

Other geologists, looking at the
Blue Ridge, have wondered why
the mountains still tower above
the Piedmont. Without growth to
offset erosion, mountains weather
away to nothing in 50 million
years, regardless of height. Some
have speculated the mountains
keep their height because of a kind
of rebound. As the weight from the
peaks erodes away, the crust un-
der the mountains floats higher.

“They (the mountains) should
not be as high as they are today,”
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didn’t know whether they were
seeing actual increases in eleva-
tion or instrument errors.

“The idea was out there before
Dave got to thinking,” he said of
Prowell. “What he has done is take
a lot of field observations and put
therm into a model.”

Prowell, a 26-year employee of
the geological survey, believes the
slow-motion advance of the North

American plate is lifting the Blue
Ridge as well as the rest of the Ap-
palachians and the Piedmont.

As the plate grinds westward, it
compresses the softer rock under
the Appalachians against an an-
cient land mass bounded by a line
from Alabama to New York. This
vise-like action shoves the moun-
tains upward as well as outward
toward Mississippi. The moun-
tains rise more than the Piedmont,
he said, much as a finger pressing
a sheet of paper from below
pushes the middle higher than the
edges.

The relatively young, 140-mil-
lion-year-old Appalachians, Pro-
well argues, consist of quarter-bil-
lion-year-old rocks, misleading
geologists into thinking they’re
ancient.
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