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The Great Falls of the Potomac River Is an outstanding scenic feature of geological
Interest In the region of the Nation's Capital. It lies In the 'fall-line region' of the
Piedmont Plateau which Is overlapped to the southeast by the Coastal Plain Province
and on the northwest by the rejuvenated remnants of the original Appalachian
Mountains which attained peneplanatlon by the end of the Cretaceous. The present
falls have receded In a northwesterly direction, by river erosion. In the highly
metamorphosed rocks of the Piedmont from Little Falls, near Chain Bridge, for a
distance of about 9 miles. Between Little Falls and Great Falls there are several

zones of rapids as at Cabin John and near Turkey Island which Is only 3-1/2 miles
southeast of Great Falls. This entire area Is dangerous for canoeing.

The present river Is cut Into an erosion-platform about half a mile wide which In
dicates that the uplift occurred In two successive stages. The valley of the Potomac
varies from about 100 feet to 1600 feet wide In this region. The recession of the
fall-line has occurred since the latter part of the Pleistocene Ice Age which could In
volve a time range between 20,000 to 500,000 years. In the absence of precise
measurements an estimate of 25,000 years appears to be a reasonable guess for the
recession of the Inner gorge, considering the factors Involved.
The Great Falls of the Potomac descends Into Its chasm over an escarpment half a
mile wide In two cascades whose aggregate height Is about 70 feet. The schists and
gneisses which constitute the regional rocks are parts of the eroded mountain-bases
of the "Oldlands of Appalachla" which were elevated In the early Paleozoic more than
600 million years ago. As a result of sucesslve peneplanatlons sediments were
delivered to the Appalachian Geosyncllne to the westward. This area subsequently

buckled up by lateral strains within the earth's crust Into the original "Paleozoic
Alps" some 200,000,000 years ago at the close of the Permian Period. Throughout
the entire Mesozolc Era these mountains were cut down by erosion so that, by Its
close, less than a hundred million years ago, the SCHOOLEY PENEPLAIN was formed.
This peneplaned surface was then gently tilted to the southeast from Ohio to the
present Atlantic Seaboard. Across It the older rivers, such as the Susquehanna,
Potomac and James, meandered southeastward to the Atlantic Ocean. As re-elevation
Increased progressively to the westward, the present Appalachians were etched out
of the older folded Paleozoic sediments - the roots of the Paleozoic Alps - to form the
various watergaps such as those at Harrlsburg, Pa., and Harpers Ferry, W. Va.
The sediments thus transported were deposited on the subsiding coastal portion of the
tilted block to form the present unconsolldated Coastal Plain. Here the lowest sed
imentary layers are of Cretaceous age, and these are progressively overlapped by
the Eocene, Miocene and Pleistocene capplngs exposed to the southeast of the Fallline over a span of over 100,000,000 years.

