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Puzzle Pieces to the Columbia


Have you ever tried to convince a vegetarian that meat is the best tasting food ever?  Well, that is basically what J. Harlan Bretz tried to do in 1927.  He came up with a hypothesis that the Columbia, later renamed as the Channeled Scablands, couldn’t have been formed by age and a slow continuous water flow over the land.  There weren’t any deep engraved divots in rocks where the water flowed, and the dry falls were created by a sudden and massive volume of water.  It had to have happened by one big event, but what?  The biggest challenge for Bretz was to explain to some of the greatest geologists of the time that something they believed for years was wrong.  To make things ever harder Bretz had no evidence of his conclusion, a huge, catastrophic flood.  Though Bretz did have all the information and evidence that all other theories couldn’t explain, he had to prove that to a whole bunch of biased geologists.


J. Harlan Bretz spent just about a whole lifetime of devotion to the Scablands and went on many explorations by foot.  Bretz covered hundreds of miles, while writing down notes and new evidence each time.  He originally got intrigued with the Scablands when living in Seattle, Washington and hearing about some of the landscape just south of Puget Sound.  Then with his explorations of the Scablands and evaluation of the facts; he was able to disprove the current theory which proposed that Scablands were formed by many years of flooding, ice glaciers, and the usual breakdown of rock.  Instead, Bretz concluded that the Scablands were created by one big catastrophic event.  The only thought he could come up with through all of the possibilities was a flood, which he named the Spokane Flood.  The only problem with his hypothesis was he had no proof or facts of where such a massive flood could have come from.  Imagine going in front of some of the United States’ best geologists and telling them all of their theories are wrong in some way or another.  The theory of a huge flood is the only logical explanation, but there is no knowledge of where all the water came from.  Trying to explain his theory must have been one the hardest things for Bretz to do, knowing that he was going to be criticized and ridiculed.

Criticism and ridicule was exactly what Bretz received.  Nobody likes being told they’re wrong, especially the most prestige geologists around.  How could the work and explorations they had of uniformitarianism (the theory of it being formed by a slow process) be wrong and one man’s hypothesis be right?  The truth is that very few of these geologists had been to the Scablands, and they had been there it was only a small section.  Actually most of the geologists made up their minds upon past experiments and believed that the long going second hand knowledge and hearsay was good enough to outlaw Bretz’ new hypothesis.  Being geologists how can any of them make up their mind without going out and exploring the land themselves?  Laziness?  This unwillingness to accept Bretz hypothesis went on for almost 50 years before geologists opened up and explored some of the Scablands.  They finally started seeing that the facts and information that Bretz had been saying all along were the same notes and information they were getting.

Whenever a new idea is presented people have a very hard time coming around and accepting it.  Remember just because it’s new doesn’t mean it’s wrong.  Have an open mind and a willingness to at least explore the new idea.  Bretz decided that the information he had could no longer be excused.  Although he knew he would be ridiculed, he was ready to show the world that the original idea that had been taken without any further research was false and he had the evidence to disprove it.  It did take many years for others to change their minds.  In the end Bretz was more or less right and won the battle to open up his colleagues’ minds and not to take second hand knowledge for fact and most of all to explore an idea or an area themselves before trusting it too much.
