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Introduction:
Bedrock channel systems are critical for understanding landscape evolution

because they communicate boundary conditions, such as fluctuations in base level and/or
land level, climate change, and tectonics across landscapes (e.g., Whipple et al., 2000).
However, until recently, quantifying the timing, rate, and spatial pattern of bedrock
fluvial incision has not been possible.  The measurement of cosmogenic nuclides,

produced in situ, now allows
dating of bedrock erosional
surfaces, such as fluvially sculpted
strath-terraces (Hancock et al.,
1998; Lal, 1991; Lal and Peters,
1967).   We have used 10Be to
decipher the spatial and temporal
pattern by which the largest river
draining the east coast of North
America, the Susquehanna, erodes
through rock (Figure 1).  Flights
of bedrock terraces preserved
within Holtwood gorge offer a
unique opportunity to investigate
quantitatively the history of
fluvially sculpted surfaces,
prerequisite to understanding
when, how, and why rivers incise
hundreds of meters through rock.

Most previous cosmogenic
research considering river-eroded
rock has focused on tectonically
active settings where modern rock
and surface uplift is accompanied

by rapid rates of river incision (Burbank et al., 1996; Hancock et al., 1998; Leland et al.,
1994; Leland et al., 1998; Pratt et al., 2002). In contrast, little work considers river
incision into bedrock in passive settings (Bierman et al., 2003; Granger et al., 1997).
Many rivers draining the North American passive margin (the Susquehanna, Potomac,
Rappahannock and James) have incised deep into bedrock as they cross the fall zone,



separating the Appalachian Piedmont from the Coastal Plain (Harbor et al., 2001;
Pazzaglia and Gardner, 1993; Pazzaglia et al., 1998).  Well-preserved fluvially sculpted
bedrock forms, ubiquitous quartz, and the accessibility afforded by Holtwood Dam make
Holtwood Gorge an ideal location to utilize cosmogenic dating techniques.

Setting of the Susquehanna River and Holtwood Gorge:
  Similar to other rivers draining the central Appalachians, the Susquehanna

narrows and the channel deepens in its lower reaches as it crosses the fall zone,
separating the Piedmont from the Coastal Plain (Pazzaglia et al., 1998).  At the fall zone,
the Susquehanna passes through a series of cataract-gorge-terrace systems, most of which
are presently flooded by hydroelectric dam reservoirs.  Holtwood Gorge, the largest and
most spectacular gorge along the lower Susquehanna, has escaped such flooding because
it is located immediately downstream from Holtwood Dam.

Four distinct levels of bedrock terraces are preserved along the sides of Holtwood
gorge and as isolated bedrock islands (dissected straths) within the gorge (Figure 2). With
the exception of occasional ‘tails’ of sediment extending from the downstream end of
several mid-channel islands, Holtwood Gorge is largely devoid of sediment; thus long-
term burial of outcrops by fluvial sediments appears unlikely.

The uppermost strath (level 4) is preserved primarily on the western bank of the
river and as island tops in the lower gorge.  It consists of heavily weathered accordant
summits.  Because definitively fluvial forms are not preserved on this surface, it is
uncertain whether these summits still represent fluvially sculpted rock.  Intermediate
levels (2 & 3) still preserve fluvially sculptured forms and are littered with upstream
dipping potholes.  The level 2 terrace can be correlated nearly 5 km downstream from the
dam.  The lowest strath (level 1) stretches over the western two thirds of the upper gorge,
and is visible and accessible only at times of low flow when Holtwood Dam is not
releasing water over its spillway.  It can be correlated between 2 and 3 kilometers
downstream from the dam depending on the pool elevation of Conowingo reservoir,
which backs up into Holtwood Gorge.  Although remarkably planar at large spatial scales
(kilometers), the level 1 strath appears ‘rough’ at smaller scales (meters to tens of meters)
in comparison to the rounded and streamline morphology of terraces higher above the
river bed.

The northern half of the Susquehanna basin has been repeatedly glaciated; the
southern half, in which Holtwood Gorge is located, remained free of ice although
outwash and glacial meltwater flowed down the river, probably punctuated by a series of
outburst floods.  Rounded boulders of varying lithologies and up to several meters in
diameter can be found perched on level 2 and 3 bedrock surfaces.  Some boulders are
presumed to have originated at least 50 km upstream as flood-transported clasts during
deglaciation (Kochel and Parris, 2000).  Radiocarbon dating constrains the Late
Wisconsin glacial advance between 17 to 22 14C ky in Pennsylvania, with a maximum
extent at about 20 ky (Braun, 1988; Sevon and Fleeger, 1999).

Sampling Methods and Results:
Field mapping and high-precision GPS surveying within Holtwood Gorge were

used to identify four levels of bedrock strath terraces.  We collected bedrock samples in
longitudinal transects along each terrace level in order to detect age variance in the



downstream direction (longitudinal rates of incision).  At sites on both the level 1 and 2
terraces, we collected 3 samples within 10 to 15 meters of one another to test spatial
variability of 10Be activity on single bedrock surfaces.  In order to calculate vertical rates
of incision, we collected samples in vertical transects along several cross sections in the
gorge.

10Be analysis of 47 samples reveals that flights of bedrock strath terraces
preserved within Holtwood Gorge are Late Pleistocene features, and that the
Susquehanna River has incised more than 20 m in the past ~100 ky and >8 m in the past
30 ky.  Within Holtwood Gorge, model exposure ages increase with elevation above the
modern river bed.  The lowest terraces, levels 1 and 2, are on average 0.25 and 3 meters
above the modern channel.  They yield, respectively, mean model exposure ages of
14.5+/-1.3 ky (n=11) and 19.9+/-3.4 ky (n=24).  A single sample from the level 3 terrace
(8.5 m above the channel) yields an age of 31.6+/-3.3 ky.  A heavily weathered and



eroded high point, standing ~20 meters above the modern channel yields a lower limiting
age of ≥97.2+/-10.5 ky (Figure 3).  Model ages for samples collected between the level 2
and 3 terraces range from 17.6+/-1.9 ky to 35.7+/-3.8 ky.  In gereral, model ages increase
with elevation above the riverbed for these intermediate elevation samples.

10Be activities for clusters of three samples 10 to 15 meters apart on both the level
1 and 2 terraces are in tight agreement (<10%, 1 sigma), suggesting that single samples
are representative of the entire outcrop from which they are collected.  Mean model ages
for samples collected in downstream transects along the level 1 and 2 terraces are
distinguishable (t=-5.93, p<0.0005).  However, the two terraces display different patterns
of longitudinal exposure age variance.  There is no relationship between model age and
distance for 2 km downstream along the lower level 1 terrace.  In contrast, model ages
steadily decrease in the upstream direction along the higher level 2 terrace suggesting a
longitudinal incision rate of ~1.5 ky/km over a distance of 5 km.

Timing and Spatial Patterning of Erosion:
Model ages along the level 2 terrace coincide with marine oxygen isotope stage

(MIS) 2 and a ~150 m drop in sea level during the last glacial maximum (~20 ky; Braun,
1988), implicating global ice volumes related to climate cycles as the drivers of incision
(Figure 3).  Decreasing ages upstream suggest that this terrace is a time-transgressive

surface, sequentially
abandoned as the river
incised toward level 1 by
knickpoint retreat.
Deglaciation outburst
flooding down the
Susquehanna River, as
suggested by Kochel and
Parris (2000) probably
lowered the channel bed
further, ceasing
approximately 14 kya
(mean age of the lowest
level).  The rapid removal
of slabs of rock by
quarrying during such
events could explain the
lack of an age gradient
along the level 1 terrace.
The rough surface texture
of the level 1 terrace in
contrast to the more
rounded morphology of
surfaces higher above the
riverbed suggests that
different erosional
mechanisms were active



in different parts of the channel during extreme discharge events.  While large amounts of
rock were removed from the channel bottom via block quarrying as the bed lowered
toward level 1, the sides of the channel and isolated bedrock islands appear to have been
synchronously sculpted through abraision by entrained sediment.

Rates of vertical incision dramatically decrease with elevation above the modern
riverbed.  Incision between the lowest two levels in Holtwood gorge occurred at a rate of
~0.79 m/ky, while incision between the highest terrace levels in the gorge appears to have
been much slower (~0.2 m/ky). The timing and increased rate of vertical incision
between the level 1 and 2 terraces within Holtwood gorge is similar to rates calculated
within Mather Gorge along the Potomac River, MD between 35 ky and 6 ky (~0.7 m/ky;
Bierman et al., 2002), further supporting global climate change as the first-order driver of
incision.  Increased stream power, related to elevated discharge and/or sediment load
during deglaciation (e.g. Leland et al., 1998) is a plausible explanation for the initial
abandonment of the level 2 terrace in Holtwood Gorge.

References Cited

Bierman, P.R., Caffee, M.W., Davis, P.T., Marsella, K.A., Pavich, M., Colgan, P.,
Mickelson, D., and Larsen, J., 2003, Using In-Situ Produced Cosmogenic 10-Be
to Understand the Rate and Timing of Earth Surface Processes, in Grew, E., ed.,
Beryllium: Mineralogy, Petrology, and Geochemistry, Reviews in Mineralogy,
Volume 50, p. 147-196.

Bierman, P.R., Reusser, L.J., Pavich, M., Zen, E.-a., Finkel, R., Larsen, J., and Butler, E.,
2002, Major, climate-correlative incision of the Potomac River gorge at Great
Falls about 30,000 years ago: GSA-Abstracts with Programs, v. 34, p. 58-9.

Braun, D.D., 1988, Glacial Geology of the Anthracite and North Branch Susquehanna
Lowland Regions, in Jon D. Inners, P.G.S., ed., Bedrock and Glacial Geology of
The North Branch Susquehanna Lowland and The Eastern Middle Anthracite
Field, Northeastern Pennsylvania.  53rd Annual Field Conference of Pennsylvania
Geologists, p. 3-25.

Burbank, D.W., Leland, J., Fielding, E., Anderson, R.S., Brozovic, N., Ried, M.R., and
Duncan, C., 1996, Bedrock Incision, Rock Uplift and Threshold Hillslopes In The
Northwestern Himalayas: Nature, v. 379, p. 505-510.

Granger, D.E., Kirchner, J.W., and Finkel, R., 1997, Quaternary downcutting rate of the
New River, Virginia, measured from differential decay of cosmogenic 26Al and
10Be in cave-deposited alluvium: Geology, v. 25, p. 107-110.

Hancock, G.S., Anderson, R.S., and Whipple, K.X., 1998, Beyond Power:  Bedrock
River Incision Process and Form, in Tinkler, K.J., and Wohl, E.E., eds., Rivers
Over Rock: Fluvial Processes In Bedrock Channels: Washington DC, American
Geophysical Union, p. 35-59.

Harbor, D.J., Collier, K.L., and Laucks, J.W., 2001, Terraces and Incision History of the
James River Near the Blue Ridge of Virginia: GSA-Abstracts with Programs, v.
33, p. 313.



Kochel, C.R., and Parris, A., 2000, Macroturbulent Erosional and Depositional Evidence
for Large-Scale Pleistocene Paleofloods in the Lower Susquehanna Bedrock
Gorge Near Holtwood, PA: GSA-Abstracts with Programs, v. 32, p. A-28.

Lal, D., 1991, Cosmic Ray Labeling of Erosion Surfaces; In Situ Nuclide Production
Rates and Erosion Models: Earth and Planetary Science Letters, v. 104, p. 424-
439.

Lal, D., and Peters, B., 1967, Cosmic Ray Produced Radioactivity On The Earth, in Sitte,
K., ed., Handbuch der Physik: New York, Springer-Verlag, p. 551-612.

Leland, J., Burbank, D.W., and Reid, M.R., 1994, Differential Bedrock Incision Rates
Along the Indus River in Northern Pakistan Determined By Cosmogenic Dating
of Straths: AGU 1994 fall meeting Eos, Transactions, American Geophysical
Union, v. 75, p. 288.

Leland, J., Reid, M.R., Burbank, D.W., Finkel, R., and Caffee, M., 1998, Incision and
Differential Bedrock Uplift Along The Indus River Near Nanga Parbat, Pakistan
Himalaya, From (super 10) Be and (super 26) Al Exposure Age Dating of
Bedrock Straths: Earth and Planetary Science Letters, v. 154, p. 93-107.

Pazzaglia, F., and Gardner, T., 1993, Fluvial terraces of the lower Susquehanna River:
Geomorphology, v. 8, p. 83-113.

Pazzaglia, F.J., Gardner, T.W., and Merritts, D.J., 1998, Bedrock Fluvial Incision and
Longitudinal Profile Development Over Geologic Time Scales Determined by
Fluvial Terraces, in Tinkler, K.J., and Wohl, E.E., eds., Rivers Over Rock: Fluvial
Processes in Bedrock Channels: Washington DC, American Geophyisical Union,
p. 207-235.

Pratt, B., Burbank, D.W., Heimsath, A.M., and Ojha, T., 2002, Impulsive Alluviation
During Early Holocene Strengthened Monsoons, Central Nepal Himalaya:
Geology, v. 30, p. 911-914.

Sevon, W.D., and Fleeger, G.M., 1999, Pennsylvania and the Ice Age, Pennsylvania
Geological Survey.

Whipple, K.X., Hancock, G.S., and Anderson, R.S., 2000, River Incision into Bedrock:
Mechanics and Relative Efficacy of Plucking, Abrasion and Cavitation: GSA
Bulletin, v. 112, p. 490-503.


