Rocks of the Coastal Plain
Region 3
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The Coastal Plainregion hasfairly straightforward geology. Therocks
hereareactually not yet rocks! Instead, thereare usually unconsolidated
sedimentsthat have not been cemented or compacted. The sedimentsare
geologicaly very young, ranging in age from the Cretaceousto the Quaternary.
Thesedimentsincludegravel, sand, and silt; it may taketensor hundreds of
millionsof yearsbeforethese sedimentsareturned torock. Overlyingthe
Paleozoicrocks, the Coastal Plain sedimentsform awedge of nearly flat-lying
layersof sediment that thicken eastward onto the continental shelf and dope
and thenthin again further tothe east.

Consider the geol ogic events between the Cretaceous and the Quater-
nary: the Northeast wasexperiencing areatively quiet timetectonically andthe
east coast of North Americahad becomeapassive margin (therewereno
longer converging or diverging platesright at the margin of the continent). In
Figure 2.23: Cretastous sediments - thistimeof tectonic quiet, significant erosion of the Appa achian highlands
exposed in the Coastal Plain. :occurred. The sediment depositsweresimilar to theformation of the
Queenston and Catskill Deltas of the Taconic and Acadian mountain build-
ingmillionsof yearsbefore. Riversdraining fromthe mountainsbrought sedi-

Unlike the Queenston and

Catskill Deltas, which havebeen -+ ment down to thecoast. Theoldest deposits seen on the Coastal Plain (Creta-
cemented and compacted to be- . .

come thick sequences of sedimen- - ©80US) record thestory of eroded sedimentstransported by riversto the coast
tary rock, the sediments being . and arefound along theinner edge of theregion (Figure2.23). Cretaceous
transported from the Appala- - . g . .

chians have not yet become sedi- +  Sedimentsareasofound onMarthasVineyard at Gay Head Cliff, upliftedand
mentary rocks. * pushedforward by theice sheet during the Quaternary .

Throughout the Tertiary and Quaternary periods, the Northeast repeat-
edly experienced risesand fall of sealevel, in part dueto the build-up and
melting of glaciers. Overlyingtheolder river deposits of the Cretaceous,
Tertiary marine sedimentsrecord theriseand fall of sealevel over greater than
sixty millionyears(Figure2.24). ‘ Greensand’ iscommonin marine Tertiary
sediments because marine deposits often contain the green minera, glauconite,
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lending the sediment agreenishtinge.

The Quaternary isrecorded in the youngest sedimentsof the Coastal
Plain (Figure2.25). Long Idand, Cape Cod and the severa smaller idands off
the coast of New England (Block Iland, Nantucket, Martha' s Vineyard) are
testamentsto the advance and retreat of an enormousice sheet over the conti-
nent. Theidandsareactualy formed from glacia outwash: gravel, ssndand silt
that piled upinfront of theglacier asit melted. Theidandsrepresent the
maximum extent of the most recent glacia advance over 20,000 yearsago.
Theglaciersnever advanced further south than Long Iland and northern
Pennsylvania. Wheretheglacier stood still (neither advancing nor retreating for
sometime) huge deposits of outwash built upinfront of theglacier. This
featureisknown asatermina moraine. Thereareaseriesof termina moraines
inthe Northeast that represent theretreat of the glacier toward the north.

Whilethe continental ice sheet never madeit asfar south asNew
Jersey, Delaware, Maryland, or southern Pennsylvania, theglacierstill Ieft their
mark onthearea. Melt water streaming off theretreating glaciersbrought
gravel, sand, silt and clay that had been carried d ong by the glacier downstream
tothe Coastal Plain. Quaternary deposits make up most of the sedimentsyou
seeimmediately adjacent to modern estuariesand streamsbecause they are
relatively recent deposits.

Figure 2.24: Tertiary sediments
exposed in the Coastal Plain.

see Glaciers, p. 61,
for more on glacial
deposits.

Figure 2.25: Quaternary sediments
exposed in the Coastal Plain.
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