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GSA’s Planetary Geology Division hosted a free public forum on 
Mars at the GSA annual meeting in Denver on Tuesday evening, 
November 9th.

More than 600 science enthusiasts in attendance had a rare 
opportunity to see, hear, and ask questions of top scientists working 
on active Mars missions. Titled “The latest (red) dirt from the mission 
makers,” the program featured the latest findings from Mars, 
presented in layman’s terms, followed by a lively Q&A session.

Daniel J. McCleese, chief scientist of the Mars Program at NASA’s 
Jet Propulsion Laboratory at the California Institute of Technology 
(Caltech) in Pasadena, California, served as moderator.

PANELISTS INCLUDED:
Steven W. Squyres, professor of astronomy at Cornell University, 

lead scientist and principal investigator for the Mars 
Exploration Rover missions.

Michael C. Malin, president and chief scientist, Malin Space 
Science Systems, San Diego, California. Malin championed the 
spectacular photographic imaging effort of the Mars Global 
Surveyor mission, among other missions.

Philip Christensen, Arizona State University–Tempe, a principal 
investigator for the THEMIS instrument aboard the Mars 
Odyssey spacecraft. Christensen summarized findings from the 
use of that instrument. 

Jeffrey J. Plaut, from NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory at Caltech 
and co-principal investigator of the MARSIS instrument on 
board the European Space Agency’s Mars Express mission. 
Plaut described findings from this remote sensing spacecraft, 
which is currently in orbit around Mars.

Audience members learned that habitable environments existed 
billions of years ago on Mars, but questions remain as to whether 
these places were actually inhabited. Participants were treated to 
spectacular images from the surface of Mars that are informing 
scientists about Mars’ ancient salty seas and volcanoes.

The forum was a big hit with students as young as six, who lined 
up at floor microphones to ask questions of the scientists until time 
ran out.

The forum was sponsored by Subaru of America, Inc., and is 
available as an on-demand 

Webcast on the GSA Web site, www.geosociety.org/
meetings/2004/eMars.htm.

for Excellence in Earth Science Teaching 
for Beginning Professors

The Biggs Award was established by GSA to reward 
and encourage teaching excellence in beginning 
professors of earth science at the college level.

Eligibility
Earth science instructors and faculty from all academic 

institutions engaged in undergraduate education who 
have been teaching full-time for 10 years or fewer. (Part-
time teaching is not counted in the 10 years.)

Award Amount
An award of $750 is made possible as a result of 

support from the Donald and Carolyn Biggs Fund 
(maintained by the GSA Foundation), the GSA 
Geoscience Education Division, and GSA’s Education and 
Outreach Programs. In addition, this award includes up 
to $500 in travel funds to attend the award presentation at 
the GSA annual meeting.

Deadline and Nomination Information
Nomination forms for the 2006 Biggs Earth Science 

Teaching Award are posted at www.geosociety.org/
aboutus/awards/biggs.htm. Or, contact Diane Lorenz-
Olsen, +1.303.357.1028, awards@geosociety.org. 
Nominations must be received by 9 June 2006.

Mail nomination packets to:
Diane Lorenz-Olsen
Program Officer, Grants, Awards, and Recognition
Geological Society of America
3300 Penrose Place, P.O. Box 9140
Boulder, CO 80301-9140, USA

2005 BIGGS AWARD 
Joel L. Pederson of Utah State University receives the 2005 Biggs 
Award from Beth Wright, presented at the National Association of 
Geoscience Teachers/GSA Geoscience Education Division Luncheon 
and Awards Reception in Salt Lake City, October 2005.

GSA GEOLOGISTS STILL MAKE WAVES
GSA Bulletin, September 1923

J Harlen Bretz: Glacial drainage on the Columbia Plateau

Since 1888, GSA Members and their GSA Bulletin articles 
have impacted world thought, and they continue to make 
news today, influencing not just students and scientists, but 
the media as well. A fairly recent example of this far-reach-
ing influence is a 2005 PBS episode of Nova, “Mystery of 
the Megaflood” (see www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/megaflood/), 
which illustrates the work and conclusions of geology greats J 
Harlen Bretz and Joseph T. Pardee. The broadcast focuses on 
what had been a controversial issue in geology: “For decades 
Washington’s strange Channeled Scabland stumped experts as 
to its origin—until a pair of geologists named Bretz and Pardee 
came along and solved the riddle” (pbs.org, 2005).

“‘Mystery of the Megaflood’ features a dogged geologist 
sticking to his bold theory for decades despite virtual profes-
sional banishment” (pbs.org, 2005). That dogged geologist was 
J Harlen Bretz; his paper “Glacial drainage on the Columbia 
Plateau” was published in the September 1923 issue of GSA 
Bulletin (v. 34, p. 573–608). 

In the paper’s introduction, Bretz writes, “This article endeav-
ors to show that glacial-born streams, under proper conditions, 
are erosive agents of great vigor over large tracts far from the 
front of melting ice” (p. 573). Pages later, he states, “Prob-
ably the entire highland area north of the plateau was buried 
beneath the Cordilleran ice-sheet during the Pleistocene glacia-
tions. At least three times the Cordilleran ice forced a crossing 
of the Columbia Valley and advanced onto the Plateau” (p. 
580). Bretz implies that pre-Wisconsin glacial flooding must 
account for the extent of the “Scablands” on the Columbia 
basalt plateau, noting “the existence of granite boulders scat-
tered over the basalt plateau of Washington far beyond the 
limits reached by the Wisconsin ice” (p. 580). 

Following expansive descriptions of the channels, coulees, 
and scabland tracts in the area, Bretz summarizes the “mega-
flood” we have now come to accept: “Thus a brief episode 
in the latter half of the Pleistocene … introduced conditions 
under which the scablands … have been denuded of overlying 
sedimentary deposits by running water” (p. 607–608).

Joseph T. Pardee’s paper, “Unusual currents in Glacial Lake 
Missoula, Montana,” which is believed to have helped vindi-
cate Bretz’ conclusion of megaflooding, was published in GSA 
Bulletin in November 1942 (v. 53, p. 1569–1600).
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