
KEY POINTS #2éFINDING THE ANCIENT COASTLINE

The western edge of the North American plate was originally located near the
Idaho-WA border. This old coastline is now buried beneath thousands of meters 
of younger rocks. Geologists can still "find" the old coastline by using 
GEOCHEMISTRY. 

They measure the ratio of Strontium -87 to Strontium-86 in volcanic rocks. They 
have determined that if the ratio of Sr -87 to Sr-86 is >.706 (the so -called ".706 
line") the magma has passed through deep rocks that are OLD AND 
CONTINENTAL. 

If the rocks have a Sr-87 to Sr-86 ratio of < .706, the magma has passed
through deep rocks that are relatively YOUNG and OCEANIC.  (Sr-87 forms 
from radioactive decay of Rubidium-87, which is commonly found in association 
with potassium in rocks ïan element that is typically found in ñcontinentalò 
rocks. 



Thus, the more Sr-87, the older the rocks ïbecause itôs produced by 
radioactive decay, and the more continental the deep rocks. Sr-86 is 
commonly found in association with iron and calcium within basaltic rocks.)

Once we establish an old coastline (hypothetically ïthe .706 line), we can 

now look at the oldest rocks in the Northwest ïwhich formed in what is now 

northwestern Montana, northern Idaho, and southeastern British Columbia ï

the so-called Belt Rocks. 












