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World maps in the late 1500's began to give a more complete view of Earth. Some
people began to wonder if South America and Africa were once connected.

The Human Story of the Theory
of Plate Tectonics

This is a story of how a theory was born. It
is a story of denial and resistance to change
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outer layer is made of moving plates was
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people would suggest ideas for how continents
could move. These people developed theories
not universally accepted until very recently.
In fact, most likely it was not in your

based in part on fossil evidence.

The Mystery of Deep-Sea
Fossils
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Since early global exploration, scientists
have pondered the great mysteries of the
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PERMIAN TRIASSIC
225 million years ago 200 million years ago

JURASSIC CRETACEOUS
150 million years ago 65 million years ago

These diagrams show the
break up Panagaea and the
spread of the continents to
their current locations.

PRESENT DAY

The colors on this
map show the
possible patterns of
fossil distribution
before the continents
split apart.
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O Magnitude <5

@ Magnitude < 6

@ Magnitude <7 .an_.__?_nm >7

This map shows where earthquakes and volcanoes occur on Earth, just like you

discovered in class.

The Missing Pieces: Mapping
the Sea Floor

The scientific community had rejected
Wegener’s ideas because they could not
fathom how the continents could move.
However, after Wegener’s death, insights into
the seafloor offered new evidence to revive
the debate. Until just recently, the world
beneath the ocean surface was a complete
mystery. Ocean depths used to be measured
using deep-sea line “soundings,” long lines
lowered to the bottom!

Sonar technology, designed during WWI
and WWII, helped sharpen the picture and
interesting information started to accumulate.
The data indicated that the greatest mountain
ranges of the world were actually underwater,
running along the middle of all the major

68

oceans. Undeniable global patterns of
earthquakes and volcanoes were mapped
along these submarine mountain ranges and
oceanic trenches. What was happening in the
middle of the oceans, far under the surface of
the water?

Harry Hammond Hess, a professor of
geology at Princeton University, would finally
offer key evidence of seafloor spreading
that was missing from Wegener’s drifting
continents theory. During WW II, Hess was
captain of a transport ship equipped with
the newest form of sonar for navigating
beach landings. Hess, decided to leave the
equipment on to gather data even during
battles. He noticed that the sea floor was
youngest near the mid-ocean ridge and
became older as you moved away on either
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