
Columbia

The Forgotten Supercontinent

JOHN PRITCHETT

Copyright © 2026 John Pritchett

All rights reserved

​

TABLE OF CONTENTS

1. The First World Assembled

2. Fragments of the Ancient Earth

3. A Hotter, Younger Planet

4. The Collisions of Continents

5. Mountains That No Longer Exist

6. Fire Beneath the Crust

7. Diamonds from the Deep

8. Metals of Ancient Collisions

9. Mapping the Fragments

10. The Breakup of Columbia

11. Clues Hidden in Today’s Continents

12. Following the Ancient Scars


13. Where the Next Discoveries May Lie


14. The Supercontinent Cycle

15. Treasures Written in Stone



​Chapter 1

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The First World Assembled
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It doesn’t look like much at first.

A stretch of exposed rock. Hard, worn, unremarkable. In places like northern Canada, West Africa, or parts of Australia, the land opens into broad, quiet expanses of stone. No sharp peaks. No dramatic cliffs. Just flat, ancient ground, broken by lakes and low ridges.

It feels still. Permanent.

But that surface is older than almost anything we can easily comprehend. Some of these rocks formed more than two billion years ago. They have survived processes that erased entire mountain ranges, opened and closed oceans, and rearranged the continents again and again.

They are not just old.

They are remnants of a world that no longer exists.

The Earth beneath our feet appears stable, but the continents preserve a far older, more restless history. Across billions of years, mountains have risen and vanished, oceans have opened and closed, and landmasses have come together into vast supercontinents before breaking apart again.

That cycle has repeated many times.

One of the earliest of those worlds was Columbia.

Nearly two billion years ago, based on available evidence, the planet looked nothing like it does today. The continents we recognize had not yet formed in their present arrangement. Instead, Earth’s surface was scattered with smaller fragments of ancient crust known as cratons, the oldest and most stable pieces of continental material.

These fragments were not large continents. They were the foundations of continents.

Today, they are embedded within the landmasses we know. The Canadian Shield in North America, the ancient rocks of West Africa, Siberia, and Australia all preserve pieces of these early building blocks. Though now separated by vast oceans, geological evidence indicates they were once joined.

The separation we see today is not how things began.

Over immense spans of time, tectonic plates carried these cratons across the surface of the Earth. The motion was slow, about as fast as your fingernails grow. In a single year, the change would be impossible to notice. Over a human lifetime, the movement would barely shift the distance between two points.

But over one hundred million years, that same motion carries continents across oceans.

Slow movement becomes immense change.

Gradually, these fragments began to converge.

When continents meet, the forces involved reshape the planet on a continental scale. The crust thickens. Layers of rock compress and fold. Mountain ranges rise, not over years or centuries, but over tens of millions of years. What begins as slow motion becomes transformation.

Across hundreds of millions of years, repeated collisions appear to have stitched these cratons together.

Piece by piece, a single landmass emerged.

Evidence suggests this landmass was Columbia.

For a time, much of Earth’s continental crust appears to have existed as one connected world. Its exact shape is still debated, but the evidence for its existence is strong. Regions now separated by oceans share matching rock ages, aligned mountain belts, and mineral systems formed during the same events.

These are unlikely coincidences.

They are connections preserved in stone.

The assembly of Columbia likely transformed the planet. Enormous mountain ranges rose where continents collided, rivaling the greatest on Earth today. Their peaks may have stretched for thousands of miles, forming barriers that shaped climate, erosion, and the flow of water across the land.

Those mountains are gone now.

But when they formed, they changed everything around them.

Deep within the crust, the pressure and heat of collision altered rock, creating new structures that would endure long after the surface eroded away. These environments also shaped the distribution of mineral resources. The processes that built Columbia concentrated metals and other materials within the crust, preserving them for billions of years.

Much of what is mined today traces back to these ancient events.

At the time, Earth itself was more active. The mantle was hotter. Volcanic activity was more widespread. Tectonic forces were more vigorous. The surface of the planet was not stable in the way we experience it now.

It was in motion.

Yet from that motion emerged something remarkable, a single vast continent.

Imagine standing on that ancient surface. There is no familiar map, no recognizable coastline. A continuous landmass stretches across the horizon. Mountain chains rise in the distance, newly formed and still changing. Rivers cut through fresh rock, carrying sediment across wide plains. In some regions, volcanic activity reshapes the landscape. In others, erosion is already beginning its slow work.

The air is different. The oceans circulate differently. The planet is the same Earth, but it operates under different conditions.

This world does not last.

Like all supercontinents, Columbia eventually began to break apart. Deep forces within the Earth pulled its pieces away from one another. The crust stretched and fractured. New oceans opened. The connected landmass separated into drifting fragments once again.

The process was as slow as its formation, and just as powerful.

Over time, those fragments reorganized into new supercontinents, including Rodinia and, much later, Pangaea. Each would follow a similar pattern of assembly and breakup, driven by the same forces operating beneath the surface.

Columbia disappeared as a landmass.

Its influence did not.

The mountain ranges that once marked its collisions have been erased, but the deeper structures formed during those events remain embedded within the continents. These structures continue to shape the architecture of the crust and the distribution of mineral resources.

In this way, Columbia survives.

Not as a place you can see, but as a structure you can trace.

The rocks beneath our feet preserve the clues that allow geologists to reconstruct a world that existed more than a billion years ago. They record the formation of continents, the collision of landmasses, and the deep processes that shaped the planet.

At the center of that story are the cratons, the ancient fragments that formed the foundation of the earliest continents.

They appear isolated today.

They are not.

They are pieces of something larger, carried across time and space, still holding the record of when they were joined (see Figure 1.1).

Understanding Columbia begins with them.

Because before there was a supercontinent, there were fragments.

And those fragments still remain.
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Fragments of the Ancient Earth
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If you were to strip away the forests, the soil, and the cities, and look directly at the oldest parts of the continents, you would see something very different from the landscapes we usually imagine.

In northern Canada, vast areas of exposed rock stretch for hundreds of miles. The surface is uneven but subdued, low ridges, shallow basins, lakes filling depressions carved long ago. The rock is hard, dense, and worn smooth in places by repeated cycles of erosion.

It does not look like the remains of a continent in motion.

It looks permanent.

Yet this is some of the oldest surviving crust on Earth.

These regions are known as shields, places where ancient continental rock is exposed at the surface. Beneath them lie the cores of continents, structures that have endured while much of the rest of Earth’s crust has been created and destroyed over and over again.

To understand Columbia, we begin here.

Long before the continents we know today took shape, Earth’s surface was not organized into large, stable landmasses. Instead, it was a shifting patchwork of smaller fragments drifting slowly across the planet.

These fragments are known as cratons.

They are the earliest surviving pieces of continental crust.

Most of Earth’s early crust did not survive. The planet’s surface has always been shaped by motion. New crust forms, old crust is destroyed, and material is continually recycled into the interior.

This is especially true of the ocean floor.

Oceanic crust forms at mid-ocean ridges, where magma rises and solidifies to create new seafloor. But it does not last. As tectonic plates move, oceanic crust is eventually pushed toward regions where one plate sinks beneath another. This process, known as subduction, carries the crust back into the mantle system.

There, it is heated, transformed, and ultimately recycled.

Because of this cycle, the ocean floor we see today is relatively young. Most of it is less than two hundred million years old, a brief span in geological terms.

Continental crust behaves differently.

It is thicker, lighter, and more resistant to being pulled down into the mantle. When continents collide, the crust deforms and thickens, but much of it remains at the surface rather than being recycled.

This difference allows certain fragments of crust to endure.

Over immense spans of time, these fragments became the stable cores of continents.

These are the cratons.

What makes a craton unique is not just its age, but its stability.

Beneath each craton lies a deep, rigid structure that extends far into the mantle. This is known as a mantle keel, a thick root of cool, dense rock that anchors the crust above it. These keels can extend to depths of 150 to 200 miles.

To picture this, imagine a structure far larger below the surface than above it, like an iceberg with most of its mass hidden from view.

The visible crust is only part of the system.

The deeper root is what gives it strength.

Because these roots are cool and rigid compared to the surrounding mantle, they resist deformation. While nearby regions may stretch, fracture, or melt, the craton remains comparatively intact.

It moves with the plate, but it does not easily break.

This stability allows cratons to preserve Earth’s geological memory.

The rocks within these regions record processes that occurred billions of years ago, conditions that no longer exist on the planet today. In some places, erosion has stripped away younger layers, exposing this ancient crust at the surface.

That is what we see in shields.

Across the modern continents, these fragments are scattered.

The Canadian Shield in North America is one of the largest and best exposed. Similar regions exist in West Africa, northern Europe, Siberia, South America, and parts of Australia and Asia. Each preserves a piece of Earth’s earliest continental foundation.

At first glance, they appear isolated.

Separated by oceans, shaped by different climates, and embedded within entirely different continents, they seem unrelated.

But when geologists study them in detail, patterns begin to emerge.

The ages of rocks match across continents. Structures align when the continents are repositioned. Mineral deposits appear in parallel zones. Even the deep roots beneath these regions share similar characteristics.

These similarities are unlikely to be random.

They point to a time when these fragments were not scattered, but connected.

To see this, it helps to think again in terms of time.

At the speed tectonic plates move, continents drift only a few centimeters each year. It is
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Figure 1.1 — Reconstruction of Columbia
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