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   To celebrate the 12th Annual High Knob Naturalist Rally, and the 20th Anniversary of The Clinch Coalition, 
a series of articles throughout the month of September will describe and highlight the natural environment 

and biological diversity of the wondrous High Knob Massif.

   Rising abruptly above the tranquil North Fork of Clinch River Valley is a precipitously steep, cliff 
laden mass of mountain which often stands amid wispy clouds.  For those traveling along the famed 
Country Music Highway this great mass of mountain is easy on the eyes and strikingly bold as it 
towers above anything seen upon traveling northward out of the Tri-Cities.

   As the Country Music Highway turns northwest, then northeast, around the end of this lofty mountain 
it continues onward for mile after mile like a great impregnable wall above picturesque valley bottoms.
A short while later, just as a bluish series of lovely peaks come into view from what appears to be a 
second mountain stretching along the horizon, these narrow valleys suddenly expand and open up into
an array of rolling hills and green pastures.

   The great impregnable mountain appears to suddenly end with 2000 vertical feet of plunge downward 
into East Stone Gap.  In reality, however, it soon is realized that it does not end at all but merely is off-
set by a great chasm through which tumbles the whitewater of South Fork of Powell River as it plunges 
through an impressively deep, boulder filled gorge.

   Mountain walls become more dramatic, even dome-like, as the Country Music Highway begins to
rise upward along this ''second'' mountain to offer a sweeping view of the adjacent valley, whose fields 
and forested hills begin to look increasingly small in comparison to the stair-stepping, cliff-lined terrain 
sprawling above.  Then to the surprise of an unfamiliar traveler, to wonderment of those who know, it 
is realized that the mountains are not separate at all but merge together amid a clash of vertical rocks 
and winds near an overlook which many proclaim to offer the finest scenery along the entire breath 
of the Country Music Highway.

   Upon passing through this rugged gap the mountain above rises out of sight, and although this 
journey upward into the Norton Valley has been wondrous indeed, it merely is the beginning.  For 
what has not been seen nor realized along this initial route is that ridge-lines observed above do not 
merely drop off the other side but instead spread outward for many miles to generate a high country, 
an island in the sky, complete with wetlands, bogs, and winding streams which have dissected ridges
to form hollows, coves, and valleys containing the most lakes of any mountain top known in all 
the Appalachians.

   The eastern end of this high country, in particular, supports numerous communities from 
High Chaparral, Moore Knob and East Moore Knob, Robinson Knob, Flat Gap and Flatwoods 
as it gradually slopes downward toward the majestic gorges of Little Stony Creek and Guest River. 

   For many decades, and perhaps much longer, this entire area so far described has merely been 
called ''The Knob,'' and although meaning well this has unknowingly played a role in minimizing
something which in so many ways is beyond true measure!



   Many decades ago; however, a couple of shining stars, points of light amid this dark void of reality
who possessed a passion for the natural world, also began to write in the Coalfield Progress. Appearing 
to be merely typical ''grannies'' these ladies would bravely get into their car and set out on what would 
be grand adventures to document and write about the flora and landscape of what they called the great 
''High Knob Mountain Mass.''  Gladys Stallard and Gaynelle Malesky wrote columns for more than 
30 years and were the first to publicly recognize the true significance of this vast mountain, writing 
that ''local residents should consider themselves blessed to have such a mountain sprawling across 
the common border of Wise and Scott counties.''

   My father used to say that this end of the Old Dominion was always last to receive anything, and
that included recognition for what exists!

   Based firmly upon science, and scientific research, it is now becoming understood that the roots 
of this great mountain mass extend far beyond the peak of High Knob.  Named the Powell Valley 
Anticline, by geologists Charles Butts and John Rich in the 1920s and 1930s, it is the dominant
structural feature of the Cumberland Overthrust Block, a four-sided thrust sheet that was moved
miles from its original position during final stages in construction of the Appalachians.

   The Anticline underwent breachment, with erosion of its core to open up a vast calcareous heart
dominated by limestone and dolostone rock stratas, from southwest to northeast over time with the 
apex of this erosional process being today visible at Powell Valley Overlook in Wise County.  This
means that not only was Powell Valley once inside of a great mountain but so were valleys to the 
southwest which today comprise most of Lee County and the low, rolling terrain farther southwest
to Norris Lake in northern Tennessee.

   Rock layers most resistant to erosional processes continue to hold up the flanks of this Anticline,
with Cumberland Mountain and Stone Mountain to the northwest and Powell Mountain toward the
southeast, which connect to a much larger mountain mass surrounding the peak of High Knob.  This
large mass sprawls between Guest River Gorge and the North Fork of Clinch River to form a massif,
the High Knob Massif, the last remaining remnant of what this entire landform of the Anticline once
was like prior to breachment ( the High Knob Massif and all landscape features having been eroded
and dissected through time to result in what is observed today ).

   The drive between Duffield and the City Of Norton, along the Country Music Highway, is one 
which travels through a grand geologic wonder!  

   How does geology, landscape and climate converge to account for what today is recognized as a 
biodiversity hotspot within the continental United States?  That will be the next topic.  Meanwhile,
plan to attend the 12th Annual High Knob Naturalist Rally to be held September 29 within majestic 
High Knob Lake Recreation Area.  A family friendly event that welcomes everyone with open hands
and a warm heart to celebrate our magnificent natural heritage.
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