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Abstract: Big Harris Creek, North Carolina, possesses a geomorphic history and alluvial stratigraphic
record similar to many drainages in southern Appalachian Piedmont. An approximately 1 km reach
of Upper Stick Elliott Creek, a tributary to Big Harris Creek, was used herein to (1) explore the use
of chemostratigraphic methods to define and correlate late Holocene alluvial deposits along this
relatively uncontaminated rural stream containing legacy sediments (historic, anthropogenically
derived deposits), and (2) interpret depositional floodplain processes within small (<10 km2), head-
water drainages. The lithofacies within four floodplain sections were described in channel banks and
sampled at about 5 cm intervals. The 128 collected samples were then analyzed for grain size and the
concentration of 22 elements using X-ray fluorescence. Well-defined chemostratigraphic units (facies)
were defined on the basis of a multi-elemental fingerprint using a principal component analysis
(PCA) and verified using discriminant analysis (DA). Chemostratigraphic units did not reflect grain
size at a site (by design) but marginally correlated to lithofacies defined by field descriptions. Of
significant importance, chemostratigraphic units could be quantitatively correlated between the four
stratigraphic sections at a much higher spatial resolution (~5 cm) than could be performed using other
sedimentologic parameters alone. In combination, the lithostratigraphic and chemostratigraphic
architecture of the floodplain is consistent with a previously proposed sequence of deposition for the
legacy deposits in which extensive land-use change associated with the onset of cotton farming in the
1860s led to upstream incision and gully formation and downstream deposition on the floodplain sur-
face. Deposition appears to have progressed downvalley as incision deepened, probably in the form
of crevasse splay deposits or proximal sandsheets that were occasionally interbedded with vertically
accreted sediments. The results indicate that chemostratigraphy represents a highly useful approach
to the assessment of floodplain depositional processes over (at least) relatively small temporal and
spatial scales, even in areas with minimal sediment contamination.

Keywords: chemostratigraphy; legacy sediments; floodplain alluvium; geochemical fingerprint;
geomorphic responses

1. Introduction

It has long been recognized that floodplains, and floodplain deposits, record a history
of a river system’s responses to both natural and anthropogenic disturbances [1–5]. As a
result, researchers in fluvial geomorphology and applied sedimentology have, since at least
the late 1800s, sought novel indicators to effectively interpret and quantify the temporal and
spatial changes in riverine ecosystems and their associated basins. Indicators now include a
wide range of parameters, such as the mineral composition, size, and size distribution of a
floodplain’s sediments, the nature of the floodplain’s stratigraphic architecture, and various
types of stratigraphic markers (e.g., buried soils, archeological artifacts, and geochemical
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fingerprints, to mention a few) [6]. These approaches are often used in combination and not
only provide insights into the changes in a basin’s sedimentologic and hydrologic regime
but the magnitude and timing of the external disturbances that led to the documented
geomorphic response(s) [6–14]. Indeed, floodplain deposits have been effectively used to
determine the impacts of changing climates and tectonics on fluvial systems as well as the
impacts of agriculture, mining, construction (development), and other human activities on
aquatic ecosystems [15,16].

Legacy sediments, defined as historic, anthropogenically derived deposits, represent
one of the most extensively studied types of floodplain deposit (see James [17] for a
detailed definition of legacy sediments). These sediments are most commonly associated
with land-use/land-cover changes that accompanied industrialized agriculture [5,18–20]
and/or the influx of mine tailings materials to river valleys [9,18–21]. The impacts of
agriculture were particularly prevalent in North America during and following European
settlement from the late 1700s through the late 1800s and resulted in the formation of
legacy deposits throughout the eastern piedmont and the Mississippi River valley of the
U.S., among other locations. In general, these legacy deposits can be subdivided into two
broad categories, including sediments that accumulated upstream of milldams, which
were historically pervasive in the eastern and southeastern U.S. [22–26], and sediments
that accumulated on valley floors as a result of extensive upland soil erosion and gully
development following widespread land-use change [5,20,27–29]. In the latter case, the
formation of legacy sediments was often associated with an aggradational–degradational
episode (ADE) that included [30] (1) an extensive period of hillslope and valley bottom
clearing, resulting in major changes in land-cover; (2) the formation of upland gullies and
accelerated soil erosion which increased sediment loads to the channel; (3) accelerated
rates of floodplain deposition and/or channel bed aggradation that produced a thick
sequence of highly stratified legacy sediments; (4) a renewed period of land-use/land-
cover change, including reforestation, that was accompanied by the use of upland soil
conservation practices to reduced upland degradation and sediment production; and (5) a
phase of channel bed incision that occurred in response to decreased sediment loads and
that exposed both precolonial and legacy sediments in the channel banks.

The analysis of legacy sediments has demonstrated that a historical understanding of
basin and channel evolution is not only an interesting academic topic but provides insights
essential for informed basin and riverine management, including river restoration [17,24].
Moreover, an understanding of the nature, age, and spatial distribution of the deposits
upon which the history of a basin’s disturbances may be defined is critical to effective man-
agement [17]. For example, a river’s contemporary sediment and water quality are often
influenced by the influx of historical (legacy) sediments (and their associated contaminants)
that serve as secondary sources of contamination to the aquatic environment [26,30–34].
In addition, the stratigraphic deposits produced by human-induced geomorphic events
generally possess geotechnical and other properties that differ from older deposits, and
these differences can significantly impact contemporary channel processes, form, and
restoration [30,35–37].

Perhaps one of the more significant recent approaches to the dating and analysis of
floodplain deposits is chemostratigraphy. Chemostratigraphy involves the characterization
of the geochemical nature of the strata and the use of specific geochemical signatures for the
dating and correlation of geographically separated units [38]. Chemostratigraphic methods
were originally utilized primarily for the correlation of marine, lacustrine, and lithified
strata [38–40]. However, during the past few decades, researchers have shown that the tech-
nique holds considerable potential for correlating alluvial stratigraphic units [41,42]. The
approach has been particularly useful in the analysis of rivers subjected to the discrete input
of contaminants from a short-lived (time-constrained) event (e.g., from mining, a tailings
pond failure, or an industrial spill). While such events often pose significant environmental
problems, they also provide chemical tracers that are incorporated into floodplain deposits
over a relatively short-geologic time period and can be used to gain insights into the geo-
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morphic behavior of the river system [43]. The use of such chemical tracers is primarily
related to the development of contaminant isochrones (layers of similar age) within the
channel bed and floodplain that can be used to develop a well-defined understanding of
the dispersal and three-dimensional depositional pattern of the contaminated sediment
within the channel, floodplain, and terraces. These geochemically defined isochrones can
then be used to (1) date the floodplain and terrace deposits in both relative and absolute
terms and (2) gain an understanding of the magnitude and rates of sediment transport and
depositional processes within a recent channel, floodplain, and terrace deposits [44–47].

While chemostratigraphy has, in a few cases, been applied to rivers within weakly in-
dustrialized basins or with diffuse (non-point) sources of contamination [43], its application
to agriculturally related legacy sediments has been limited. An exception is a work by Wang
and Leigh [48], who demonstrated that precolonial and legacy deposits along the Little
Tennessee River in North Carolina not only differed in terms of sedimentation rates and sed-
iment size but Ca, Hg, and Pb concentrations. These data suggest that chemostratigraphic
methods may be applicable to the analysis of recent alluvial sequences and geomorphic
processes throughout the southeastern U.S., where the impacts of European settlement are
well-documented and ubiquitous [20,27,48–50].

During this study, chemostratigraphic analyses were applied to late Holocene alluvial
deposits within the Big Harris/Upper Stick Elliot Creek basin of North Carolina (Figure 1).
The Big Harris Creek Basin possesses a geomorphic history similar to many drainages in
southern Appalachian Piedmont and possesses legacy sediments representative of those
described throughout much of the southeastern U.S., which did not accumulate upstream
of milldams. The primary objective of the study was to assess whether chemostratigraphic
analysis serves as a viable approach to the assessment of depositional patterns and pro-
cesses when applied to floodplains along rural riverine systems dominated by agricultural
activities that are devoid of significant inputs of metal contaminants and that are character-
ized by thick sections of legacy sediments. Inherent in the study was the hypothesis that
chemostratigraphic methods could provide a more detailed understanding of depositional
patterns and processes than can be obtained from the use of other forms of lithostratigraphic
data when applied to geologically young (late Holocene) alluvial deposits.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

This study was carried out along Upper Stick Elliott Creek, a tributary to Big Harris
Creek located within the Piedmont Physiographic Province of Cleveland County, North
Carolina (Figure 1). The Big Harris Creek Basin, a tributary to the First Broad River, is
the site of one of the largest stream restoration projects in North Carolina, a project that
encompasses the upper 9.6 km2 of the basin. Detailed analyses, which included the interpre-
tation of historical, stratigraphic, dendrochronologic, and cartographic data, demonstrated
that the geomorphic history of the basin was similar to many other catchments within
the southern Appalachian piedmont [30]. Immigration to the area began during the mid-
1700s. Most early settlers in the catchment were engaged in general farming practices
until after the Civil War (1861–1865) [30]. A typical farm at the time included a combi-
nation of free-ranging livestock (mostly pigs), vegetable gardens, and a few fruit trees
and/or cornfields. In general, the style of farming that was practiced had a limited impact
on the landscape [51]. Land use dramatically changed after the Civil War (~1865) when
local landowners began to engage in commercial cotton production [52]. By World War I,
Cleveland County (which includes the Big Harris Creek project area) was one of the most
productive cotton-growing regions in North Carolina. The farming of cotton required the
whole scale clearing of both upland areas and valley bottoms, which led to increased runoff
and soil erosion. Trimble [29], in fact, estimated that within the vicinity of Big Harris Creek,
about 10 to 12.7 cm of topsoil was eroded in response to agricultural activities. Other esti-
mates are even higher, suggesting that upland soil losses ranged between 15 and 20 cm [53].
In addition to the removal of topsoils by overland flow, gully formation on hillslopes was
widespread. In fact, James et al. [6] argued that the region, including Big Harris Creek, is
now one of the most eroded and gullied agricultural regions in North America. The net
result of this upland erosion was the relatively rapid deposition of legacy sediments on
floodplains and within the channel bed (Figure 2a,b) [5,27,30,50], two depositional areas
that comprise less than 10 % of the total landscape [17,54].

In response to severe upland erosion and valley bottom aggradation, farmers, includ-
ing Mr. Clemmie Royster, who owned a significant part of the Big Harris Creek watershed
at the time, began to replace cotton farming with pasturage and turkey farming, a trend
that continued through the mid-1900s. In addition, many farmers in the area began to
adopt upland terracing and other soil conservation practices (e.g., contour farming) in the
1930s to reduce soil erosion. In the Big Harris Creek basin, such terraces (Figure 2) were not
constructed until the mid-twentieth century. The net results of these changes were (1) a
reduction in upland erosion, (2) the stabilization of the valley bottoms, and (3) the incision
of the channel bed, exposing both precolonial and legacy sediments in the channel banks
along most mid- and down-stream channel reaches [30].

In spite of the relatively small size of the Big Harris Creek study basin (9.6 km2), there
were significant spatial variations in the type and magnitude of the geomorphic responses
to European settlement and the onset of intensive agricultural activities within the basin.

The nature of these responses, and the resulting spatial differences in channel and
valley forms that were produced, have been described in detail by Miller et al. [30]. Of
significance to this paper, most mid- and down-stream reaches of the drainage network are
now characterized by channel banks composed of precolonial deposits that are overlain
by legacy sediments of variable thickness. While legacy deposits did locally accumulate
upstream of milldams in North Carolina [25], the closest milldam to the study area (the
Double Shoals mill site) is located on the First Broad River upstream of the mouth of Big
Harris Creek. Thus, the closest milldam was hydrologically disconnected from Big Harris
Creek and did not influence the deposition of legacy deposits within the study area.
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on 10 October 2019); (b) Schematic diagram of the geomorphic responses documented along the
lower reaches of Big Harris Creek by Miller et al. [30] during and following European settlement.

2.2. Stratigraphic Analyses

The contemporary interpretation of sedimentary deposits relies primarily on a se-
quence stratigraphic framework, where strata are examined from a chronostratigraphic
perspective in which mechanistically linked depositional bodies are bound by a hierarchical
set of erosional or depositional surfaces. A fundamental unit in sequence stratigraphy is
a lithostratigraphic unit or lithofacies that can be defined on the basis of its lithological,
sedimentological, geophysical, geochemical, and/or fossil characteristics. Such facies,
when associated with distinct genetically related depositional processes and conditions,
can be grouped together to define higher-order depositional systems, which in turn can
be grouped to form surface-bound, chronologically-linked sequences. As described by
Miller et al. [30], lithostratigraphic units, or lithofacies, were identified in bank exposures at
22 locations along the Big Harris Creek drainage network (Figure 1) and used to determine
the basin’s general geomorphic history as well as the types and extent of deposits that
comprise the valley fill. During this study, chemostratigraphic methods were applied to
alluvial floodplain deposits located along about a 1 km reach of upper Stick Elliott Creek, a
tributary to Big Harris Creek (Figures 1 and 2). The focus on upper Stick Elliott Creek was
due to (1) the occurrence of precolonial and legacy deposits that could be easily defined,
mapped, and sampled along a majority of its drainage system prior to the implementa-
tion of the restoration project, (2) the presence of active and inactive gullies in the basin
(Figure 2), indicating that the basin possessed the typical suite of processes that occurred
during landscape evolution, and (3) the ability to gain access from local landowners for the
majority of the riparian corridor.
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The delineation of lithofacies was based on parameters previously found to be useful
for the analysis of legacy and precolonial deposits in the southeastern U.S. [5,27], includ-
ing (1) color, (2) organic matter content, (3) grain size (texture), (4) thickness and type of
laminations, bedding, and sedimentary structures, and (5) degree of sediment weathering.
Lithofacies (or lithostratigraphic units) were not defined on the basis of their metal content.
Thus, as used herein, lithostratigraphic and chemostratigraphic units (described below)
were identified using different criteria. The general stratigraphic and sedimentologic
nature of the floodplain deposits were described according to the methods put forth by
Kottlowski [55] and Bridge [56]. Other more detailed field descriptions of the alluvial mate-
rials, particularly with regards to weathering, were based on the nomenclature provided
by the U.S. Soil Survey Manual [57] and were conducted along a narrow (<50 cm wide)
vertical profile that extended from the ground surface to the channel bed. The relative age
of the deposits had been determined previously by Miller et al. [30] and was defined on the
basis of artifacts buried within the deposits and the degree of sediment weathering (e.g.,
buried soils). The numeric (absolute) age of the precolonial deposits was also estimated
using dendrochronologic methods and the radiocarbon dating of organic materials [30].

2.3. Sediment Sampling

Sediment samples were collected at approximately 5 cm intervals from the ground
surface to the base of the stratigraphic sections at four locations along Stick Elliott Creek
(USE 1–USE 4, Figure 2). Each of these four sites possessed both legacy sediments and
precolonial deposits. Prior to sampling, the outer 10 cm of the bank materials were removed,
and the lithostratigraphic units were delineated and described. Sampling intervals did not
traverse (cross) layer or stratigraphic boundaries. Samples were collected from the top of
the section to the bottom along a trench cut into the deposits to limit contamination between
sampling intervals. A total of 128 samples were collected and placed in polypropylene
sampling bags, after which they were shipped to the laboratory at Western Carolina
University for analysis. In the laboratory, the samples were air-dried and then subdivided
into subsamples for grain size and geochemical analysis.

2.4. Analysis of Grain Size Distribution

The grain-size distribution of the <2 mm size fraction was determined using a Master-
sizer 2000 particle size analyzer (Malvern Instruments, Malvern, UK) at 0.5 phi intervals.
Prior to analysis, ~5 g of sediment was placed in a 50 mL beaker to which 5 mL of pyrophos-
phate and ~30 to 40 mL of deionized water were added. The sediment-solution mixture
was stirred for approximately 5 min and left to sit overnight to aid in particle dispersal.
Herein, grain size data are reported in terms of the percent silt + clay (i.e., particles <63 µm
in size) in the deposits as a simple descriptor of sediment texture that is also relevant to the
geochemical nature of the deposits. The texture of sediment >2 mm in size was qualitatively
described in the field.

2.5. Analytical Metal Analyses

An important decision in the geochemical analysis of alluvial deposits for both
chemostratigraphic and geochemical fingerprinting analyses is the grain size fraction
to be analyzed. This follows because the grain size and composition of the sediments
can strongly influence elemental concentrations, with higher concentrations generally as-
sociated with finer-grained sediments characterized by relatively high surface areas and
charge [58]. Collins et al. [59] note that this decision is typically based on three factors:
(1) the particle size of the sediment being transported and deposited by the river, (2) the
relationship between particle size and tracer concentrations, and (3) the time and resources
required and available for sample preparation. During this study, the <2 mm size fraction
was analyzed because some stratigraphic units within the legacy deposits were composed
almost exclusively of sand-sized particles (<5 % silt + clay), and our primary intent was
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component score characteristics (Table3, Figure 6b). The legacy deposits possess three
well-de�ned chemostratigraphic units, whereas the precolonial deposits are characterized
by a more complex architecture, exhibiting six chemostratigraphic units (Figure 6).
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and correlated chemostratigraphic units within the study reach. Bar graphs show component scores
that were used to de�ne the chemostratigraphic units. Italicized numbers in ( a) and (b) refer to
chemostratigraphic units, de�ned from oldest to youngest, and allow for correlation between plots.

Table 3. Summary of general component scores for chemostratigraphic units.

Unit Deposit Age PC1 Scores PC2 Scores

1 Precolonial Sediments Negative (� 0.25 to � 0.75) Negative (� 0.05 to � 0.55)
2 Precolonial Sediments Positive (1.00 to 2.65) Negative (� 0.12 to � 0.90)
3 Precolonial Sediments Positive (0.76 to 2.60)1 Positive (0.30 to 2.00)1

4 Precolonial Sediments Positive (0.15 to 1.10) Negative (� 0.85 to � 1.60)
5 Precolonial Sediments Negative (� 0.05 to � 0.60) Positive (1.00 to 1.60)
6 Precolonial Sediments Negative (� 0.12 to 0.28) Pos./Neg. (� 0.25 to 0.15)
7 Legacy Sediment Negative ( � 0.50 to � 0.89)2 Negative (0.60 to � 1.90)2

8 Legacy Sediment Negative (� 0.04 to 1.08) Positive (0.08 to 1.20)
9 Legacy Sediment Negative (� 0.55 to � 0.89) Positive (1.08 to 3.27)

1 Slightly lower scores at Site USE 4;2 less negative values at Site USE 4.

-2 
PCl 

PC2 

PCl Scores 

0 
PC Score 

-1 

-2 

-1 

Flow Direction Downstream 

PC Score 

1 
PCl Scores 



Geosciences 2022, 12, 187 15 of 22

Given that the assignment of a sample to a given cluster or chemostratigraphic unit was
a subjective process, a discriminant analysis (DA) was applied independently to the legacy
sediments, the precolonial sediments, and all floodplain deposits to more fully assess the
validity of the defined chemostratigraphic units. The analysis was based on the normalized
geochemical data from all four sites, whereas the analyzed groups included in the DA were
based on the chemostratigraphic units defined by the PCA (i.e., units 1–9, depending on the
analysis). Table 4 shows that 88.6% of the samples from the legacy deposits were correctly
classified into the chemostratigraphic units. Incorrectly classified samples occurred between
units seven and eight, which interfinger with one another (Figure 6b). About 84% of
the samples from the precolonial deposits were correctly classified (Table 5). When the
geochemical data from both the legacy and precolonial deposits were analyzed together,
the results were not as good; only 75.6% were correctly classified (Table 6). A few of
the incorrectly classified samples from the latter analysis were from legacy deposits that
immediately overlie the precolonial sediments. The inability to geochemically distinguish
between these legacy deposit sediments and the underlying precolonial deposits is likely
to be related to the localized incorporation of eroded precolonial sediments into the lower
layers of the legacy deposits. Erosion of the precolonial deposits is indicated by the abrupt
contact between the two units (Figures 3 and 4) and the occurrence of black, organic-rich
“clasts” of precolonial sediments within the lower layers of the legacy deposits.

Table 4. Summary of samples from chemostratigraphic units in legacy deposits that were correctly
classified by discriminant analysis.

Predicted Group Membership

Strat. Unit Unit 7 Unit 8 Unit 9 Total

Count
Unit 7 27 4 0 31
Unit 8 3 31 1 35
Unit 9 0 0 4 4

Percent
Unit 7 87.1 12.9 0 100
Unit 8 8.6 88.6 2.9 100
Unit 9 0 0 100 100

88.6% of original grouped cases correctly classified.

Table 5. Summary of samples from each chemostratigraphic unit within the precolonial deposits that
were correctly classified by discriminant analysis.

Predicted Group Membership

Strat. Unit Unit 1 Unit 2 Unit 3 Unit 4 Unit 5 Unit 6 Total

Count
Unit 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 2
Unit 2 1 16 1 2 0 0 20
Unit 3 3 0 15 0 1 0 19
Unit 4 0 1 0 9 0 0 10
Unit 5 0 0 0 0 4 0 4
Unit 6 0 0 0 0 0 2 2

Percent
Unit 1 100 0 0 0 0 0 100
Unit 2 5 80 5 10 0 0 100
Unit 3 15.8 0 78.9 0 5.3 0 100
Unit 4 0 10 0 90 0 0 100
Unit 5 0 0 0 0 100 0 100
Unit 6 0 0 0 0 0 100 100

84.2% of original grouped cases correctly classified
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Table 6. Summary of samples from chemostratigraphic units in both legacy and precolonial deposits
that were correctly classified by discriminant analysis when the data were combined.

Predicted Group Membership

Strat. Unit Unit 1 Unit 2 Unit 3 Unit 4 Unit 5 Unit 6 Unit 7 Unit 8 Unit 9 Total

Count
Unit 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2
Unit 2 0 17 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 20
Unit 3 1 0 12 0 0 6 0 0 0 19
Unit 4 0 0 0 10 0 0 0 0 0 10
Unit 5 0 0 0 0 4 0 0 0 0 4
Unit 6 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 2
Unit 7 7 0 0 0 0 5 18 1 0 31
Unit 8 1 0 0 0 3 0 2 28 1 35
Unit 9 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 4

Percent
Unit 1 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 100
Unit 2 0 85.0 0 0 0 15 0 0 0 100
Unit 3 5.3 0 63.2 0 0 31.6 0 0 0 100
Unit 4 0 0 0 100 0 0 0 0 0 100
Unit 5 0 0 0 0 100 0 0 0 0 100
Unit 6 50 0 0 0 0 50 0 0 0 100
Unit 7 22.6 0 0 0 0 16.1 58.1 3.2 0 100
Unit 8 2.9 0 0 0 8.6 0 5.7 80 2.9 100
Unit 9 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 100

75.6% of original grouped cases correctly classified.

3.3. Comparison of Chemo- and Lithostratigraphic Units

The precolonial lithofacies that form a fining upward sequence, combined with filled,
asymmetrical paleochannels, are indicative of floodplain deposition by a combination
of both lateral and vertical accretion along a meandering stream. Sedimentation rates
were also presumably low, as indicated by the development of the organic-rich A-horizon
(which is now buried) along the sequence’s upper bounding surface. In contrast, the
legacy deposits are dominated by two primary lithofacies, consisting of (1) an intermediate
layer, composed of stratified (bedded) and/or laminated sands or loamy sands of variable
thickness and which locally contain laterally discontinuous lenses of well-sorted, loose sand,
and (2) a lower lithofacies that overlies the precolonial deposits along an abrupt, erosional
contact, and that is characterized by sediments similar to the overlying layer, but which
are often darker in color and interbedded with gray to dark gray colored loamy sediments.
Both of these lithofacies are characterized by significant variations in grain size, color, and
bedding and contain laterally discontinuous sand layers suggestive of (1) rapid deposition
during markedly different flow conditions and/or (2) shifting depositional features on
the floodplain surface (Figure 5). Geochemically, the legacy and precolonial deposits
possess distinct chemostratigraphic signatures. Thus, from both a chemical and lithologic
perspective, the legacy and precolonial deposits represent distinct stratigraphic sequences
characterized by contrasting facies deposited under significantly different geomorphic
conditions and which were deposited at different times. In many small headwater basins
within both the southern Appalachians and eastern/southeastern piedmont of the U.S.,
it is locally difficult to distinguish between legacy and precolonial deposits solely on the
basis of lithologic characteristics. The geochemical data presented herein indicate that it
might be possible to define such late Holocene stratigraphic sequences on the basis of their
trace metal content. The spatial scale for which a geochemical distinction between legacy
and precolonial sequences can be made is currently unknown, but when the data presented
herein are combined with the data from Wang and Leigh [48], which were collected along
the much larger Little Tennessee River, it appears that such chemostratigraphic approaches
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may be applicable to alluvial deposits in the watershed that are on the order of a few
100 km2.

One topic for which a distinction between precolonial and legacy deposits has become
more important and for which chemostratigraphy may be of use is in the analyses of legacy
nutrients. Legacy nutrients are nutrients derived from anthropogenic sources that have
accumulated over long periods of time within a catchment and which often represent a
significant source of nutrients to contemporary water bodies. Thus, it is necessary for water
quality management plans to consider legacy nutrients, including those associated with
legacy deposits. In fact, the erosion of legacy sediments has been shown to serve as an
important source of legacy nutrients, so much so that the removal of legacy sediments
deposited upstream of milldams has been proposed and tested as an effective stream
restoration method [24].

At a finer (smaller) spatial resolution, there is a general correspondence between
the lithofacies and the chemostratigraphic units (facies). The correlation between the
two types of facies, however, is not perfect. At an even smaller scale, the defined lithologic
and geochemical facies are less well aligned. For example, a comparison of unit grain
size and sediment geochemistry on a sample-by-sample basis shows that there is little
correlation between the two (Figures 2 and S1–S3). This is not surprising given (1) the
relatively weak correlation between the percent of fine sediment in the samples and the
concentration of the metals used to develop the geochemical fingerprints (Table 1) and
(2) that the geochemical data used in the analyses were normalized by Fe to account for
differences in sediment composition. A significant difference between the lithofacies and
chemostratigraphic units is the ability to correlate the latter on the basis of PC scores
at a much higher spatial resolution and with more confidence than is possible using
lithologic/sedimentologic characteristics alone (Figure 6b). Indeed, the correlation of
sediment layers as thin as 5 cm (corresponding to a single sample) was possible on the basis
of the geochemical fingerprints (Figure 6b). Thus, it is possible to define sediments that are
likely to have been deposited contemporaneously over distances of at least several 100 m,
thereby gaining additional insights into the timing and depositional processes involved in
floodplain development. Whether these correlations can be made over larger distances in
basins where trace metal contamination has not occurred remains unclear but is currently
under investigation.

The observed spatial differences between the lithofacies and the chemostratigraphic
units may be related in part to the different controls on the deposited sediments. Lithofacies
associated with floodplains are likely to reflect, in large part, local depositional processes
and environments. For example, the basal lithofacies within the precolonial deposits
(composed of gravels, Figure 4) presumably reflect channel lag and/or lower point bar
deposition in a high energy environment, whereas the fine-grained, organic-rich sediments
at and near the surface of the precolonial sequence were deposited by vertical accretion
processes on a relatively stable floodplain characterized by low energy. In contrast to the
lithologic nature of the sediments, the geochemistry of the deposits most likely reflects (1)
the provenance of the sediments deposited at a specific site and time, as has been shown by
numerous geochemical fingerprinting studies [59,61,68–71], and/or (2) the partitioning of
sediments from a given source as a function of size, density and shape into specific deposi-
tional features [72]. Such variations in the source are not only controlled by local processes
but by factors that occur throughout the basin, including upland areas. A more detailed
examination of sediment provenance as defined by geochemical fingerprinting methods,
and its relation to the defined chemostratigraphic units, will be provided elsewhere.

3.4. Implications of Chemostratigraphic Correlations to Depositional Processes

The geomorphic responses during and following European settlement, and the result-
ing alluvial stratigraphy, within the study area of Big Harris Creek, are similar to those
that have been observed and documented throughout the piedmont of the southeastern
U.S. [5,27–29]. Prominent and widespread responses to land clearing during the late 1800s



Geosciences 2022, 12, 187 18 of 22

and early 1900s were gully formation, the incision of channels in headwater areas, and
(where milldams were absent) the downstream deposition of the eroded sediments upon
previously stable floodplains in the form of legacy sediments. Happ et al. [27], for exam-
ple, found that headwater gully formation and trenching along Tobitubby and Hurricane
valleys in South Carolina led to downstream sedimentation in a process they referred
to as ‘sanding’. Within the Big Harris Creek basin examined herein, a combination of
geomorphic, stratigraphic, and dendrochronologic data was used by Miller et al. [30] to
document the spatial variations in geomorphic responses to land-use change within the
basin, which they mapped in terms of process zones (or stream reaches of similar processes,
morphology, and landforms) (Figure 1). Their data show that deep, headwater incision and
gully formation (Figures 1 and 2) led to the downstream deposition of legacy sediments on
the valley floor in a manner analogous to that observed by Happ [27].

Happ [27] also noted that in many areas, downstream deposition was promoted by
the filling or “chocking” of the channel with sediment as the “locus of sedimentation shifts
downvalley”. Channel “chocking” then led to the upstream backfilling of the channel and
the overbank deposition of sediment on the valley floor. Within Big Harris Creek, there is
little evidence for the formation of such a filled channel or “sediment plug”. Rather, the
transition point from upstream degradation (incision) to downstream aggradation was
hypothesized to have migrated downvalley through time as the depth of upstream incision
progressed, an observation also made by Happ [27] in other drainages in the area. The
observed downstream variations in the thickness and dip of the bounding surfaces of
chemostratigraphic units seven and eight within the legacy deposits are consistent with
this hypothesis (Figure 6b). More specifically, the surfaces of the chemostratigraphic units
are suggestive of a downstream pro-grading wave of deposition as is commonly observed
in basins characterized by massive upstream sediment production and delivery to the axial
channel [18,73–77].

On a more local scale, Happ [19] observed that floodplain deposition was dominated
by the formation of crevasse splays and vertical accretion. In the case of Big Harris Creek,
the processes responsible for the deposition of the legacy sediments at a site must explain
several important characteristics, including (1) the erosional contact between the legacy
and underlying precolonial deposits, (2) a general lack of coarse (gravel-sized) clasts
within the legacy deposits, and (3) stratified units containing local, laterally discontinuous,
sand and sandy loam textured layers that often occur as wavy or convoluted bedding.
These characteristics are consistent with the deposition of the legacy deposits as crevasse
splays and/or proximal sandsheets as flood flows rose and waned during an event. The
sedimentology of the legacy sediments may also be attributed in part to the migration
of depositional features (ripples, dunes) on the surface of the splay deposits and/or the
periodic deposition and burial of more sandy sediments by finer-grained vertically accreted
sediments during relatively minor overbank floods. Interestingly, the interfingering of
chemostratigraphic units seven and eight (Figure 6b) is consistent with the downstream
growth and migration of multiple splay or sandsheet deposits during the deposition of the
legacy sediments (e.g., Site USE 2), perhaps as a result of changes in sediment supply or
the magnitude of the overbank flows.

Chemostratigraphic unit nine, found at the three upstream most sites, generally
corresponds to the loose to massive, darker-colored, loamy sand to sandy loam sediments.
The dendrochronologic dating of trees growing on the floodplain surface suggest that this
chemostratigraphic unit corresponds to the stabilization of the valley floor around the
1940s to 1960s in Big Harris Creek and, thus, is likely to have been formed by vertical
accretion processes following channel incision that resulted from the implementation of
soil conservation practices in the basin.

The obtained results suggest that the combined use of litho- and chemostratigraphic
methods within headwater basins allows for a more quantitative assessment of the alluvial
architecture of the floodplain deposits, thereby providing a more detailed understanding
of the depositional processes that occur in response to land-use changes in watershed than
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could be obtained from the use of lithostratigraphic methods alone. A disadvantage of
using chemostratigraphic methods is the number of samples that need to be analyzed for a
wide range of elements. This problem is countered by the fact that (1) precise or relative
concentrations are required for the analysis of chemostratigraphic units, and (2) recent
advances in analytical chemistry, such as the development of portable (hand-held) XRF,
have made it possible to analyze a large number of samples for multiple elements in a
timely and cost-effective manner.

4. Summary and Conclusions

Chemostratigraphic methods were applied to floodplain alluvial deposits exposed
along the channel banks of Upper Stick Elliott Creek, a tributary to Big Harris Creek located
within the Piedmont Physiographic Province of the southeastern U.S. These deposits were
described and sampled at four locations, after which 128 collected samples were analyzed
for 22 elements using X-ray fluorescence. A multi-step process including an assessment of
the percentage of samples with detectable concentrations, a Kruskal–Wallis H-Test, and the
vertical variations in elemental concentrations were used to select a geochemical fingerprint
that could then be applied to define chemostratigraphic units. The fingerprint consisted of
six metals, including Co, Cu, Cr, V, W, and Zn. The concentrations of these metals were
normalized by Fe concentrations to reduce the spatial variations in concentration induced
by differences in sediment size and composition. A principal component analysis was
then applied to define chemostratigraphic units, which were statistically verified using
discriminant analysis. The defined chemostratigraphic units were generally independent
of the deposit’s grain size distribution (as expected) but marginally reflected the larger-
scale lithofacies defined in the field at each site. Of importance, the chemostratigraphic
units could be quantitatively correlated between sites at a much higher spatial resolution
(~5 cm) than was possible on the basis of their lithofacies characteristics, including grain
size. The lithostratigraphic and chemostratigraphic architecture of the legacy deposits
are consistent with a previously proposed model of the geomorphic responses of the
channel to the extensive land-use change that accompanied the onset of cotton farming
in the 1860s. The model suggests that land-use change resulted in the upstream incision
and gully formation and downstream deposition on the floodplain surface. On the basis
of the chemostratigraphic units, aggradation appears to have progressed downvalley as
incision deepened. Deposition probably occurred in the form of splay deposits or proximal
sandsheets. Variations in the thickness, grain size, and stratification of the legacy deposits
were presumably influenced, then, by the relatively rapid deposition of sediments of
differing grain sizes as a result of changing overbank flow conditions and the lateral and
downvalley migration of the crevasses splays and their associated bedforms. The combined
use of lithostratigraphic and chemostratigraphic data at a relatively small temporal and
spatial scale allowed for more quantitative analysis of floodplain deposition than was
possible using lithostratigraphic methods alone, even in this rural watershed where metal
contamination was minimal. The geochemical definition of stratigraphic sequences (e.g.,
legacy deposits) over much larger spatial scales also appears promising.

A potential disadvantage of using chemostratigraphy is the number of samples that
must be collected and analyzed to conduct detailed assessments. However, recent advances
in analytical geochemistry, including the development of portable (hand-held) XRFs, signif-
icantly decrease the time and costs involved in such analyses, making chemostratigraphic
methods more attractive.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/10
.3390/geosciences12050187/s1, Figure S1: Field descriptions and lithostratigraphic data at Site USE 1,
Figure S2: Field descriptions and lithostratigraphic data at Site USE 3, Figure S3: Field descriptions
and lithostratigraphic data at Site USE 4, Table S1: Kruskal–Wallis Test results, Figure S4: Variations
in elemental fingerprint concentrations at the four sampled sites; Table S2: Shapiro-Wilk normality
test results.

https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/geosciences12050187/s1
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How to Separate the Effects of Sediment Provenance and Grain Size with Statistical Rigour? CATENA 2015, 135, 240–253.
[CrossRef]

67. Bloemsma, M.R.; Zabel, M.; Stuut, J.B.W.; Tjallingii, R.; Collins, J.A.; Weltje, G.J. Modelling the Joint Variability of Grain Size and
Chemical Composition in Sediments. Sediment Geol. 2012, 280, 135–148. [CrossRef]

68. Collins, A.L.; Walling, D.E.; Leeks, G.J.L. Use of Composite Fingerprints to Determine the Provenance of the Contemporary
Suspended Sediment Load Transported by Rivers. Earth Surf. Process. Landf. 1998, 23, 31–52. [CrossRef]

69. Collins, A.L.; Williams, L.J.; Zhang, Y.S.; Marius, M.; Dungait, J.A.J.; Smallman, D.J.; Dixon, E.R.; Stringfellow, A.; Sear, D.A.;
Jones, J.I.; et al. Catchment Source Contributions to the Sediment-Bound Organic Matter Degrading Salmonid Spawning Gravels
in a Lowland River, Southern England. Sci. Total Environ. 2013, 456–457, 181–195. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

70. Miller, J.R.; Mackin, G. Concentrations, Sources, and Potential Ecological Impacts of Selected Trace Metals on Aquatic Biota
within the Little Tennessee River Basin, North Carolina. Water Air Soil Pollut. 2013, 224, 1613. [CrossRef]

71. Miller, J.R.; Lord, M.; Yurkovich, S.; Mackin, G.; Kolenbrander, L. Historical Trends in Sedimentation Rates and Sediment
Provenance, Fairfield Lake, Western North Carolina1. JAWRA J. Am. Water Resour. Assoc. 2005, 41, 1053–1075. [CrossRef]

72. Matys Grygar, T.; Popelka, J. Revisiting Geochemical Methods of Distinguishing Natural Concentrations and Pollution by Risk
Elements in Fluvial Sediments. J. Geochem. Explor. 2016, 170, 39–57. [CrossRef]

73. Knighton, A.D. The Gravel–Sand Transition in a Disturbed Catchment. Geomorphology 1999, 27, 325–341. [CrossRef]
74. Lisle, T.E.; Cui, Y.; Parker, G.; Pizzuto, J.E.; Dodd, A.M. The Dominance of Dispersion in the Evolution of Bed Material Waves in

Gravel-Bed Rivers. Earth Surf. Process. Landf. 2001, 26, 1409–1420. [CrossRef]
75. James, L.A. Bed Waves at the Basin Scale: Implications for River Management and Restoration. Earth Surf. Process. Landf. 2006, 31,

1692–1706. [CrossRef]
76. Allan James, L. Secular Sediment Waves, Channel Bed Waves, and Legacy Sediment. Geogr. Compass 2010, 4, 576–598. [CrossRef]
77. Sims, A.J.; Rutherfurd, I.D. Management Responses to Pulses of Bedload Sediment in Rivers. Geomorphology 2017, 294, 70–86.

[CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1353/sgo.2010.0010
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.geomorph.2006.01.022
https://docsouth.unc.edu/csr/index.php/document/csr05-0001
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.geomorph.2019.107018
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11368-020-02755-4
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2011.10.062
http://doi.org/10.1180/0026461036720095
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.catena.2015.07.003
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.sedgeo.2012.04.009
http://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1096-9837(199801)23:1&lt;31::AID-ESP816&gt;3.0.CO;2-Z
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2013.03.093
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23602971
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11270-013-1613-2
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-1688.2005.tb03785.x
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.gexplo.2016.08.003
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0169-555X(98)00078-6
http://doi.org/10.1002/esp.300
http://doi.org/10.1002/esp.1432
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2010.00324.x
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.geomorph.2017.04.010

