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In the remote past, there were certain events near the Columbia River, which I would like to talk about for a moment or two. It involves many layers of basalt (which is solidified lava) and what lies between . . .

Lava flowed over the earth, though not violently extruded from a volcano (as is customary); it poured out slowly from fissures in the ground (or so I’ve heard) and covered an immense area. This, I will refer to as Flow # 1. The parts of the basalt that didn’t come into direct contact with the ground nor were exposed to the air, cooled more slowly: in the mid parts of the layer, geometric vertical columns appear; this illustrates how the basalt contracted as it cooled. In a setting of a perfectly even distribution of cooling, the columns would form equilateral hexagons; this is the most efficient shape: the honey comb. As it is, the solidification of the basalt is irregular; columns are not perfect in geometry. Some of them are 5 sided. Some aren’t vertical.1 All in all, though, the end up having a very recognizable, over all shape.
Time passed and soil built up and rivers fed the ground and there were trees, lakes, and all the normal things we see in the wild lands. In one particular place, there was a shallow lake of uncertain depth and contents.2 A new flow of lava covered the lake, leaving a very smooth transition area: below the line of separation, I saw what I perceive to be sandy silicates (the bottom of the lake), compressed by a great weight; above, I saw roundish pillows made of basalt ( http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flood_basalt ) which were cemented together with palagonite ( http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Palagonite ), a yellowish substance. This new basalt flow, I will call Flow # 2.

The height of flow # 2, I can’t calculate exactly, but it is nothing tiny. It represents part of the edge of something hot, which flowed over the land, burning everything in its path for so very many miles.

Time passed again. Erosion from the runoff from nearby mountains blanketed the land. Wind, rain, and time made new hills, valleys, and rivers. In the hills grew Douglas Fir 3 and Spruce.4 In the meadows (at lower elevations) grew Maple 5, Elm 6, Walnut 7 and all the normal trees we would expect to find there. Somewhere far away, however, there grew the (now extinct species of) Ginkgo.8 As time marched on, trees over saturated the humid landscape and eventually died, when they had grown so big that their roots couldn’t get enough food up to their immense heights. Either by flooding of rivers during rainy seasons or by lahars ( http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lahar ) due to volcanic eruptions, I don’t know, but these dead trees of many different types ended up at the bottom of a swamp. There they sat, sunk deep into the mud.9 
More time passed. Eventually Flow # 3 poured over the landscape. When it reached the swamp, its bottom parts cooled rapidly (because it came, suddenly, into contact with the water) creating pillows of basalt. The water evaporated rapidly, reacting with the lava to form palagonite, which served to seal the trees (buried in the mud at the bottom of the swamp) from contact with the atmosphere. The heavy flow of more slowly cooling basalt above, further separated the trees from the light of day. The basalt settled into the earth, over time, and something began to happen to the trees (though it may have started already) . . .
Because the dead logs (which lay as if they had rolled down a hill, and pilled up at the bottom – in the swamp) had been unexposed to free flowing oxygen for so many years already (maybe) before the basalt flow came, they might have already begun the petrifaction (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Petrifaction ) procedure. The basalt layer on top made sure the process would finish itself, converting the trees to stone.10
At some point in time stagnant pools of water would collect in places (as had probably occurred already, many times over) and algae would grow, die and leave behind it’s skeleton ( http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diatomite ) which would sink to the bottom by the billions, supplying the modern world with a valuable resource: diatomite. Exactly where and when these deposits formed, I have no idea.
This is about all I have to say about the history of the Columbia Plateau Basalts ( http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Columbia_River_Plateau ), until a cataclysmic event at the end of the last Ice Age, exposed them to future discovery . . .
The Flooding of the Plateau
Maybe around 10,000 years ago, as the last Ice Age drew to a close, a great ice dam had formed, by glacial drift. It had become backed up with massive volumes of water (some say as much as Lakes Erie & Ontario put together) and eventually it broke – because of highly pressurized, super-cooled water at the bottom of the lake drilling into the ice, causing friction and melting and weakening of the dam – water poured out, at rates of 60 miles an hour, over the landscape. The flood carved out canyons on its way to the Columbia River and then out to sea.
The Frenchmen Springs Coulee is just such an example of the devastation of the deluge. Water (hundreds of feet high) tore apart the columnar basalt, leaving a deep canyon in its wake. Therefore, the basalt layers became nicely exposed. 11 Visible, are several layers of basalt.

Over the years, as many ice dams were formed and broke, very much carving of the Plateau occurred, exposing a whole lot of basalt. 
With (maybe) the last of the glaciers migrating southward and melting, there were deposits of stone in various places far from where it is formed. One lone monolith 12 stood on the top of a hill that was in close proximity to where petrified trees began to become exposed by erosion.

All that remains of ancient path of glacial flows is a lone waterfall 13 in Frenchman Springs Coulee. The water drains deep into the earth, where it follows the basalt layers down to their separations, and runs horizontally until it comes to cracks in top of the next lower basalt layer. After this fashion, it drains off into the Columbia River. 

Conclusion
The Columbia Plateau is a magnificent example of the Geology of the earth. I should like to survey the Basalts in their entirety, but that would take me several lifetimes.
Much can be learned about the history of the earth in this part of the country.

Perhaps we can learn things about our selves in the process, which may contribute to improving the state of mankind in general. We humans are way more flexible than stone, but our lives are so short in the grand scheme of things, here on earth.
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