ERIC ROBERTSON

GEOLOGY 118 – MT. ST. HELENS RESEARCH

October 6, 2006 – FIELD REPORT

 - FORENSIC ANALYSIS -

I examined 4 rock specimens – 3 across the road from the most regular patch of Oligocene Columnar Flows (see pages 8-12 of my Field Notebook); it was near Mile Marker 34 on the highway which leads into the Mt. St. Helens National Monument Area: (1) a roundish piece of what I perceive to be iron ore, about the size of an apricot (sketch on page 13; actual size); (2) some vent material; (3) and a olive-sized porous sedimentary pink rock with black and white things in it, which seemed to have been eroded for quite a long time; worm down into a very roundish object. (4) On the side of the road with the columns I found an orange-yellowish tiny smooth rock (which had flaked of the surface of one of the columns).
Because of the diversity of quality and type of these samples, my thoughts are that there has been an upheaval of land over the years, so now we have volcanic vents that are being tunneled through in the hill country. Could a new eruption occur where these opened vents heat up and we get an event pouring out the side of the hills into the valley below? I’m not a Geologist; I don’t know. The past, present and future are all mixed up together: what has happened, what’s going on now, and what might come. We have the 25 year old Pumice Plane at the bottom of the valley and we have what some say is 25 million year old vent dikes up a few thousand feet. Geological time cannot me mapped to any particular layer of the earth, here in the Cascades.

The constant rolling of the Plate of San Juan de Fuca, underneath the North American Plate ( colorado.edu/GeolSci/Resources/WUSTectonics/PacNW/juan_de_Fuca_advanced.html ) will always make older rocks press upwards through the earth, while folding under newer formations, as the Cascade Area buckles up, only to eventually crash and crumble, when the pressure breaks; then comes the volcanic eruptions accompanied by bad earthquakes.
The final step in the study of the history of the earth is it’s uncovering by geologists. 

- RECENT AND FUTURE EVENTS IN THE CASCADES -
Here’s what precedes the 1980 explosion of Mt. St. Helens, as I picture it in my mind:

The spring thaw melts glacial ice, which leaks down into the vents in the volcano, leading to reactions between recently melted rock just above the subduction zone and (a still further above that) the cool, contracted, cracked vent rock material (active recently, but not leading all the way to the surface – trapped under the very thick skin which is the vertical existence known as Mt. St. Helens, growing like a boil – passage ways, not prepared for the sudden infusion of intense heat; some, perhaps way to small to handle the load which is about to be forced up into them from below); as we know, like when we were young working at some stupid fast food restaurant and we chose to toss an ice cube into the fryer, some reactions aren’t instantaneous enough to give us the kind of warnings needed to get the heck out of the way of impending doom: such is the nature of our Mother Earth.

If volcanoes showed the signs we need to know exactly where and when and how things would go in the first 15 seconds, maybe things would be different. But this is just not how it is: it’s slow enough to make us stop and look and listen, but (soon enough) fast enough to blow our minds (literally)! 
Then the heat builds up enough to remelt the hardened vent rock which blocks the passage ways and the lava explodes up into the mountain – but it can’t get out – now it’s like a giant boil waiting for enough pressure to explode.

So it’s May 18, 1980 and it’s a clear warm day - see the pictures from the Mt. St. Helens website:
[image: image1.png]



[image: image2.png]


[image: image3.png]4

:«zv;g,m

=2



[image: image4.png]



And see how clear the sky is when it’s exploding – hot and dry because (maybe) the mountain is hot and it has caused heating of the air, with evaporation. “The eruption lasted 9 hours, but Mount St. Helens and the surrounding landscape were dramatically changed within moments.” ( reference: http://www.fs.fed.us/gpnf/mshnvm/ ) so you see, things take a turn for the worse without much warning, though the general nature of the event is predictable.
There is an earthquake (5.1 Richter Scale) which triggers a cascading, 3-layered, rock debris  avalanche, which does what those pore strips do (you know, when your skin gets clogged up with dirt, oil and bacteria, so you get something from the store to clean your skin, to suck the yuck out): the event opens up the pores of the mountain and allows the puss to escape – the treatment for the boil is very successful: 6/10 of a cubic mile of “infection” is shot out into the country side at just about the speed of sound. 

And now, here’s the mountain several days after I went to see it, alive and venting:
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( see the live video feed at this website : http://www.fs.fed.us/gpnf/volcanocams/msh/ )
The view on the day I am here is cloud covered, but evaporation is starting to set in.

Its 3:30 PM October 17, 2006 and the top of the mountain is beginning to be visible through the cloud cover. Around 3:45 I observe seismic activity – one of more than 13,000 events since Sept 23, 2004, when the mountain woke up this time – yes it has been in a state of eruption for 2 years now, and has vented a large amount of ash so far (as you can see in the picture above). I witness 2 seismic events within a short period of time followed by the cloud clearing enough to see lots of the crater, and to see the very top of the cone, with steam venting. The face of the mountain (which is exposed) is under cloud cover, cause of the coldness of the glacier.
Today, several days later, you can see it has cleared up. If it stays this way, could an eruption occur? We will have to just wait and see . . .

- MY CONCLUSIONS -

More research needs to be done. Now that I know that I can handle altitudes I’ll be going up the mountain and see for myself what’s going on. The geological evidence points to more activity like in the past. Perhaps Mt. Rainier may have a cataclysmic event some day. No one really knows when, but we should try to find out how to know when, in time before it happens.
