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Background

Mt. St. Helens area was mapped as part of the Private Forest Land Grading Program in 1979.  Approximately 173,000 acres of private and federal forestland was surveyed by myself and two other soil scientists and matched on the north and west by Bob Evens and his crew of three soil scientists.  Our crew was on detail from Goldendale, WA about 100 miles to the east.  The background information we collected included some soils information from Weyerhaeuser Co. Vail Tree Farm, geology information from a Volcanic Hazard Study done by USGS and technical geology papers written by Crandell, Harris and Mullineaux.  Many of the series that were established to describe the soils around the mountain were as a result of the knowledge of the eruptive history of the volcano and the prevailing direction and speed of the wind during those eruptions.  This information produced isopac maps for each of the eruptions.  Superimposing one map over the other produced the sequence of layers at any given location around the mountain.  Series were established based on the classification system at that time with strong emphasis given to the use and management for forest productivity.  Most of the series were classified as Cryandepts, Vitrandepts or Cryorthods with variations of cindery, ashy and medial particle size classes.

Just as we were about to complete the survey, the mountain erupted creating a unique situation by depositing another layer of pumice and ash.  We returned the following summer for a period of three weeks to investigate the effects of the latest eruption. New series were established to represent areas covered by more than five feet of new material.  These areas were primarily pyroclastic flows, debris avalanche or mud flows.  Areas with new tephra deposits were phased as “overblown” units.  Depth of these deposits was divided at 4 to 20 inches and greater than 20 inches.

Problems encountered

Timing and access were a major concern.  We had only one summer to complete this portion of the survey and part of the area was in a remote wilderness. Every polygon could not be visited so concepts for series had to be developed that could be extended into inaccessible areas. Using distinct “Marker” layers and the use of isopac maps assisted in mapping remote areas.  

Only five layers were permitted in the interpretive record at that time so it was difficult to accurately represent the significance of thin layers.  Even though these layers had highly contrasting properties they were averaged into thicker layers or completely ignored.  The criteria used to make interpretations need to be re-evaluated to see what affect thin layers will have on the interpretation.  I think this will vary greatly depending on the types of interpretation.  

Series that were established close to the mountain had a greater chance of having thin discontinuous deposits.  This is due to pyroclastic flows that have very small areas of deposition.  Several profiles were described with as many as 27 distinct horizons.  It would take considerable time to enter that many horizons into NASIS.

Series established for that survey represent the soil described prior to the 1980 eruption.  The new deposits from the 1980 eruption will change classification of these series.  The chance that these series will be used anywhere except around Mt. St. Helens is unlikely so for ease of identification why don’t we identify the “Marker beds” in the profile description?
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