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Mount Baker (10,781 feet) viewed from east side with steam plume rising from Sherman Crater (left side of
summit, inset shows crater interior). Scar of the 1891 flank collapse is visible in lower left of photo. Photos by
Kevin Scott and (inset) Robert Symonds, USGS.

M ount Baker dominates the
skyline from Bellingham,
Washington, and Vancouver, British
Columbia. On cold, clear winter
days, dramatic increases in the
steam plume rising continuously
from Sherman Crater can alarm
local residents. This apparent
increase in plume vigor occurs
because of condensation of steam
in cold, calm air. In 1975, however,
increased steaming and melting of
snow and ice around Sherman
Crater did signify a change in heat
output from the volcano's interior.
Although the increased heat flow
gradually subsided, it could have
signaled the start of eruptive
activity, and precautions were
wisely undertaken.

So that the public can be warned
of, and be prepared for, future
eruptions and other hazardous
events at Mount Baker, U.S. Geo-
logical Survey (USGS) scientists
are studying the volcano’s past
behavior and monitoring its current
activity.
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What Are the Hazards?

The next eruption of Mount Baker may
produce lava flows, pyroclastic flows,
volcanic ash (tephra), and lahars. Lahars are
by far the greatest concern at Mount Baker
because of its history of frequent lahars, the
ability of lahars to flow for tens of miles, and
the potential for hazardous future impacts of
lahars on two reservoirs on the east side of the
volcano. Tephra hazards at Mount Baker are
less important than at neighboring Glacier Peak
volcano to the south.

Lahars can originate in two ways:

1) During eruptions, pyroclastic flows can
melt snow and ice to create torrents of ash,
rock, and water that move downvalley as sandy
(noncohesive) lahars.

2) Because the volcano is locally weakened
and altered to clay by percolating, acidic, hot
water and steam (like that venting from
Sherman Crater), future volcanic landslides
known as flank collapses can mobilize to form
muddy (cohesive) lahars.

Lahars of collapse origin occur during
eruptions. They also occur during non-eruptive
periods triggered by regional earthquakes,
gravity, or increases in hydrovolcanic activity
not associated with magma intrusion.

When ground water comes in contact with
either magma or hot rock, hydrovolcanic
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LAVA FLOWS

Lava is molten rock (magma) that
pours or oozes onto the Earth's
surface. Numerous eruptions of

lava interbedded with rock rubble

constructed Mount Baker.

PYROCLASTIC FLOWS —

Pyroclastic flows
are hot avalanches
of lava fragments
and volcanic gas
formed by the
collapse of
lava flows
or
eruption
clouds.
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TEPHRA

Explosive eruptions
blast fragments of
rock high into the air.
Large fragments

fall to the ground
close to the
volcano.

Small fragments
(called ash)
from the largest
eruptions can
travel hundreds
of miles.

LAHARS

Lahars are fast-moving slurries of
rock, mud, and water that look and
behave like flowing wet concrete.

Landslides can
transform into lahars.
Pyroclastic flows can
generate lahars

by melting
snow and ice.
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