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GEOLOGY, HYDROLOGY, AND WASTE MANAGEMENT AT THE
NATIONAL REACTOR TESTING STATION, IDAHO

GENERALIZED GEOLOGIC FRAMEWORK
OF THE NATIONAL REACTOR
TESTING STATION, IDAHO

By RavmonDp L. Nack, Paul T. VOEGELL, JamEs R. JoNEs, and MoORRIs DEUTSCH
Edited by SEYMOUR SUBITZKY

ABSTRACT

The Geologic framework of the NRTS (National Reactor Testing
Station), Idaho, controls the amount and availability of the water
supply, the methods and efficiency of obtaining water, and the be-
havior of waste amterials that are disposed of on the ground and
beneath the land surface. This framework also affects the selection of
construction sites and the operation of reactors and other facilities.

The NRTS is at the central-northern edge of the semiarid Snake
River Plain in southern Idaho, adjacent to the southern foothills of the
Lemhi and Lost River Ranges. The plain was formed during the
Cenozoic Era. It was formed by large scale crustal deformation in
southern Idaho and by several associated episodes of volcanic activity.

The Snake River Plain commonly has been characterized as a great
structural downwarp, modified by a complex system of block faulting.
Actually, the plain is essentially a graben, downfaulted between horst
blocks represented by mountains to the north and south. The depth
through Cenozoic volcanic rocks and sediments to the basement floor
is not known, but it has been estimated to range from 2,000 to 20,000
feet in the central part of the plain.

Rock units of sedimentary and igneous origin, Paleozoic and
Cenozoic in age, crop out in the station area. No rock units of Mesozoic
age are represented in outcrop. The known geologic materials under-
lying the station are volcanic rocks interbedded with alluvial sedi-
ments of Pleistocene and Holocene age. These in turn are underlain by
basement rocks which are probably composed of an older sequence of
igneous and sedimentary rocks.

The oldest rocks exposed on the NRTS are Paleozoic in age and
consist chiefly of dark-gray to gray sandy limestone with chert
nodules. Small amounts of siltstone, sandstone, and conglomerate
may be present.

Volcanic rocks of Tertiary age crop out at the station and range in
composition from basic to silicic. These volcanic rocks consist chiefly of
welded rhyolitic tuff and silicic to basic flow rocks. Locally, beds of
white to light-gray compact volcanic ash rest unconformably on
Paleozoic limestone. Basalt of Tertiary age is relatively rare.

Basalt of the Snake River Group of Quaternary age is exposed in
about three-fourths of the station area. The basalt, typically gray to
black, bluish-black, brown and brick red, ranges from dense to porous
and highly vesicular. It occurs in relatively thin interlocking flows;
most of the flows are the relatively smooth ropy type (pahoehoe), but a
few flows are blocky basalt (aa). Beds of cinders, scoria, and basaltic
glass occur locally. Although basalt is the chief rock type of the Snake
River Group, the unit also includes interflow beds of windblown,
lacustrine, and alluvial sediments. A younger black basalt of
Holocene age which consists of a single flow occurs locally in the
station and seems to be lithologically similar to flows in the Craters of
the Moon National Monument.

Petrographic study, megascopic examination, and chemical
analyses of 14 representative specimens of these basalts indicate that
in color, fabric, density, and other megascopic properties the basalt is
diverse, but in mineral and chemical composition it is remarkably
uniform.

Basalt flows have individual and internal structures which consist
of layering, partings, joints and other fractures, and also various types
of natural voids. These structures strongly affect their capacity to
store and transmit water and determine their suitability for struc-
tural foundations.

Unconsolidated sediments of Quaternary age cover large areas of
the station and also are present as interflow beds in the Snake River
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Group. Unconsolidated materials, chiefly of Holocene age, consist
largely of windblown deposits, playa deposits, slopewash, alluvium of
Big Lost River and Birch Creek, alluvial fan deposits, and lake beds
and associated beach and bar deposits. Some older unconsolidated
deposits of undifferentiated origin are of Pleistocene age. At many
places in the station the various types of unconsolidated deposits are
intermixed, interfingered, and interbedded so that it is difficult to
classify them into separate mappable units. This report contains
information on particle-size composition, chemical composition, and
mineral composition of selected samples of these sediments.

Special geologic factors of the earth materials were studied in rela-
tion to movement of fluids in the physical environment of the station.
These included ion-exchange capacity of sediments and basalts, and
the origin, distribution, and physical characteristics of large desicca-
tion cracks in fine-grained sediments.

Study of the subsurface geology of the NRTS was limited to rock
units about which direct evidence was available from test drilling and
other subsurface exploration techniques, including -electrical-
resistivity and seismic surveying and radioactivity logging of wells.
Rock units present include basalt of the Snake River Group, alluvium
of Big Lost River and Birch Creek, Terreton Lake beds, and interflow
sediments.

Detailed factors of the geologic framework that would directly
influence site selection, engineering design and construction, and
operation of reactors were studied chiefly at specific localities on the
station. These factors included the behavior of earth materials during
drilling, the availability of raw materials for construction, and the
stability of earth materials in excavations— under stress and under a
range in moisture conditions.

The Snake River Plain, including the NRTS, is subject to occasional
seismic tremors; the oldest recorded shock occurred in 1884. Sixteen
earthquakes in Idaho with an epicenter rating of V or more on the
Rossi-Forel scale were recorded during the period 1894-1945. Epicen-
ters of these quakes were more than 100 miles distant from the
station.

Relatively recent volcanism has occurred in Craters of the Moon
National Monument and in at least one place adjacent to the south-
western part of the NRTS. Recent activity has occurred at several
other places on the Snake River Plain, such as at Hells Half Acre to
the east. There is no assurance that cessation of volcanic activity in
the plain is permanent. However, inasmuch as inactivity has endured
for at least 100 years—longer than is ordinary for areas of active
volcanism—renewal of activity seems unlikely.

INTRODUCTION

This report presents results of early studies
(1949-1956) of the geologic framework of the NRTS
(National Reactor Testing Station), Idaho, by the U.S.
Geological Survey in cooperation with the U.S. Atomic
Energy Commission. The geologic framework of the
physical environment of the station controls the
amount and the availability of the water supply, the
methods and efficiency of obtaining water, and the be-
havior of waste materials disposed of on the ground or
beneath the land surface. It also affects selection of
construction sites and operation of reactors and other
facilities.

Geologic mapping and study of basalt outcrops and
surficial sedimentary deposits helped to delineate

water-bearing properties of the geological formations.
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FigUure 1.—Location of the National Reactor Testing Station and its facilities. Explanation on opposite page.

Test drilling aided the delineation, yielded information | The NRTS is at the central-northern edge of the
about the occurrence of ground water and the position | semiarid Snake River Plain in southern Idaho, adjacent
and configuration of the water table, and provided a | to the southern foothills of the Lemhi and Lost River
network of observation wells. Ranges. (See fig. 1.) The station consists of about 900
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square miles of so-called sagebrush desert and lava
fields.

Locations of wells and test holes given in this report
are cited by the well-numbering system used in Idaho
by the U.S. Geological Survey. Wells are designated, for
example, as 2N-31E-35¢c1. The well-numbering system
is described in detail in Chapter A of this series (Nace
and others, 1972); however, a brief explanation follows
for use in this report.

The well-numbering system indicates the locations of
wells within the official rectangular subdivision of the
public lands, with reference to the Boise base line and
meridian. The first two segments of a number designate
the township and range. The third segment gives the
section number, and it is followed by two letters and a
numeral that indicate the quarter section, the 40-acre
tract, and the serial number of the well within the tract.
Quarter sections are lettered a, b, ¢, and d in counterc-
lockwise order, beginning with the northeast quarter of
each section. Within the quarter sections, 40 acre tracts
are lettered in the same manner. Thus well
2N-31E-35dcl is in the SW%SE%sec.35,T.2N, R.31E.,
and it is the first well visited in that tract.

Studies of the general ground-water geology of the
station were under the general supervision of R. L.
Nace, assisted by Morris Deutsch, R. O. Smith, P. T.
Voegeli and S. W. West. Laboratory work in Idaho on
geologic materials was done chiefly by I. S. McQueen
and J. W. Stewart. Additional laboratory work on
grain-size analysis, mineral composition, petrographic
analysis, chemical analysis, and paleontologic exami-
nation was carried out at the Denver laboratory and at

other laboratories of the Geological Survey in Washing-
ton, D.C.

SUMMARY OF LATE GEOLOGIC EVENTS
By R. L. Nace

The principal surface features of the NRTS area were
produced by local geologic events comparatively late in
the geologic history of the Snake River Plain. The plain
as a whole, however, has a long and complex geologic
history. The plain seemingly was formed during the
Cenozoic Era, which began about 60 million years ago,
accompanying and following large-scale crustal defor-
mation in southern Idaho (Kirkham, 1931). Downwarp-
ing is indicated by the attitudes of Paleozoic sedimen-
tary rocks in outcrops on the north and south flanks of
the plain where many of the rocks dip toward the axis of
the plain. Also, in central and western southern Idaho
Cenozoic sediments in the trough and on its flanks dip
toward the axis.

Asearly as middle Tertiary time, great volcanic erup-
tions occurred in the area now occupied by the Snake
River Plain and in the mountains bordering the plain. A

GEOLOGY, HYDROLOGY, WASTE MANAGEMENT, NATIONAL REACTOR TESTING STATION, IDAHO

considerable thickness of tuff, welded tuff, and agglom-
erate accumulated during an episode of explosive vol-
canism. Silicic lava also flowed from vents on the plain,
as is illustrated by silicic volcanic rocks in East Twin
Butte and Big Southern Butte (pl. 1). Stearns and others
(1938, p. 37) believed that the presence of basalt inclu-
sions in the silicic rocks of the buttes indicates that
basalt flows accompanied the silicic eruptions. The but-
tes are island (kipukas) of older volcanic rock in a “sea”
of young basalt. West Twin Butte is composed of basalt
which differs in its physical appearance from the
younger basalt which has flowed around it. It is plausi-
bly supposed that West Twin Butte, which rises a few
hundred feet above the surrounding plain of Snake
River basalt, is an inlier of pre-Snake River basalt,
produced by the same eruptive episode that formed East
Twin Butte and a small mass of siliceous rock that crops
out between the Twin Buttes. Before eruption of the
Snake River basalt, the heights of these buttes above
the adjacent old lowland must have been at least
1,500-2,000 feet greater than their present height
above the plain.

In parts of southern Idaho and eastern Oregon and
Washington, extensive inland lakes were impounded;
these lakes are partly contemporaneous with and partly
follow the later stage of Miocene volcanism. Thus the
Pliocene Epoch is well represented by thick accumula-
tions of alluvial and lake beds in southwestern Idaho.
Whether similar Pliocene lacustrine and alluvial depos-
ition occurred in the part of the Snake River Plain here
concerned is not known. Wells and test holes in some
parts of the plain penetrate lake beds at depths exceed-
ing 1,500 feet. Though these lake beds are underlain by
basalt their age is not known. Lake beds older than the
Snake River basalt, if present beneath the NRTS, un-
doubtedly are at greater depth.

The early episode of silicic and basic volcanism and
lacustrine and fluviatile sedimentation was followed by
aperiod of very active basaltic volcanism over the entire
Snake River Plain. The eruptions were largely from
local throat vents and Hawaiian-type volcanoes, with
little explosive activity, but locally, as at Craters of the
Moon National Monument, the eruptions were explo-
sive enough at times to produce pyroclastic rocks.

The volcanic ejecta were consolidated to form the vast
mass of Snake River basalt. This basalt is a complex
sequence of interlocking flows and pyroclastic sedi-
ments; most of the flows are in layers only a few feet
thick and occupy areas of a few tens or hundreds of
square miles. Flood-type basalt flows, such as those
covering thousands of square miles in the Columbia
Plateau of Oregon and Washington, have not been
found in the Snake River Plain.

Volcanism continued on the Snake River Plain into
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At a late stage in the volcanic period, basalt flows
impounded ancient Terreton Lake in the Mud Lake
Basin. The lake, of which modern Mud Lake is a re-
mnant, occupied a much larger area than Mud Lake and
spread into the northern part of the NRTS. The max-
imum thickness of sediments that accumulated in an-
cient Terreton Lake is not known, but within the NRTS
the greatest thickness disclosed by test drilling is 137
feet. Big Lost River, Little Lost River, and Birch Creek
emptied into the lake and contributed fine-grained sed-
iment that formed spits, hooks, and long curving bars,
as well as bottom deposits.

After the arm of ancient Lake Terreton disappeared
from the northern NRTS, part of its abondoned basin
became the Birch Creek playa, which was occupied by
an ephemeral lake fed by Birch Creek and the Big Lost
River. The three Big Lost River playas and that of the
Little Lost River also were ephemeral-lake basins.

Wind action has been strong in the NRTS and envi-
rons, probably from Pleistocene through Holocene time.
Geologic evidence indicates that the prevailing winds
have been from the southwest for a long time. Large
parts of the plain are mantled by loessial deposits that
seemingly were brought in from distant sources. Sand
dunes are numerous in the northern part of the NRTS.
Barchans (concentric dunes) at some places are as much
as 25 feet high. Elongated low dunes occur in parallel
rows up to several miles in length, and their long axes
parallel the prevailing wind direction. These dunes are
especially numerous south and southwest of Circular
Butte. Irregularly shaped small patches of windblown
sand occur throughout the NRTS, and wind action con-
tinues at the present time.

GEOLOGIC STRUCTURE
By R. L. Nace

The Snake River Plain has been called a great struc-
tural downwarp by Kirkham (1931), but the senior writ-
er believes that the Snake River Plain is essentially a
hugh graben that is downfaulted between complex
horst blocks. These blocks are represented by mountain
complexes to the north and south. The rocks within the
graben obviously are downwarped somewhat, but the
downwarping movement probably was incidental to the
faulting rather than the principal movement. It is not
necessary to review the downwarp theory for present
purposes. If modified by inclusion of large-scale regional
block faulting, the theory is acceptable and generally is
agreeable with observed geologic features of the NRTS.
The downwarp or graben is a trough formed in ancient
crystalline rocks; it is buried beneath younger volcanic
rocks and sediments having an aggregate thickness of
some thousands of feet. The Snake River Plain, the floor
of the modern trough, extends entirely across southern
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Idaho in a broad arc that is convex to the south. The
principal earth movements that produced the trough
occurred in remote geologic time. Some movement
probably was continued into comparatively late time
because volcanic and sedimentary rocks as young as
Pleistocene have slight dips toward the axis of the
trough. Successively older rocks reportedly dip at pro-
gressively steeper angles (Kirkham, 1931).

The depth through the Cenozoic volcanic rocks and
sediments to the ancient rock floor is not known, but it
has been estimated variously at 2,000-20,000 feet. The
maximum certainly exceeds 2,000 feet. The greatest
depth penetrated by drilling on the NRTS is 1,500 feet.
The station is on the north flank of the trough and near
the north edge of the region of basaltic lava eruptions.
The basalt rests in angular unconformity on older rocks,
including Tertiary volcanic rocks. Stearns, Crandall,
and Steward (1938, p. 38) theorized (1) the presence of
extensive masses of Tertiary volcanic rocks beneath the
basalt, and (2) the existence of an ancient buried moun-
tain range formed by those rocks beneath the area of
Twin Buttes and Big Southern Butte. According to that
theory, the buttes are the highest eminences on the
buried mountains. Available evidence is insufficient
either to confirm or to deny the theory.

Stearns, Crandall, and Steward (1938, p. 37)
theorized further that the Twin Buttes may be on the
upthrown southern block along a fault trending east-
ward. Direct evidence of the existence of such a fault has
not been found, but if the fault is present, the faulting
movement antedates late flows of the Snake River
Group. So far as can be determined at this time, rocks
within some hundreds of feet beneath the surface in the
NRTS are not disturbed by significant faults or folds,
and the general structure beneath the station is rela-
tively simple. In detail, however, local geologic struc-
tures are complicated, though these structures express
the mode of emplacement and adjustments of the basalt
and sediments rather than earth movements. Local
faults and shear zones have been noted but not mapped
at many places.

Because regional geologic structures in and around
the Snake River Plain have been little studied, only
general facts and inferences are available. For example,
the steep slopes on mountains adjacent to the north edge
of the plain suggest a major fault or series of faults along
the mountain front. Warm ground water commonly oc-
curs in the vicinity of large probable block faults; warm
water occurs in the vicinity of Arco and northeastward
at Lidy Hot Springs in T. 9N, R. 33 E., Clark County,
Idaho. Warm ground water also occurs southwestward
in the vicinity of Carey, in Blaine County. The warm
water may be associated with faults, and the faulting
may have been contemporaneous with the downwarp-
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ing of the Snake River Plain. Indeed, downward move-
ment of the plains area may have been largely by fault-
ing rather than by warping.

The most copious and numerous lava flows of Snake
River Group seemingly originated along the central
zone of the Snake River Plain. The plain was built up
more rapidly than it was warped or faulted downward;
hence, the highest areas of the plain generally are in its
central part. Thus, although older flows may have ac-
quired gentle regional dips toward the axis, younger
flows commonly slope away from the axis toward the
flanks. Locally, however, individual flows may slope in
any direction. For that reason areal structural forms, if
they exist, are not apparent from the attitudes of rocks
exposed at the land surface.

GEOLOGIC MATERIALS AND THEIR SURFACE
DISTRIBUTION

The sedimentary and igneous rocks that crop out in
the NRTS are Paleozoic and Cenozoic in age. The
Mesozoic Era is not represented. The principal charac-
teristics and stratigraphic relations of the geologic
units are summarized in table 1. The areal distribution
of these geologic materials is shown on the geologic map
(pl. 1.

The geologic map shows all the principal features and
important details, but it does not show all the localized
intricate outcrop patterns and minor overlaps of sedi-
ments. The boundaries between sedimentary units
were drawn as specifically as possible but had to be
generalized at some places.

From the standpoint of construction, less than 5 feet
of sedimentary mantle (herein called overburden) on
the basalt bedrock is generally considered to be unde-
sirable. Therefore, where the overburden is known or
believed to be less than 5 feet thick, or where it occurs
only in a very small area, the sediments were not map-
ped. Where sediments overlap and feather out on basalt,
the boundary between the two was drawn within the
area covered by sediments. The map shows basalt where
the overburden thins to a veneer. The thickness of over-
burden could not be determined merely by inspection, so
many shallow auger holes were drilled to determine the
thickness. In much of the area mapped as basalt, there
are small patches of sediment more than 5 feet thick,
and somewhat more extensive tracts are mantled by a
thin overburden that is chiefly windblown. Inasmuch as
the bedrock surface beneath the mantle of sediments is
quite irregular everywhere, test boring would be re-
quired to verify the suitability of a given area as a
construction site.
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PALEOZOIC ROCKS
By Morris DeuTtscH and P. T. VOEGELI

The oldest rocks exposed on the NRTS are Car-
boniferous in age and consist chiefly of limestone. Small
amounts of siltstone, sandstone, and conglomerate may
be present. The rocks crop out in an area of about 2
square miles on an eastern spur of the Lemhi Range in
the northwestern part of the station (within T. 6N., R.
30 E.). Less than a fourth of a mile west of the station,
along State Highway 22 between Arco and Howe,
Paleozoic rocks crop out at several places in foothills of
the Big Lost River Range. Presumably, these and other
ancient crystalline rocks form a troughlike floor be-
neath the younger rocks in the Snake River Plain. The
older rocks are related only indirectly to water-supply
and operational problems on the NRTS, and for that
reason they were not studied in detail.

The limestone is darkgray to gray, sandy, and has
chert nodules. It is thickbedded and contains numerous
solution cavities. Seams of secondary white calcite are
common. The rock is quite hard and competent and
seemingly is slightly metamorphosed. Fossils from the
limestone indicate that the rock is Carboniferousin age.
The most numerous fossils are corals and bryozoans.
They were described by Helen Duncan — (written com-

mun., Oct. 27, 1952) as follows:

Of the four collections submitted, two (Arco 3J and Arco Re2)
consist exclusively of colonial corals. These fossils are types commonly
found in the Upper Mississippian rocks of the region.

The remaining lots (Arco Rel and Arco 12J) contain bryozoans that
are indicative of the Carboniferous period. Several elements in the
assemblages suggest that the faunules may be of Pennsylvanian age,
but additional evidence from other types of fossils is needed before
such an assignment can be confirmed or denied.

Collection No. Arco 3J: NW4ASE“4NEY sec. 15, T. 5N.,
R. 30 E.; from highest point on ridge. Collector: P. T.

Voegeli, 1952.
Lithostrotion (Diphyphyllum) sp.

Collection No.Arco Re2: NW4SE%NEY sec. 15, T. 6N.,
R. 30 E.; from highest point along ridge. Collectors: P.
T. Voegeli, R. O. Smith, 1952.

Lithostrotion (Diphyphyllum) sp.

The corals in both lots belong to a single species of diphyphyllid
Lithostrotion. These corals are characteristic of the Upper Mississip-
pian limestone in south-central Idaho. Although larger and more
diversified collections of fossils would be desirable to verify this
stratigraphic assignment, determination of the rocks as Upper Mis-
sissippian is fairly certain.

Collection No. Arco Rel: SE% sec. 15, T. 6N., R. 30 E.;
lower part of exposure of formation. Collectors: P. T.

Voegeli, R. O. Smith, 1952.
Meckoporella? sp. indet.
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TABLE 1.—Summary of principal characteristics and stratigraphic relations of geologic units

Geologic time

Period

Era or
system

. Lithologic unit
Series

Thickness
(ft)

Physical character

Areal distribution

Origin

Windblown
deposits

0-30

Fine sand and silt.

Mantles large areas in various
parts of the NRTS.

Loess transported from distant
sources. Dune sand derived from
local sources.

Playa deposits

0-10+

White to light-tan clay, silt, and
sand. Chiefly poorly sorted
clayey, sandy silt. Some is quite
calcareous.

Covers about 22 square miles
within the NRTS, in Big Lost
River and Birch Creek playas
and numerous scattered small
playas.

Sediments derived chiefly from
local unconsolidated older de-
posits.

Slopewash and
talus

0-25+

Slopewash is chiefly reworked
windblown sediments; minor
amount of detrital basalt. Talus
of West Twin Butte is blocky,
black to brown, generally dense
basalt. Talus of East Twin Butte
consists of fragments of welded
tuff, pumice, and miscellaneous
volcanic rocks, ranging in size
from sand grains to boulders.

Slopewash occupies numerous de-
pressions and sideslopes. Talus
and slopewash occur together
around the flanks of East Twin
Butte and on the northern flank
of West Twin Butte.

Slopewash is derived from
windblown materials, local pro-
ducts of weathering, and erosion.
Talus is derived from adjacent
rock outcrops.

Alluvium of the
Big Lost River

0-120+

Consists chiefiy of pebble and cob-
ble gravel with varying amounts
of silt and sand matrix. Coarsest
in the southern part of the sta-
tion; progressively finer-grained
northward, becoming fine sand
and silt.

Covers about 60 square miles
within the NRTS, in a belt up to
several miles wide on either side
of the river.

Derived principally from moun-
tains in the headwaters area of
the Big Lost River outside of the
Station.

Alluvium of Birch
Creek

0-32+

Sandy pebble and cobble gravel;
about 80 percent by weight of
gravel and 20 percent sand and
silt matrix. Particles are rounded
and are similar in composition to
those in the alluvium of the Big
Lost River. Thirty-two foot
thickness penetrated at test well
TN-31E-34bd1.

Covers about 15 square miles in the
extreme northern part of the
NRTS, north of the Birch Creek
playa.

Derived chiefly from the drainage
area of Birch Creek outside the
NRTS, on the eastern slope of the
Lemhi Range and the western
slope of the Beaverhead Range.

Alluvial-fan
deposits

0-100+

Noncompacted boulder and cobble
gravel in a matrix of fine materi-
als ranging in size from clay to
coarse sand.

Covers about 16 square miles
within the NRTS adjacent to
foothill slopes near the western
boundary.

Derived from the mountains, foot-
hills, and basalt ridges adjacent
to and on the NRTS.

Cenozoic
Quaternary
Holocene

Black basalt

0-20+

Dark-gray to black pahoehoe. Tex-
ture ranges from aphanitic to
porphyritic. Vesicles, crevices,
joints and other fractures, and
open contacts between layers are
common.

Covers about 5 square miles in the
extreme south-central part of the
NRTS.

Extruded from vent near Cedar
Butte.

Lake beds and
associated beach
and bar deposits

0-140+

Sandy and clayey light-colored silt,
with a few layers of relatively
pure sand, silt, and clay.

Covers about 60 square miles in the
northern NRTS. Thickness of
137 feet was drilled in test hole
6N-33E-26dd1.

Sediments derived principally from
south slopes of the Beaverhead,
Centennial, and Lost River
Ranges, transported by the Big
Lost River, Birch Creek, and in-
termittent local streams.

Snake River Group
(undifferentiated)

Holocene
and
Pleistocene

0-1, 500+

Chiefly olivine basalt. Texture
ranges from glassy to porphyri-
tic. Gray and black are the most
common colors. Vesicles, cre-
vices, joints, fractures, open con-
tacts, and other voids are com-
mon. Basalt similar to that at
surface was drilled at depth of
nearly 1,500 feet in test well
4N-30E-6abl. Locally includes
interflow beds of windblown,
lacustrine, and alluvial sedi-
ments.

Covers about 570 square miles
within the NRTS, with outcrops
in all parts of the station.

Extruded from cones and fissures,
some within and some outside
the NRTS.

Basalt

Pliocene?
and
Miocene

0-900+

Unconformity

Basalt, blocky, black to brown,
generally dense. Thickness at
?Vest Twin Butte is about 900
eet.

Covers about 1 square mile in West
Twin Butte.

Extruded from depth in outcrop
area.

Volcanic rocks
(undifferentiated )

Tertiary

Upper
Tertiary

0-800+

Welded tuff, ash, pumice, and vari-
ous types of flow rocks. Exposed
thickness at East Butte is about
800 feet.

Occupies about 10 square miles at
East Twin Butte and “Howe
Point.”

Flows originated from vents at or
near the outerop areas. Pyroclas-
tic materials probably from same
or related vents.

Paleozoic rocks

Paleo-
20ic
Carboni-
ferous

1,500+

Unconformity

Principally limestone. May include
minor amounts of sandstone,
siltstone, and conglomerate. Es-
timated exposed thickness in this
vicinity exceeds 1,500 feet.

Occupies about 2 square miles in
northwestern part of NRTS.

Deposited in an ancient sea.
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Fistulipora sp. (laminar zoarium)
Tabulipora sp. (ramose zoarium)
Tabulipora sp. (laminar zoarium)
Rhombotrypella sp.

Fenestellid bryozoan (fragments)

Collection No. Arco 12J: NE4SEY sec. 15, T. 6N., R. 30
E. Collector: P. T. Voegeli, 1952.

Tabulipora sp.(ramose zoarium)
Ascopora sp.
Rhabdomeson sp.

Thin sections were made of the bryozoans in the slabs numbered
Arco Rel and Arco 12J. The two assemblages are not identical, but I
believe they are of approximately the same age. From data now
available on geologic ranges of certain bryozoan genera and their
occurrences in faunas of western North America, I suspect that the
material came from Pennsylvanian rocks, rather than Mississippian.
So far as I know, Rhombotrypella, which is relatively abundant in
collection no. Arco Rel, did not occur before Pennsylvanian time. The
genus is one of the most common and characteristic bryozoans in the
Pennsylvanian rocks of the West. Rhabdomeson occurs in the Lower
Carboniferous of Europe and Asia. It has not been reported in the
Mississippian of North America, but it is common in the Pennsylva-
nian. The Ascopora in collection no. Arco 12J is an advanced form,
very close to the type species, from the Upper Carboniferous of Russia.
Although these bryozoans suggest that the rock is Pennsylvanian,
that is not definite. The Upper Mississippian limestone contains a
diverse bryozoan fauna, but it has not been described or studied
comprehensively. Possibly the Pennsylvanian faunal elements dis-
cussed above had their inception in the Upper Mississippian. Rep-
resentative collections of other classes of fossils associated with the
bryozoans might give evidence needed for finer discrimination, but
the bryozoa alone do not permit an age assignment more precise than
Carboniferous.

Near the south-quarter corner of sec. 15, T. 6N., R. 30
E. is a small outcrop of siltstone and sandstone overly-
ing conglomerate. The sandstone is poorly bedded and
friable, but the siltstone is well lithified. The conglom-
erate contains rounded to angular limestone pebbles
firmly joined by calcareous cement. The outcrop is sur-
rounded by undifferentiated Cenozoic volcanic rock.
These sedimentary rocks may be part of the Paleozoic
sequence in this area, but internal evidence of their
geologic age was not found. They may be totally unre-
lated to the Paleozoic rocks and, so far as lithology is
indicative, could be as young as Tertiary.

CENOZOIC VOLCANIC ROCKS
By Mogrris DEutsch and P. T. VOEGELI

In the vicinity of the NRTS, volcanic rocks of Cenozoic
age range in composition from basic to silicic. The chief
rock types, welded tuff and silicic to basic flow rocks,
have an aggregate outcrop area of about 10 square
miles. Silicic flows and welded tuff crop out at East Twin
Butte (in T. 2N., R. 32 E.), in a small area about three-
fourths of a mile southwest of the butte (near the center
of sec. 22, T. 2N., R. 32 E.), and in the foothill spur at
“Howe Point” north of Big Lost River playa mno. 1
(southwestern part of T. 6N., R. 30 E.). The volcanic
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rocks at “Howe Point” and East Twin Butte are believed
to be late Tertiary in age, but the basalt of West Twin
Butte may be Miocene or Pliocene (Stearns and others,
1938, p. 35). The Miocene(?) and Pliocene(?) age refer-
ences are based on regional geologic history and on the
relative ages of similar rocks at other localities.

The principal importance of the Cenozoic silicic vol-
canic rocks on the NRTS is their relation to ground-
water development. The rocks are generally poor in
water-bearing properties. Thus, though outcrops in the
NRTS are small, their presence indicates that similar
materials probably are buried by the Snake River
Group in other parts of the NRTS. Their presence in a
drilthole suggests that the base of the copiously water-
bearing basalt of the Snake River Group has been
reached. Criteria for the recognition of these rocks,
therefore, are important.

SILICIC VOLCANIC ROCKS

The most abundant rock type in East Twin Butte,
according to Stearns, Crandall, and Steward (1938, p.
36), is “trachyte.” It has “phenocrysts of glassy feldspar
(mainly orthoclase) and a few of quartz, in a
fine-grained white groundmass composed mainly of
orthoclase.* * *No vestige of any crater remains on the
summit, but the character of the rocks indicates that
they accumulated near the top of a volcano.”

The most abundant flow rock in an outcrop half a mile
southwest of East Twin Butte is slightly porous,
purplish-gray, and aphanitic. C. S. Ross (written com-
mun., Dec. 4, 1952) studied a thin section of this rock

and reported as follows:

Has been devitrified and contains much calcite. Phenocrysts, seem-
ingly of two generations, are present and also small indistinct spheru-
lites. Coarse-grained tridymite is very abundant. The true character
of the rock is obscured, but it appears to be a flow rock. Pumiceous and
rhyolitic-appearing igneous rocks in lesser quantity occur in associa-
tion with the above-described rock.

In the south flanks of the foothills of the Howe Point
area in the northwestern part of the NRTS, the domin-
ant type of Tertiary rock is welded tuff. Volcanic ash
and flow rocks also are present. Their composition and
physical condition are such that it is commonly difficult
to distinguish between fine-grained compacted ash, flow
rock, and welded tuff. Positive identification of some
rocks was not made. Many of the specimens from the
northwestern NRTS, however, are excellent examples
of welded tuff. A thin section of light-gray aphanitic
igneous rock was described by C. S. Ross (written com-
mun., Dec. 4, 1952) as follows:

Specimen 7J. (center of sec. 35, T. 6N., R. 30 E.)
Contains a few large phenocrysts in a very fine-grained groundmass;
abundant calcite has been introduced. There is little to go on in
deciding its origin, but it could be either a flow rock or a fine-grained
ash. There is no evidence that it is a welded tuff.



GENERALIZED GEOLOGIC FRAMEWORK OF THE NATIONAL REACTOR TESTING STATION, IDAHO

WELDED TUFF

Welded tuff is the dominant volcanic-rock type that
crops out along the northwest edge of the station; it
occurs in lesser amounts associated with silicic flow
rocks in East Twin Butte. The welded tuffis in compact
layers having a wide variety of colors, including
reddish-brown, gray, purple, and white. The texture
ranges from glassy to porphyritic. The fracture pattern
and weathering features are quite varied. C. S. Ross
(written commun., Dec. 4, 1952) studied the thin sec-
tions and provided the following descriptions:

Specimen 4d. (NE“4NEW% sec. 2, T. 6N., R. 30 E.).
An unusually fine example of welded tuff. All the ash shards are
perfectly preserved. Hematite and calcite are present.

Specimen 14J. (SW%NEY sec. 35, T. 6 N. R. 30 E.)
Welded tuff with unusually coarse-grained shard structures and large
included pumice fragments. The interspaces between glass fragments
are filled with calcite. The pumice fragments also contain abundant
calcite.

Specimens 1, 2, 5, 6
(NW4SEW“SEY: see. 15. T. 6 N., R. 30 E,
SWUNWLSWY%4 see. 14, T. 6 N.,, R. 30 E.
NEU4UNWY“NEY% sec. 3, T. 6 N.,R. 30 E., center sec. 35,

T.6N.,R.30E., and center sec. 22, T.6 N.,R. 30 E.)
Group of specimens is considered together. Only 5J has well-
preserved structures. This specimen is made up of devitrified shards,
which show very marked stretching. This is so extreme that it resem-
bles a flow rock. However, there is discontinuity of the structures and
greatly flattened V- or Y-shaped forms are abundant. These are fully
diagnostic of stretched welded tuffs. Specimens 1, 5, and 6J have been
devitrified with the development of very coarse-grained secondary
products, and later calcite has been introduced. Taken by themselves,
the identification as welded tuffs would be a little difficult, but taken
together with 5J, there seems to be no doubt that these are greatly
stretched, devitrified welded tuffs. In 2J the original structures have
been destroyed. However, the rock retains a laminated structure, and
it probably was also a welded tuff. In all these sections tridymite, some
of it in quite large crystals, is very abundant.

and 8J, respectively

Two specimens of welded tuff were studied in this
section by R. A. Bailey (written commun., Oct. 20, 1953)
who reported as follows:

Specimen CP-12. (NE side of East Twin Butte,

NW%NWY sec. 13, T. 2 N, R. 32 E.)

Rhyolitic welded tuff. Devitrified welded tuff containing phenocrysts
of high-temperature quartz, sanidine, plagioclase, and oxyhornblende
in a groundmass of radiating and spherulitic intergrowths of cristoba-
lite, potash feldspar, and minor plagioclase, with accessory zircon and
magnetitie. Occasional collapsed and devitrified pumice fragments
show marked differential compaction around some of the phenocrysts.
Plagioclase phenocrysts are sodic oligoclase, a few of which have
vermicular intergrowths of quartz. The oxyhornblende phenocrysts
are pleochroic-green to greenish-brown, have unusually high biref-
ringence, and extinction angles ranging from 0° to 20°. Commonly
they have reaction rims of magnetite, now partly or completely al-
tered to hematite, and large grains of zircon are commonly associated
with them.
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Specimen CP-13. (“Howe Point,” SW4NE% sec. 35, T.
6N., R. 30 E.)

Rhyolitic welded tuff. Extremely fine-grained rock originally com-
posed almost entirely of ash and rare phenocrysts of sodic oligoclase.
The ashy groundmass is now completely devitrified to a fine inter-
growth of cristobalite and feldspar, and fine-grained secondary calcite
has been introduced in streaks and blotches. Wedge-shaped twins of
tridymite occur as encrustations on cavity walls. Small reddish-brown
crystals of oxyhornblende with magnetite reaction rims are in the
groundmass.
RHYOLITE

For comparison, a specimen was collected from Big
Southern Butte. Concerning this , R. A. Bailey (written
commun., Oct. 20, 1953) reported as follows:

Specimen CP-11. (Big Southern Butte, SE¥4aNEY sec.

16, T. IN, R. 29 E.)

Rhyolite. This rock is a fine-grained granular aggregate of very small
crystals of quartz, potash feldspar, and plagioclase, with accessory
zircon and magnetite. Quartz occurs as rare phenocrysts and also as
abundant small interlocking grains in the groundmass. Potash
feldspar occurs as small irregular grains interlocking with the quartz
and also as small lathlike crystals. The plagioclase is probably oligoc-
lase and is in small polysynthetically twinned laths. The marked
interlocking texture and complete crystallinity suggests that this is a
flow rock which crystallised from a gas-rich lava. There is no evidence
in this section to suggest that the rock is of pyroclastic origin. The
apparent bedding in the hand specimen probably is flow-banding.

VOLCANIC ASH

Beds of volcanic ash occur in several small areas
along the foothills in the northwestern part of the
NRTS. Some ash beds are easily recognized, but those
that are directly associated with welded tuff are com-
monly difficult to identify in the field. Beds that are
unquestionably volcanic ash are white to light gray,
compact, and fairly resistant to weathering. Near the
east quarter corner of sec. 15, T. 6 N, R. 30 E. a layer of
white to light-gray ash rests unconformably on
Paleozoic limestone.

BASALT

Tertiary basalt is relatively rare on the NRTS; it is
present only in West Twin Butte in a tilted block that
possibly was raised by faulting before emplacement of
the Snake River Group. The texture is ophitic, like
much of the Snake River basalt, but the rock differs
from the basalt of the Snake River Group in that its
feldspar is more abundant and its pyroxene is nearly
colorless. Secondary calcite is abundant. Thin sections
show “abundant feldspar, olivine, and pyroxene, with a
little interstitial, partly recrystallized brown glass.
Abundant calcite has filled vesicles and replaced [part
of] of the glass. The minerals are all very fresh.”
(Stearns and others, 1938, p. 37)

QUATERNARY VOLCANIC ROCKS
By R. L. NacE and P. T. VOEGELI

Basalt is exposed in about three-fourths of the NRTS
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area. Many of the younger basaltic rocks originated
from vents within the station area. For example, Circu-
lar and Antelope Buttes, in the northeastern part of the
station, were sources of basalt flows covering about 20
square miles in the northeastern part of the area. On
the other hand, much of the basalt originated from
sources outside the station, such as the flows that al-
most completely cover the southern row of townships.
About 10 square miles in the northwestern corner of the
station is covered by basalt flows from sources im-
mediately northwest of the station.

SNAKE RIVER GROUP

Basalt of the Snake River Group typically is gray to
black, bluish black, brown, and brick red and ranges
from dense to porous and is highly vesicular. It occurs in
relatively thin interlocking flows, most of which are of
the smooth, ropy type of basalt (pahoehoe, fig. 2), but a
few are rough and blocky (aa).

The basalt characteristically occurs in interlocking
layers of pahoehoe a few inches to a few tens of feet
thick. The layering is conspicuous. The thicker flows
may have well-developed columnar joints in areas
where lateral compressional stresses are released. The
flows also are commonly fractured and creviced as a
result of movement of the fluid interior of flow sheets
after a solid crust was formed. Many flows are only a few
feet thick and cover a few square miles or less. Cinders,
scoria, and basaltic glass are prominent locally.

Although basalt makes up the chief rock type of the
Snake River Group, the formation also includes
interflow beds of windblown, lacustrine, and alluvial
sediments. The relative volume of these is small, but
they strongly affect the hydrology of the basalt and the
construction and performance of wells.

The texture of the basalt ranges from glassy through
aphanitic to porphyritic; extensive beds of cinders and
scoria also occur. The variations of texture express a
wide range of conditions of origin, extrusion, and em-
placement. Considerable variation in texture occurs
even within individual flows. For example, the bases of
many flows are glassy to fine grained and minutely
vesicular; the central parts may be coarse grained and
coarsely vesicular with sparse vesicles; and the upper-
most part of the flow may be aphanitic or very
fine grained and finely vesicular. Vesicles in the basalt
were formed by gas bubbles that were trapped in the
lava as it congealed, and most flows are at least slightly
vesicular. Within a few feet below the land surface or
below buried ancient land surfaces, vesicles in the rock
commonly are filled with secondary calcite leached from
overlying sediments and redeposited to form amyg-
dules.

Basalt flows of Snake River type may have been ex-
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truded as early as late Pliocene time and possibly as late
as historical time, but the main mass of basalt of the
Snake River Group is Pleistocene in age. Some local
flows have been separately named in parts of the Snake
River Plain (Stearns and others, 1938; Malde and Pow-
ers, 1962), but for the purposes of this report all upper
Cenozoic basalt is here called the Snake River Group. A
flow of “black basalt”’, seemingly quite recent in age,
emanated from Cedar Butte and covers about 5 square
miles in the south-central part of the station area. This
was mapped separately as “black basalt,” and the main
mass of the Snake River Group was mapped as “undif-
ferentiated basalt” (pl. 1)

BASALT PROVINCE OF THE SNAKE RIVER PLAIN

The petrographic province of the Snake River Plain
consists chiefly of olivine basalt. This petrographic pro-
vince is distinct from that of the Columbia River
Plateau, which is also a basalt province, butits basalt is
older and differs in mineralogic and physical properties.
The fact of the difference is emphasized here because in
much published literature it is asserted that the two
areas constitute a single petrographic province (cf.,
Turner and Verhoogen, 1951). The distinction has prac-
tical value because the two types of basalt are quite
unlike in their water-bearing properties and undoub-
tedly differ in their ion-exchange capacities. Owing to
these differences, problems of construction engineering,
ground-water development, liquid-waste disposal, and
other phases of the atomic energy industry differ in the
two petrographic provinces.

Detailed comparison of the Snake River Group and
the Columbia River Group is beyond the scope of this
report. The two are similar in basic mineralogic and
chemical composition (as are all basalts), but the Snake
River Group is comparatively rich in olivine and its
minerals are fresh and practically unaltered. The Col-
umbia River Group is appreciably altered at most
places. Although its plagioclase and augite seem fresh
and little altered, its olivine is altered to green chloritic
material and magnesium(?) carbonate (Charles Milton,
written commun., Oct. 11, 1949). Vesicular cavities in
the rock are lined with secondary minerals, commonly
carbonates. The abundant alteration products greatly
affect the physical, chemical, and hydrologic properties
of the basalt.

The Columbia River rock is a so-called flood basalt
(“plateau basalt”) formed from enormous volumes of
lava that was highly fluid. Individual flows erupted
from fissures and inundated hundreds to thousands of
square miles. Thus, individual flows have extensive
continuity and can be correlated for considerable dis-
tances, even where they have been disturbed by folding
and faulting. The Snake River Group lava flows, on the
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other hand, poured from local vents and covered rela-
tively small areas. Volcanic cones and domes are com-
mon, and many of the layers have strong original slopes
with a pronounced lineation of the rock structures. Fi-
nally, the Snake River Group on the whole is an excel-
lent aquifer, whereas many of its interflow sediments
are aquicludes. The Columbia River Group, on the other
hand, is a comparatively poor aquifer at many places,
and many of its layers are aquicludes; interflow contact
zones are the main sources of ground-water in the Col-
umbia River Group area, and some of the interflow
sediments are good aquifers.

PETROGRAPHY OF THE BASALT

In this report the term, basalt, is used in the common
sense, denoting dark-colored eruptive rock, composed
essentially of calcic plagioclase and pyroxene, in which
the constituent grains other than phenocrysts are too
small to be identified with the naked eye and mostly too
small to be recognized under the hand lens. Magnetite is
a common accessory mineral. Olivine and rarely biotite
or hornblende may be present. Rock containing an ap-
preciable percentage of olivine is called olivine basalt,
and this is the principal rock-type in the Snake River
Group.

In color, fabric, density, and other megascopic proper-
ties the basalt is diverse, but in mineral and chemical
composition it is remarkably uniform. Petrographic
study has been made of thin sections from only 14
specimens, but these were selected to represent the
principal types of basaltic material in the vicinity of the
station. The mineralogic uniformity of the specimens
indicates that they originated from a common magma
reservoir. The megascopic physical differences result
chiefly from differences in the place and method of erup-
tion and emplacement and in the conditions under
which solidification occurred.

The common basalt on the NRTS is estimated to con-
tain 35-60 per cent of calcic plagioclase, 25-50 percent
pyroxene, 5-10 percent olivine, and small amounts of
accessory magnetite and ilmenite. The plagioclase oc-
curs in lathlike crystals and anhedral grains. Most of
the pyroxene is augite or titanaugite. Some flows con-
tain enough olivine to give fresh rock surfaces a
greenish cast. Iddingsite is a common reaction-rim alt-
eration product of olivine. Porphyritic basalt with
megascopically recognizable phenocrysts of plagioclase
and olivine is fairly common. The phenocrysts of
plagioclase generally are subhedral or euhedral multi-
ple twins and typically are colorless, but reddish cryst-
als occur in some of the reddish and purplish basalt.
Most of the mineral grains are fresh appearing and
essentially unaltered. Some specimens have a stony
groundmass. Glassy zones are common. Secondary
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mineralization in the basalt is uncommon, except where
calichelike deposits fill vesicles near the land surface. In
some flows the vesicles are drusy and are lined with
crystals, chiefly feldspar. Zeolite minerals are rare.

The following petrographic descriptions of represen-
tative basalt samples from the Snake River Plain were
prepared by Charles Milton (written commun., Oct. 11,
1949) and R. A. Bailey (written commun., Oct. 20, 1953)
from thin-section studies. Specimens are from near the
center of sec. 9, T. 2N., R 29 E.:

Core No. P-2; depth, 69 feet: olivine-augite basalt.

Hand specimen: Porous gray basalt contains feldspar phenocrysts
about one-eighth of an inch long and a fresh-appearing ferromag-
nesian mineral. Pores much smaller than those from core at depth of
84 feet.

Thin section: Holocrystalline olivine basalt or diabase. Constituent
minerals are white calcic plagioclase, purplish augite, pale-green
olivine, and black magnetite, the relative abundance of which isin the
order named. The minerals are fresh and unaltered except for slight
alteration of some olivine to iddingsite. There are no secondary min-
erals.

Core No. P-1; depth, 84 feet: olivine-augite basalt.

Hand specimen: Highly porous basaltic rock with about 15 percent
pore space. Pores are as much as one-fourth of an inch wide and are
distributed throughout the core. The rock is purplish-brown and con-
tains white feldspar laths up to ¥s-inch long in a stony groundmass.
There are no secondary minerals in the pores.

Thin section: Mineralogy same as in core no. P-2. The larger vesi-
cles are lined with black, poorly crystallized, almost glassy, ferrugin-
ous material that evidently was produced by reaction of gas in the
vesicles with the magma.

Core No. P-5; depth, 25 feet: olivine basalt.

Hand specimen: Resembles core no. P-1. Most pores less than
1/33-inch wide but a few are more than Y%-inch.

Thin section: There is much black glassy material in which olivine
and plagioclase feldspar are embedded. The glass may have the chem-
ical composition of the augite which failed to crystallize. Olivine is
abundant, but augite is very scarce. Presumably this rock cooled and
consolidated too rapidly to permit crystallization of the more fluid part
of the magma.

Core No. D-3; depth, 28 feet: olivine-augite basalt.
Hand specimen: Moderately porous light-gray holocrystalline
even-grained basalt. Pore space is about 5 percent or less of the mass.
Thin section: Practically indistinguishable from core no. P-2, but
olivine is less abundant.

Specimens from various parts of NRTS and vicinity.
(Mineral percentages estimated from visual inspec-
tion of thin section.)

Specimen CP-8. Rock from cliff in wind gap, NRTS,
NEW4SEY sec. 13, T. 2 N, R. 28 E: olivine-titanaugite

basalt.

The rock contains olivine phenocrysts in a coarsely crystalline
matrix of randomly oriented calcic labradorite (An 68) laths, intersti-
tial titanaugite, and ilmenite. Magnetite and apatite are minor con-
stituents. Olivine constitutes about 10 percent of the rock, plagioclase
about 60 percent, titanaugite about 25 percent, and ilmenite about 2
percent. The titanaugite is practically unaltered. The apparent order
of crystallization was (1) magnetite, (2) olivine, (3) plagioclase, and (4)
titanaugite and ilmenite.
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Specimen CP-10. Rock from NE%.NE%Y sec. 26, T. 5 N,
R. 33 E.: olvine-titanaugite basalt.

The rock is vesicular and consists chiefly of olivine, labradorite (An
62-68), and titanaugite. Most of the titanaugite has been altered to a
acicular, brown clinopyroxene and ilmenite. About 5 percent of the
rock is olivine, 40 percent is plagioclase, and the rest is a network of
acicular climopyroxene and ilmenite plates with scattered remnants
of titanaugite. Some of the vesicles are lined with very fine needles of
an unidentified zeolite, possibly thompsonite.

Specimen CP-9. Rock from road cut near Circular
Butte, north eastern NRTS, SEXANW% sec. 18, T. 6
N., R. 33 E.: porphyritic olivine-titanaugite basalt.

This rock is vesicular and consists of large phenocrysts of olivine
and plagioclase in a groundmass of olivine, plagioclase, and altered
titanaugite. The olivine and plagioclase phenocrysts commonly are
associated in inter-penetrating clusters, and some of the olivine oc-
curs as small, optically continuous blebs in the plagioclase, suggest-
ing that the two minerals crystallized simultaneously. The plagioc-
lase in the phenocrysts is calcic labradorite (An 68) and constitutes
about 15 percent of the rock. In the groundmass olivine and plagioc-
lase are in small skeletal crystals. The plagioclase in the groundmass
is less calcic than that in the phenocrysts and ranges from An 54 to An

58. Titanaugite, much altered to acicular, brown clinopyroxene and

ilmenite plates, fills the interstices between the olivine and plagioc-

lase crystals. The groundmass is about 80 percent of the rock, of which
about 1 percent is olivine, 40 percent plagioclase, 10 percent titanaug-
ite, and 30 percent acicular, brown clinopyroxene and ilmenite.

Specimens from other parts of the Snake River Plain.

Specimen CP-3. Sand Springs basalt from cliff face on
Blue Lake road, sec. 28, T. 9 S., R. 17 E.: olivine-
titanaugite basalt.

[Note: The Sand Springs Basalt is a pahoehoe flow on
the north side of the Snake River in the southern

parts of Jerome and Gooding Counties.]

Finely vesicular rock containing olivine phenocrysts in a ground-
mass of olivine, bytownite (An 72-76), and titanaugite, with accessory
apatite and magnetite. Olivine constitutes about 10 percent of the
rock, plagioclase about 60 percent, and titanaugite originally about
25 percent. As in specimen CP-2, much of the titanaugite is altered to
acicular, brown clinopyroxene and ilmenite. The apparent order of
crystallization was (1) magnetite, (2) olivine, (3) plagioclase and (4)
titanaugite. A few partly reacted xenocrysts of andesine are present.

Specimen CP-4. Black pahoehoe basalt from cliff face
adjacent to U.S. Highway 30, south side of Snake
River about three-fourths mile upstream from
Thousand Springs, NE%SE% sec. 18, T. 7S.,R. 14 E.:

olivine-titanaugite basalt.

Very similar to specimens CP-2 and 3. The main constituents are
olivine, plagioclase, and titanaugite, with accessory apatite and
magnetite. Olivine constitutes about 10 percent of the rock and is
variable in grain size. The plagioclase, constituting about 50 percent
of the rock, is mostly calcic labradorite (An 68), but a few grains of
bytownite (An 74) are present. Titanaugite, constituting about 30
percent of the rock, is pleochroic, brown to purplish brown, and occurs
both as large and small irregular grains. The larger grains commonly
completely surround randomly oriented plagioclase laths. The
titanaugite shows considerably less alteration to ilmenite and brown-
ish clinopyroxene than in specimens CP-2 and —3. The apparent order
of crystallization was (1) magnetite, (2) olivine, (3) plagioclase, and (4)
titanaugite.
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Concerning the nine basalt specimens, R. A. Bailey
(written commun., Oct. 20, 1953) stated that all are
mineralogically very similar and have undergone simi-
lar sequences of crystallization and lateration. Olivine,
titanaugite, and plagioclase (ranging from calcic lab-
radorite to sodic bytownite) are present in nearly all the
rocks. The chief differences are in the texture and de-
gree of alteration. The general sequence of crystalliza-
tion was (1) magnetite, (2) olivine, (3) plagioclase, and
(4) titanaugite and ilmenite. In all specimens except
CP-9, olivine forms the only phenocrysts. Most of the
plagioclase and practically all the titanaugite appar-
ently crystallized after the lava was erupted and after
the flow movement stopped because these minerals
show no flowage alinement and commonly are inter-
grown. In most of the specimens, titanaugite is partly or
almost completely altered to a network of acicular,
brown clinopyroxene and plates, granules, and dendri-
tic growths of ilmenite. This alteration was deuteric and
probably consisted of recrystallization of titanaugite
with the separation of TiOz to form ilmenite.

BLACK BASALT

Black basalt of Holocene age covers about 5 square
miles in the extreme southern central part of the station
area. It consists of a single flow that originated from a
vent near Cedar Butte. The range in texture is similar
to that in undifferentiated basalt of the Snake River
Group, but the average color is darker—bluish black to
black. Other flows occur at Craters of the Moon Na-
tional Monument, near Wapi (about 60 miles southwest
of East Twin Butte), and elsewhere on the Snake River
Plain. Cinder beds at Craters of the Moon and elsewhere
are associated with the black basalt.

PETROGRAPHY OF THE BASALT

The basalt has essentially the same mineralogic com-
position as the undifferentiated basalt of the Snake
River Group. Petrographic descriptions from thin sec-
tions were prepared by R. A. Bailey (written commun.,
October 20, 1953.

Specimen CP-1. Black basalt from SE%4SE% sec. 9, T. 3
S., R. 18 E.: olivine-augite basalt.

The rock consists mainly of olivine, brownish augite, and plagioc-
lase (An 68-72) in a nearly opaque matrix of fine-grained unidentified
minerals. The only phenocrysts are olivine, and they arerare. Plagioc-
lase is in small, randomly-oriented laths which commonly are in-
cluded within larger irregular grains of augite. The augite is pale
brownish, faintly pleochroic, and may be titaniferous. Magnetite oc-
curs as inclusions in olivine. The apparent order of crystallization was
(1) magnetite, (2) olivine, (3) plagioclase, and (4) augite.

Specimen CP-2. Minidoka basalt from cliff face about %
mile downstream from Minidoka Dam on north side
of Snake River, NE4NE% sec. 2, T. 9 S., R. 25 E.:
olivine-titanaugite basalt.
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Specimen CP-5. Rock from cinder cone at Craters of the
Moon National Monument, SW%4NW4 sec. 35, T. 2
N., R. 24 E.: basaltic cinders.

Composed largely of brown basaltic glass with refraction index of
1.590 £0.002.

Specimen CP-6. Rock from top of cinder cone at Craters
of the Moon National Monument, SW%4NW4 sec. 35,
T. 2 N., R. 24 E.: basaltic clinkers.

Composed largely of brown basaltic glass with refraction index of
1.590+0.002.

Specimen CP-7. Rock from Craters of the Moon Na-
tional Monument, SW%SE% sec. 35, T.2 N.,R. 24 E.:

olivine-augite basalt.

Very dense fine-grained basalt containing small skeletal crystals of
olivine and skeletal microliths of labradorite (An 50-54) in a nearly
opaque groundmass of dusty oxide, clinopyroxene granules, and
brown glass. The clinopyroxene probably is titanaugite, but the
grains are too small for the determination of optical properties.

CHEMICAL COMPOSITION OF THE VOLCANIC ROCKS

Oxygen is the most abundant element in igneous
rocks, whose chemical compositions commonly are ex-
pressed in terms of various oxides. According to Turner
and Verhoogen (1951, p. 51-52), the percentage, by
weight, of silica in typical volcanic rocks ranges from 35
to 75. Based on silica content, rocks commonly are
grouped in four general categories: acidic (>>66 percent),
intermediate (52-66 percent), basic (45-52 percent),
and ultrabasic (<45 percent). The amount of alumina,
which ranges from 12 to 18 percent in most volcanic

TABLE 2.—Chemical composition of basalt from southern Idaho
[From published records of the Geological Survey]

Constituent 1 2 3
SiO2 . _____________ 51.14 45.17 48.47
AkOs ____________ 13.95 10.02 16.07
Fe2Os _______ ____ 2.15 3.55 4.12
FeO ______________ 12,97 5.03 7.47
MgO______________ 221 19.84 5.96
CaO ______________ 6.56 8.57 4.84
NaO ___ ________ 3.59 3.11 2.43
KO ______ 2.33 1.61 141
HO+ 22 1.58 4.63
H0- ____________ .12 .69 2.30
TiO2 ._____________ 2.41 .54 1.51
PeOs . _________ 1.59 .28 44
MnO______________ .44 .13 .23
ZrO2 . _______ 12 .
Cl . Trace  ______  ______
) 0 - .
FeSe . _________ 5 . 24
NO ______________ Trace @ _.____ Trace
BaO ______________ .25 .07 .03
SftO . Trace .06 Trace
VoOs o Trace ______  ______
COx . None  ______
S .06
CreOs ____________ ______ A
Cw___ . ... _____. Trace
Sum _.______ 100.30 100.42 100.15

1. Easalt: Craters of the Moon National Monument. Big Cinder Butte, sec. 13, T. 1 N.,R. 24

2. I\fephelite basalt: Fort Hall Indian Reservation, Idaho.
3. Basalt: Blackjack Mine, Silver City, Idaho.
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TaBLE 3.—Average composition of some volcanic rocks
[Percent, by weight. After Daly, 1933]

Constituent Rhyolite Trachyte Andesite Phonolite Basalt
72.77 60.68 59.59 57.45 49.06

.29 .38 77 41 1.36

13.33 17.74 17.31 20.60 15.70

1.40 2.64 3.33 2.35 5.38

1.02 2.62 3.13 1.03 6.37

.07 .06 .18 .13 .31

.38 1.12 2.75 .30 6.17

1.22 3.09 5.80 1.50 8.95

3.34 4.43 3.58 8.84 3.11

4.58 574 2.04 523 1.52

1.50 1.26 . 126 2.04 1.62

.10 24 .26 .12 45

Total . _.________ 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

rocks, is highest in those of intermediate composition.
Iron oxide, magnesia, and lime together constitute
about 20-30 percent of basic rock. The amount of
sodium oxide commonly is less than 4 percent in basic
rocks, and potassium oxide ordinarily is less than 1
percent.

Only a few chemical analyses have been made of
basalt and related rocks from southern Idaho. The re-
sults of three such analyses (Washington, 1917), shown
in table 2, represent rock from widely separated places
in southern Idaho. The average chemical composition of
several classes of volcanic rock is shown in table 3.

ROCK STRUCTURES IN BASALT

Basalt flows have individual and collective internal
structures that strongly affect their capacity to store
and transmit water. These structures are important
also in relation to construction engineering. The basalt
is the only important aquifer on the NRTS, and it is the
sole type of bedrock for a considerable depth beneath
practically all the station. The principal internal struc-
tures of the basalt flows are layering, partings, joints
and other fractures, and various types of natural voids.
These structures differ. in the various types of
basalt—pahoehoe, aa, pillow lava, scoriae, and cinders.

LAYERING

Extrusion of lava in successive flows which solidified
individually caused conspicuous layering. The thick-
ness of flows exposed at various places in the Snake
River Plain ranges from a fraction of a foot to about 50
feet. The area covered by individual flows is relatively
small. Very few have been measured, but a representa-
tive flow probably covers about 50-100 square miles.
Many are much smaller, and some are much larger. The
area of some of the more recent flows may be as little as
10 square miles. Most of the flow layers had appreciable
original dips, and successive flows from separate erup-
tion centers overlapped. Hence, a vertical section
through the rocks discloses a complex of interlocked
layers. Commonly there are interflow layers of cinders
and of windblown, lacustrine, and alluvial sediments.

PARTINGS
Partings in volcanic rocks consist of two types: (1)
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Separation planes between flows and flow units, and (2)
separation planes between parts of the same flow. The
two types are not always distinguishable.

The heat in lava flows was not sufficient to melt adja-
cent frozen lava and cause fusion with successive flows.
On the contrary, the bases of new flows cooled rapidly,
adjacent to their contacts with the cold substratum,
leaving a well-defined parting plane. In some places
chilling was so rapid that glassy, vesicular, or granu-
lated rock formed at the bases of flows.

Some lava eruptions seemingly were pulsational with
successive waves of extrusion. The surfaces of indi-
vidual waves often had time to harden between pulses,
however, and partings developed between the succes-
sive waves. The small layers that thus make up an
essentially single flow have been called flow units. The
partings between flow units vary from indistinct to dis-
tinct.

Partings occur also within what seem to be single
flows. Some of these may have formed in the following
manner: A thick lava flow was emplaced; it developed a
basal and surface crust some inches or feet thick while
the interior was still liquid. Thereafter, hydraulic pres-
sure breached the congealed front of the lava flow and
allowed the interior fluid to drain out. The surface crust
thus was lowered to touch the basal crust, but a parting
between flows and flow units.

JOINTS AND OTHER FRACTURES

Relatively slow cooling of solidified lava flows pro-
duces characteristic fracture joints. Shrinkage of the
rock during cooling set up tensional forces that were

Gravity
Contraction

«——i— >

Ficure 3.—Vertical and incipient horizontal joint systems in basalt.
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relieved by tension joints (fig. 3). Horizontal tension
produced vertical joints that radiate from more or less
evenly spaced centers; three joints commonly originate
at each center. As contraction continued, fractures from
adjacent centers intersected and divided the basalt
layer into polygonal columns. Ideally, these columns
are hexagonal prisms, but in the Snake River Group
they are commonly imperfect. Vertical tension in cool-
ing lava flows was compensated largely by gravita-
tional settling, but residual tension sometimes caused
incipient horizontal fracturing. The horizontal frac-
tures rarely completely transect the columns.

Miscellaneous joints and fractures also developed in
cooling lava flows. Some were caused by rupture of the
solid shell of a cooling flow when movement in the
still-fluid or plastic interior caused differential move-
ment of the crust. Fracturing commonly occurred when
the crust of a moving flow was thrown into ridges in
which the bending caused fracturing. A common fea-
ture along the front or edge of a flow is a curving to a
sinuous, long, narrow ridge having its long axis normal
to the direction of flow. These ridges, herein called bor-
der swells, characteristically have an axial fracture
along their entire crest. The fractures are as much as 6
feet wide at the top and become narrow downward, but
they extend downward through a substantial thickness
of the flows. In those observed the fractures were partly
filled with loess, and the full depth was not determina-
ble. Border swells also are broken by numerous trans-
verse tension fractures; these tension fractures proba-
bly are caused by spreading of the flow front. The origin
of border swells is not established. Presumably when a
flow was emplaced and the front became static, the
frontal crust curved smoothly forward and downward. If
fluid lava were bled off from the interior of the flow
through a rupture, the main crust area would be low-
ered, and the border swell would develop as its crust
settled over a congealed core. Lowering of the main area
of crust might occur also by loss of volume of the liquid
lava through evolution of gas and shrinkage during
cooling.

MISCELLANEOUS NATURAL VOIDS

Natural voids in basalt range in size from minute
pores between mineral grains to lava tubes with a vol-
ume of many thousands of cubic feet. Much basalt is
quite porous, owing to the voids left between interlock-
ing tabular and prismatic mineral grains. These types
of openings have little importance to waste-disposal
operations on the NRTS except that they provide effec-
tive area on which ion exchange and adsorption can
occur.

Voids left by gas bubbles in cooling lava are called
vesicles. Vesicles range in size from minute to several
inches across. A few basalt layers contain tubular vesi-
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cles as much as a foot or more long. These vesicles are
formed by gas bubbles that moved or expanded upward
through congealing lava leaving a tubular opening. In
some flows the vesicles are perhaps 15-20 percent of the
volume or rock. Secondary mineral deposits in vesicles
are called amygdules. Very little of the basalt of the
Snake River Group is amygdaloidal, and most vesicles
are open. Vesicles in lava are not ordinarily important
in relation to ground water because most vesicles are
nonconnecting and add little or no permeability to the
basalt. Rare layers of extremely vesicular spongelike
lava may be quite permeable if the vesicles are inter-
connected.

Lava tubes range from pencil size to tunnels 15 feet or
more in diameter and a few yards to some miles in
length. Some tubes formed when a partly congealed
lava flow ruptured at its front or edge and allowed a core
or river of liquid to drain off. Tubes formed also where a
river of lava flowing down a slope formed a crust be-
neath which flow continued for a time, eventually
draining out when no more lava is supplied to the tube
from the source. Well drillers relate spectacular stories
about drilling into large tubes beneath the Snake River
Plain, but the writers do not know of verified instances.
Large tubes at depths of a few hundred feet probably are
old enough to be largely filled by blocks fallen from their
roofs and from overlying flows.

Crevices and open joints in buried basalt flows seldom
are completely filled by later lava flows because the lava
erupts at relatively low temperatures. Much of the high
fluidity of the lava is caused by its high content of water
vapor and other gases. As these are lost, the lava stif-
fens rapidly and flows over openings without completely
filling them. The undersurface of a new flow, as noted
above, may cool so rapidly that the lower few inches
become brecciated or granular. Thus, much of the void
space in pahoehoe lava occurs in the parting zone. These
and open crevices impart considerable porosity adjacent
to flow contacts. The interiors of flows, especially thick
ones, are apt to be massive and relatively impermeable
except along columnar joints.

Most of the preceding remarks apply chiefly to
pahoehoe basalt. The other principal structural type of
basalt, aa, consists of a jumbled mass of small to very
large blocks oflava. Aa flows are conspicuous at Craters
of the Moon and elsewhere. Emplacement of aa by
movement analogous to the flow of pahoehoe is difficult
to visualize, but the process has been observed directly
at active modern volcanoes. The method of emplace-
ment prevents effective packing of lava blocks and the
effective porosity of aa is greater than any other type of
lava. Numerous zones of broken basalt that have been
drilled at depth in the Snake River Plain are believed to
be buried aa.
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QUATERNARY SEDIMENTS

Unconsolidated sediments cover large areas of the
NRTS and also are present as interflow beds in the
Snake River Group. The materials are largely alluvial,
lacustrine, and eolian in origin. The younger parts of
the beds are late Cenozoic in age, chiefly Holocene; the
older parts of the beds are Pleistocene. Loess is the most
widespread material, and alluvium is next in abun-
dance. Dune sand, playa-lake beds, slopewash, and
talus also are present. Lake beds are locally prominent.
At many places the various types of sediments are in-
termixed, interfingered, and interbedded, so that it is
difficult to classify them for mapping. At those places
they were mapped according to the apparent dominant
type of material. Parts of the boundary shown on the
geologic map between the alluvium of the Big Lost
River and the Terreton Lake beds are arbitrary because
the contact is laterally gradational. At such places the
boundary was drawn adjacent to the former shoreline of
the lake. Also, the boundary between Terreton Lake
sediments and sediments deposited by modern ephem-
eral lakes is indefinite.

TERRETON LAKE BEDS

“Terreton Lake Beds” is not formally accepted by the
Geological Survey as a stratigraphic term, but the name
is used here for convenience in designating sediments
laid down in ancient Terreton Lake. The Terreton Lake
beds are largely sandy and clayey silt, with lesser
amounts of relatively pure clay, silt, and fine gravel.
The coarser sediments accumulated near inlets of the
lake. The beds as mapped (pl. 1) include sandy beach
and bar deposits.

The principal exposures of Terreton Lake sediments
within the station occur in an area of about 60 square
miles; this area includes the Birch Creek playa beneath
whose sediments there are lake beds. Discontinuous
exposures were mapped in a considerably larger area.
At some places, playa beds and windblown sand mantle
part of the old lake floor. The principal lake-bed out-
crops in the NRTS are in a lowland belt that trends
eastward across the northern part of the station. To the
east, the belt of lake beds is constricted between Circu-
lar Butte on the north and a salient of basalt projecting
northward in T. 5 N., Rs. 31 and 32 E. Much more
extensive exposures of the lake beds occur east of Circu-
lar Butte in the Mud Lake Basin. The lake beds
interfinger with alluvial and windblown deposits.

The part of the ancient lake that was in the NRTS
probably was fed chiefly by Birch Creek and the Big
Lost River. The distribution of the lake beds shows that
the high stage of the lake was at an altitude of about
4,800 feet above mean sea level. Fluctuationsof the lake
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level and of the shoreline caused lake beds to interfinger
with alluvial and eolian sediments that were ac-
cumulating around its borders. Locally, basalt flows
may interfinger with the lake beds. Bars, spits, and
hooks that were formed in the lake by waves and cur-
rents are well preserved on the modern landscape. Bars
range in height up to 25 feet, in width up to about 1,500
feet, and in length up to 5 miles. The largest bar extends
northward through the TAN (Test Area North) and
forms a natural embankment between the administra-
tion area and the operation and maintenance area.

The lithology of the Terreton Lake beds is very simi-
lar to that of the playa beds which overlie it, and the two
are difficult to distinguish. Moreover, eolian and allu-
vial or delta sediments interfinger with lake beds, so
that samples from many boreholes probably include
sediments of all three kinds. Scattered sparsely over the
surface of the lake beds are stream-worn pebbles and
angular blocks of basalt as much as two feet in diame-
ter. In the southern part of the lake plain, the basalt
blocks are of a distinctive lithologic type that has been
observed only on the upper slopes of Circular Butte.
Presumably, talus blocks from the Butte fell onto shore
ice that subsequently broke loose and rafted the blocks
to their present positions. The pebbles probably were
rafted also, though at some places, where the lake beds
are thin, pebbles could have been thrown upward from
underlying gravel by frost heave.

The gross mineralogy of the Terreton Lake beds was
not studied in detail. X-ray diffraction determinations
were made of the mineralogy of the clay-size fractionsin
connection with ion-exchange capacity studies. These
determinations show that the clay-size material is
largely clay and hydrous mica. There are small
amounts of quartz, chlorite, and vermiculite, and traces
of feldspar and hydrobiotite. Both montmorillonite and
kaolin are present, but montmorillonite is the more
abundant clay mineral.

Vertebrate fossils from the upper part of the Terreton
Lake beds in the Mud Lake Basin indicate that its age is
Pleistocene (Stearns and others, 1939, p. 37). Very
likely deposition of the lake beds began in the Pleis-
tocene and continued in Holocene time.

MECHANICAL COMPOSITION

Size-grade analyses were made of a large number of
samples of Terreton Lake beds. The five samples (1-5)
represented by cumulative logarithmic curves in figure
4 show the range of variations in composition. Many of
the lake-bed samples are similar to number 1 in the
diagram, a well-sorted sandy, clayey silt containing
about 18 percent sand and about 25 percent clay. Sam-
ples like number 2, largely silt, are fairly common;
those like number 3, sandy silt, are not rare. Sampies 4
(silty fine-grained sand) and 5 (nearly pure silt) are

GEOLOGY, HYDROLOGY, WASTE MANAGEMENT, NATIONAL REACTOR TESTING STATION, IDAHO

extreme departures from the ordinary lake sediments.

Beach and bar sediments associated with the Terre-
ton Lake beds are almost as fine grained as the sedi-
ments from lake beds but are less well sorted and some-
what erratic in the distribution of sizes. The samples
(6-9) shown in figure 4 are representative of these sedi-
ments. Material like number 6 is most common, con-
taining about 30 percent sand or less, 50 percent silt,
and about 20 percent clay. The distribution of sizes
suggest two agents of sorting—wave action or longshore
currents and wind action. Sediment like sample 7 is
almost as common as number 6, but relatively few sam-
ples resemble numbers 8 and 9.

CHEMICAL COMPQOSITION

Two samples of Terreton Lake sediments from the
TAN site were analyzed chemically for the Atomic
Energy Commission by O. J. Porter and Co.! Sample
P2-1-1 was from a depth of 7 feet in test hole P2; sample
P3-1-1 was from a depth of 3 feet in test hole P3. The
following results were reported.

Amount (percent)

Constituent or property P2-1-1 P3-1-1
Loss on ignition _______________________ 13.32 15.27
Silica (SiQ2) ____ 53.75 47.58
Iron (Fe2Qs) . 5.26 5.48
Aluminum (ALQOs) ____________________ 12.14 13.78
Titanium (TiO2) ________________________ .08 .08
Calcium (CaQO) ________________________ 9.62 11.84
Magnesium (MgO) ____________________ 2.36 2.78
Sodium, total (Na2O) __________________ 1.61 1.08
Potassium, total (K2O) _________________ 2.41 2.17
Sodium, water-soluble (Na2Q) __________ .035 054
Potassium, water-soluble (K20) ________ .014 .030
Boron (B) _____ __ o _ 12 115
Nitrogen (N) _______ . _________________ 072 .054
Phosphorous (P20s) ____________________ .25 Trace
ChlorideCl) __________________________ 110 1461
Carbonate (COs) ______________________ 0 0
Bicarbonate (HCOs) ____________________ 1525 1455
Sulfate (8Oa) __________________________ 0 1336

PH 8.08 7.80

!In parts per million.
ALLUVIAL-FAN GRAVEL

Conspicuous local piedmont alluvial fans were depo-
sited by ephemeral runoff from foothill slopes of the
Lembhi and Big Lost River Ranges adjacent to the west-
ern boundary of the NRTS. Parts of these fans extend
into the western border area of the NRTS and slope
generally eastward and southeastward about 100 feet
per mile. The largest fan, covering an area of about 10
square miles within the station, extends from the slopes

10, J. Porter and Company, Consulting Engineers, Sacramento, California; Report to the
U.S. Atomic Energy Commission, Foundation and area, National Reactor Testing Station,
Idaho, September 22, 1952.
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of the Lemhi Range in T. 6 N., Rs. 30 and 31 E. Small
unmapped fans are adjacent to the slopes of Twin
Buttes. Fans cover about 20 square miles in the station.
The fan deposits are pebble to boulder gravel; the
boulders are up to 2 feet in diameter and occur in a
matrix of sand. Cobble and pebble gravel predominate.
The pebbles and cobbles, locally derived, consist chiefly
of detrital limestone, sandstone, metamorphic rocks,
basalt, and silicic volcanic rocks. The materials are
generally coarser and more angular than those in the
alluvium of Birch Creek and of Big Lost River.

MECHANICAL COMPOSITION

The degree of size sorting ranges from excellent to
poor. Facilities were not available for screening com-
plete gravel samples containing boulders and cobbles.
Inasmuch as the gravel is a potential source of concrete
aggregate and road metal, the size-grade distribution of
material smaller than cobble size in several representa-
tive samples (10-14) is shown in figure 4. Some of these,
like no. 11 in figure 4, seem to indicate an admixture of
windblown fine-grained material. All the curves illus-
trate the rather poor sorting that is characteristic of
alluvial-fan deposits. The alluvial deposits were not
studied in sufficient detail to disclose the predominant
types of size-grade sorting.

GRAVEL OF BIRCH CREEK

Birch Creek drains parts of the Lemhi Range and the
western slope of the Beaverhead Mountains. Stream
detritus forms an extensive valley fill in the Birch
Creek Valley and a broad alluvial fan that extends onto
the Snake River Plain in the northern part of the NRTS.
These fan deposits are sufficiently distinctive to be rep-
resented on the geologic map (pl. 1; Qaf in the extreme
northern part of the map) separately from other alluvial
fans.

The average slope on the surface of the fan is south-
eastward about 50 feet per mile. The surface is cut by a
series of small channels, but no main central channel
was found. There has been no runoff from Birch Creek
into the NRTS for many years because most of the water
is diverted upstream for irrigation. Seemingly, how-
ever, even before the advent of artificial diversion,
runoff was intermittent and the stream broke up into a
number of small distributary channels on the alluvial
fan.

Detrital material in the Birch Creek alluvium is simi-
lar to that in the alluvium of the Big Lost River. Scat-
tered sparsely on the surface of the fan are angular
cobbles and boulders of basalt. The fan was formed by
alternate cut and fill and torrential deposits, and indi-
vidual beds of sediment are irregular in form, thickness,
and extent. Some beds are loosely cemented by calcium
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carbonate coatings which tend to be thickest on the
undersides of grains and pebbles.

Fossil camel remains,? provisionally referred to
Camelops after study at Idaho State College (Marie L.
Hopkins, written commun., Oct. 12, 1953), were exca-
vated from a few feet below the surface in Birch Creek
gravel. The fossils suggest that the gravel is Pleistocene
in age.

MECHANICAL COMPOSITION

Because some construction may be done partly on the
Birch Creek alluvial fan, the relation of the mechanical
composition of the gravel to subsoil drainage is impor-
tant as well as the potential use of the gravel as road
metal and concrete aggregate. The size-grade distribu-
tion of material smaller than cobbles is illustrated by
samples 15-19 in figure 4. The diagrams disclose a wide
range in the mechanical composition of individual beds,
but the material as a whole is about as uniform as the
Big Lost River gravel. Many samples that were graded
were very similar to samples 15 and 16 in figure 5; those
samples show 81 and 78 percent of gravel respectively.
Sediment similar to number 17 (71 percent gravel) is
fairly common. Material similar to numbers 18 and 19
is less common but not rare. Number 19 seems to con-
tain a substantial amount of windblown silt.

ALLUVIUM OF THE BIG LOST RIVER

The alluvial plain of the Big Lost River occupies
about 60 square miles in the NRTS and extends about
25 miles northeastward through the western-central
part of the station. The width of the plain varies from a
few tens of feet in the southwest to about 4.5. miles in
the central part of the station. In the north halfof T. 4
N. and the south half of T. 5 N., the alluvium merges
with sediments from other sources, and from there
northward the plain broadens to a wider composite
plain. The alluvium and associated sediments cover a
large part of the geologically more favorable construc-
tion area in the NRTS, and therefore, the deposits, were
studied in considerable detail.

The alluvium of the Big Lost River originated chiefly
from upstream areas in the Lost River Range west of the
NRTS. The sediment in the central and southern seg-
ments of the plain is chiefly gravel, with locally varying
amounts of silt and sand matrix and a few lenses of silt
and sand. Northward the sediment is fine gravel, sand,
and silt. In the coarse gravel, cobbles as large as 10
inches in maximum diameter are rare and boulders are
few. The degree of size-sorting ranges from excellent to
very poor, but much of the material is moderately well
sorted. The amount of matrix ranges up to about 80
percent, but in some layers there is so little matrix that

2Exhumed by an excavation contractor working for the Atomic Energy Commission.
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pebbles form openwork gravel. Pebbles and cobbles are
of welded tuff, rhyolite, andesite, basalt, volcanic glass,
granitic rocks, quartzite, limestone, chert, and chal-
cedony. Sand particles are similar but include numer-
ous grains of feldspar. Individual grains commonly are
subrounded to rounded, but angular grains of commi-
nuted basalt are common. Single beds of gravel are
lenticular to irregular in form and vary greatly in their
thickness and extent. Most of the sand lenses are cross-
bedded and similar in form to the gravel beds, but the
lenses are thinner and less extensive than the beds. The
irregularities were caused partly by constant shifting of
the river channel and by truncation of the earlier de-
posits.

The gradient of the Big Lost River channel is rela-
tively low throughout the NRTS, but there is an apprec-
iable flattening north of the State Butte bridge on Lin-
coln Boulevard. Southward (upstream) from that loca-
tion the dominant sediment in the present stream
channel is coarse pebble to cobble gravel; northward
(downstream) the sediment is finer, grading into sand
and sandy silt. Similar river-grade conditions probably
prevailed during deposition of the whole mass of
flood-plain alluvium, because there is a similar north-
ward decrease in the coarseness of sediments wherever
test holes have been put down.

Though single beds of the alluvium of the Big Lost
River arelenticular to irregular in form, the deposit as a
whole is a flat and nearly level sheet or mantle on the
underlying basalt. Owing to considerable irregularity
and relief on the surface of the basalt, there is wide local
variation in the thickness of the mantle. The maximum
thickness of gravel that has been penetrated by test
holes is about 70 feet. Drilling has not adequately sam-
pled the entire flood-plain area, but the average thick-
ness probably is not more than 40-50 feet.

At some places part of the gravel is lightly cemented
by secondary calcite, principally as grain coatings in the
upper 30 feet. The amount of cement tends to diminish
with depth, and nowhere is it sufficient to form con-
glomerate.

DEPOSITIONAL PHASES OF THE GRAVEL

Physiographic features of the Big Lost River flood
plain show that at least three phases of gravel deposi-
tion occurred. A possible fourth phase also may have
occurred. The distinctions between the three phases of
the gravel are entirely physiographic, no internal
lithologic differences having been found. Hence the var-
ious phases probably have no engineering importance.
They do, however, relate to comparatively recent events
in geologic history and may assist in the eventual de-
ciphering of details of that history.

The youngest gravel (phase one) occupies a belt along
the present main river channel. It is distinguished by
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branching and anastomosing abandoned river-channel
scars as much as 7 feet deep. Vegetation on the gravel is
very sparse, and accumulations of windblown mantle
are thin and sporadic. In general, the original erosional
and depositional features of the gravel have been
modified only slightly by wind and weathering. This
combination of features indicates very recent age.

A somewhat older gravel (phase two) occurs in belts
some distance from the river, along the flanks of phase
one, and forms the principal part of the alluvial plain.
Abandoned channel scars and other inherited features
are less conspicuous than on phase one because they
have been extensively modified by wind and weather-
ing. Most of the preserved channels are less than a foot
deep. There is also a moderate stand of vegetation.
These features suggest deposition somewhat earlier
than deposition of phase one.

Phase three of the gravel, representing the earliest
recognized stage of deposition of the modern Big Lost
River, occurs at some places along the margins of the
alluvial plain adjacent to basalt outcrops. It is typically
represented in sec. 14, T. 3 N,, R. 29 E., and sec. 2, T. 2
N., R. 29 E. It is distinguished by the absence of river-
channel scars, which have been obliterated, and by a
relatively good stand of vegetation. The surface of the
gravel is marked by low mounds about 2-4 feet high and
up to 75 feet in diameter at the base. The origin of the
mounds is not known, but they occur in a rather regular
pattern and are rather evenly distributed. Their pres-
ence suggests the operation of an unusual geologic
agent because such mounds are not known to be forming
in the vicinity at present. Because this is the older
gravel phase, it may date from a period of permafrost or
related condition at the close of the Pleistocene Epoch.
The mounds resemble features that have been attri-
buted to permafrost in glaciated areas. It has been in-
formally suggested that (1) the mounds were thrown up
around animal burrows, or (2) they are composite fossil
anthills. Whatever they are, the combination of fea-
tures suggests that the age of this gravel is greater than
that of phases one and two.

A still older(?) gravel (phase four) may be represented
by a sparse scattering of small stream-worn pebbles at
numerous places on low-lying basalt flows adjacent to
the flood plain; the gravel extends to levels several feet
above the flood plain. The pebbles are not a continuous
deposit and are sufficiently sparse that at some places
one must search to find them. Flood-plain deposition is
improbable because it is unlikely that the river flood
plain ever was built up as high as the levels on which
the pebbles occur. A flood plain filled to that level would
require subsequent erosion to its present level.Owing to
lack of exterior drainage, redeposition would have been
in the area of the playa basins to the north. Comminu-
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tion of the gravel and redeposition of the material as the
fine-grained lake beds to the north is an unlikely possi-
bility. If the flood plain had once been filled to the higher
level, remnants of high-level bedded gravel ought to be
present, but such remnants have not been found. Possi-
bly, during the rapid melting of alpine glaciers, the
river flood plain was inundated with water at sufficient
height for ice to float or to be thrust onto the basalt.
Pebbles rafted in the glacial ice may have contributed
the scattered material now observed.
MECHANICAL COMPOSITION

The mechanical composition of alluvium of the Big
Lost River (samples 20-37) is illustrated in figure 4.
From the latitude of State Butte southward, the mate-
rial is largely gravel. About 70 percent of the average
sample is pebbles and cobbles. Northward from State
Butte, the proportion of gravel decreases rapidly, and
the alluvium is largely sand and silt.

In the upper reach of the flood plaininT.2 N.,R. 28 E.,
coarse sandy gravel and gravelly sand are about equal
in abundance. Sample 20 represents a substantial
group of samples of the coarser gravel within halfa mile
of the present river channel. Sample 21 is representa-
tive of another substantial group of samples of some-
what finer gravel from the same general area. Sample
22, from the same vicinity, contains practically no
gravel; it represents lenses that are common in the
gravel. Sample 23 resembles sample 22 but is finer and
well sorted; it represents a common type of sediment
more than a mile from the river. Sample 24 seems to be a
variation of sample 23.

All the samples 20-24 are from the general vicinity of
the NRTS burial ground. Samples 20 and 21, which
represent the most common material, illustrate the
general coarseness of upstream gravel beds.

About 5 miles downstream from the burial ground,
the average sample is somewhat less coarse and less
well sorted. Samples 25-30 are from the flood plain in
the vicinity of the MTR (Materials Testing Reactor) and
ICPP (Idaho Chemical Processing Plant) areas, and
these, of samples 25, 26 and 27 (sandy gravel) are rep-
resentative of the majority of samples collected there.
Samples 28, 29, and 30 represent variations of gravelly
sand and sandy gravel. Beds of that type are relatively
few in number in the reach of the flood plain from which
they were taken.

The midreach of the gravel area of the flood plain,
from the vicinity of the ICPP area downstream to the
neighborhood of the STR (Submarine Test Reactor)
plant of the Naval Reactors Facility, contains gravel
beds little different from those near the ICPP area. The
material here is somewhat more sandy with fewer
coarse gravel beds. Sample 31, from about 2 miles
downstream from the ICPP, represents the common
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sediment in that area. Sample 32 in the same figure
represents materials in the vicinity of the STR plant.
Sample 33 is representative of a large group of samples
from the general area about 3 miles east of the STR. It
shows a wide range of size grades and increased
amounts of small grades down to silt size. The trend
toward increased sandiness and inclusion of even finer
material is shown by samples 34 and 35. They were
taken from about 3 miles downstream from the latitude
of the STR area and are representative of a large
number of samples from that area. Sample 34 contains 3
percent clay, 7 percent silt, 73 percent sand, and only 17
percent fine gravel. Sample 35 contains less than 2
percent of fine gravel.

In the lower reach of the river, gravel is fine grained
and rare, and the flood-plain deposits are largely sand
and silt (samples 36 and 37, fig. 4). Sample 31 is typical
of sediments about 5 miles east of the Big Lost River
channel in T. 5 N. and R. 31 E., and sample 32 repre-
sents sediments from about a mile west of the river
channel.

In summary: The coarser gravels are in the upstream
reach of the flood plain, south of U.S. Highways 20 and
26. Downstream, toward MTR and ICPP, the amount of
cobbles decreases. Farther downstream there is not
much change as far as the latitude of the STR plant.
Northward from there the decrease in coarse material is
rapid. There is very little gravel north of T. 4 N.; this
fact correlates with the decreased gradient of the river
and flood plain. Tongues and sheets of fine gravel ex-
tending northward from T. 4 N. probably were trans-
ported by freshet runoff. Much of the finest material in
the Big Lost River gravel probably is windblown.

CHEMICAL COMPOSITION OF SECONDARY CEMENT

Gross samples of the alluvium of the Big Lost River
have not been analyzed, but the chemical composition
undoubtedly varies within a substantial range.
Analyses were made by the Pacific Testing
Laboratories® of the composition of secondary mineral
matter (cement) scraped from pebbles in gravel from the
central part of the Big Lost River flood plain at a depth
of 1.5 to 4.5 feet. The results follow:

Samples
Constituent (ger]c entby we12g§zlt :
Moisture __________________ 0.42 0.50
Silica (Si02) _________.____.__ 46.68 47.60
Iron oxide (Fe2Os) _________ 4.90 5.32
Alumina (AlOs) ____________ 4.84 4.26
Lime (CaO) ________________ 2218 21.48
Magnesia MgO) ____________ 318 2.11
Carbon dioxide ____________ 21.40 1840

3Pacific Testing Laboratories certificate No. 6878, Jan. 13, 1950, to U.S. Atomic Energy
Commission, Idaho Falls, Idaho.
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PLAYA SEDIMENTS

Undrained depressions (playas) that contain ephem-
eral lakes and ponds are scattered throughout the
NRTS. These depressions range in size from that of the
Birch Creek playa, containing about 5 square miles, to
that of small basins a few score feet in diameter. All the
larger basins are in the northern third of the NRTS
where four principal playas have an aggregate area of
about 12 square miles. Playa No. 1 is south of Howe
Point. From this basin a natural spillway, several feet
higher than the floor of the basin, leads to playa No. 2 on
the east. The aggregate area of these two basins is about
5 square miles. A spillway and channel leads eastward
from playa No. 2 to No. 3, which covers about 2 square
miles centered around sec. 33, T. 6 N, R. 31 E. Playa No.
4 (Birch Creek Playa), the largest of all, is the terminus
of both the Big Lost River and Birch Creek; it lies west of
the Test Area North administration area and largely
north of Pole-Line road.

Most other playas on the NRTS are undrained de-
pressions less than a square mile in extent on the Snake
River basalt. A conspicuous example is Rye-Grass flat,
just east of the junction of U.S. Highways 20 and 26.
Many basins are too small to show on the scale of the
map (pl. 1), but the aggregate area of all playas probably
is about 25 square miles. Mapped playas cover about 22
square miles.

The playa sediments are mostly poorly sorted
fine-grained light-gray to light-tan sand, silt, and clay;
the nature and color are controlled by the type of ma-
terial locally available. In the basalt area, the beds are
largely reworked loessial sediment. In the Birch Creek
playa, they are chiefly reworked Terreton Lake sedi-
ments. In Lost River playa No. 1, they are reworked fine
alluvium (including fine gravel at places) and reworked
dune sand and silt. Although locally derived, the sedi-
ments are readily distinguished from parent materials
by their position, flat surfaces, closer compaction, and
generally fine texture. The Birch Creek playa beds are
not clearly distinguishable from Terreton Lake beds,
but the playa beds have a harder surface crust, lighter
color, more abundant mudcracks, and a sparser cover of
vegetation. In most playa beds there is an appreciable
amount of secondary calcite.

MECHANICAL COMPOSITION

The mechanical composition of the playa beds, illus-
trated in figure 4, show cumulative logarithmic curves
for four samples (38-41). Numbers 38, 39 and 40 are
common types, and curves for most samples that were
analyzed are very close to these. The material is clayey,
sandy silt with 14-40 percent clay, 5-20 percent sand,
and 50-70 percent silt. The general similarity between
sample 38 (from the Birch Creek playa) and sample 39
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(from Rye Grass flat) is especially striking because of
the long distance between their sources and their to-
tally different depositional environments. Sample 39 is
from a basalt basin where the only parent material is
windblown (loessial) soil; sample 38 is from the envi-
ronment of sample 40 is similar to that of 39. Sample 41
—which represents the only observed deviation from
the other three types—is a clayey silt containing 6 per-
cent sand, 62 percent silt, and 32 percent clay. It is from
the Birch Creek playa near a silt bar.

SLOPEWASH SEDIMENTS

The slopewash sediments consist of miscellaneous
materials that range widely in mechanical and
lithologic composition and that came from a variety of
sources. Talus, which occurs only in a very small area, is
included with slopewash sediments on the geologic
map. Talus on the flanks of the Twin Buttes consists of
angular fragments of volcanic rock that are mechani-
cally weathered from the bedrock and moved by gravity
alone. There are no other sizable accumulations of talus
in the NRTS.

Slopewash in lowland areas resembles the playabeds.
The sediments are less well sorted and occur where rill
and sheet runoff is the transporting agent. Most of the
slopewash is poorly to moderately well sorted sandy silt,
is locally derived, and contains appreciable amounts of
secondary calcite. The grain-size distribution in some
deposits is somewhat erratic, and at many places there
is a considerable admixture of windblown sediment.

The principal areas that contain slopewash, includ-
ing the talus around Twin Buttes, are in the southern
and western parts of the NRTS where their total outcrop
area is about 4 square miles. Single areas occupy about
20-300 acres. The slopewash areas in general are un-
important as construction sites, but areas covered by
these sediments may be suitable for small or temporary
structures or operations, especially if physical isolation
is desired.

WINDBLOWN SEDIMENTS

Windblown sediments, nearly ubiquitous on the
NRTS, mantle much of the basalt and some of the older
sediments. Two principal types of windblown material
are present: loess and wind-drifted sand and silt. These
ordinarily are readily distinguishable, but at some
places they are mixed and interfingered. On the
geologic map (pl. 1) the two types are not distinguished
but are grouped simply as windblown material (Qwb).

LOESS

Loess, windblown material that accumulated by the
settling of atmospheric dust, is distinguished from
dunes and other drifted deposits. Loess is characteristi-
cally fine grained, contains chiefly silt- and clay-size
particles, and lacks definite stratification. Where de-
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posits are thick, they tend to develop columnar struc-
ture. Throughout the Snake River Plain, loess forms a
mantle of fine-grained buff to yellow and pinkish-brown
sediments. It lacks the prismatic columnar structure
seen in some loess deposits elsewhere, but its distribu-
tion and occurrence is such that it could have been
formed only be settling from the atmosphere. Loess on
the NRTS is characteristically light-buff to brown cal-
careous silt. The degree of size sorting is generally good,
and there are only relatively small amounts of clay and
sand.

Much of the loess material is sufficiently old that,
even in the dry plains climate, weathering has reduced
it to loessial soil. This soil supports a moderate stand of
plains vegetation. The loess seemingly originated by
deflation from distant areas containing unconsolidated
sediments; hence, there is little locally derived material
in the loess. At some places it probably contains some
volcanic ash and decomposed pumice. Commonly the
loess contains or is underlain by hardpan layers formed
by precipitation of lime leached from the loess. Blocks of
lavathat rest on loess commonly are coated with lime on
their lower surfaces. Lava underlying loess also ordi-
narily has a contact zone of lime deposits. At most places
the loess is only a few inches or a few feet thick. On the
plain in the station area, thicknesses of more than 10
feet are rare, although elsewhere on the plain as much
as 60 feet of loess has been penetrated by drills.

By no means all the loess in the NRTS is shown on the
map (pl. 1) because only the principal thicker deposits
were mapped. At those places where the area covered is
very small or the deposit is very thin over basalt, the
loess was not mapped.

DRIFTED SAND AND SILT

Patches of windblown sand and silt occur throughout
the NRTS, but they are conspicuous in the northeastern
part where dunes, trains, and drifts mantle other mat-
erials and dominate the topography. These deposits are
especially conspicuous on aerial photographs. Much of
the sand and silt is locally derived, having been win-
nowed from other sediments. The sand in general is fine
grained and well sorted although at some places there is
a considerable admixture of clay and silt. The sand
grains are rounded to subrounded, chiefly quartz, com-
minuted basalt, and other igneous and sedimentary
rocks.

An exceptionally large, irregular sand drift is in sec.
4, T. 5 N, R. 31 E. South and southwest of Circular
Butte, drifted sand forms rows of sand trains up to
several feet high and hundreds to thousands of feet long.
These trains have their long axes oriented parallel to
the direction of the prevailing wind.
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MECHANICAL COMPOSITION

The sand from drift trains characteristically is very
well sorted, and most samples are similar to that rep-
resented by sample 42 in figure 4. The sample is chiefly
fine sand with a little silt and practically no clay. Sam-
ple 43 probably is largely loess because most uncon-
taminated loess yields a curve very close to this one.
Material like that in samples 44 and 45 also is very
common in the loess.

Several samples of impure windblown material are
represented by numbers 46-49 in figure 10. These are
mixtures of loess and sand and possibly other materials.
Samples 46 and 47 are from dune areas, but the size-
grade curves resemble those for loess. Material re-
sembling sample 48 is not rare. Sample 49 probably
comes nearest to representing the “average” assort-
ment in undifferentiated windblown materials.

MINERAL COMPOSITION OF SEDIMENTS

Minor information about the mineralogy of some sed-
iments is contained in preceding pages. Detailed
mineralogic study of gross material has not been made,
but the composition of the silt and clay components in
all sediments has been studied because these are of
special importance in connection with waste-disposal
problems. Specifically, natural decontamination of
radioactive liquid waste released to the environment is
largely by ion-exchange and related processes. The
ion-exchange capacities of natural minerals range
widely, and the kinds and amounts of these minerals in
the sediment are important. Inasmuch as the
fine-grained particles tend to be of minerals having the
greater exchange capacities, only the silt and clay frac-
tions of sediments were studied.

In geologic usage, clay is both a rock and a particle-
size term. In this report, the unmodified word, clay, is a
particle-size term. Clay minerals, on the other hand, are
a specific group of minerals having well-defined physi-
cal, chemical, and optical properties. The rock, clay, is
not precisely definable, because a great variety of mat-
erials, including nonclay minerals, has been called clay.
In general, clay is a natural earthy, fine-grained mater-
ial usually containing both clay and nonclay minerals;
the whole is plastic when moist. The terminology is
confusing at times b<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>