Devils Postpile

Official Map and Guide

Larry Ulrich

A Formation of Columnar Basalt

Along the picturesque Middle Fork of
the San Joaquin River at 7,600 feet on
the western slopes of the Sierra Nevada
lies Devils Postpile National Monument.
The 800-acre monument near the resort
community of Mammoth Lakes was
established in 1911 to preserve two nat-
ural features, the formation of columnar
basalt known as Devils Postpile and
101-foot Rainbow Falls. To see these
features one must walk. Although pum-
ice is the dominant rock-type encoun-
tered, basalt, andesite, rhyodacite, and
granite crop out in many places. Native
plants and animals are typical of lodge-
pole pine and red fir forests.

While Devils Postpile ranks among the
world’s finest examples of columnar-
jointed basalt, it is not unique. Giant’s
Causeway in Ireland and Fingal's Cave
in Scotland are similar formations.

As basalt lava erupts
from volcanic vents and
cools, it shrinks and
cracks. Sometimes ver-
tical columns form. The
photo at left shows well
developed columns
that resulted from ho-
mogenous lava cooling
at a uniform rate. At
Devils Postpile the rock
columns have from 3 to
7 sides. The photo at
right was taken atop the
postpile and shows the
columns’ geometry
and the polishing and
scratch marks of gla-
cial ice. The postpile’s
sheer wall face (cover
photo) is 60 feet high.

How It Happened

A volcanic event. Formation of Devils
Postpile began when basalt lava erupted
in the valley of the Middle Fork of the
San Joaquin River. As lava flowed from
the vent, it filled the valley near the
postpile to a depth of 400 feet. Radio-
metric dating of rocks thought to corre-
late with this basalt—a dark gray, fine-
grained rock with feldspar crystals—
suggests an age of less than 100,000
years.

Surface cracks formed when tensions
caused by the shrinkage of the cooling
lava were greater than the lava's
strength. Each crack branched when it
reached a critical length. Together with
other cracks it formed a pattern on the
surfaces of the flow. Ideal conditions
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allowed surface cracks to deepen and
form long post-like columns.

A glacial event. Some 10,000 years ago
a glacier flowed down the Middle Fork
of the San Joaquin River and overrode
the fractured mass of lava. The moving
ice quarried away one side of the post-
pile, exposing a sheer wall of columns
60 feet high. Many fallen columns lie

fragmented on the talus slope below.

A hike to the top of the postpile reveals
a cross section of the columns. The gla-
cially polished column tops, looking like
floor tiles, show parallel striations where
rocks frozen into glacial ice scraped
across them.
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Rainbow Falls

At Rainbow Falls the Middle Fork of the
San Joaquin River drops 101 feet over
a cliff of the volcanic lavas andesite and
rhyodacite. It is thought that after the
last glacier melted, the river flowed
downstream from Devils Postpile in
channels about 1,500 feet west of its
present course. Flowing in these older
channels, it cut through the lava to gran-
ite, leaving a cliff of rhyodacite for its
eastern bank. Then, some distance up-
stream, the waters were diverted east-
ward. The river left its bed to follow its
present path until it returned to the old
channel, by cascading down the cliff it
had cut earlier. Thus Rainbow Falls was
formed. A stairway and short trail lead
to the bottom of the falls.

Soda Springs. Nearby mineral springs
are evidence of recent local volcanic
activity. The Soda Springs lie on a San
Joaquin River gravel bar north of the
postpile. Gases driven upward from hot
areas deep in the Earth combine with
groundwater to produce cold and highly
carbonated mineralized springs. Iron in
the water oxidizes on exposure to air
and stains gravel a reddish brown.

Visiting the Monument ‘

Rainbow Falls

To reach the monument
drive 10 miles west
from U.S. 395 on S.R.
203 to Minaret Summit
and then 7 miles on
paved narrow mountain
road. It is closed in win-
ter. For information
write: Superintendent,
Devils Postpile National
Monument, P.O. Box
501, Mammoth Lakes,

John Muir Trail. Named
for conservationist John
Muir, this 211-mile trail
links Yosemite National
Park with Sequoia and
Kings Canyon National
Parks. It crosses Devils
Postpile National Mon-
ument with access at

Rainbow Falls Trailhead
and the ranger station.
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