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Glaciers 

Glacial ice is one of the foremost scenic and 
sc ient i f ic va lues of Olympic National Park. 

There a r e about s ixty g lac ie r s crowning the 
Olympics peaks ; most of them are qu i t e small in 
c o n t r a s t t o the g r e a t r ive rs of ice in Alaska. 
The prominent g lac ie r s a re those on Mount 
Olympus cover ing approximate ly t e n square miles . 
Beyond the Olympic complex a re t he g lac ie rs of 
Mount Car r i e , the Bailey Range, Mount Chr is t ie , 
and Mount Anderson. In t he company of these 
g l ac i e r s a r e p e r p e t u a l snowbanks t h a t have the 
superf ic ia l a p p e a r a n c e of g lac ia l i c e . Because 
t hey a r e lacking in the c r i t e r i a below, they a r e 

not t rue g l ac i e r s . 

True g lac ie r s a re s t r u c t u r a l l y t h r ee l aye red bodies of f rozen w a t e r . The top layer 
is snow; the middle neve , or mixed snow and i ce ; and the bo t tom layer is of pure 
i c e , which is qu i te p las t i c in n a t u r e . Crevasses or deep c r a c k s in the g lac ie rs 
form as the i ce is subjected to uneven flow over a lpine t e r r a i n . Another s t r u c t u r a l 
f ea tu re is t he bergschrund , which is a prominent c r e v a s s e - l i k e opening a t the head 
of the g lac ie r where the ice has been pulled away from the mounta in wall . 

The r a t e of g lac ia l flow is qu i t e va r i ab l e , and Olympic g lac ie r s a r e "s low-moving" 
in c o n t r a s t t o some in Alaska which occas ional ly move a t the r a t e of s eve ra l hundred 
f ee t per day for shor t per iods of t ime . There is no g r e a t advance of Olympic 
g lac ie r s today, but t h e r e is not a rapid mel t ing back of the ice e i t h e r . Forward 
surges in g lac ia l flow often occur a f t e r a number of v e r y heavy win te r s and cool 
summers , but such a c t i v i t y has been re l a t ive ly in f requent with Olympic g lac ie r s in 
r eco rded t ime . 

The c l imate inf luencing Olympic g lac ie r s is we t and t e m p e r a t e . This is c l ea r ly 
shown in the Mount Olympus complex of g lac ie r s which r ece ive the full impact of 
Pacif ic s to rms . The a v e r a g e annual p r e c i p i t a t i o n is about two hundred inches ; most 
of the mois ture coming in the form of snow. Snow n u r t u r e s the g lac ie r s in the 
accumula t ion zone or a t the origin of t he i c e . Most of t he mel t ing or ab la t ion 
occu r s near the te rmin i or snouts of the g l ac i e r s . As with human f inance 
managemen t , g lac ie r s work with a budget and expend i tu r e p lan . A vigorous g lac ie r 
will be main ta ined by a heavy accumula t ion of snow in t he winter and only ave rage 
mel t ing during the summer. The f reez ing point in l a t e spring and p rec ip i t a t i on in 
e a r l y fall appea r t o be c r i t i c a l i t ems in r e l a t ion to th i s gain and loss . Excessive 
mel t before and a f t e r the normal mel t season would resu l t in an impoverished budget 
for the following y e a r . 
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The movement of glacial ice, past and present has produced striking geological • 
features in the Olympic mountains. The lake basins, U-shaped valleys and jagged 
peaks are the products of massive glacial erosion that occurred many thousand of 
years ago when the year around climate was much colder. This erosion process 
continues today, but on a much smaller scale. As glaciers advance and re t rea t , rock 
is plucked, transported, and deposited by moving ice. The deposition of rock 
results in medial (middle), lateral (side), and terminal (end) moraines. In many 
cases, a glacially created bowl (cirque) at the head of a valley will be dammed by 
a terminal moraine to create a lake basin. The finely ground rock created by the 
glaciers often makes the glaciated rivers look milky when the glaciers are melting. 

The glaciers on Mount Olympus, especially the Blue Glacier have been studied 
intensely since 1957 by scientific groups seeking valuable data on the composition 
of an Olympic glacier and how the ice responds to the climate from one year to the 
next. 

Access to the Olympic glaciers is by trails and cross country routes. The most 
visited glaciers in the Park are the Blue and Anderson. From the Hoh Rain Forest, 
the upriver hiking trail leads eighteen miles up to the snout of Blue Glacier. 
Anderson Glacier can be reached by hiking the Dosewallips River Trail for eleven . 
miles or from the west side by the East Fork of the Quinault River for sixteen 
miles. To visit the other glaciers requires more mountaineering knowledge and time. 

Travel on glacial ice is a specialized skill of mountaineering requiring the basic 
use of climbing rope, ice axe, crampons, and good judgment by the individual climber 
when accompanied by experienced leaders. The presence of snow bridged crevasses on 
glaciers is a very great hazard to climbers and no one should attempt glacier travel 
alone. Self evacuation from a deep, steep walled crevasse is nearly impossible. 

The National Park Service hopes that you will have many opportunities to visit the 
glaciers of Olympic National Park or to view their ice splendor from such vantage 
points as Hurricane Ridge and Deer Park, which is a rewarding experience in itself. 
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