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Note on the Occurrence of Dribbtet Spires in the
Snake River Plain, ldaho

The volcanic nature of parts of the Iunar mare, coofirmed by Apollo samples, lus
prompted interest in volcanic landforms, particulady rhose associated vrith basalt lava
flows. Driring an investigation of lava tubes and charnels in the Snake River p1ain,
Idaho, several dribblet ryire: ( heretofore urueported in the continental United States)
w11 foyod on the \fapi Lava Field (Fig. 1). Although similar to hornitos in
origin, dribblet spires are distinctive features which may be common in some basalt
tlos)s.

stearns (1965) described dribbret spires in Hawaii and rustrated a well,known
spire ( named Madame Pele after its fancied resemblance to a standing female figure).
He attriL'uted dribblet spires, ranging in size from a fevr feet to more than 16 ft.
high. to accretion of lava ciots feebly ejected from small holes in the crust of an
active flow. Hornitos and spiracles, in conffast, form by the ejection of material
from cracks over lava rubes, are irregular in form, and may be'much larger than
dribblet spires.

The N7api Lava Field is a Holocene basalt flow of predominantly pahoehoe lava
related to the ldaho Rift System (prinz, 1970). pillar Butte, a malor vent in rhe
north pxrt of rhe flow, marks the last en4rtive stage of the Wapi field and is char_
acterized by lava tubes, chamrels, collapse sffuctllres. ancl thin sheets of slab and
shelly pahoehoe. At least three dribblet spires (Fig. 2) occur on rhe flows of
Pillar Butte. TI.re spires appear to be solid and arctige 12 ft. in height and about
5 ft. in diarneter. There is no indication that the spires formecl over a lava nrbe,
nor are thete ve[rs oeaf rhe srmcftues. Apparently, pasty lava was extruded from
a small circular verrr in the cmst of the active flow, like toorhpasre from a nrbe,
wirh clors of lava pruhing the srucrure veftically from below. The dribblet spire
consists of imbricating, rotnded slabs of lava. Slabs range in size from 5 inches by
5 inches by 1 inch thick ro 12 inches by 9 inches by 4 inches thick. Although much
of the Pillar Butte Floqr was examined during a two_week period, no sfftlcrules .were
found which could be described as dribblet spires thor ,l,ight have toppled during,
or after, their formation. This is rather surprising in viei, of rhe probable rncde
of formation, and an explanation is lacking.

Although this is the firs,t kno*n ,eport of dribblet spires in rhe Urit€d Sates
outside Hawaii, these sftucrures may be expected to be found in young basaltic
pahoehoe flows.

^ 
Resolution of most lunar photographs at present does not permit discrimination

of features on rhe moon the size of dribblet spires. It is probable rhar rnost hinar
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Figure 1. location of Yapi, Lava Field and Pillar Butte eruptive vent in the Snake Rive! Plain,
Idaho. Dashed-line shows the epproximare positibn of rhe ldaho fuft Svstem. Map
modified from Prinz (L970).
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Figure 2. Dribblet spire _on Pillar Bure Flow..shol,ing.typical imbricaring slabs of pahoehoe
lava.  Hal f -gal lon canreen at  bdse j t rdrcrres 5<aje.

dribblet spires would have been eroded, possibty beyond recognition, in coosideration
of the gleat age of lunar mare surfaces (3.3 billion years, compared to less than 1
million years for the lTapi Lava Field). Lunar areas zuch as the Marius Hills
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(Karlstrom et al,, 1968), however, and patts of the crater C,opernicus, which are
suspected as being relatively youag and basaltic, rnay have remnants of dribblet spires
of1 their surfares.

I wish to acknowledge J. Papadalis of American Falls, Idahq who refered me
to Stearn s (1!66) wotk and to drank M. I-ovas foE his able assistance during field
studies in .dre Snake River Plain. This work was conducted dur.inq tenure as a
NASA-National Academy of &iences Associate.

Literature Cited
Karlstrom, T. N. V., J. F. McCauley, and G. A. Swatrn, 1968. Preliminaty luDar exploration plan

of the Marius Hills Region of ^.he Moon. Astrogeology t, U.S. Geological Suney open-file
rcpofi, 42 p-

Prinz, M., 1970. Idaho Rift System, Soake fuver Plain, Idaho. Geol. Soc. Ametica Bulletin
81:941-948.

Stearns, H. '1., 1966. Getlogy of the State of Hawaii. Pacific Book, Palo A]to, C if., 266 p.

Receiaed, Noaenzber 12, 1970.

Accepted for p*blication April 20, 1971.

148 Greeley


