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Cover photo: Mt. Si (L center) and the valley of the South Fork Snoqualmie River (R center) which I-90 
follows to Snoqualmie Pass, reflected in the Mill Pond in the Snoqualmie River Valley near Snoqualmie, 
WA. 
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�Most men pursue pleasure with such breathless hast e that they hurry past it.� 

Soren Kierkegaard (1813 - 1855) 
��

�

�Thanks to the Interstate Highway System, it is now  possible to travel from coast to coast 
without seeing anything.� 

Charles Kuralt  (1934 � 1997)  
 
 
 

�High-speed expressways� are noisy and frenetic, an d they attract urban development 
like a pied piper. Unless we plan carefully, the scenic beauty, the working farms and 
forests, and the distinctive communities along this route could be smothered piece by 
piece under the next wave of urban growth.�  
 James R. Ellis (1921 -  ) 
����

����

�Certainly, travel is more than the seeing of sight s; it is a change that goes on, deep and 
permanent, in the ideas of living.�  

Miriam Beard (1901 - 1983) 
�

�

�Today is your day! Your mountain is waiting. So. .  . get on your way.�  
Dr. Seuss (1904 - 1991) 

�
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Interstate 90 through the Mountains to Sound Greenway is one of those modern miracles 
we so often take for granted these days. Northwesterners by the millions take the I-90 
freeway to �get from point A to point B,� and while  they may enjoy some of the scenery 
along the way, they may not realize what a truly remarkable highway it is, through 
remarkable country. The driver sees a cross-section of the region and its landforms 
enroute from its western end in Seattle, where it crosses the terrain of the Puget Lowland 
shaped by a lobe of a continental ice sheet, to Snoqualmie Pass as it climbs up a glacial 
valley through temperate rainforest surrounded by high alpine peaks carved from a large 
body of granite, and down through the open country of the Kittitas Valley to the edge of 
the vast Columbia Plateau where ancient basalt flows were spectacularly eroded by some 
of the world�s greatest floods. 
 
We�ll be taking you on what we call a Geo-Tour of I-90 across the Cascades from Seattle 
to Vantage. The foundation of this tour will be the geology that accounts for the scenery 
you see. Much of the corridor followed by I-90 is geologically very �fresh,� abandoned 
by glacial ice only recently in terms of geologic time.1 Roughly 15,000 years ago the last 
of the continental ice receded, leaving the terrain greatly modified, both by direct erosion 
and deposition, and by its effects on the courses of the rivers that flow from the Cascades. 
The scenery changes because of climate zones as well, since the Cascades act as a wall to 
moisture-laden weather systems coming in off the Pacific Ocean, so that the west side is 
covered in dense forest fed by heavy rain and streams of meltwater from deep annual 
snowfall, while the east is much dryer and more open, eventually becoming semi-arid 
eastward toward the Columbia River. 
 
The highway has its own complex history. Between Seattle and Ellensburg you can find 
examples of every phase of the development of this transportation corridor from wagon 
trail to elevated superhighway. Access to some of the best examples of the geology, 
botany and history of the corridor are a short way off I-90, so we�ll describe some easy 
ways to take a back road or hike a trail and see some of the area up close. If you have the 
time, you can drive some remaining segments of the old Sunset Highway (US 10) route, 
which we�ll describe. We�ll be passing many areas w ith great stories to tell of pioneers, 
railroads, water projects, mining, farming and urban growth. 
 
I-90 is still in a state of transition east of Snoqualmie Pass. It�s the only section of the US 
Interstate Highway system that doesn�t comply with the Federal standards for lane width 
and curve radius. It�s also very exposed to threats from avalanche and landslide, as some 
unlucky drivers learn every year. There�s an ongoing debate as to how to ultimately 
complete it, and the geology of the area is a major factor. The wide ribbons of concrete 
form a barrier to animal migration in the Cascades, and some innovative ideas also are 
being proposed to try to reduce its impact on the alpine environment. 
 

                                                 
1 see Appendix 2. 
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We�ll try to keep this Geo-Tour as fun and non-technical as possible, using special terms 
as sparingly as we can, and defining those we use. We want you to enjoy making some of 
the same discoveries we made as we looked into how this beautiful land got to be the way 
it is. Different seasons provide different opportunities for seeing the geological features, 
so we encourage you to bring this Geo-Tour along all times of the year. Early and late 
winter are often best if you are lucky enough not to have too many clouds blocking your 
view, since snowfall will often �highlight� rock fo rmations. If you want to get off the 
freeway and explore the back roads or on foot, we recommend the summer season unless 
you are well equipped for winter travel. Remember, Snoqualmie is a mountain pass and 
sudden weather changes can happen any time of year. Be prepared. 
 
We�ve made use of some previously published materials and a lot of websites, some of 
which we�ll list at the end of each section so you can explore them on your own.  Parts of 
this Geo-Tour also appear in the quarterly newsletter of the Mountains To Sound 
Greenway Trust, an organization dedicated to preserving the corridor�s green space. On 
the principle that the more you appreciate something the more likely you are to preserve 
it, we hope our Geo-Tour supports their goals. 
 
A few technicalities before we begin. We want this to be a portable, �real-time� guide 
you can take along on your next trip on I-90. In order to be able to describe what you see 
in such a way that you know what we were describing, we�ll refer to the exits by number 
when we�re anticipating a notable landmark. Some things are between exits, and there we 
have to use mileposts, which are difficult at best to keep track of as you drive, but are the 
only way to be more specific. You�ll see exits identified as [EX##] and mileposts as 
[MP##]. If you�re reading this as you drive, please be very careful not to distract the 
driver. I-90 is a freeway and with the traffic speeds involved, the driver will need to pay 
closer attention to the traffic than to the scenery. The best plan is usually to allow a good 
deal more time than you usually take to drive the route, and stop frequently to refer to 
maps and to this narrative. To point out some sights, we�ll use the hours of the clock as a 
way to easily convey direction, 12 o�clock being straight ahead, 3 o�clock off to the right, 
etc. We recommend topographic maps of the route as an excellent way to see what�s 
ahead of you and get a feel for the terrain before and during your trip. Finally, this is a 
�work in progress,� so stop by this website occasio nally and check for new material as 
we proceed. 
 
It seems appropriate to describe I-90�s route through the Cascades at this time. 2006 is 
the 50th anniversary of the Eisenhower Interstate Highway System, as well as the 30th 
anniversary of the creation of the Alpine Lakes Wilderness, which protects the lands 
north of I-90 across the mountains. I-90 was the first Interstate highway to become a 
National Scenic Byway, a designation usually reserved for scenic rural roads, and 
remains one of the few Byways with an interstate running through it.  
 
Someone back in the 1960s said that with the advent of space travel, humanity would 
come to feel like a fly on the face of the Mona Lisa, unaware of much outside its 
immediate surroundings until it got some distance away and looked back to discover the 
full beauty of the planet. We hope this narrative will give you something of that feeling, 
too, seeing familiar land in new ways.                                                 
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Philip Fenner has a B.A. in History and Geology from Whitman 
College. He pursues his career in medical imaging engineering in 
Seattle, WA. Dr. Robert �Bob� Carson, his Whitman g eology 
professor, mentioned his Washington Geology from the Blues to 
Puget Sound: Road Log Across the Columbia Plateau and Cascades, 
(1990) while on a field trip Phil attended at �Summe r College� for 
Whitman Alumni, and Phil played a copy of Bob�s tapes while 
driving back to Seattle over I-90. Phil suggested to Bob that they 

collaborate to re-write the portion from Seattle to Vantage for more general audiences 
and add historical material, and he agreed. In 2005 Phil proposed to the Mountains To 
Sound Greenway Trust that they edit and publish excerpts in their newsletter. Excerpts 
written with Bob�s help have been appearing there since the fall of 2005 in the Rocks 
column of Mountains To Sound, as the �Geology of the Greenway Series.� He thank s 
Bob, Nancy Keith and Amy Brockhaus at MTSG, and Rowland Tabor of USGS who 
offered his input on the geology. Phil�s email address is pfitech@seanet.com, and he 
welcomes your feedback on this project. 
 
 
The MTSG �Geology of the Greenway series� columns i n their newsletter are available 
at: http://www.mtsgreenway.org/newsandpublications/newsletterarchive. 
 
See the latest about Dr. Carson at the Whitman College Geology Department website: 
http://www.whitman.edu/geology/  
 
 
 
A note on the photos: The camera used was primarily a Panasonic Lumix DMC-FZ30 
with Leica lens and optical image stabilization. The images are inserted in full resolution, 
and although some of the detail is lost in the PDF compression, a great deal more of the 
image detail is stored here than you can appreciate at the normal �fit screen� zoom level 
of Acrobat Reader. If you are viewing this on your computer screen in Adobe Reader, 
please �zoom in� several steps to see the additiona l image detail. (No image may be 
reproduced in any form without the author�s written permission.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dedicated to the memory of Harvey Manning, now on his 101st hike. 
 

 



8 

 
Map 1. Eastern Puget Lowland from 125,000 ft. looki ng ESE, show ing the route of I -90 from 
Seattle to North Bend.  The undulating surface in the foreground is a glacial “drift plain” formed by 
the Puget Lobe of the Cordilleran Ice Sheet during the Pleistocene, except for bedrock outcrops of 
the “Issaquah Alps” (Cougar, Squak, Tiger and Rattlesnake Mountains south of I-90 from 
Issaquah to North Bend). The Cascade Front across the horizon was the eastern limit of the Puget 
Lobe ice. (4x vertical exaggeration is used.) 
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