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Mount Saint Helens 30 Years Later

Eruption altered
the landscape

and our knowledge
of volcanoes

On Sunday, May 18, 1980 at 8:32 a.m.,
the bulging north flank of Mount St. Helens
shd away 1n a massive landshide the
largest in recorded history. Seconds later,
the uncorked volcano exploded and
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ridges and valleys, destroying everything

blasted northward across forest
in 1ts path within minutes

Nine hours of explosive volcanic activity
ensued, altering the landscape, and what we
know about volcanoes, forever.

'he opening minutes of the eruption
claimed the lives of 57 people. Prevailing
winds carried 520 million tons of ash eastward
across the United States, producing dark-
ness during daylight hours in Spokane, more
than 250 miles away, and other communities
1S 1ts path.

Water from melting snow and ice mixed
with loose rock debris to form lahars - volca-
nic mudflows - that poured down river val-
leys ripping trees from their roots and engulf-
ing roads, bridges and houses.

[hirty years later, excess sediment is still
moving down those river drainages most
aftected by erupted debris on May 18, 1im-
pressing upon all that hazards can persist
long after an eruption is over

“The spectacular nature of the May 18,
1980 eruption 1s one of those unforgettable
time markers for anyone who lived through
the effects of the eruption or saw the images
through the media,” said Carolyn Driedger,
hydrologist and outreach specialists at the
Cascades Volcano Observatory. “Thirty
years later, people still want to tell you where
they were and what they experienced when
Mount St. Helens blew. In the Pacific North-
west and around the world, people awoke to
the idea of what it meant to live near an active
volcano.”

The eruption of Mount St. Helens -- the
most destructive eruption in U.S. history -
- was the first large explosive eruption in
the United States since the advent of mod-
ern volcanology. It was a catalyst for an era
of unprecedented scientific discovery,
monitoring development and community

On Sunday, May 18, 1980 at 8:32 a.m., the bulging north flank of Mount St. Helens slid away in a massive landslide - the
largest in recorded history. Seconds later, the uncorked volcano exploded and blasted rocks northward across forest ridges
and valleys, destroying everything in its path within minutes.

awareness.
The volcano instantly became, and re-
mains, a volcanologist’s ideal laboratory.
[ts accessibility has allowed scientists to
return to the volcano over and over again
to examine new deposits before they eroded
away, to test new concepts about how
volcanoes work, and to try out new tools.
The landslide exposed the inside the moun-

tain affording scientists with an unprec-
edented opportunity to inspecta volcano’s
interior, and learn about its history from
the inside out. Frequent eruptions have
helped scientists draw correlations be-
tween monitoring signals and impending
eruptions.

The reawakening of Mount St. Helens
after being dormant for 123 years did more
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than increase interest in volcano science and
monitoring, it also pointed out the need for
improvement in how scientists, emergency
managers and communities, plan for these
events.

For a volcano whose name generally was
unknown outside the Pacific Northwest be-
fore 1980, Mount St. Helens has given us a
far-reaching and invaluable legacy.




