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Kilauea (Hawaii: an eruption that has been going on for nearly 30 years!)  

Mount Pelée (Martinique: a fatal eruption in 1902) 

 

Kilauea is a volcano located on the island of Hawaii, in the Pacific Ocean. It is regarded as the 

most active volcano in the world. Its last great eruption started in 1983, and is still not 

finished!

In January 1983, cracks opened on the sides of the volcano, letting very liquid lava escape. A 

few months later, a lake of lava was formed and, for 3 years, there was an imposing spectacle 

of fountains of lava going up to hundreds of meters high.

Gradually, these fountains stopped, and were replaced by a continuous overflowing of lava. 

This lava formed rivers which flow at 50 km/h along the gentle slopes of the volcano, and 

into the ocean. Since 1989, most of the lava flows are via underground tunnels, but, from 

time to time, it flows on the surface.

When it arrives in the ocean, the lava, until then heated to more than 1 000 °C, cools 

suddenly and forms large blocks. This new rock, formed over the ocean, gradually increases 

the size of the island of Hawaii. Since the beginning of the eruption, the island has increased 

by 220 hectares, while the lava covered more than 110 km2 of ground, destroying hundreds 

of buildings. Fortunately, the population had time to be warned and are not in great     

danger.

The Mount Pelée is the only active volcano of the island of Martinique, sadly known for 

causing the death of 29 000 people during its eruption on the 25th April 1902.

Yet there were warning signs! Two months earlier, in February, some fumaroles had 

appeared at the top, but nobody was worried because it had happened often in the past 

without announcing an eruption.

On the 23rd April, some ashes fell from the volcano, and low rumblings were heard. On 25th 

April, an explosion projected many bombs (rock projectiles) and let an immense cloud of 

ashes escape, without causing a lot of damage. In the days which followed, ashes covered 

the surroundings of Saint-Pierre, but nobody worried! The curious even went and climbed 

the steep slopes of the volcano to observe it more closely. From the 2nd to the 7th May, 

violent explosions resounded in the city and could be heard up to the Guadalupe, 150 km 

away! A plume of black smoke rose from the volcano. The inhabitants started to worry, 

boats did not dare approach the port.

It was on 8th  May that the drama started. At 8:02, a volcanic cloud, formed of ashes, 

burning dust and gases (heated at more than 1 000 °C!), descended the slopes of the volcano 

at more than 500 km/h. In one minute, the whole city was submerged and consumed. 

Twenty-eight thousand people died instantly. Only two people survived: Louis-Auguste 

Cyparis, a prisoner sheltered between the walls of his underground dungeon (who was still 

seriously burned), and Leon Compère-Léandre, a shoe-maker who lived outside the city.

The eruption of Mount Pelée lasted several months, with new explosions and new volcanic 

clouds, killing 1 000 more people in Morne-Rouge, 6 km from the already devastated town 

of Saint-Pierre.

It was the most serious volcanic disaster of the 20th century. This volcano will surely awake 

again, that is why it is today one of the most monitored and the most studied volcanoes in 

the world.

179.pdf   1   18/9/2014   2:40:41 PM


