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THE ERUPTION OF THE NEVADA DEL RUIZ

N .

'uv\\vl'v

"Exp!asm near
J7.400-foot summit that signified

By Thomas O'Toola
Wsingion Poat SE1 Wrrec

Just as Wamngtonsum St.
Helens did ‘five yeprs “ago, the
Cclnmbian veitano Nevado det Ruiz

frz: erupted Wednesday RIgt gave
but numerous iefitale signs in the

‘Jast 11 months that it was building
: mmrdamasoreruptm

As jong 2go as iast December,

-Feismograchs began to pkk up the

feadiiogs

of spasamwdic earth-
huakes below -the volcano that cre
the harbingegs of warse things 1o

“keme. In March of this year, there

were <everal small steam and ash

ke

2 w:ybody I:new

:this was e volesno

that hadn * wﬂ'ered
o emptmn in-400

j}"eﬁmn;'-a .
3 —Dr Bthﬁ"‘kxmiamm

“the ﬁohcosj

more viclent activity, apd then on

[Semtir 1T this naetie Mhesess el e

years, but everybody still knew it
was a volcano.”

Volcanoes erupt when the molten
rock that normally lies far inside the
mouniain starts rising up, heating
the rock above it and forcing it
asice,

There were signs i recemt
weeks that a giant pool of molten
rock (magma) as hot as 2,200 de-
grees Fahrenheit had begun to stir
inside the mountain and had begun
to move upward, pushing aside the
tons of rock that lay in its way. The
télitale signs of moving magma
were the “harmonic tremors” in the
earth near the voleanc that appar-
ently were picked up by seismic iis-
tening devices in the two months
since the mud stide of Sept. 11.
© HMarmonic tremors are rhythmic
motions in the earth that involve an
almest continuons refease of seis-
mic - energy. While earthquakes
come In episodes and then stop, .
harmonic tremots go on for long pe-
Tikwds at a steady frequency.

Christiansen said that harmonic -

| b
mptxm.mu.s.seolomlSur-

w-\y ﬁ‘-!d ye«teﬂ‘*} thal Nevodo f_H

REzaraen | P R

Months of Volcamc Rumsbling
|Warned of a Major Blow-Up

srmonic ?}emom, Mud Slides Preceded Colombian Bfa

siceping towns in the valley was as
ceep as 15 to 20 feet

A lesser mud flow nn the western
side of the moustain was still
enough o create an artificizl dam in
the Quail River above thz town of
Mariquita, which Colombian ofii-
cials were attempting to evacuate
before the mud-filled dam broke
apart on its own. Floods from melt-
ing snow and ice were reported in
four rivers whose headwaters begin
on the moustain.

The physical similarity between
the eruption of Nevado del Ruiz and
Mount St. Heleps is striking. Both
volcanoes slowly built to eruptions
and both eruptioas did mest of their
early damage with mud slides. The
huge snow and ice pack on boih
mountains melted in the heat of
eruption, cascading tons of water
and mud down the flanks of the
mountains iato the river valleys be-
lew, But only 57 pecple died in the
Mount St. Helens ervgtion, which
accuired in 2 sparsely populated

area,

Nevado del Ruiz is the largest
and tallest of six volcances Stﬁn
outmaﬁnethroughcenua]cobm
bia. The northernmost volcano in

the nr‘iw Hou;:!zms Nevam‘ dei

Thale buae

2 / Honda
- bl
&85
Mariquita

Guzli River

largest mud slides in South Amer-
ican history. The USGS' Pr. Darrel
G. Herd described it as a “wall of
mud, trees and ice that went racing
dowu the vulley to the Rino May-

“Magda!ena River

P g

sen said. This means thev retain
their gases, allowing pressure to
build, rather than venting thein in a

way that would relieve the pressure -

that buidds up lnside volcances. he

’M;-/D

NEVADO DEL RUIZ

WCE CAP

R

bnﬂdmgmshengthzmtihtemds .

the weignt of the rocks above ihat
areho‘dmg;tm The cesult can be

arother eruptxcn. The twin eruption
of Nevado dei Ruiz Wednesday
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.‘,,.t 11 nf 'h

year t..ere Wwas an
seruption that meited enough snow
raad e on the mouniain peak to

s trigger 2 inud shde 20 mikes bong.
. “It's noi surprising, except for
-the violence of the eruptions thal
-shock the mountain Wednesday
-right,” Dr. Robert Christiansen of
_ive U.S. Geological Survey (USGS)
id by telephone from his office in
Meajo Park, Calif. “Evervhody
kuew this was a volcanas that nadn't
~2a a mador eruption b 400

Joleano Kills
Thousands
ir: Colombia

VOLCANO, From Al

it supplies, potable water
sort equipment o helg m
ort nampered by the
n of bridges and roads.
f dipmiian radio and ielevision ad-
3 people in the disaster zone net
rink from jocal water supplies,
h were feared contaminated by
suifur,

n Washington, the U.S. Agency
for Internagonal Developxrem said
12 helicopters were dispatched to
the scene from a base in Panama, at
the request of Colomibia. A state-
qert said AID relief expert Paul
Belt and Darrell Herd of the US.
Ceclogical Survey m Reston, who

Toute to offer assistance.]

The the most sertously affected
town was Armero, with a population
af 25,600, about 18 miles east of
the volcano. It was said by come
residents to have been 80 percent
submerged.

the aortheast flank o

has studied the volcane, were en

eruntion. I'h gl
vey said yesterday that \Lan‘) ek
Reiz suffered “two catastropiic
eruptions” Wednesday night be-
tween 11 p.m. and midnight.

The back- <yb7-‘k ernpiions
{ the mountan
melted cnougi. ice and snow on the
mountaintop to trigger what the
USGS called *two catastrophic mud
{lows down the northeast flank,”
which were channeled directly into
the Lagueillas River in the broad
valley at the base of the mountain.
Eyewitresses said the mud in four

. The n?rthnm t volcans in
the Andes Mountains, Nevado el
Ruiz has also been the most de-
structive of the six Colombian vol-
canoes, erupting in a “thunderous”
explosion on March 12, 15935, and
eruphing again in 1828 and 1829,
The volcany was “still smeking” in
1831 alter its two 1Sth-century
erupticns.

The Colombian mountain was
also the scene of a major earth-
quake on Feb. 19, 1845, that shook

H

-loose enough snow aad ice on top of

the meuntain o trigger one of the

2

e, Lol e ihst weat taing
dows the 3 =y {0 the Rie Mag-
dalena, killing an estimated 1,009
people” then Liviag in the valley.

Why did Nevado del Ruiz go al-
most 400 years withcut 2 major
eruption’ Geologists say they don’t
kiow, but many suspect it is i the
makeup of the magma that lies be-
low the volcanoes that formed the
Andes Mountains.

“The magmias in the Andes are
very viscous and stickier, let’s say,
than the magmas thar lie beneath
the Hawaiian voicances,” Christian-

»soanmnts:

e e ey meeenen
Ay 'n« H ?’Gu;u reh-we the pressuce

that builds up inside volcances, he
said. “Hawaiian volcances are al-
ways blowing off pressurs, which
might be cne reason they don't
erupt catastrophically.”

Another rezson lies with volca-
noes themselves, among the most
unpredictable phenomena of nature.
Said Dr. Meyer Rubin of the USGS:
“Volcances can go 1,000 years
without an eruption. There’s no
way to predict their behavior.”

The upward movement of magma
can continue off and on for years,

auotaer eruption, The (win eruption
of Nevads de! Ruiz Wednesday
night could thus signe! the start of
an eruptive period that-coudd fast
anotiier 10 years.

There 55 also the \r..mce that
XNavade del Puiz will have-an impact
on the world's weather. Depending
on how much suifor dioxide gas it
pumps into the upper aimosphere,
the eruptu‘g volcanc could send a
cioud of gas and dust around the
world bxocurg just enoug.‘a sunlight
from reaching the suriace ‘to coot
the earth by a degre= or twd.

e
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