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CPYRGHT 

P.34 fRIlHY. '\OVDI1lI::R 15. 1911:> 

THE ERuPTION OF THE NEVADA DEl HUIZ 
F?"W'" 

onths of Volcanic Rumbling 
arned of a Major BlowaUp 

'~lrmonic Tremors, Mud Slides Preceded Colombian Blasi 

Just as WashingtOli'&.Mount St. 
;;k:'1:, did . me 'ye8ra ·3gO. the 

-:Clnmbiau vclcaoo NeYado del Ruiz 
h~: erupted Wedne3day nigbt gave 
!It numerous telltale signs in the 

: -st 11 months th:lt It waa buildi!lg 
: <l"'4J'd a major eruption. 
: A" iong Olga as i35t December. 
: ,eir-rr.0g:'4ph6 be;;3n to pick 1!p the 
_ 'U ,,,Wing>- of ..pa.;u1<J<fu: earth
• . ·.mkes be10wtha YOIcano tl1at Ol!"e 

: he barbinge(S of WanIe tilings to 
, pme. In March of tills year. tbere 

... ·cre -.evet31 6maII steam ~n1 aiih 

"Everyhp(jy:knew 
hu rlJ(j.,o-txJlc«no' 
hal.. Mlitz ,:''S!.zgt!reti 
,n' e11lJit!onin,4OI) 
T{;-Urs. ~ H ". . 

-:- Dr.1Jo)Iert Cl!rist1lmco.U5GS 

Xl'l.isioiu> " oea:",' te' . '~ci,;~ . 
Ii.400-fa« IUIllIJIit that' !iipified' 

.e '~ult-nt at'tivity. ~ rh"!1l r,n 

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

Volcanoes erupt when the molten 
rock that oormally lies far inside the 
moun:ain starts risi!lg UP. neatmg 
the rock above it aud forcing it 
aside, 

There were signs in recent 
weeks that a giant pool of molten 
rock (magma) as hot as 2.200 de
grees Fahrenheit bad begun to stir 
inside the mQUl\tain and had begun 
to move uplii3rd, pushing aside ~he 
tons of rock that lay in its way. The 
telltaie signs of moving W.agm3 
Were the "harmonic tremorsN in the 
eatth near the \'OIc;mo that appar
ently were picked up by seismic lis
tening devi.:es b the two months 
&1nce the mud slide of Sept. 11. 

Harmooic tremors are rhythmic 
motiooa in the ~rth that involve an 
almost continui:lfl$ release of seis
mic . energy. While earthquakes 
come in episodes and then atop. ' 
harmonic tremrT.5 go on for Ioog pe
riods at a sieadj freqUency. 
Cl-sia~ said that bannon!c

tremors are always the result of 
JOOVing magma. IiIU3Uy are the 
first, siJDs"d : •. 1Iupendint 'major 
~ 1M U.s. Geological Sur· 
vr='I !F.id l't'!\terd.!y that Nt"\-oo" del 
::: .'.... . ,.·r. ,_, '., ,". ..t '~7~ ".;- .-

sieeping ;:~ns in the valley was as 
deep as 15 to 20 feet. 

A lesser mud flow t)n the western 
side of the mountain was still 
enough ::0 cre3te 211 artificial dam in 
the Quail Ri'JCr above the town of 
Y";:riquita, which Colombian offi
dais were aUempting to evacuate 
before the mud-fiiletl dam broke 
apart on its own, Floods irom melt
ing smw and ice were reported in 
foor rivers w::ose Gc.=d"A"a.te..""S begin 
on the mountain. 

The physical similarity between 
the eruption of Nevado del Rtill: and 
!\I!Qunt St. Helens is striking. Both 
'.'olcanoes slowly b:;Ht to eruptioos 
and t-oth eruptions did most of their 
eady damage with mud slides. The 
huge snow and ice pack on both 
moantdms melted in the heat' of 
eruption, cas<:ading tons of water 
and mud down the flanks of the 
mountains into the river vaJleys be
low. But only 57 people died in the 
MoWll: St. Hdens erulltion. which 
occurred in a sparseiy populated 
ate;!. 

Nevada del Ruiz is the largest 
and tallest of six volcanoes strung 
out in a !me through central Colom
bia. The northernlllOlt volcano in 
tiIe Ar.:!~ Mountains. NevM" del 
~';'.,: ~ ;.... ·.I •.• ~ ~ .• ,... - \ -

largest mud slides in South Amer
ican history. The USGS' Dr. Darrel 
G. H~rd desc:ribed it as a "wall of 
mud. trees and ice that went racing 
~o:,·" t~ v~n .. y to the Rln !--fal:' 

sen said. Thia means thev retain 
their gases, allowi..g P:'eSslUe to 
build. rather than venting them in a 
way that would relieve the :>re~sure . 
that b'1;!d5 UP h~;,;d", ·mki\:'{}e~. he 
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building in strength tintii-it ~ 
the weight of the rocks, above that 
are holding it in. The result can be 
a/'OthP..r erupticn. The twin einp\:ioi; 
of !'Iev;,!!o (",i RI1:~ Wedne,.ro~t 
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/ AD~··!~.t:t S,:~i:nH~ :;.;l~ :.;i;~.;:fi;::j 

more V101ent al.;t~vity, artd then Or! 

. Sept. II of this year there wa~ an 
: eruptir.n th.lt melted enougi: 5now 
~ and iCe on the mo!:.mtaia r,,-~3k to 
: trigger a iPud shd~ 20 m:k:,,:: br;g. 
. "'It':; ncO! 5Ui:'pr!S~ng. ~xcept for 
: toe vioience of the eriJprioi1:; th~t 
'3h00k the mountain Wednesda'l 
: ~ight.n Dr. Robert Christiansen of 
: i.'1e U.s. Geological Survey (USGS) 
"'lid by telephone from his oiflce in 
r .. ionio P3rk. Calif. "Everybody 
k:lew this was;! vokan:j that hadn't 

~~(~ a m~!or erup~i0u til ·{OO 

T 1 TKill" iOlCanO . s 
n"017 sa,..,· ndt;;: J.. .d. { ... ..l OJ 

In Cololnbia 
VOi..CAKO. From A 1 

t0~ rm,;!:,".'! suppIie,;, votahle water 
~!t:: to: ~n::'"90!"t eGuipment ~o help in 
a ;-e,:< ~1E' ~~,n.)rt hareperi"d by :he 
{ie:--c[uctio:: of brict.~es a~d roads. 
C:J;um;)'Lm radio ant:! l:e1cvision aci
v,,;ed people ii', tile (ijsaster zone net 
to} (~rink froiT! iocal water supplies, 
Fb~.:h 'sere feared ;.;ontamin.lted by 
:'.lllfur. 
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e!':l~J~iO:1. n;~~ i.i.S. ~_J~(,!~g!::_~. Slir
ve.v S-a!(i y€""skraay th;Jt Nevaci,) dt'~ 
Ruiz suffered "two catastrophic 
eruptior:s· Wt>f!nesdJY night h,'
tween 11 p.m. anci m;~bighi. 

The back-r~)-r"?"~k erupi.~o:i~> on 
,the nonhe?s:! fld~'!k vf the mO\lilh~:l 
melted enougi ice and snow en the 
mnIDtaintop to trigger what the 
USGS called "two catastrophic mud 
Bows down the northeast flank: 
which were channeled directly into 
the Laguaillas River in the brood 
vaUey at the base of the mountain. 
fyewitnesse'> said Ihe mud j" bUf 

;.:~~ ~"~·H:· i~·.,rth:?!HI!!~:;t vc!CaH': T. 
the Andes Mou:l~ains. Nevado Gel 
Ruil has also been the mc-st 'ne
~::'llcti\le of the six Colombian v'}l
(ilOOf>S, en!pti~!<, in a "thundcrous~ 
f>xok·sion on March 12, i595, an<!. 
'?nl;;<lr.ji again in t828 a~1 1829. 
T~,e volcan,) was, "sti!! ;mokingn in 
1831 a:ter its two 19th-century 
eruptions. 

The Colombian mountain was 
also the scene of a major earth
quake on Feb. 19, 184~, that shook 
loose enough snow and i..'"C on top of 
tht' mountain to trigger one 0: the 

:·:i.:d. ~ 'r'e:; ;e~J ieof' ;J.:'t. 1.\.'C".,\t !.~: ... ..iag 
down the v,,::-:y [0 the Rio- Mag
dalena, kiili:1g 'm estimated 1,00-3 
peop:e' then !;vmg in the vaUey. 

Why (lid. Nevarlo del Ruiz go al
m.1St 400 years with~ut a majer 
erup!i;},,: Ge'Jlogists say they don't 
know, but man, suspect it is in the 
makeup of the magma that lies be
low the volcanoes that formed the 
Andes Mountains.. 

'"The magmas in tile Andes are 
very viscous and stickier, let's say, 
th2!l the magmas that lie beneath 
the Hawaiian \'o,canoes,~ C!lristi2n-

"_--o.0Q _~, •• ~ •• ~ ..... 

.~';.i~' th;;t. W'Ou{d relie'le the rt~s.'W.re 
that build,; tip inside volcanoes, he 
said. ~Hawaiian volcanoes are al
ways blowing off pressur:':, .... 1li<"h 
mig:lt be one reason tOO? Goal 
erupt catastrophically.-

Another reZSOll lies with vola>
IJQe$ themselves, among the =t 
unpredictable phenomena of nature. 
Said Dr. Meyer Rubin of the USC": 
'''Voicanoes can go 1,000 years 
without an eruption. 11lere's no 
way to predict their behavior.~ 

The upward moveRJe:lt (If magma 
can continue off and ou for years. 

;;rr Washington, the U.S .. l,gency 
for jnrer;,3t:(1I:~! Development said 
12 E-ic:!cnOiers were di;;i,):l~ched to 
the S'..;ene -!i·uffi a base ~ Pananla. at 
~I;e request of Coior;,oia. A state
:ner:t said AID relie[ expert P~ul 
Bt>!! :mrl Darrell Herd of the U.S. 
Geclo;;i.;.:;j Survey in Reston, who 
h:.s studied the voicano, \I;~re en lbld.$lIlfOWldI and pu<.iaIly buriu A.""IIIero, as seeD from & -"7 11m. The town cente is Immdated at lower rigbt. 

route to offer- assistanO!.l 
The the \!;Il& seriOtkly affected 

town "'"3.'0 A~mero. with a population 
of 25,000, about 18 miles eliBt of 
the volcano. It was said hy ,.orne 
resilknts to have been ~ percent 
suh=!rged. 

:':-t.:,>(L}: f:(.'i;.;:l,t.;,.tb.'.!f.-:,' ::--~ ~Lc '-_ltv 
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_ .. __ . __ ...•.. ". -.i. t H-" ~~::"';'~:' C<ii!'l: v" 
t!trut~1t'r erup:~inn. T:u! {WlU. enlptiop 
of Nendo dd Ruiz Wednesday 
night could thlll; signcl t~e_~rt of 
ao eruDtive reriod tl:at -COUld last 
anotile~ 10 y~ar:;. . 

There .i3 al.so L~e (h~nce that 
~..fe ... -ad(; del P.uiz wi1l have-en impact 
c>n 'he work!,s weather. D<;:pending 
on how P.lIldl sua.·r dioxide gas it 
purr.ps into the upper atqlOSphere, 
the erupting volcano coold send a 
cioud of gas and dust around the 
world biodcing just enougll sunlight 
f~om f,;-aching the suriZl'.e :to cool 
the earth by a degre'~ or two. 

..., ...... 




