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 The fire of Hell has been pictured for us in Scripture as ‘fire and brimstone’ and this 

figure has stood during the ages as the portion of the wicked who are hated by God. A tangible 

variety of this fire and brimstone has been experienced by many people who live in the vicinity 

of an active volcano. To the Romans this phenomenon was surface evidence of activity at the 

forges of Vulcan as arms were prepared for Mars, and the mountains came to be known as 

volcanoes. 

 A historic instance occurred on the island of Martinique in the West Indies on the 

morning of May 8, 1902. Eyewitness stories in the news accounts of that event describe a 

spectacular scene. Mr. Pelee, which rises over 4,400 feet on the northern tip of the island, 

supplied the eruption. On its southern slope was the coastal city of St. Pierre with a normal 

population of 25,000 augmented to about 40,000 by refugees fleeing to other parts of the island 

during the preceding days. For days, the crater had been active with repeated minor explosions, 

throwing hot mud and rocks about, with heavy falls of ash on the surrounding country, and 

pillars of fire over the peak at night. On that fateful morning a great blast of flaming gases swept 

down the mountainside and wiped out the town, leaving only one survivor, a prisoner in the local 

jail. One of the loggers on a ship in the harbor gave the account that all the inhabitants were 

killed and all but one of the eighteen ships in the harbor were nearly destroyed. He compared it 

to the burning of a large oil refinery and stated that a muffled roar could be heard for miles. 

Without warning, there was a tremendous explosion which ripped out the side of the volcano and 

sent a solid wall of flaming gases over the town and the harbor. Only 25 of the 68 men aboard 

his ship escaped and the masts and smokestack were swept off the ship as it they had been cut 

with a knife. This ship was not even within the harbor. 

 Another, perhaps even better known, was that of the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius in August 

of the year A.D. 79, which destroyed the cities of Herculaneum and Pompeii. Nearly seventeen 

centuries later the buried remains of those doomed cities were discovered, and the story they told 

gripped the world’s imagination. Roman sentries were buried at their posts. Family groups in the 

supposed safety of subterranean vaults were cast in moulds of volcanic dust cemented to a 

rocklike hardness with their jewels, candelabra, and the remains of food. Suffocating clouds of 

dust, steam, and hot gases brought death. Subsequent falls of debris effected burial in a manner 

that framed the victims in a gigantic still picture cut from the movie of their final terror, 

surrounded by the undimmed color and form of their ancient civilization. It was after a thousand 

years of repose, during which civilization grew on the Bay of Naples, that Vesuvius began to 

erupt. 

 One of the greatest explosions of modern time occurred at Krakatoa in 1883. Krakatoa 

was a volcanic island in Sunda Strait which separates Java from Sumatra. In August of that year, 

a series of explosions started which culminated with a gigantic spasm that blew two craters to 

bits and left water 900 feet deep in one place where the island had been 2,600 feet high. The 

noise was heard in Australia and a wave of pressure in the air was recorded by barographs 

around the world. A wave of water set up by the event drowned 36,500 people in the low coastal 

villages of western Java and southern Sumatra. Columns of ash and pumice went miles into the 

air. By the next year, observers determined that the amount of sun heat reaching the earth’s 



surface was only 87 percent normal. A similar effect was observed following a series of 

eruptions throughout the world in 1902. 

 Volcanoes are in many ways more interesting and instructive than earthquakes. They can 

be located definitely as danger spots, and they rattle before they strike. Also, volcanic vents pour 

out materials from greater depths than can be observed by any other means and supply evidence 

bearing upon the constitution of the earth as a planet. 

 A volcano is a special kind of mountain. It differs structurally and genetically from the 

majority of the world’s mountains. It is symmetrical and has a hollow cone at the top as is 

typified by Mr. Ararat which was the landing place of Noah and his ark. It has, for instance, a 

17,000-foot cone. Mt. Fuji in Japan and Mt. Mayon in the Philippines are examples of unusually 

perfect development of the shape toward which most volcanoes tend. The areas around these 

mountains are marked by the presence of volcanic ash and lava quite different from the rocks of 

which most mountains are composed. 

 The borders of the Pacific Ocean are dotted with volcanoes. Notably active groups occur 

in the Aleutian Islands, Japan, the Philippines, the Netherlands East Indies and the Hawaiian 

Islands. The west coast of North America has its share and Central America is particularly 

active. The west coast of North America is relatively inactive at the present moment, though Mt. 

Lassen in California erupted in 1915. Peaks such as Mts. Baker, Glacier Peak, Rainier, Hood, 

Crater Lake and Shasta are inactive volcanoes which were completely formed by ancient 

eruptions. 

 A universal feature of volcanoes is that they are motivated by molten rock which has 

invaded the outer crust as what is called magma. Sometimes this merely supplies the heat that 

produces a steam or gas explosion; on other occasions, it wells out at the surface where it is 

called lava. Such indications would seem to be telling a story of some subterranean sea of molten 

rock. That was the first explanation of science and was fashionable for over a century. The fact 

that shock of earthquakes could be felt over the whole earth, indicate that the earth cannot have a 

large sea of liquid in its interior. This explanation would require this molten rock to travel almost 

1800 miles to the surface at places and this is contrary to all that we know about the laws of 

physics. 

 Lavas of the world are remarkably similar in general nature. This widespread uniformity 

of material seems to indicate a globe-encircling shell of basalt which would serve as the primary 

source for erupted molten rock. The top of this layer is now believed to be a depth of nearly 20 

miles. Down there, the rock is quite hot but the extreme pressure keeps it from melting just as 

water boils at a higher temperature at sea level than on a mountain top. 

 In the process of mountain making, large segments of the outer crust are subjected to 

shoving, pulling, and distortion, which result in the formation of giant abyssal cracks. Buckling 

naturally releases some of the pressure in the basalt and the heat starts toward the surface, 

carrying molten rock or magma and lava with it. As the magma rises, it disintegrates even more 

and also heats the surface as it moves. This causes surface gases, boiling springs, and finally may 

result in lava flows which will eventually give rise to mountains. Thus, a large body of magma 

may approach the surface and form what we call batholiths. These are simply large deposits 

which accumulate near the surface and give rise to ground heat and even volcanic mountains. 

Many of these beds of magma have solidified and become solid rock, the lighter portion of 

which is granite. The alignment of groups of modern active volcanoes, as well as Pacific islands 

perched on volcanoes, is attributed to their relationship to abyssal cracks through which basalt 

welled up from the substratum. 



 The activity of a volcano runs in cycles. A burst of violence is followed by exhaustion 

and quiescence, while energy is stored for another outburst. An eruption of Vesuvius in 1906 

was followed by seven years of repose. The third eruption in the series broke loose in 1929 and it 

was the climax to the series. Etna volcano on the coast of Sicily erupted violently in 1928 and 

lava buried Maxcali up to 16 feet. The day before St. Pierre was destroyed, Soufriere volcano in 

Guatemala erupted with disastrous results. 

 In contrast to the violence of Mediterranean volcanic eruptions, the Hawaiian Islands 

supply examples of the opposite extreme. Eruptions there are climaxed with an occasional quiet 

flow of lava. Thus the islands are built up by the periodic flow of lava. Episodes in the history of 

Hawaiian eruptions have been divided roughly into 11 year cycles, with a supercycle of about 

130 years. It is probably no coincidence that sunspots vary in a similar manner. 

 Volcanoes have caused great catastrophes and destroyed many persons as well as much 

property. Besides, as we mentioned, the fine ash and dust that they send into the atmosphere 

have affected the heat of the sun on the earth. One compelling reason that people persist in 

settling near volcanoes is that the ash and lava are very fertile and thus are highly cultivated. 

However, today measures are taken to safeguard against loss of life because the forewarnings of 

the volcanoes are wisely heeded. Volcanoes often combine with the snow and ice of the far north 

to create floods and glaciers. Volcanoes have been the major factor in the creation of many of the 

Pacific islands and are even now in the process of creating new ones and enlarging the bounds of 

the present islands. They also account for the romantic disappearing islands of the Pacific. A 

major eruption may bring the crater well above the sea’s surface; however, destructive forces 

often break the rim of the crater to such an extent that it is no longer visible. 
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