A VOLCANIC DISASTER

On May 8, 1902, Mt. Pelée erupted. A searing avalanche of
volcanic debris and hot gas raced down the volcano, blasting
the city of St. Pierre, and destroying its harbour. Within
minutes, nearly 30,000 people were dead.
Sailor Ellery Scott witnessed the explosion from the deck of the
passenger ship Roraima, and watched as St. Pierre was engulfed.
His account was published in Cosmopolitan Magazine soon after.
…the whole top of the mountain
seemed blown into the air. The
sound that followed was deafening.
A great mass of ﬂames, seemingly a
mile in diameter, with twisting giant
wreaths of smoke, rolled thousands
of feet into the air, and then
overbalanced and came rolling down
the seamed and cracked sides of the
mountain.
Foot hills were overflowed by the
onrushing mass. It was not mere
flame and smoke. It was molten lava,
giant blocks of stone and a hail of
smaller stones, with a mass of
scalding mud intermingled.

Figure 1. Locations of Mt. Pelée and St. Pierre on the
island of Martinique. K. Panchuk (2018) CC BY-SA 4.0.
Map from C. Morris (1902) Public Domain.

Seconds later Roraima was hit.
Figure 2. A column of volcanic debris rolls down Mt.
Pelée. Underwood & Underwood (1902) courtesy of the
Boston Public Library (2013) CC BY 2.0.
https://flic.kr/p/ke2E8g

Roraima was on ﬁre. Scott’s son, who had accompanied him
on the voyage, was missing. Lifeboats not lost were unusable,
and the water itself burned. St. Pierre was a hellscape.

The next instant a hail of ﬁre and
red-hot stones was upon the ship.
Then came the scalding mud. The
saloon was ablaze. The ship seemed
doomed. Men were struck down all
around me by ﬂaming masses of lava.

...ﬂames
ﬂames were dancing over the waters,
waters fed by thousands of gallons of
rum from the distilleries alongshore. The casks had burst and the blazing
ﬂuid floated on the surface. Pelée was still pouring its deluge of lava, rocks
and ashes over the city. We could not see St. Pierre. At times we could not
see one hundred feet away from the ship. At other times the pall lifted so
that we could see the whole city ablaze.
Figure 3 courtesy of Cambridge University Library: Royal Commonwealth Society Library, The eruption of Mont
Pelée, Martinique, 1902, Y307E. http://bit.ly/2nAleHc

Scott and others battled ﬁres on
Roraima for more than 6 hours,
until rescue arrived.
I was the last to leave. On board the
Suchet we received all kindness. We
were rapidly taken from the harbor.
The Roraima was ablaze fore and aft.
The volcano was still belching. It
seemed like the end of the world.

St. Pierre was overrun by the
1
deadliest of all volcanic
Volcano erupts hazards, a pyroclastic flow.
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At its base, the ﬂow was
between 700 and 1000 oC.
Stories and images of the
devastation spread rapidly,
horrifying the public & focusing the
attention of geologists & decision
makers on risks faced by
communities near volcanoes.

Scott’s son was not among the
survivors.
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Figure 3. The ruins of St.
Pierre, still smoldering.

Travels up to 700 km/h
on a layer of gas
Figure 4. Pyroclastic flow
formation.

Today a tragedy on this scale is
unlikely to happen because of the
practice of evacuating people to a
safe distance from a volcano at risk
of producing a pyroclastic flow.
Figure 4 by K. Panchuk (2018) CC BY 4.0. Photo by
Alfred Lacroix (1902) Public Domain.

