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The eruption of Mi. St. Helens in May 1980, one of the great news 
stories of the century, demonstrated to the peop le of the Uni ted States, 
as never before, the power of volcanoes and the ir potential for des
truction. Although this was the first volcanic erupti on i n cont iguous 
United States for many decades, however, the reading public has always 
been interested in active volcanoes. These violent landforms are in 
herently interesting, and geographers long have written about them in 
their works. (In the time of Jesus of Nazareth, Greek geoqrapher Strabo 
was writing about the volcanoes of the Mediterranean area.) Even tho ugh 
volcanoes posed no threat to the readers of the early geographi es , most 
of whom l i ved east of the Appalachians, it may not be surpri s ing that 
these books presented more information about volcanic activity than any 
other potentially hazardous natural occurrence. 

Jedidiah Morse published his first geography textbook in 1784, and 
by 1800 he was being hailed as "our first American geographer" and "the 
father of American geography."l In his introduction of Europe in the 
1789 edition of The American Geograph~, he observed that in ad di tion to 
the major mountain ranges were "the terrible Volcanoes, or Burning Moun 
tains, of Vesuvius and Stromboli in Naples, Etna in Sicily, and Ec1a in 
the cold island of Ice1and."2 Although that was the extent of his ob
servations on volcanoes in that classic volume, he devoted substantia l ly 
more copy to them in Elements of Geography, a tiny book with wooden 
covers. In the 1801 edition of that book, Morse stated: 

"Volcanoes may be compared to huge cannon. From their mout hs , 
some of which are a mile and half wide, are vom i t ed for th dread
ful volumes of smoke and flame -- torrents of bitumen , sul phur, 
and melted metals -- clouds of cinders and stones; and some
times rocks of enormous bu l k are thrown a great dis t nce .. . 
The quantity of lava t hrown out sometimes is so great as to en
ter cities, forests, and the ocean in large rivers . . .. The 
force of the explosion has been so great as to sha ke the earth, 
agitate the sea and overthrow the most solid edif i es. The ig
norant natives of Iceland near Mount Hecla, ima gi ne that the 
roarings of the volcanoes are the cries of the damned, and its 
eruptions ~he effects of the rage and despair of these unhappy 
wretches." 

None of Morse's geographies were illustrated, except by an 
occasional map, but by the 1820s there were several American books 
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Fiqure 1. Perhaps the earliest geography textbook en grav ing 
showing an erupting volcano. this illustration, representing 
Mt. Vesuvius, appeared in William C. Woodbridge's Rudiments 
of Geog ra p'hy (1825). 

Figure 2. A volcanic eruption in Iceland, as shown in ThE 
Malte-Brun School Geography (c. 1826) by Peter Parley. 
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in geography containing numerous engravings. Pos s ibl y the ear l iest 
geography textbook engrav ing showing an erupting volcano, r eproduced 
in Figure 1, appeared in the 1825 edition of Rudiments ~i. Geography by 
William C. Woodbridge. It re presents Mt. Vesuvius. This book, whic h 
contained only two sentences about volcanoes, also incl ded an ill us
tration showing a submarine volcanic eruption in the Azores. Wi t h 
respect to volcanic activi~y, this work was strik i ng, no t f or what it 
said but for its graphics. 

Another well-illustrated geography of the 1820s was The Mal te
Brun School Geography, written by Peter Parley, pseudonym-of geographer 
S.G. Goodrich, and based on the large work by the noted French geogr a
pher cited in the title. It included an engrav ing, reproduced i n Fig 
ure 2, showing an eruption of Mount Hekla, which Parley des cr i bed as 
"one of the most celebrated volcanoes in the wor l d."6 

Like Jedidiah Morse, J.E. Worcester, in his Elements of Geog raphy 
(1827), referred to volcanoes as "burning mountains." Wha t l i t tle he 
had to say about volcanic activity was contained in this passage: 

"Volcanoes are burning mountains, wh ich, from t heir craters or 
apertures, emit smoke, flame, ashes, red hot stones , and l ava. 
They are found in every part of the globe. The nu mber of those 
t hat have been discovered is abo ut 200. Some of the most cele
brated are Etna in Sicily, Vesuv i us in Naples, Hecla in Icel and. 
and Cotopaxi in Quito."? 

This may have been the earliest mention of a Latin American volcano in 
a geography book published in the United States. 

In addition to his Rudiments of Geography, cited ear lier, Will iam 
C. Woodbridge authored ~ System of yniversal Geography, a much mo re sub
stantial work which was a popular secondary-level textbook during the 
1830s. This book included four pages of text and five engra vings rel at
ing to volcanic activity. Two of the engravings showed parasi ti c cones , 
those of Etna and Vesuvius, the illustration of the latter reproduced in 
Figure 3. Another of the illustrations, similar to the one cited above 
in Rudiments of Gepgraphy, showed a submarine eruption. The accompany
ing text stated: 

"Volcanoes most frequently exist in the vic in ity of t he sea .. 
. . and somet imes burst out from unfathomab l e dept hs of the ocean. 
Submarine volcanoes are preceded by a violent bo iling and agi
tation of the sea. Smoke, flames and l ava are th rown "UP t hrough 
its waters, with volumes of inflamable air, which ro ll s in sheets 
of fire over the waves."8 

By the 1840s the information presented in geog raphy t extboo ks about 
volcanoes was much more extensive than in earl i er years. The 1842 edi
tion of S.G. Goodrich's huge and impressive hi gh school geography t ext, 
~ Pic !ori~ Geography of the World, i ncluded lengthy passages descr i bing 
volcanic activity, including these poetic lines character izing a hypo
thetical eruption: 
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Figure 3. A parasit i c cone erupts in the midst of t he cra
ter of Mt. Vesuvius in t hi s engraving from Woodbridge's ~ 
System of Universal. Geogra phy (1 836). 

Figure 4. An island-bu i lding submarine eruption was rep
resented in this i l lus tra t i on in A Pictorial Geography of 
the World (1842) by S.G . Goodr ic h~ 
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"The eruption of a volcano is a most frightful and ma jestic 
phenomenon. The first signs which announce that t he i nvis ib le 
combat of the elements has already commenced are vio l ent move
ments, which shake the eart h afar off, prolong bellowings and 
subterranean thunders, which roll in the sides of t he agi ta ted 
mountain. Soon the smoke ascends in the shape of a black 
column. This is dispersed by the winds and formed in to tra ins 
of clouds. A volume of flame rises above these clouds, seem
ing like a pillar of fire, which rests upon the ground and 
threatens to set the skies in a blaze. A black smo ke environs 
it, and from time to time intercepts the dazzli ng brightness. 
Lightnings appear to flash from the midst of the burning mass. 
On a sudden, the vast pillar of fire seems to fa l l bac k into 
the crater, and its fearful splendor is succeeded by profound 
darkness. By now ashes, dross, and burn ing stones are proj ec
ted in diverging lines and fall around the mouth of the volcano. 
A torrent of water is often thrown out with impetuosity and 
rolls hissing over the inflamed rocks. There is then ra i sed 
from the bottom of the crater a liquid mass of burn ing lava, 
which fills the cavity and reaches to the very top of the open
ing. This is the pre l ude to real disasters. The l iqu id ma t ter 
overflows and runs down the sides of the mountain. It advances 
like a large and impetuous river, destroys wha tever i t meets 
wi thin its course, flows over those obstacles wh ich i t ca nnot 
overturn, passes along the ramparts of shaken citi es , invades 
the space of country of several leagues in extent and transforms, 
in a short time, flourishing fields into a burning plain.,,9 

Like the two books by Woodbridge cited above, the Goodrich wo r k was 
beautifully illustrated, including one engraving showing a submar i ne 
eruption. It is reproduced in Figure 4. 

A reference work for geography teachers published in 1843, The 
Encyclopaedia of Geoqraphy by Hugh Murray, contained a great dealOf 
in formation about volcanoes, including the elevations of nume ro us vo l 
can ic mountains and a classification of "ejected matters" con s i s ting of 
si x categories: smoke, ashes, sands, scoriae, volcanic bombs, and un
altered masses. Possibly th i s was the first use of the terms "scor ia" 
and "volcanic bomb" in an American geography. The author described the 
"unaltered masses" as "dubious masses" which have been formed by crys
tallization. 10 A section on the "Cause of Volcanoes" sta ted : 

"Thi sis an obscure subject. A conjecture hazarded many years 
ago may be stated. There be i ng no decided proof of a cent ra1 
heat, in the commonly received sense, it may be assumed that 
the matter of lavas is seated deep in the crust of the earth, 
in spaces of greater or less extent, from whence it is sent 
up from time to time among the oreviously existing strata, by 
the agency of elastic fluids."n 

Popular during the 1830s, J. Olney's ~ Practical S~ste~ of Modern 
Geography continued to be one of the best-selling geographies of the 
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1840s. Unlike some of his con t emporar ie s, Ol ney did not stress t h 
more spectacular phenome na of natu re. He did, howeve r, descr ibe t he 
noted volcanoes of Italy and included an i l lus t rat i on of eru pt ing 
Vesuvius, about which he stated: 

"Mount Vesuvius, near Naples, is a rema rkable vol cano. It has 
had many tremendous eruptions. One , whi ch happened i n A.D. 79, 
overwhelmed Herculaneum and Pompe ii , t wo ancien t ci t i es i n t he 
vicinity of Naples. These, after lying concealed under the 
lava for nearly 1700 years, have been discovered, and who le 
streets have been laid open . ... "1 2 

Olney credited Mt. Etna, however . as be ing "the most cel ebrated volcano 
i n the world." About Strombol i he noted that "i t emit s fl ames t hat may 
be seen at night mo r , than 100 mi l es, and i s termed the 'l i gh t ho use of 
the Mediterranean. '" 3 

Intended for use at the high school or college level, Geor ge W. 
Fitch 's Outlines ~!_ Physica l Geograp hy (1856) conta ined a grea t deal 
of information about volcanoes, including se ve ral accounts of subma rine 
eruptions. Accompanied by an illustration pi cturi ng the island-bu i l ding 
eruptions, Fitch gave this account of Graham Island: 

"The most recent instance of an ils l and formed by vol can ic act i on 
was Graham Island, which ro se in the Mediterranean Sea, south
\'Jest of Sicily, in Ju ly, 1831. A co lumn of water wa s seen r i s 
ing from the sea like a waters pou t, fol lowed by dense s team , 
and an island which gained the heigh t of 200 f eet and a ci r 
cumference of three mil es. Toward t he cl ose of the year , this 
island gradually sank beneath the waves, f orm i ng a da ngerou s 
shoal . 1I 14 

Thi s book also described the disaster of the 1783 erup t i on of Skaptar 
Jokul, in Iceland, observ ing: 

"The destruction of 1ife and property wa s immense. No l ess 
than twenty villages were destroyed, besi des t hose i nu nda t ed 
by water. More than nine thousand huma n be ings -- near ly one
fifth of the entire populati on -- peri shed, t oget her with an 
immense number of cattle, partly by the depredations of t he 
lava, partly by the noxious vapors wh i ch impregnated the air, 
and, in part, by the famine cau sed by shower s of as he s through 
out the island, and the desertation of the coasts by fish. 1I 

Poetical geography was a teaching approach used i n some preco l 
legiate schools during the 1850s. The t hes is wa s that s t udents mig ht 
better be able to remember geographic facts pr esented in rhyme. The 
only textbook utilizing this approach extensively was George Van 
ioJaters' Th_~ Poetical ~eograRhy. The 1856 edition incl uded -- in addi 
tion to engravings showing Stromboli and Cotopa xi i n eruption and prose 
accounts of eruptions of Vesuvius, Et na, and Skaptar Jo kal -- th is poem 
identifying a number of major volcanoes: 
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"Mount St. Elias is a mount of flame, 

Near the Pacific, in the Russian chain. 

And Popocatepetl in Mexico 

Has a high summit covered o'er with snow; 

In Guatemala, Cosaguina piles, 

And the Water Mountain or Volcano boils. 


In Ecuador, there Cotopaxi scan; 

As high o'er Chile flames the proud Chillan. 


Hecla, in Iceland, and Vesuvius near 

Naples, in Italy, the next appear; 

Etna in Sicily, and the Stromboli 

Just north of Sicily burns o'er the sea. 


On the Canary Isles is Tenneriffe, 

Fogo on Cape-de-Verd rears her high cliff. 

Kirauea on the Sandwich sits sublime, 

And from its crater pours forth slime.,,16 


The only mention of Mt. St. Helens i n a pre-Civil War geography 
appeared in 8.. System of Physical Geography (1859) by D.M. Warre n: 

"Several of the mountain peaks of the northwestern section of 
the United States are supposed to be volcanic, and smoke and 
ashes are said to have arisen from them at different times. 
Mt. St. Helens, in Washington Territory, north of the Columbia 
River, has recently been in a state of eruption. In 1842, 
ashes and cinders from this mountain fell at Fort Vancouver, 
about fifty miles distant, slightly covering the country in 
its vicinity.,,17 

Conclusion 

While the eruption of Mt. St. Helens spurred new in terest in vol
canic activity, the American reading public has al ways been in teres ted 
in active volcanoes. Early American geographies, popular for fa mil y 
reading in the home as well as in school, provi ded more or less infor
mation about volcanoes. From the simple IIburning mounta ins " of Morse 
(1789) to the detailed explanations and accoun t s of Fitch (1856), al 
most all geographies had something to offer on t he subj ect. Some, 
such as Woodbridge (1836) and Goodrich (1842), en ric hed t hei r treatment 
of volcanism by presenting striking illustrations, as some contemporary 
geographies do by including photographs of St. Helens in eru pti on. 
Approximately half of the pre-Civil War geogra phi es examined in this 
study presented information about submarine volcanic activity, and a 
number of them included engravings picturing such activity. 

It often has been said of the early geographies that they placed 
emphasis upon the spectacular, presumbably in order to make an interest
ing subject even more exciting. It is true that the landform most often 
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pictured in early nineteenth-century geograp hy books wa t he volc no, 
and it is true that few of the authors fa il ed to no te the power and 
violence of active volcanoes. They repo rted the fac ts as they unde r
stood them, however, and seldom did an early geograp her dwel l in his 
school textbook upon the details of natural disasters ass oci ated wi t h 
volcanic eruptions. 

* * * 
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