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Infrared image of the upper parts 
of one of the many river valleys 
that drain La Soufrière volcano.
Photo source Dr. Earl Kirby 
Archive.
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Volcanoes and their impacts have fascinated 
human society for millennia and civilisations 
have left records of  their encounters with 
them. The photographs presented in this 
booklet are from the travelling exhibition 
Beyond the Ashes, launched in November 
2019 in St. Vincent and the Grenadines, under 
the Volcano Ready Communities Project. 
The booklet and the exhibition that shares 
its title, explores past eruptive activity of  La 
Soufrière Volcano of  St Vincent through the 
photographic record, touching on a variety 
of  themes from the scientific to the human 
and social impact of  natural hazards on the 
inhabitants and economies of  small islands. 
The aim is to share the experience of  those 
past crises with the visual aid of  photographs 
captured during those eruption episodes that 
have helped to develop an understanding 
of  the character of  the volcano and the 
consequences its activity.  

The photographs have been curated from the 
documented expedition of  Tempest Anderson 
and his team following the 1902 eruption 
courtesy the York Museum Archive. The 
Archive of  The University of  the West Indies 
(UWI) Seismic Research Centre (SRC) takes 
us further along the eruptive journey, with 
the experiences recorded and documented by 
the scientific team during the 1971 and 1979 
eruptions.  Photographs are also shared from 
the archives of  local naturalist and volcano 

enthusiast - a pioneer in his own right, Dr. 
Earl Kirby and snippets from the personal 
archive of  Martin and Mary Barnard, who 
experienced the 1971 and 1979 eruptions first-
hand from their Orange Hill Estate. They are 
among the many Vincentians, who played a 
critical role in supporting both the authorities 
in managing a large-scale evacuation and 
the scientists, in their monitoring activities, 
during that time. 

The visual stories reveal eruptions and their 
impacts, but also show the resilience of  
vulnerable island communities, which have 
continued to grow and thrive despite the 
ever-present volcanic threat. The Eastern 
Caribbean territories share a common 
heritage of  volcanism with 19 live volcanoes 
dominating the archipelagic stretch of  islands 
that stitch the surging Atlantic Ocean to the 
calm Caribbean Sea. They form a volcanic 
island arc, with volcanoes responsible for some 
of  this region’s most spectacular landscapes. 
The history of  these islands is punctuated 
with accounts of  violent volcanic eruptions 
that have claimed lives, displaced people and 
had significant impacts on the socio-economic 
and political life of  the people, who make 
these territories home.  They are one of  the 
many natural hazards that form the reality of  
life in the Eastern Caribbean.



Explosive eruption cloud 
from the 1979 eruption of 
La Soufrière volcano. Photo 
source Dr. Keith Rowley 
Archive.



Lot 14, Orange Hill Estate House, located on the eastern 
flank of the volcano after the passage of a deadly and 
destructive pyroclastic flow, in the 1902 eruption episode. 
Photo source T. Anderson, York Museum Collection.





Left: Ash covered ridge of Bunkers Hill, 
Richmond Estate - 30th May 1902.  
Richmond Estate was one of the few 
sugar plantations operating north of 
Chateaubelair on the Leeward side of 
the volcano during 1902. Deposition of 
thick ash have caused breakage of large 
branches and defoliation of trees as 
shown in the photograph. Photo source T. 
Anderson, York Museum Collection.

Right: Crest of the Half Way Ridge, 450 
metres above sea level on 31st May 1902 
showing the destructive impact of heavy 
ashfall on vegetation. Photo source T. 
Anderson, York Museum Collection.





Left: The evacuees shown here in Georgetown in 
1902 were amongst the more than 7000 persons 
for whom emergency relief had to be provided as 
a result of this eruption. Photo source T. Anderson, 
York Museum Collection.

Top right: Inhabitants of villages located on the 
north-eastern side of the volcano in Georgetown, 
St. Vincent in 1902. Photo source T. Anderson, York 
Museum Collection.

Bottom right: Children in Georgetown who were 
evacuated from the north-eastern or Windward 
side of the volcano during the 1902 eruption of La 
Soufrière. Photo source T. Anderson, York Museum 
Collection.





Ash covered ridge of Bunkers Hill, Richmond Estate - 30th May 1902.
Photo source T. Anderson, York Museum Collection.





Left: Ash covered ridge of Bunkers Hill, Richmond 
Estate - 30th May 1902. Photo source T. Anderson, 
York Museum Collection.

Right: A pyroclastic density current moving towards 
the coast (to the left of the photograph), down the 
Rabacca River valley during the 1902 eruption of 
La Soufrière volcano, St. Vincent. Photo source T. 
Anderson, York Museum Collection.







Top left: Infrared image of the upper flanks of La Soufrière showinig the bare landscape 
caused by explosions during the early part of the 1979 eruption.  The summit crater is 
obscured by white steam clouds which were often produced as the hot magma interacted 
with groundwater in the crater. Photo source Dr. Earl Kirby Archive.

Bottom left: Infrared image of the summit of La Soufrière volcano. The photograph was 
taken from a fixed wing aircraft used by scientists to conduct visual observations of the 
volcano as part of their monitoring operations. Photo source Dr. Earl Kirby Archive.

Right: Dome emplaced in the crater lake, La Soufrière volcano, St. Vincent during the 
October 1971- March 1972 non-explosive eruption. Photo source Dr. Earl Kirby Archive.





View of the steaming lava 
dome inside the summit 
crater of La Soufrière. 
Photo source SRC Archive.





View of the lava dome extruded 
during the effusive eruption 
of 1971-72. Photo source SRC 
Archive.



Aerial view of the crater lake at La 
Soufrière showing the yellow, sulfur-
rich lake surrounding the lava dome 
emplaced in 1971. Photo source SRC 
Archive.





Left: The foreboding sight of a heavier-than-air cloud as it sweeps over valleys 
and ridges. Photo source SRC Archive.

Right: The standing clock used to determine the speed at which the pyroclastic 
flow moved down the flank of the volcano. This, along with other observations, 
helped scientists to better understand the dynamics of these flows so as to 
improve the advice given to the civilian authorities responsible for taking actions 
to minimize the impact of eruptions. Photo source SRC Archive.





Left: On Friday 13th April, scientists at the Belmont 
Observatory near Soufrière were frequently momentarily 
blinded by the brilliance of near-continuous displays of 
lightning during the 9:00pm eruption. During the eruption on 
Tuesday 17th, the observatory , 9km from the vent, received 
at least three direct strikes which knocked out the power and 
telephone systems and temporarily disabled the monitoring 
equipment. Photo source SRC Archive.

Right: A pyroclastic flow descending the flanks of La Soufrière 
Volcano. Photo source SRC Archive.







Left: An ash cloud from one of the 
1979 explosions of La Soufrière 
volcano rises above Belmont in St. 
Vincent. Photo source SRC Archive.

Right: An ash covered road following 
the April 1979 eruptions of La 
Soufrière volcano, St. Vincent. Photo 
source Georgetown Revisited SVG.



1977 Crater of La 
Soufrière volcano, St. 
Vincent following the 
1971-1972 non-explosive 
eruption.Photo source 
SRC Archive.



1979 summit crater of La 
Soufrière Volcano, taken 
shortly after the 1979-80 
eruption. Photo source 
SRC Archive.





Left: Two scientists, make visual 
observations at the summit crater 
sometime prior to the onset of the 1971-72 
eruption. Photo source SRC Archive.

Right: Prior to the 1971-72 eruption and a 
few years after the 1902 eruption, a large 
crater lake was established at the summit 
of La Soufrière. Photo source SRC Archive.



Left: Ph.D. student taking the opportunity to experience the activities involved in 
monitoring a volcano during an eruption episode. In order to facilitate observations, 
temporary tents were constructed on the observatory compound, facing the volcano 
with basic fittings, enabling scientists to spend long hours observing and recording 
eruptive activity. Photo source SRC Archive.

Right: Dr. Keith Rowley, geologist at The UWI Seismic Research Unit, at the 1979 
Belmont Observatory during one of his tours of duty for managing the 1979 volcanic 
crisis. Photo source SRC Archive.







Left: SRU scientists on routine reconnaissance climb to 
the crater of the Soufriere volcano, St. Vincent. Dr. John 
Shepherd in the clear and Dr. Willy Aspinall partly hidden 
among the tree trunks. Photo source SRC Archive.

Right: Sure-footed donkeys transport heavy cables to the 
volcano summit. Photo source SRC Archive.



SRU scientists Drs. Haraldur Sigurdsson, Keith 
Rowley and John Shepherd, assisted by a porter, 
taking measurements of deformation at the 
Waribishi River Valley in Orange Hill on 17th April 
1979 - during the explosive phase of the eruption 
Photo source SRC Archive.





A pyroclastic density current descending upon 
Richmond Estate to the south west of La Soufrière 
crater during the 1979 volcanic crisis as seen from 
the Belmont Observatory. Photo source Dr. Keith 
Rowley Archive.







Chateaubelair Beach (foreground) 
during the 1979 eruption with a 
diffused ash plume rising from the 
barely visible La Soufrière in the 
background. Photo source SRC 
Archive.



The vertical 
eruption cloud from 
the explosion of 
Tuesday April 17th at 
5pm.Photo source 
SRC Archive.



Shrouded in ash from Soufriere, 
coconut palms at Orange Hill 
Estates stand like a grove of 
ghosts. The ash also coated and 
damaged bananas and citrus 
fruits; the eruption destroyed 
more than a third of the island’s 
predicted 32,000-ton banana 
crop. Photo source National 
Geographic



Brief History of Eruptions
La Soufrière volcano rises 1,178m above sea 
level and occupies the northern third of  the 
island of  St. Vincent. It is the youngest and 
only ‘live’ volcano on the island and will erupt 
in the future. It is a spectacular strato-volcano 
that has fascinated scientists for many decades, 
inspiring many in the field of  geoscience, 
social science and cultural geography. 
Scientists and historians have travelled from 
all over the world to study La Soufrière, which 
has been described as one of  the most studied 
volcanoes in the Caribbean. Their research 
and scholarship has contributed immensely to 
our current understanding of  volcanoes.  

The historical record of  La Soufrière begins 
in 1718 with sailors’ accounts describing 
terribly frightening earthquakes followed 
by “innumerable clashes of  thunder - only 
that the noise was a thousand times as loud 
as thunder.” Activity was not reported again 
until 29 April 1812 when a major explosive 
eruption began that eventually claimed 
the lives of  56 inhabitants. Following that 
episode, the summit of  the volcano became 
a tranquil spot for 90 years, with a deep lake 
filling the old crater.  It then reawakened in 
February 1902. As the earthquakes increased 
in number and intensity, clouds of  steam, a 
glowing summit and the rumbling sounds 
like thunder could be heard once again on 6 

May 1902. Hot lahars (mudflows) and surges 
are described as the lake, boiling by then, 
emptied from the crater and flowed down 
the Wallibou and Rabacca rivers. Pyroclastic 
density currents (hot, fast-moving avalanches 
of  ash, rock fragments and gas) produced 
by this eruption killed approximately 1565 
people. This explosive eruption continued 
until March 1903. After an almost 70-year 
period of  repose, a new dome was formed 
in 1971 during an effusive (non-explosive) 
eruption. Eight years later, in 1979, the most 
recent eruption occurred. It was explosive 
and produced ash, mudflows and pyroclastic 
density currents. The last eruption did not 
claim any lives, but caused the evacuation 
of  over 20,000 people from the northern 
communities of  the island.  

Most of  the worst volcanic disasters occur 
when an eruption occurs and precursory signs 
go unnoticed. As a result, people near the 
volcano are unprepared for the sudden onset 
of  activity. Over 500 million people live near 
volcanoes and many communities have long 
coexisted with the volcano in their backyard. 
Volcanoes can be the most inhospitable, and 
quite possibly the most dangerous places 
on Earth. Yet evidence of  repeated and 
prolonged eruptions combine to excite the 
interest and awaken the enthusiasm of  many. 
May the memories that survive those past 
events help to teach the lessons needed to 
reduce the impact of  future eruptions. 



Right, Back cover: Explosive eruption 
cloud from the 1979 eruption of La 
Soufrière volcano. Photo source Dr. Keith 
Rowley Archive.
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