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Fire Below Us:  Remembering Mount St. Helens 
Video Study Guide 

 
 
The events surrounding the eruption of Mount St. Helens 
caused the world to take a closer look at volcanic activity, 
and at what some call our “backyard volcanoes.”  This brief 
study guide examines the activity leading up to the 
catastrophic eruption, the events of May 18th, 1980 and the 
mountain’s continuous process of rebuilding itself.   Fill in 
the blanks as you watch the video. 
 

1. Mount St. Helens erupted May 18, 1980. 
 

2. The gaping hole left from the eruption is one mile wide, ½ mile deep. 
 

3. The first activity at Mount St. Helens began on March 20, 1980 with a 
4.1 earthquake.  For the next 29 days, the mountain continued to 
shake with hundreds of tremors.  On March 25, the frequency peaked 
with 22 significant earthquakes over an eight-hour period. 

 
4. On March 27, an eruption of steam and ash opened a new crater on 

the mountaintop.  A few days later, a second, larger crater formed next 
to the first.    

 
5. It was discovered that the north side of Mount St. Helens had been 

deforming, creating a 200 ft high bulge that was growing at the 
incredible rate of five feet per day.  The glaciers were breaking up, 
creating an avalanche hazard.  

 
6. By April 23, the bulge had spread outward, some 320 feet, displacing 

tons of volcanic material. 
 

7. The last explosive eruption in the Western Cascades had been on 
May 15, 1915 at Mount Lassen in Northern California. 

 
8.  A state of emergency was declared in the state of Washington.  

Hazard zone boundaries were established.  83-year-old resident Harry 
Truman refused to leave the mountain despite the danger. 

 
9. On Sunday morning , May 18th at 8:32 am the swelling was jarred 

loose by a 5.1 earthquake. 15 seconds after the earthquake, two-thirds 
of a cubic mile of rock and glacial ice avalanched down the north face 
of the mountain, at a speed of 150-180 mph.  This huge landslide 
rushed six miles to Spirit Lake, displacing its water, causing great 
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waves to sweep 400 feet up the opposite shore.  It flowed down the 
Toutle River for another 11 miles.  

 
10. The avalanche divided into several lobes that filled the valley with a 

mile wide hummocky deposit, up to 600 feet thick, damming the west 
end of Spirit Lake.  This violent torrent was the largest landslide in 
recorded history.  

 
11. Once the avalanche began, it opened the north side of the mountain 

like a giant gate, exposing the magma inside the cone.  When the 
pressure cap was gone, water beneath it flashed into steam, 
expanding 1,000 times to create a pyroclastic surge that traveled 
northward at a velocity approaching the speed of sound. 

 
12. Heated to between 400 and 620 degrees Fahrenheit, this lateral blast 

overtook and passed the avalanche within seconds.  The sound of the 
explosion was heard in British Columbia – 300 miles away, but shot 
silently over the heads of those at ground level. 

 
13. Unannounced, the lateral blast raced northward over the landscape, 

collapsing the forest like matchsticks. Like a giant sandblaster, it 
pulverized tens of thousands of trees, and scoured the ground to 
bedrock.   

 
14. Blocks of glaciers were hurled six miles.  The lateral blast left a broad 

apron of devastation over 30,000 feet wide, extending up to 19 miles 
from the volcano.  

 
15. 16 million cubic yards of water and boiling mud thundered down the 

mountain, enough to bury all of Seattle to the height of the Space 
Needle. Sediment from the mudflow also choked ten miles of the 
Columbia River, 75 miles away, stranding 47 ships as the water depth 
dropped from 40 to just 9 feet deep. 

 
16. Glowing pyroclastic flows of gas, ash and rock fragments moving 90 

mph scoured the mountain slope between the crater and Spirit Lake.   
The flows, ranging in temperatures from 600 to 1350 degrees 
Fahrenheit continued intermittently for five hours.   

 
17. A large ash cloud boiled up nearly 80,000 feet into the stratosphere 

and stretched hundreds of miles east, turning day into night.   The 
energy released was equivalent of detonating one Hiroshima-sized 
bomb once every second for 7 1/12 hours  . . . or 27,000 times. 

 
18. Ash covered four states like a dirty grey snowfall and fell to a depth of 

6 inches in places. 500 million tons of ash fell over North America in 
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three days.  The ash was sucked into car engines, clogging air and fuel 
lines.  Air traffic was halted.  Thousands of travelers stranded. In 15 
days the ash cloud circled the earth. 

 
19. In only a few minutes, St Helens had devastated 230 sq miles, 

transforming lush evergreen forests into a grey, lifeless wasteland.  
 
20. Several factors reduced the impact. The remoteness of the mountain, 

the strong, westerly winds that carried the ash away from population 
centers, and the fact that the eruption occurred early on a Sunday 
morning.  Just 24 hours later and over 1000 loggers would have been 
at work in the heart of the blast zone.  

 
21.The Western Cascades are part of a 25,000 mile family of volcanoes 

known as the Ring of Fire.  Four volcanoes have erupted in recent 
geologic history:  Mount Shasta, Mount Hood, Mount Rainier, Mount 
Baker.  

 
22.Mount St. Helens has given scientists a rare look into the genesis of an 

ecosystem, becoming the world’s biggest environmental laboratory. 
Scientists were surprised that trees actually grew well there. The 
mountain is returning to a semblance of its former beauty.  Nature is 
repeating a cycle of death and rebirth.   

 
 
 


