
In spring 1902, a ship drifted into harbor on the Caribbean island of St. Lucia. The
masts were broken, the sails burned and every surface was covered in ash. When the
rescue party stepped onto the deck of the Roddam, they found a horrific scene: several
dead men scorched so badly that they were unrecognizable. Only a few of the crew were
alive, including the captain, who told them that they had come “from the gates of hell.”

Earlier that day the Roddam had been at Martinique, another island just north of St.
Lucia, where the captain and many of the islanders had watched a plume of gray ash
rising from the peak of the volcano Mount Pelée. The crew on the Roddam sought the
best places on the ship to observe the spectacle. They saw a black cloud rolling from the
volcano toward the sea but within seconds, the cloud hit the water and the Roddam
almost capsized. Moments later hot ash rained onto the ship. Most of the men died.

The eruption of Mount Pelée killed tens of thousands and
was reported in newspapers around the world. The U.S.
sent money for the survivors and a group of scientists to
investigate the volcano. One of the men was Thomas
Jaggar, an instructor of geology at Harvard and the
protagonist of “The Last Volcano: A Man, a Romance, and

the Quest to Understand Nature’s Most Magnificent Fury,” a lively biography of a
forgotten father of volcanology.

Seeing the devastation caused by the eruption, Jaggar decided to devote his life to
investigating volcanoes, which he did with iron-willed determination and an often
dangerous obsession. For 50 years, Jaggar traveled across the world to chase eruptions.
He eventually settled in Hawaii, where he lived on Kilauea, one of the world’s most
active volcanoes. Along the way several fascinating figures make cameos—such as
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Hot on the Trail of Molten Lava
The peripatetic volcano-chaser found a home atop Hawaii’s Mount Kilauea
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Tempest Anderson, a volcano-chaser who always kept two packed suitcases in his house,
one in case he had to rush to an eruption in the tropics and one for colder climates. Or
Fusakichi Omori, a Japanese scientist who invented the “Omori seismograph,” an
instrument that would become essential for Jaggar’s work.

John Dvorak, a scientist who studied earthquakes and volcanoes for the United States
Geological Survey early in his career, now operates the telescope at Mauna Kea in
Hawaii, the island where Jaggar did his most productive work. A great storyteller with a
keen eye for details, he takes his readers into volcano craters and across molten lava.
There are parts in “The Last Volcano” where Mr. Dvorak’s descriptions of the intense
heat almost singe the page.

When one scientist observes that Mount Pelée’s “spine” was rising by 40 feet a day and
then collapsed with jets of hot gas shooting up while at the same time sending out a
cloud of ash, Mr. Dvorak explains that the spine functioned like a cork that kept the hot
rocks under pressure. When the spine collapsed, it was as if one part of the cork was
removed and the pressure was released—much like “what happens when a bottle of
French champagne is opened.” Mr. Dvorak gives a riveting account of Jaggar’s colleagues
trying to measure the temperature of lava and collecting gas samples from deep in
Kilauea’s crater.

In between his travels, Jaggar found time to marry, but his wife Helen—unsurprisingly
given her husband’s singlemindedness—became unhappy. The peripatetic Jaggar seems
to have been thoroughly unsuited as the husband and father of a small family. When
news reached him that Vesuvius was exploding, he got on the first ship to Italy. When he
heard President Theodore Roosevelt was sending a battle fleet to South America, Jaggar
volunteered to join them (he was denied), and when an earthquake shook Costa Rica, he
was on his way there. When he inherited some money, he decided to spend it on an
expedition while Helen thought they should buy a house. And when they went on a
family vacation, Jaggar made sure that it would include the volcanoes of Hawaii and
Japan.

It was during that trip that Jaggar became fascinated with Kilauea and its lake of molten
lava “pounding on the rock shores and rolling like surf.” He also met Lorrin Thurston, a
local businessman who supported Jaggar’s idea of establishing a volcano observatory
station on Kilauea. Jaggar’s work in Hawaii established him as the foremost expert on
volcanoes. He devised techniques that are still used today to predict eruptions:
collecting volcanic gases, recording earthquakes and measuring the rise and fall of the
ground as lava moves inside volcanoes. He also worked out how to predict tsunamis and
was the first person to warn of an approaching wave.

One of the most extraordinary aspects of this story is the number of tourists who were



enthralled by volcanoes. Mr. Dvorak describes an endless rush of people running toward
bubbling lava, standing on precarious crater rims and breathing noxious vapors. The
1919 eruption of Mauna Loa on Hawaii caused the biggest traffic jam the island had ever
seen and 300 people bought a ticket on a steamer to watch the lava dropping into the
ocean from the comfort of a deck chair and equipped with a cocktail. One Hawaiian
newspaper simply announced: “More Lava, More Tourists—More Tourists, Better
Times.”

This book’s subtitle refers to “romance.” That’s a bit misleading. Yes, there was a bit of a
romance—after Helen finally filed for a divorce, Jaggar met a woman as fascinated by
volcanoes as he was. But the drama of “The Last Volcano” doesn’t lie in romance but in
red lava, hot gas jets, falling rocks and a crazy bunch of people who risked their lives to
understand it all.

—Ms. Wulf is the author of “The Invention of Nature. Alexander von Humboldt’s New
World.”
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