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The 1980 catastrophic eruption of Mount St. Helens was a historic event that fundamentally
changed how scientists and society view volcanoes. Residents gained a profound appreciation for
the destructive power of volcanoes. Cascade volcanoes had seemed benign to many Pacific
Northwesterners. But Mount St. Helens introduced a sense of insecurity, and caused people to
guestion strongly held beliefs about the eternal nature of the landscape. Still, the eruption
inspired a new generation of volcanologists and it increased international scientific cooperation.
New ideas and technologies sparked a revolution in volcano monitoring and in our ability to
provide hazard warnings. It transformed individuals in adjacent professions, causing regional
news media to embark on increased science programming, and safety officials to bond over a
newly recognized hazard. This presentation follows a generation of eruption eyewitnesses and
responders moved deeply by events, who later designed new systems and partnerships for
volcano safety in the Cascades. For additional background, see the 40th anniversary fact sheet,
“Ten Ways Mount St. Helens Changed Our World—The Enduring Legacy of the 1980 Eruption”
(https://pubs.er.usgs.gov/publication/fs20203031).
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