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ABSTRACT 

This paper studies the history of Mount St. Helens, its role within United States 

history, and the various human interactions with the volcano. Moreover, this paper 

analyzes the various perceptions of the volcano throughout its history.  This study argues 

that although the volcano has shown it can be the cause of a natural disaster, the basis of 

the relationship between the American public and Mount St. Helens is tourism albeit 

different forms of tourism. Ultimately, while perceptions of the volcano have changed 

and the reasons why tourists visit the mountain have changed from before the 1980 

eruption of the volcano, Mount St. Helens remains a beloved tourist destination.  
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Volcanoes have always been a source of major geological phenomena on Earth. 

Volcanic eruptions are one of the many forces of nature that are uncontrollable and as 

such, they have caused mass extinctions, destroyed entire forests and villages, and have 

resulted in many human casualties. One famous volcano is Mount St. Helens. The 

mountain is one of the many volcanoes in the Cascade Mountain Range, which is a 

section of the Ring of Fire. The Ring of Fire is a horseshoe shape belt of volcanoes that 

encompasses the Pacific Ocean. The belt extends North from the bottom of the western 

coast of South America to the western coast of North America, past the Arctic Circle, 

then continues south, passing the eastern coast of Asia, and the coast of Australia. In the 

United States, these fiery mountains in the Cascade Mountain Range, many of which are 

still active today, have been a part of legends and exploration journals, and have been 

popular tourist destinations throughout American history. Mount St. Helens, the youngest 

volcano of the Cascades, was not only a part of Native American legends, and used as a 

popular vacation destination by the American public, but was also the source of a major 

natural disaster in twentieth century America.   

Mount St. Helens left its mark in American history on May 18, 1980 when it 

erupted and not only caused fifty-seven human deaths but also caused the largest debris 

avalanche on Earth in recorded history. The eruption was the first major volcanic event in 

the continental U.S. since the 1915 eruption of Lassen Peak in California. Mount St. 

Helens’s eruption caused great destruction, which captivated the American public. 

Nevertheless, after much monitoring, and after a smaller eruption in 2004, the volcano 

has been deemed safe to visit. So now people from all across the country, and the world, 

go to Washington State to see the peak-less mountain. Although Mount St. Helens has 
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been and continues to be a popular tourist destination, that aspect of its history has not 

been covered extensively by scholars within the field of the history of Mount St. Helens.  

The field of Mount St. Helens’ history is vast and has many different components 

to it. From the inhabitants in Washington State that have interacted with Mount St. 

Helens, to the incredible 1980 eruption, and to natural disaster history, Mount St. Helens 

appears in a wide range of historical and scientific scholarly works. Nonetheless, aside 

from works that are centered on the 1980 eruption, Mount St. Helens is rarely the sole 

feature in scholars’ pieces. Moreover the relationship between the American public and 

the volcano is hardly touched on in spite of the fact that Mount St. Helens is located in a 

National Forest, is a National Volcanic Monument, and is a tourist destination. 

Furthermore, the volcano’s full story from a historical viewpoint has not been completely 

tied together. There is more to the volcano than the destruction it has caused and its place 

in myths and legends. Mount St. Helens and Spirit Lake, which is the lake located 

Northeast of the volcano, are also significant to the greater American public as a tourist 

destination. Furthermore, the tourism history associated with Mount St. Helens from 

before and after the 1980 eruption has not been united.  

Analyzing the interaction with Mount St. Helens by Americans before, during, 

and after the 1980 eruption shows that despite the volcano’s potential for danger and 

displays of destruction, tourism remains the basis of the relationship between the 

American public and volcano. However, the perception of the mountain and the kind of 

tourism that the American public engaged in when visiting Mount St. Helens differed 

before and after the 1980 eruption. One possible reason for the change in the type of 

tourism is the rebranding of Mount St. Helens from a resort and recreational area before 
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the 1980 eruption to a National Volcanic Monument after the 1980 eruption. Yet, one 

possible common factor between the types of tourism that have made Mount St. Helens a 

tourist destination for over a century is morbid curiosity within the American public. The 

danger that is often associated with volcanoes excites and attracts visitors even if they do 

not understand the geology behind the volcano’s formation or volcanic eruptions because 

volcanoes are one of the several forces of nature that humans cannot control. As potential 

tourists of volcanoes, it is important to understand why Mount St. Helens is still an active 

volcano and why it erupts more violently than other types of volcanoes. 

 The Cascade Mountains start in California and continue North into British 

Columbia. The mountain range is split geographically and geologically. Geographically, 

the Cascades are split between the northern Cascades in British Columbia and 

Washington and the southern Cascades, or western Cascades, in southern Washington, 

Oregon, and California. The distinction between the northern Cascades and western 

Cascades is also due to the difference in age between the two sections of the mountain 

range. The northern Cascades date back to over a billion years ago whereas the western 

Cascades date back to about forty million years ago but really began to form only about 

ten million years ago.1 Mount St. Helens lies within the western Cascades since it is in 

southern Washington. Mount St. Helens and Mount Baker are the youngest in the 

Cascades and are only about thirty thousand to forty thousand years old.2  Mount St. 

                                                
1 William N. Orr, and Elizabeth L. Orr, Geology of the Pacific Northwest, 2nd edition (Long 

Grove, Illinois: McGraw-Hill Companies Inc., 2006), 74.  
2 Richard Hill, Volcanoes of the Cascades: Their Rise And Their Risks, 1st edition, (Guilford, 

Connecticut: Globe Pequot Press, 2004), 7. 
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Helens began as a very small mountain, with its various domes reaching about four 

thousand feet.3 However, over time, the volcano’s domes grew. 

Even at its tallest, Mount St. Helens was the shortest of all the Cascades. Its peak 

before the 1980 eruption reached about 9,677 feet and after the eruption the peak only 

reached about 8,357 feet.4 In comparison, Mount St. Helens’ neighbor, Mount Adams, is 

the third highest at peak at about 12,286 feet.5 Like the other Cascade Mountains, Mount 

St. Helens is a stratovolcano. Stratovolcanoes tend to be steeper and pointed since they 

are built by “alternating layers of lava and volcanic debris.”6 As a result of their structure, 

stratovolcanoes explode when they erupt and therefore, tend to cause more damage than 

other types of volcanoes such as shield volcanoes like the ones that make up the 

Hawaiian Islands.7 Contrastingly, shield volcanoes do not explode but instead ooze when 

they erupt, since their slopes are gentler and wider.  

Mount St. Helens’ pre-1980 eruptive history is “strongly episodic.” There have 

been four major stages: Ape Canyon, Cougar, Swift Creek, and Spirit Lake.  The 

volcano’s first lava domes formed during the Ape Canyon Stage. The activity of the 

volcano became more violent in the Cougar Stage and it was during that stage that the 

volcano produced the largest amount of lava flow in its history. Unstable lava domes 

were common throughout the Swift Creek Stage and produced widespread ash layers, and 

extensive amounts of volcanic debris. The majority of the pre-1980 eruption Mount St. 

                                                
3 Clynne, Ramsey, and Wolfe. 
4 Orr, 96.  
5 Ibid.  
6 Hill, 6-7.  
7 Ibid., 7.  
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Helens was formed during the Spirit Lake Stage as a result of numerous smaller eruptions 

leaving new layers that built up the volcano.8   

The Spirit Lake stage is also broken up further into smaller eruptive periods. It 

lasted from three thousand nine hundred years ago to today, and included the Smith 

Creek Eruptive Period, Pine Creek Eruptive Period, Castle Creek Eruptive Period, Sugar 

Bowl Eruptive Period, Kalama Eruptive Period, and the Goat Rocks Eruptive period. The 

most significant event of the Kalama Eruptive Period was the growth of a large dome at 

the summit. Geologists refer to this particular summit as Summit Dome. The Summit 

Dome grew for about one hundred years, from 1620 to 1720, and gave Mount St. Helens 

its symmetrical pre-1980 eruption form. Finally, the Goat Rocks Eruptive Period lasted 

from about 1800– 1857, and it was what some Americans witnessed throughout the first 

half of the nineteenth century.9 Most of the volcanoes in the western Cascades have only 

erupted a handful of times within the last four thousand years, but Mount St. Helens has 

been the most active. In fact, Mount St. Helens has been the most active volcano in the 

United States within the past two thousand years, and as such, many groups of people 

have witnessed it erupting.10  

 Some of the first people who documented Mount St. Helens erupting were various 

Native American tribes. Several Salish tribes, Chinookan tribes, and tribes within the 

Yakima Nation inhabited the areas around Mount St. Helens and Spirit Lake. The tribes 

interacted with Mount St. Helens and developed oral traditions about the mountain to 

explain why natural phenomena, like volcanic eruptions occur. For example, the 

                                                
8 Clynne, Ramsey, and Wolfe.  
9 Ibid.  
10 Orr, 96.  
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Klickitats have a legend called “The Bridge of the Gods” that explains how Mount St. 

Helens, or Loo-Wit to the Klickitat people, was formed and why it erupts.  

In the “Bridge of the Gods,” there was peace within the land until two brothers 

began to quarrel over land. The brothers’ fight upset The Great Spirit, who as a result 

divided the land between them with a river, now known as the Columbia River. Yet, The 

Great Spirit did not want the two lands and the two tribes to be completely disconnected, 

so he united them with a bridge that allowed people from both tribes to cross. 

Unfortunately, the two tribes began quarreling and so The Great Spirit took away the 

sunlight, ensuring everyone would freeze during the winter since only the old woman 

named Loo-wit had fire. Once the winter months came, people from both tribes began to 

beg The Great Spirit for fire to keep them warm. Some of the desperate people even tried 

to steal Loo-wit’s fire. Consequently, Loo-wit fled and asked The Great Spirit to give the 

tribes fire. Since Loo-Wit had not partaken in the fighting between the two tribes, The 

Great Spirit felt guilty and asked her what she wanted most in this world, and she replied, 

“youth and beauty.”11  

The next morning, The Great Spirit gave the tribes fire and Loo-Wit became 

young and beautiful again. The tribes’ chiefs also found Loo-wit beautiful. Chief Wyeast 

from the south side of the river and Chief Klickitat from the north side of the river 

became jealous when Loo-wit could not pick between the two of them. The Great Spirit 

became angry when he discovered that the two chiefs were fighting, and he broke down 

the Bridge of the Gods, which was the bridge connecting the two tribes. In addition, The 

Great Spirit turned Chief Wyeast (Mount Hood) and Chief Klickitat (Mount Adams as 
                                                

11 Ella Elizabeth Clark, Indian Legends of the Pacific Northwest (Oakland, CA: University of 
California Press, 2003), 21.  
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well as Loo-wit (Mount St. Helens) into mountain peaks. Thus, the Great Spirit kept his 

promise to Loo-wit and made sure she maintained her beauty even as a mountain, since 

up until 1980, Mount St. Helens’ cone was very symmetrical.12 By turning the chiefs and 

Loo-wit into mountains, the Klickitats explained how some mountains are volcanoes, and 

how others are not. The volcanoes are the mountains that used to be people or spirits that 

were upset or angry, hence why they explode. Mount Hood and Mount Adams are also 

volcanoes, like Mount St. Helens. When the volcanoes are dormant, that presumably 

means the chiefs and Loo-wit are not fighting or upset with each other. Although there 

are variations of the legend “The Bridge of the Gods,” all the variations still tell how the 

three mountains formed and why they erupt. The idea of the mountains as people in their 

past lives humanizes the volcanoes, which allowed for the Klickitats and other tribes to 

cope with the dangers they occasionally encountered while living near the volcanoes. 

Additionally, because the volcanoes were once members of either their own tribe or other 

neighboring tribes, the mountains are a part of the tribal kinship that the tribe members 

share with each other.  

Similarly, the Cowlitz also viewed the mountains as people in a past life, and they 

had their own oral tradition explaining why Mount St. Helens erupts. The Cowlitz people 

believed that Lawelatla (Mount St. Helens) was the wife of Takhoma (Mount Rainer), 

and that when they were erupting it was because they were having a “husband and wife 

argument.”13 In addition to myths that explained natural phenomena, various Native 

American tribes also included Mount St. Helens in legends that were not centered on the 

                                                
12 Clark, 20-22; Katharine Berry Judson, Myths and Legends of the Pacific Northwest : Especially 

of Washington and Oregon (Chicago: A.C. McClurg, 1910), 47-49. 
13 Terry M. Thompson, and Steven M. Egesdal, Salish Myths and Legends: One People’s Stories 

(Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2008), 134. 
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volcano. The inclusion of the volcano further shows that the volcano was a culturally 

significant to many other tribes. One instance of Mount St. Helens included in a myth 

that was not focused on the volcano is in the Tillamook Epic “South Wind’s Journey.” In 

“South Wind’s Journey,” Mount St. Helens is the place where South Wind, a transformer, 

or in other words, a trickster who can change form at will to intentionally confuse people, 

leaves the child he bore.14 One reason for why South Wind leaves his child specifically 

on Mount St. Helens is because the Tillamook people could see Mount St. Helens from 

where they were situated on the Columbia River.15 Although Tillamook do not include 

Mount St. Helens erupting the epic, they acknowledge the presence of the volcano and 

the importance of the volcano to other tribes in that area.  

The different Native American tribes were fascinated with the volcanic eruptions 

of Mount St. Helens, but over time, they were not the only people who would form a 

relationship with the volcano. Around 1800, the Spokane prophets predicted “the coming 

of white peoples” when the Mount St. Helens Ash Storm hit.16 The Ash Storm was a 

major eruption that produced a layer of ash that defined the Goat Rocks period in the 

mountain’s history.17 The prophets of the tribes saw the eruption as a sign that the world 

as they knew it would change forever. Little did some of the Native American tribes of 

the Northwest know, Captain George Vancouver of the British Royal Navy had already 

found and renamed the mountains from their oral traditions in the 1790s. Mounts Baker, 

Hood, and Rainier were all named for British naval officers, while Mount St. Helens was 

                                                
14 Terry M. Thompson, 41.  
15 Ibid., 58. 
16 Ruby and Brown, 67.  
17 Clynne, Ramsey, and Wolfe.  
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named in honor of the British Ambassador to Spain, Alleyne Fitzherbert, who also held 

the title of Baron St. Helens.18 By giving the mountains European names, Captain 

Vancouver was not only claiming the area for Great Britain, but also initiating a new 

relationship with the mountains, one that Americans would develop over the subsequent 

centuries. Following Captain Vancouver’s discovery, Europeans and the Americans 

could not stay away from the Pacific Northwest. Lewis and Clark, the famous American 

explorers documented sightings of Mount St. Helens in 1805 and in 1806, along with 

other explorers, traders, and missionaries who were traveling to the area.19 By the 1830s 

and 1840s there were American settlements, forts, and missions set up around the Pacific 

Northwest, despite the fact Mount St. Helens erupted several times between 1831 and 

1857.20  

However, not all of the Americans traveled to the Pacific Northwest to become 

permanent residents. Some Americans were merely travellers who wanted to go an 

adventure out in wilderness. Essentially, travellers such as Theodore Winthrop were 

some of the first American tourists to Mount St. Helens and the surrounding area.  

Winthrop wrote the book The Canoe and the Saddle:  Adventures Among the 

Northwestern Rivers and Forests, and Isthmiana, published in 1862. The Canoe and The 

Saddle is about the time that Winthrop toured the Pacific Northwest in the early 1850s. 

Although his interactions with Native Americans were sometimes hostile, he spoke 

                                                
18 U.S. Geological Survey, Historical FAQs about Mount St. Helens, USGS, 

http://volcanoes.usgs.gov/volcanoes/st_helens/st_helens_sub_page_77.html  (Accessed November 1, 
2014). 

19 Ibid.  
20 Hill, 36.  
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highly of the picturesque scenery of Oregon and Washington territories. Winthrop 

especially adored Mount St. Helens:  

Dearest charmer of all is St. Helen’s, queen of the Cascades, queen of 
Northern America, a fair and graceful volcanic cone.  Exquisite mantling 
snows sweep along her shoulders toward the bristling pines.  Sometimes 
she showers her realms with a boon of light ashes, to notify them that her 
peace is repose, not stupor, and sometimes lifts a beacon of tremulous 
flame by night from her summit.21  
 
Much like the various Native American tribes, Winthrop anthropomorphizes and 

genders the mountain to be a female. Despite the difference in societal standards, both 

Winthrop and the Native Americans associated Mount St. Helens’ polished and 

unscathed peak with femininity. Interestingly, Winthrop did witness small eruptions and 

was unfazed by the threat the volcano posed. Instead, he was amazed by Mount St. 

Helens’ eruptions and by the beauty of the volcano and wanted to rest of the American 

public to experience the Pacific Northwest as he did.  He explains that Americans “know 

little of these treasures of theirs.”22 His reasoning for the little interaction between the 

American public the Cascades is because humans have been afraid of mountains and 

have viewed them as “high, cold, dreary,” and “as resorts for demons.”23 Winthrop was 

young though and was under the influence of Romantic ideals. The Romantic Era in the 

United States spanned from about 1820 to 1860. He was only twenty-four when he 

embarked on his tour of the Northwest and explains he was seeking “adventure, with a 

lurking hope that [he] might prove new sensations of danger.”24 Whether Winthrop 

identified as a romanticist or not, he was aware that other Americans recognized that 

                                                
21 Theodore Winthrop, The Canoe and the Saddle: Adventures Among the Northwestern Rivers 

and Forests, and Isthmiana (Boston: Ticknor and Field Publishers, 1863), 48.  
22 Winthrop, 49.  
23 Ibid.  
24 Winthrop, 75.  
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“America's vast mountains” “embodied the sublime,” a key element of the Romantic 

Era.25 Winthrop mentions the impact of romanticism on Americans’ view of nature: 

It is only lately, in the development of men’s comprehension of nature, 
that mountains have been recognized as our noblest friends, our most 
exalting and inspiring comrades, our grandest emblems of divine power 
and divine peace.26 
 

Romantics traveled in order to escape the “cultures and environments” they had already 

experienced and in hopes to encounter the sublime.27 Volcanoes like Mount St. Helens 

provided them with the opportunity to experience nature as both serene and dangerous.   

Eventually, the American public would understand what Winthrop wrote about in his 

book, and also travel to see the Mount St. Helens in both dormant and active states. The 

ideologies held by the academics, intellectuals, and artists from the Romantic Era just 

needed to dilute down to the rest of the population in order to motivate them to pursue 

their own adventures in the Cascade Mountain Range.  

In addition to the romantics, the Cascades also began to attract people interested 

in recreational activities such as hiking and climbing. The first documented ascent of 

Mount St. Helens was in 1853 by Thomas Dryer and his party.28 By the late 1890s and 

early 1900s, mountaineering clubs had formed and were climbing many of the Cascade 

Mountains.  One prominent mountaineering club was the Mazamas, which formed in 

                                                
25 Kathryn VanSpanckeren, The Romantic Period, 1820-1860: Essayists and Poets, Department 

Of State, Digital International Information Programs, October 10, 2013, 
http://iipdigital.usembassy.gov/st/english/publication/2008/05/20080512215714eaifas0.1850855.html#axzz
3HwTTRzH6 (Accessed November 1, 2014).  

26 Winthrop, 49. 
27Onno Oerlemans, Romanticism and the Materiality of Nature (Toronto, ON: University of 

Toronto Press, 2004), 151.  
28 David A. Anderson, Mount St. Helens, Images of America, (Charleston, SC: Arcadia 

Publishing, 2013), 73.  
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1894 on the summit of Mount Hood.29 In 1898, the club tackled Mount St. Helens. 

Although the mountain appeared to be more active than the other Cascades, it was also 

the shortest and therefore the “least dangerous,” so the club determined it would be an 

easy ascent.30 At this point in time, Mount St. Helens was fairly dormant so the Mazamas 

were not accessing the dangers of the volcano in terms of activity. Instead, the club based 

the intensity of their climbs off of the height and how even the slopes of the mountains 

were. The club successfully climbed the south side of the mountain, and then went to 

climb it again in 1908.31 For the 1908 journey up the mountain, the now famous Sierra 

Club joined the Mazamas. Both clubs headed up the north side of the mountain, which 

proved to be more difficult than the Mazamas climb from the south side, but in the end, 

the climb was successful.32 Nonetheless, the Sierra Club and the Mazamas’ 

accomplishment was not the only news regarding Mount St. Helens in 1908.  

 Previously in 1897, the U.S. Department of the Interior made the area around 

Mount St. Helens a forest reserve. When the forest reserve was transferred under the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture in 1905, Mount St. Helens was included in the forest reserve. 

It was not until 1908 that the whole forest reserve, including Mount St. Helens, became 

the Columbia National Forest. 33  With the federally recognized status, Mount St. Helens, 

Spirit Lake, and the surrounding areas began attracting the attention of people other than 

climbers. National forests are not cut down for development, so they become a place 

                                                
29 Mazamas, Mazama: A Record of Mountaineering in the Pacific Northwest (Portland, OR: 

Mazamas, 1896), 8.  
30 “Will Climb the Mountain,” Omaha (NE) Omaha Daily Bee, May 11, 1898, 7. 
31 (Colfax, WA) The Colfax Gazette, July 10, 1908.  
32 Alexander McAdie Morgan, Lucy Ashburn, S. L. Foster, Marion Randall Parsons, and William 

Conger, Sierra Club Bulletin, Edited by Elliott McAllister, Vol. 7 (San Francisco, CA: Sierra Club, 1910), 
170-179.  

33 Anderson, 40.  
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where the people can be confident they will find the famous American wilderness. In 

comparison to other places developed places in the early twentieth century, such as 

Europe, the United States still had nature that “existed independent of human beings.”34 

In Europe, conservationists had already enacted policies limiting people of their use of 

certain areas nature.  One group within the American population that was interested in 

taking an excursion into the American wilderness, out to Spirit Lake, was the Portland 

YMCA. It is not a coincidence that the Portland YMCA began their annual pilgrimage to 

Spirit Lake in 1908, since that was also the year the forest, including Spirit Lake, and 

Mount St. Helens, became the a National Forest.35  The following year, more organized 

children's groups were hiking to Spirit Lake to camp for the summer, and by the time 

1913 came, the summer campers were in the dozens.36 Mount St. Helens was on a 

dormant streak and so the thought of setting up camp next to a potentially deadly volcano 

did not cross their minds. The campers were there simply to enjoy nature.  

 In order to accommodate the growing number of campers and visitors to Spirit 

Lake and Mount St. Helens, lodges began to open in the 1920s. In 1926, the infamous 

Harry Truman and his wife, along with Jack Nelson, set up the Mount St. Helens Lodge 

on Spirit Lake. In the summer months, Truman rented out his various cabins associated 

with the lodge to tourists.37 Two years later, due to disagreements over how to rent boats 

to visitors, Jack Nelson left the Mount St. Helens Lodge and opened his own lodge, the 

Harmony Falls Lodge. Like the Mount St. Helens Lodge, the Harmony Falls Lodge was 

                                                
34 Karl Jacoby, Crimes Against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves, and the Hidden History of 

American Conservation (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2001), 196. 
35 Anderson, 51.  
36 Alan Guggenheim, Spirit Lake People: Memories of Mount St. Helens, Edited by James 

Mortland, 1st edition (Gresham, OR: Salem Press of Oregon, 1986), 114.  
37 Anderson, 34-35.  
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successful and “attracted a faithful following of Portland families each year.”38 Truman 

and Nelson became enemies but provided gossip for the Spirit Lake Community.39 

Nevertheless, the two Spirit Lake veterans were not the only famous lodge proprietors on 

Spirit Lake.  

Robert and Minnie Lange were at Spirit Lake long before the various lodges were 

established. Minnie had always lived in the Pacific Northwest and Robert had gone to the 

Spirit Lake with “gold fever” to try his luck with mining for gold and ore in the late 

1800s.40 Although Lange succeeded at making some profit from a mine he set up, by 

1911 his mining operations “tapered off” and he turned to lumbering in order to receive a 

homestead claim from the U.S. Forest Service (USFS). The following year, the sawmill 

Lange set up for lumbering was used to provide lumber for the Portland YMCA camp 

that had been visiting every summer. Two years following that, in 1914, Woodrow 

Wilson “personally signed” Lange’s Homestead claim, which helped the Langes maintain 

their prime location on Spirit Lake, but the sawmill could not completely support the 

couple. 41 Before they knew it, the Langes also began to find a place within the tourism 

market that was developing at Spirit Lake and Mount St. Helens. In the 1920s, they 

opened a restaurant featuring the Minnie Lange’s very popular huckleberry pie to cater to 

                                                
38 Ibid, 50.  
39 Guggenheim, 47.  
40 Ibid., 6.; (pseud.), Loo-Wit Lat-Kla, Gold Hunting in the Cascade Mountains: A Full and 

Complete History of the Gold Discoveries in the Cascade Mountains ; Notes of Travel, with Incidents of the 
Journey Through That Wild and Unbroken Region ; Together with an Account of the Red Men Who Dwell 
in That Lonely Abode of Nature, Their Habits and Customs, Religion, Traditions, Etc, Yale University 
Library, 1861. 

41 Guggenheim, 8-9. 
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the growing number of visitors to Spirit Lake. The existing lodges began to expand to 

accommodate more guests, and the number of summer campers grew into the hundreds.42  

 Continuing into the 1930s and 1940s, including throughout World War II, Mount 

St. Helens and Spirit Lake continued to grow as a popular tourist destination. The 

mountain and the lake were advertised together by the Washington State Advertising and 

Progress Commissions, which handed out postcards with images of Spirit Lake glistening 

in front of the majestic Mount St. Helens to try to “lure tourists,” and “future residents to 

the state.”43 Their efforts to advertise the Mount St. Helens areas were effective in 

bringing back regular tourists and drawing in new tourists as well as publicizing Mount 

St. Helens’ more demure side. The only danger that was perceived by visitors with Mount 

St. Helens was the fact it was a somewhat steep mountain to climb.  Thus, families and 

youth organizations continued to travel to Spirit Lake to camp, and climbers seeking 

adventure were still going to Mount St. Helens.  

One visitor was Williams Douglas, who wrote an impressively extensive account 

of his travels throughout the Cascade Mountains in the 1940s. William Douglas would 

later find himself nominated by Franklin D. Roosevelt for the position of Associate 

Justice of the Supreme Court, and hold the longest term in the history of the Supreme 

Court to date.44 However, before he became a famous Supreme Court Justice, Douglas 

spent his time in the Cascades exploring, fishing, and climbing the mountains with his 

friends. All of them enjoyed climbing the mountains so much they climbed them multiple 

times. Three of his friends, Clarence Truitt, Clarence Starcher, and Quinn A. Blackburn 

                                                
42 Ibid., 9, 114.  
43 Anderson, 56.; See Figure 1. 
44 Guggenheim, 105. 
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put their stamina to the test since Truitt wanted to join an expedition to Antarctica. All 

three of them climbed Mount Hood, Mount St. Helens, Mount Adams, Goat Rocks, and 

Mount Rainer in just nine days.45 Douglas did not write about witnessing any major 

eruptions from the volcanoes, particularly Mount St. Helens, and simply saw the 

mountains as a recreational space. In addition to climbing, Doulas also describes how 

enjoyable and popular skiing was in the Cascades. Skiing became another recreational 

activity the American public could partake in while visiting Mount St. Helens in late 

1940s and into the 1950s.46 Furthermore, skiing lured in more tourists and allowed 

tourists to visit the mountain during the winter months in addition to the summer months.  

 While hikers and climbers occupied Mount St. Helens in the summer months, 

skiers occupied the mountain during the winter. The Cascades were described as the 

“headquarters for some of the finest skiing in the country,” and a “winter sports 

paradise.”47 As Charles D. Hessey Jr. explains, the Cascades drew what he calls “ski 

mountaineers.” Ski mountaineers are their own brand of adventurers. Hessey calls them 

the “poets” of the skiing world. Some try to conquer the highest peaks, while some 

simply love to be on the mountains, but none spent their entire trip on the ski lifts, like 

the average skiers did.48 Ski clubs gave lodges more revenue as well as provided the 

youth camps with a sense of kinship.49 Together, the children and more advanced skiers 

conquered the steep slopes of Mount St. Helens and the other Cascade mountains. 

Traveling to Mount St. Helens remained a thrill ignited by recreational activities as the 
                                                

45 William O. Douglas, Of Men and Mountains (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1950), 310. 
46 Douglas, 280-281.  
47 Weldon F. Heald, “Cascade Holiday,” in The Cascades: Mountains of the Pacific Northwest, 

Edited by Roderick Peattie (New York: The Vanguard Press, 1949), 120.  
48 Charles D. Hessey Jr., “Skis on the Cascades,” in The Cascades: Mountains of the Pacific 

Northwest, Edited by Roderick Peattie (New York: The Vanguard Press, 1949), 387.  
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dormant volcano continued to sleep.  Nonetheless, skiers of all kinds went to the Cascade 

Mountain Range to enjoy the slopes, mostly because of the landscape that the Cascades 

had to offer. The Cascades wooed touring skiers with their “tranquility,” and 

“excitement.”50 Mount St. Helens in particular, was known as the “‘sport’” mountain 

with its steep cone and low timberline “leaving over a vertical mile of timber-free 

skiing.” Mount St. Helens was also the most symmetrical of all the volcanic cones, and 

was covered with enough snow to ski on “well into May.”51 To paint the most basic of all 

pictures of Mount St. Helens as it looked before the 1980 eruption, Heald describes the 

volcano as “resembling a giant scoop of vanilla ice cream.”52 A scoop of ice cream is the 

epitome of images representing harmlessness. By now, the volcano had built a reputation 

as an easy, picturesque mountain to climb, a smooth, but exciting mountain to ski on, and 

a place where families and youth organizations were free to visit as they pleased. The 

volcano posed no threat whatsoever in the American public’s minds and carried on to 

solidify that reputation into the 1960s and 1970s.  

 In honor of the chief of the U.S. Forest Service, the Columbia National Forest 

became the Gifford Pinchot National Forest in 1959.53 If anything, the new name enticed 

even more visitors to travel to Mount St. Helens and the Spirit Lake area. Following the 

name change, thousands of boys and girls were spending their summers on the lake and 

mountain though numerous YMCA groups, Boy Scout and Girl Scout troops, and church 

groups.54 Furthermore, the Spirit Lake Campground was “very popular and frequently 
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full,” and could accommodate about “620 people at one time,” while smaller 

campgrounds could handle “up to 60 people.”55 Throughout the twentieth century, 

recreational use of Mount St. Helens and Spirit Lake, along with the surrounding areas 

rose while other activities such as mining either declined or hardly made an impact on the 

area, due to the conditions that come with holding the title as a National Forest. 

Recreation became the biggest source of income and “the main focus” of the region. By 

1979, the mountain, Spirit Lake, and neighboring Mount Margaret Backcountry “saw 

more recreational use than any other area in the Gifford Pinchot National Forest.” By 

1979, the year before Mount St. Helens’ famous eruption, the area had “480,000 visitor 

days.”56 Unfortunately, America’s beautifully symmetrical volcano would no longer have 

a nice steep cone in the subsequent years.  

 Mount St. Helens changed forever in 1980. There have been some disagreements 

over how well informed residents in the surrounding areas were of the potential risks of 

the volcano erupting. As Ronald W. Perry and Marjorie Greene reported their book 

Citizen Response to Volcanic Eruptions: The Case of Mt. St. Helens, they found after 

conducting two studies that the majority of residents were aware of the threats and 

dangers that an eruption could pose since they had received information on the hazards of 

the volcano. Furthermore, they found that perceptions of various risks of an eruption by 

residents largely varied by proximity to Mount St. Helens.57 Somewhat contrastingly, as 

Dick Thompson mentions in Volcano Cowboys: The Rocky Evolution of a Dangerous 

Science, although geologists published a “’Notice of Potential Hazard,’” including a 
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“Blue Book and cover letter discussing the hazards” of an eruption by Mount St. Helens, 

many residents and officials were in disbelief. The volcano had been mostly dormant 

since 1857, so the “common reaction” was that the geologists were just trying to create 

attention in the media.58 Residents near the volcano along with the rest of the American 

public viewed Mount St. Helens as a gentle giant scoop of vanilla ice cream just as 

Charles D. Hessey Jr. did in the 1950s. It was not until the earthquakes began to occur 

more frequently that the majority of residents evacuated the area. Only a few bold 

residents and scientists remained.  

 Among the people to stay in the blast zone was the local legend Mount St. Helens 

Lodge owner, Harry Truman. After the 1980 eruption, he became “something of a folk 

hero” when he refused to leave his home located in one of the Red Zones.59 Harry 

explained to journalists that Mount St. Helens had been “stable all his life,” so he “did not 

believe” it would erupt.60 Geologists did warn Truman, so he was aware of the risk he 

was taking by staying on the mountain, but he valued his own personal experience with 

the mountain over the geologists’ seismic readings. Whether he truly believed that or 

whether he felt trapped by the media, who had “interviewed him fairly regularly” before 

the volcano showed signs of erupting is unknown. Truman may have felt pressured to 

commit to his view of the mountain as an unthreatening tourist location. He had been 

known to be a very stubborn man, as his former business partner Jack Nelson discovered, 

and so would not change views he had already committed to. Nonetheless, Truman made 
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his decision and stayed in the red zone on the volcano. As the situation regarding the 

volcano’s activity became tenser, sightseers and the media became excited over the 

possibility of Mount St. Helens erupting.  

 Although the American public enjoyed Mount St. Helens as their skiing slopes 

and tranquil campground, people in general, and particularly Americans, love to see a 

spectacle. Americans have and continue to be fascinated by disasters.61 In April of 1980, 

authorities began setting up roadblocks to prevent civilians from accessing the volcano 

and to protect sightseers, but that did not hold them back.62 Many determined sightseers 

either fought the authorities or simply avoided the roadblocks by taking logging access 

roads.63 Sightseers, the boldest of Mount St. Helens tourists, continued to try to watch the 

volcano from the roadblocks up until three days before the major lateral eruption on May 

18, 1980. Residents and tourists were accustomed to the mountain not posing any threats, 

thus they tried to take part in activities on the mountain that were familiar to them. As the 

USGS notes in their Geological Survey Professional Paper, Volcanic Eruptions of 1980 

at Mount St. Helens: the First 100 Days, roadblocks became a social place for sightseers. 

Many of them would “congregate,” “picnic,” and “photograph” the volcano while 

waiting for it to “‘do something.’”64 Three days later, the visitors got their wish. Mount 

St. Helens blasted laterally and the newspapers began to emulate the reactions of the 

eruption from the residents and the nation.  
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There were a few different angles that the newspapers took when reporting on the 

eruptions of Mount St. Helens. In addition to updating the missing and death tolls, many 

newspapers focused on the cost of the damages and the spread of ash from the eruptions. 

For example, on May 25, 1980, after the volcano had already erupted a few times, the 

New York Times published an article entitled, “Mount St. Helens Erupts Again, Raining 

Ash in Oregon: Portland Airport Shut Mt. St. Helens Erupts; Ash Reaches Oregon $1.6 

Billion in Damage Estimated.” In the article, reporter Wayne King describes how 

everything from lawns to cars to houses were covered in grey ash and how the sky had a 

“deepening gloom” feel to it.  

In addition to conveying how much damage the volcano had already caused, King 

includes a quote from a gas station operator from the area saying that he is, “‘getting 

damn tired’” of Mount St. Helens erupting.65 The gas station operator, much other 

residents and the American public had not seen a volcano erupt in their own backyard, 

and therefore, did not realize that eruptions are hardly isolated once they start. Everyone 

besides the geologists and the other scientists at the scene struggled accepting that their 

beloved beauty could produce so much ash and cause so much destruction. The American 

public seemed to think that mountain “broke all rules on environment,” despite the 

scientific knowledge of the nature of stratovolcanoes.66 Mount St. Helens was going to 

stop erupting because the residents in region were inconvenienced by it. As The 

Washington Post wrote in an article on May 22, 1980, the mountain did not follow the 
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Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) standards and, if only the volcano “had been 

polite enough” to warn the country of its potential for disaster, then “regulators would 

have never given it a permit.”67 Since Mount St. Helens had been dormant for about a 

hundred years, and served primarily as a recreational place, everyone had forgotten the 

damages the volcano could create.68 The disbelief of the destruction caused by Mount St. 

Helens by the American public remained strong despite the fact that “repeated natural 

disasters have taught us” that humans can be significantly impacted by Mother Nature.69 

 Although geologists knew that Mount St. Helens was overdue for an eruption 

and that the eruption patterns were “somewhat predictable,” they were not quite sure 

when the volcano would erupt again.70 Furthermore, despite their attempt to warn 

residents about the hazards of the volcano, nobody, not even the USGS geologists saw an 

eruption on that scale coming. The first bizarre earthquake began on March 20, 1980, 

fifty-nine days before the first eruption. The earthquake was shallower than the previous 

earthquakes felt in that region and was felt  “distinctly” near Mount St. Helens. 

Additionally the earthquake was accompanied by numerous aftershocks, also unlike the 

previous earthquakes felt near the mountain. 71 The quakes continued, and on March 27, 

1980, the first ash eruption occurred. Ash eruptions do not involve lava. The plume of ash 

was thick, black, and rose about seven thousand feet above the volcano.72 Steam and ash 

plumes continued throughout the month of March, with some reaching ten thousand feet 

high. The steam and ash plumes were only the beginning. The volcano began to make its 
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intentions more known in April when the first harmonic tremors began. Harmonic 

tremors happen when magma flows underground, so beginning in April of 1980, 

volcanologists began to believe that the possibility an eruption involving magma was 

increasingly likely.73   

 On April 3, 1980, Governor Dixy Lee Ray declared a state of emergency for 

Washington State.74 Mount St. Helens continued to spew ash and steam as well as have 

harmonic tremors, but during the middle of April, the volcano’s activity decreased. 

However, this hiatus would be brief because by the end of April, USGS scientists noticed 

that the north side of the volcano was swelling, creating a bulge. By May 15, 1980, three 

days before the lateral blast, the bulge was shifting “outward at a rate of about five feet a 

day.”75 At this point there were still two people known to be in the red zones: Harry 

Truman, owner of the Mount St. Helens Lodge, who refused to leave his home on Spirit 

Lake, and volcanologist David Johnson who was taking instrument readings at the USGS 

Coldwater II post, about 5.7 miles north of the summit. Johnson was directly on the 

northern bulge and would later die there on the day of the lateral eruption.76 Both men 

were committed to their life pursuits. Truman was committed to staying with his lodge on 

the mountain, and Johnson was committed to his studies of volcanology, and although 

tourists yearning to see the volcano erupt and the scientists warning of volcano’s dangers 

may have clashed heads, in the end it was both a beneficiary of tourism and a scientist 

that surrendered their lives to Mount St. Helens. 
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On May 18, 1980 at 8:32 a.m., an earthquake shook Mount St. Helens, triggering 

an enormous debris avalanche that began racing down the mountain. The debris 

avalanche was the largest on Earth in human recorded history, totaling at a volume of 

about 3.3 billion cubic yards, equivalent to 1 million Olympic swimming pools. 

Basically, the whole north side of the mountain collapsed. Interestingly, Mount St. 

Helens has a history of debris avalanches in conjuncture with its eruptions. During the 

Cougar stage, about seventeen thousand to twenty-three thousand years ago, a giant 

debris avalanche also occurred that was “at least twice as large” as the 1980 debris 

avalanche.77 The Cougar debris avalanche left a deposit six hundred to nine hundred feet 

thick on the south side of the volcano. In addition to the avalanche, the earthquake also 

ignited a major lateral blast that showed the American public that Mount St. Helens was 

and continues to be a deadly volcano when active. The lateral eruption cloud from the 

lateral blast reached a height of fifteen miles, or eighty thousand feet, within fifteen 

minutes.78  

In order to explain to the American public how large the lateral blast was, The 

Washington Post, and the New York Times compared it to other types of explosions.  The 

newspapers reported the blast was equivalent to at least “40 kilotons of dynamite,” and 

“released 500 times more energy” than the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima during 

World War II.79 The imagery used when talking about the lateral eruption is drastically 

different from the imagery used to describe the volcano prior to 1980. The ice cream peak 
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had turned into an atomic bomb within a matter of seconds on May 18, 1980. From then 

on, the American public would no longer view the mountain as a delightful place for 

summer and winter vacations, but instead as the volcano that exploded, produced ash that 

eventually circumnavigated the planet, and killed people. Johnson, who was one of the 

first people to see the eruption and avalanche at 8:37 a.m. that day, did not have time to 

communicate what he saw when he looked at the volcano. His last words over the radio 

transmitter were, “’Vancouver! Vancouver! This is it!’”80 The debris avalanche and the 

lateral eruption obliterated parts of the northern side of mountain, but that was not the end 

of the volcano’s activity.81 There were still more eruptions to come.  

 The second large eruption was on May 25, 1980 and produced an ash column that 

reached forty-five thousand feet. The ash only added to the several feet of mud that 

accumulated during the previous week as rain and the ash mixed. After the second 

eruption, the mud was so high in some places that it measured up to the door on 

residents’ standing mailboxes.82 A third, very similar eruption on June 12, 1980 added to 

the pileup of ash around the surrounding areas. The plume of that eruption “rose as high 

as 52,000 feet.”83 One element of the eruptions that had not yet been observed was lava, 

but on May 31, 1980, aerial observers found bright, glowing, lava pools on the floor of 

the crater. Some the lava pools were “as large as thirty feet in diameter,” and were most 
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likely a temperature of about one thousand three hundred degrees Fahrenheit.84  Mount 

St. Helens eventually calmed down, but then erupted several more times in July of 

1980.85 By the end of the summer the summit lost a total of 1,314 feet in height. Mount 

St. Helens was already the shortest Cascades Mountain, but now it was most certainly the 

shortest at 8,357 feet. In addition, the eruptions caused a loss of four billion board feet of 

timber, and took fifty-seven human lives, along with about seven thousand big game 

animals.86 The event left scars on both human society and the environment around the 

volcano.  

 There is no doubt that the American public saw the 1980 eruption of Mount St. 

Helens as a natural disaster because, as Susan Kieffer explains, “disasters occur when 

accumulated energy is suddenly unleashed in a way that harms humans,” and in nature 

disasters hit as storms, earthquakes, volcanoes, and other phenomena.87 In case of the 

1980 Mount St. Helens eruptions, many victims died of ash asphyxiation and from 

burns.88 Survivors were left to deal with the enormous amounts of ash produced by the 

various eruptions.89 In the midst of the dark grey clouds, residents found a silver lining; 

they discovered they could make money off of Mount St. Helens erupting. Before the 

worst of the eruptions occurred, on April 20, 1980, the New York Times ran an article 
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about a couple by the names of Sandy and Gene Mortensen who were already making 

money off of Mount St. Helens eruption souvenirs. They were selling t-shirts, bumper 

stickers, posters, and little handmade bags of ash.90 The Mortensens understood that they 

could profit off of the American public’s morbid curiosity. The rest of their Mount St. 

Helens area community, as well as the American public, followed in their footsteps.  

Businesses that were having difficulty surviving turned into “tourist-attracting” 

businesses such as souvenir shops.91  Backpacks, cups, Frisbees, buttons, hats, caps, 

weather vanes, pennants, commemorative coins, newspaper specials, slides, posters, and 

postcards were among the various items that featured Mount St. Helens. 92. Above all it 

was incorporating the volcanic ash into products and services that became the most 

popular method of selling Mount St. Helens to the rest of the American public. Artists 

tried to incorporate the ash into their pieces. One painter even began offering a class on 

“‘How to Paint with Volcanic Ash.’” Meanwhile, potters, sculptors, and glassmakers also 

tried to add the volcanic ash into their work.93 Residents turned entrepreneurs had to 

approach the task of engaging tourists differently than before the eruptions. Before, the 

mountain could somewhat sell itself as a place where people could take their vacations, 

but now, since activities around and on the mountain were almost impossible, the 

residents would have to market the mountain themselves. These residents were not the 

first, American entrepreneurs to profit off natural disasters. Marketing natural disasters 

occurred long before the Mount St. Helens eruption.  
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 During and after the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, “entrepreneurs wasted no 

time in turning the calamity into money,” by selling photographs, films, stories, and 

performances of the event.94 Americans have always been intrigued by natural 

phenomena, and over time, an aesthetic appreciation for nature’s violence developed.95  

The aesthetic became known as the “sublime” to artists, writers, and philosophers in the 

Romantic era of the 1800s, the same movement that got Americans more engaged in 

appreciating nature. In The Culture of Calamity: Disaster and the Making of Modern 

America, Kevin Rozario offers two explanations for why Americans, and human beings 

in general, have a fascination with natural disasters. The first explanation is that humans 

are adapted to “pay special attention” to “unusual or threatening” events, or in other 

words, get an adrenaline rush to prepare us “to fight or for flight.”96  The second 

explanation for our morbid curiosity is that violent events provide a type of sensual 

gratification and excitement that are “repressed when we are socialized into adulthood” 

and that the violence allows us to see the “real” world.97 Both of these philosophical ideas 

can reveal why Americans have been and continue to be enchanted by Mount St. Helens.   

 The relationship between the American public and Mount St. Helens significantly 

changed. Tourism was and continues to be the primary mean of interaction between of 

Mount St. Helens and the American public, but the motivation for tourists to visit the 

mountain is different from before the 1980 eruption. Furthermore, the experience visitors 

had when traveling to the volcano post-1980 was also very different from the experience 

that visitors of volcano pre-1980. The mountain changed from a harmless hiking ground 
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to a deadly volcano recharging for its next eruption. 

Visitors before the 1980 eruption were interested in the outdoor recreational 

activities like hiking, camping, fishing, and skiing. They were looking to escape “the 

demands of their daily lifestyles” and enjoy the “‘undisturbed' beauty’” of Mount St. 

Helens. After the 1980 eruption, tourists were more interested in leaning about the 

destruction the volcano caused and how it disturbed the surround areas.98 Post-1980 

tourists wanted, and continue to want to see a site that is not present elsewhere in the 

continental United States: a place where a volcanic natural disaster occurred. The USFS 

recognized this and instead of concentrating solely on the morbid parts of the 1980 

eruption, the USFS tried to make “positive use of the consequences of the disaster.”99 

Mount St. Helens became a National Volcanic Monument, and a visitor center opened in 

December 1986. From its opening to 1989, over one million visitors went to the Mount 

St. Helens Visitor Center.100 Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, “five visitor centers 

sprang up.”101 Today, most of the centers that visitors can attend are still open, such as 

Mount St. Helens Forest Learning Center, the Mount St. Helens Visitor Center at Silver 

Lake, and the Johnson Ridge Observatory, named after the late David Johnson, the USGS 

volcanologist who died during the May 18, 1980 lateral blast and debris avalanche.102   
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 Despite the efforts of the USFS, and the initial turnout at the visitor center, the 

Mount St. Helens area had some difficulty maintaining a regular stream of tourists once 

all of the Spirit Lake lodges were obliterated. Tourism experts had estimated that in the 

summer following the May 1980 eruption, there could be up to three million Mount St. 

Helens visitors.103 Unfortunately, the experts gravely overestimated. The tourist counts 

were “off more than a third” than what they had been in the previous year when much of 

the American public stayed away from the mountain, fearing more volcanic eruptions.104 

Ironically, it was another eruption that would bring tourists back to Mount St. Helens. 

The volcano erupted again in October of 2004. Although the eruptions were not as nearly 

as destructive as the 1980 eruptions, on October 1, 2004, there were several explosions 

that shot a large plume of ash and gases into the atmosphere. Four days later on October 

5, 2004, four additional steam and ash explosions occurred, three of which produced 

significant fallout of ash.105 As this was happening, the American public was once again 

“transfixed” by a natural phenomenon. Disaster tends to bring Americans together, as 

Mark Sundeen, a resident near Mount St. Helens, explains, “America always roots for the 

home team, even if it might explode and cover us in magma.”106 Through “intensive” and 

“continuous” media coverage, Americans were given a “great amount of information” 

about the situation at Mount St. Helens, and stayed updated on the eruptions.107 The same 
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approach by the media was attempted during the 2004 eruptions, but this time, the 

reactions differed between residents and tourists.  

Residents were not as excited about the 2004 eruptions since compared to the 

1980 eruptions, “it was almost just like a little burp.”108 When the volcano did not live up 

to its violent expectations, most of the residents stopped watching the mountain.109 A 

little over twenty years before, residents were in shock about how Mount St. Helens 

could produce so much ash and how disrupting the eruptions were to their everyday lives. 

Yet in 2004, the smaller eruptions left the majority of residents uninterested. 

Contradictory, the American public and the tourists who made it out to Washington were 

captivated just like during the 1980 eruptions. Within forty-eight hours after the red alert 

was announced by the USGS, the Forest Service's VolcanoCam web page got “23 million 

hits.”110 When the volcano shot up plumes of ash and steam on October 1, 2004, 

thousands of tourists were delighted. One couple, as mentioned in the New York Times, 

traveled from their home two hundred and sixty-five miles away just to see what Mount 

St. Helens would do.111 Despite the excitement, the problem the state of Washington 

continued to have was that tourists did not stay after Mount St. Helens' brief activity.  

 In 2006, visitors in the state of Washington spent a total of $12.7 billion, which 

generated eight hundred forty five million dollars in state and local taxes. Although that 

appears to be a significant amount of money, the Washington Department of Community, 

Trade and Economic Development's Tourism Office wanted to extend visitors’ length of 
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stay and spend more time at Mount St. Helens.112 Three years later in 2009, a solution to 

this problem was proposed. State legislators, county officials, environmentalists, parks 

and port managers, and a representative of the Cowlitz Tribe met at the Skamania Lodge 

in Stevenson, WA to discuss the possibility of creating a scenic loop featuring the 

Columbia River Gorge, Beacon Rock, waterfalls on the Wind River, swimming in Swift 

Reservoir and a close-up view of Mount St. Helens' southern flank.113  

Another somewhat related plan for Mount St. Helens was also discussed in 2009. 

Some members of an advisory committee wanted to turn Mount St. Helens into a national 

park, stating that they would receive more funding to promote tourism than if they were 

to keep it with the U.S. Forest Service. As the tourism director for Cowlitz County, 

explained, the recreation program at Mount St. Helens amounted to about $500,000 

annually while national parks of similar size and popularity to Mount St. Helens received 

$4.5 million to run their programs.114 Five years later, Mount St. Helens is still with the 

U.S. Forest Service as a National Volcanic Monument and as it was in 2010, the 

monument serves as a “day trip” for the “vast majority of visitors.”115 Nonetheless, that 

does not stop Washington State from earning money from tourism. As a whole, the state 

does very well in the tourism industry, and in 2011, it “became the only state to close its 

official tourism agency and cut all state funding for self-promotion,” since out of state 

                                                
112 “Wooing Visitors,” Vancouver (WA) The Columbian, November 10, 2006.  
113 Kathie Durbin, Volcano Loop Might Snare Tourism, Vancouver (WA) The Columbian, June 12, 

2009.  
114 Erik Robinson, “Mount St. Helens National Park” Not Dead Yet, Advocates Say: Supporters 

Not Ready to Abandon Idea despite Committee’s Recommendation,” Vancouver (WA) The Columbian, 
June 3, 2009. 

115 Erik Robinson, “Mount St. Helens: A Debate Smolders: Part One: 30 Years after Eruption, We 
Still Don’t Know What to Do with Volcanic Monument,” Vancouver (WA) The Columbian, May 16, 2010.  
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visitors spent $15.2 billion in Washington in 2010.116 So although some people within the 

state have been worried about tourism throughout the 2000s and 2010s, clearly the state 

of Washington is still popular among tourists despite the changes in the kinds of tourism 

the volcano attracts. Before the eruptions in 1980, the mountain attracted member of the 

American public who were interested in outdoor recreational activities, whereas after the 

eruptions tourists were and continue to be more intrigued by seeing the mountain as a 

National Volcanic Monument and learning about the effects of the eruptions in 1980. 

Nonetheless, Mount St. Helens fascinates the American public and remains a tourist 

hotspot. 

The field of the history of Mount St. Helens is vast and has many different 

components to it. Mount St. Helens has made an impact on the American people through 

its formation, the incredible 1980 eruption, and interactions with inhabitants and tourists. 

Although there have been a few scholarly works about Mount St. Helens and tourism, 

there have been no scholarly arguments about how tourism is the basis of the relationship 

between Mount St. Helens and the American public. Furthermore, there has been no 

mention by scholars on how tourism changes throughout Mount St. Helens’ history. 

Merely highlighting tourism at Mount St. Helens does not effectively present Mount St. 

Helens’ history within United States history. The types of tourists and the motivation 

behind tourism at Mount St. Helens changes and diversifies after the 1980 eruption. 

Moreover, when examining the various relationships between the volcano and different 

groups of people, differences in the foundation of the human to nature relationships arise, 

                                                
116 “In Our View: Tourism — An Easy Sell: State Closes Travel-Promotion Department, but 

Private Sources Are Poised to Step up.” Vancouver (WA) The Columbian, July 6, 2011.  
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and scholars have not compared and contrasted those differences within a single study.  

There is a distinct difference in the relationships between Native Americans and Mount 

St. Helens, and between Americans and Mount St. Helens pre-1980 eruption and post-

eruption.  

The different Native American tribes who inhabited the Mount St. Helens region 

had oral traditions about how the mountain was formed and why it erupts. In all of the 

myths and legends Mount St. Helens was a woman who became a mountain, and when 

she is upset or angry, she erupts. Later on after the United States of America was 

established, Romantic Era writers and travellers went to the Washington and Oregon 

Territories looking for the sublime and looking for a way to connect spiritually with 

nature. Theodore Winthrop was one writer and traveller who adored the Cascade 

Mountains, and spoke incredibly highly of Mount St. Helens whenever he saw it. 

Although the intense romantic ideals faded away as new ways of thinking arose, tourists 

in the twentieth century continued to go to the Pacific Northwest for similar reasons.  

Climbers also cherished the Cascade Mountains. Mountaineering groups enjoyed 

the adventure of the climbs and exploring all of the ridges of the mountains.  Early lodge 

owners originally set out to find some tranquility on Spirit Lake and for a brief amount of 

time they did, but after Mount St. Helens was included within the Columbia National 

Forest, the atmosphere of the region changed. Participating in recreational activities 

attracted many different parts of the American population to Mount St. Helens. Youth 

organizations, ski clubs, and families regularly visited the mountain each year, and the 

overall popularity of Mount St. Helens as a tourist destination increased as the twentieth 

century continued. In addition to the recreational activities the name change of the 
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Columbia National Forest to the Gifford Pinchot National Forest in 1959 only further 

drew attention to tourist opportunities in the Mount St. Helens region. The common 

factor between all of the tourists partaking in the recreational activities that the mountain 

had to offer was that they all found the volcano to be completely harmless. Due to its 

fairly long dormant stage from about 1857 to 1980, tourists throughout the majority of 

the twentieth century did not see Mount St. Helens erupt and therefore did not perceive 

the volcano as a serious threat. Year after year, tourists went to Mount St. Helens and 

nothing in regards to volcanic activity happened to endanger them.   

Despite some of the hints of Mount St. Helens’ volcanic activity around some of 

the lodges, such as a “painting depicting the 1857 St. Helens eruption” hanging in the 

Spirit Lake Lodge’s dining room, nobody thought about the possibility of another 

eruption.117 Even leading up to the eruption, many tourists and residents did not believe 

that Mount St. Helens would erupt, despite the USFS and USGS’ warnings. Tourists 

continued to travel to the mountain and residents themselves became sightseers in March, 

April, and into early May as the mid-May 1980 eruption approached. People picnicked 

by roadblocks and set up their cameras waiting for the volcano to spew. Once the volcano 

erupted, the tourism in the Mount St. Helens region significantly changed. After the 1980 

eruption, the residents found a new method of attracting tourists, and tourists traveled to 

the Pacific Northwest seeking a different kind of vacation from the pre-1980 tourists.  

Although outdoor recreational activities are still possible in the areas near Mount 

St. Helens, visiting the volcano itself turned into more of an educational experience. 

Along with the rest of the American public, post-1980 tourists sought out Mount St. 

                                                
117 Dick Thompson, 14.  
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Helens to learn about a type of natural disaster that had been fairly rare in the continental 

United States. Volcanic eruptions were somewhat scarce after 1857 and so the morbid 

curiosity for seeing what kind of destruction volcanoes can bring enticed members of the 

American public to travel to Mount St. Helens. Residents quickly understood this and 

began converting their local businesses into businesses that would cater to tourists. 

Souvenir shops selling bags of ash, t-shirts, posters and other Mount St. Helens 

memorabilia opened. The desires of the tourists deviated from recreational activities, to 

learning about the National Volcanic Monument and the 1980 eruption.  

As a result, visiting Mount St. Helens went from being a weeklong trip to a day 

trip. Instead of hiking one day, fishing another, and camping throughout the week, now 

most tourists drive to the various visitor centers, watch a film about the volcano and take 

pictures of the large crater from the Johnson Observatory. Nevertheless, when analyzing 

the relationship between Mount St. Helens and the American public before, during, and 

after the 1980 eruption, it becomes evident that although the volcano holds the potential 

for danger and the American public now views the volcano in a different fashion, tourism 

continues to act as the main connection between the American public and volcano. As 

quoted by the New York Times in 1980, Gene Mortensen at the Wildwood Inn says, 

“‘[Mount St. Helens] will always be a tourist attraction.’”118  

 

 

 

 
                                                

118 King, “Near Mount St. Helens, Souvenirs of Volcano Erupt: The Talk of Cougar.”; See Figure 
5.  
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FIGURES 

 

Figure 1: Mount St. Helens and Spirit Lake paired together in an illustration on a Spirit 
Lake Recreation Guide.119  

 
 

 

 

Figure 2: A photograph taken before the 1980 eruption that was commonly used in advertisements for 
products from the Mount St. Helens and Spirit Lake area.120 
 
 

                                                
119 USFS, “Untitled,” in David A. Anderson, Mount St. Helens, Images of America, (Charleston, 

SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2013), 40.  
120 Washington Digital Archives, “Photograph AR-28001001-PH001744,” in David A. Anderson, 

Mount St. Helens, Images of America, (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2013), 54.  
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Figure 3: A photograph of the debris avalanche and lateral eruption cloud on May 18, 
1980.121 
 
 
 

 

Figure 4: A photograph of the outside wall of the Johnson Ridge Observatory.122 

                                                
121 “Photo G,” in Bruce. L. Foxworthy and Mary Hill, Volcanic Eruptions of 1980 at Mount St. 

Helens; the First 100 Days, United States Geological Survey (Washington: United States Government 
Printing Office, 1982), 52. 

122 Jessica Reingold, “Johnson Ridge Observatory,” August 7, 2014, Personal Collection of Jessica 
Reingold.  
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Figure 5: A postcard from the Johnson Ridge Observatory gift shop depicting Mount St. 
Helens before (the reflection) and after the 1980 eruption.123  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                

123 Lantern Press, “Mount St. Helens, Washington- Before and After Views Poster,” August 7, 
2014, Personal Collection of Jessica Reingold. 
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