Volcanos of Costa Rica

Coasta Rica, the size of Vermont and New Hampshire, is a beautiful and geographically diverse country.  A high mountain range runs down the center of the country splitting the county into 2 – the Pacific side and the Caribbean side.  This has created the incredible biodiversity one finds here.

This mountain range is part of the Andean-Sierra Madre chain that runs from Alaska down to the tip of South America, formed by the smashing together of tectonic plates.   Volcanoes run down through this chain.  Costa Rica, as part of the ”Pacific Rim of Fire”,  has 7 active volcanoes and 40 dormant.  We live in the shadow of two – one active, one dormant.

The country is also prone to earthquakes.  We heard an expert say the other day that there is an earth quake here every 10 minutes.  Most of these are tiny shifts, but as recently as last week a 4.2 quake hit an area in the remote south.  The church in Heredia is famous because it is one of the oldest – 1797.  Still standing because it has such think walls.  Most churches and historic buildings have been destroyed and rebuilt many times.  In 1910 and 1926 massive earth quakes destroyed buildings though out the country.  Then in  April 1991 a massive quake of 7.4 hit the Caribbean coast and in the matter of a few seconds sections of the Atlantic coast line were raised more than 3 feet, permanently changing the coastline.  Many coral reefs were destroyed as they were raised above sea level.  
We have visited three of the most active volcanoes, all in National Parks.  Poas (2708 meters), that we can see from our bedroom window, has been active since a series of eruptions in the 1950s.   It has 3 craters, 2 inactive, but the third is constantly emitting sulfur clouds from the sulfuric lake in the crater.  It is one of the world’s largest active craters 1.5 kilometers wide and over 300 meters deep. (http://www.metric-conversions.org/length/meters-to-feet.htm)  You can drive to within 600 yards of the crater and then walk up to a look out.  Some times the park is closed when the supher fumes are too great.  You drive up through coffee plantation and farms to reach the Park.  http://costa-rica-guide.com/parks/poas.htm
Irazu, near Cartago (south east of San Jose), at 3432 meters high is the highest volcano in CR, and you drive up through rich agricultural land and dairy farms to reach it.   The name comes from 2 Indian words ara (point) and tzu (thunder).  It’s most famous eruption was on March 13, 1963; the day JFK arrived in Costa Rica for an official visit.  Great columns of ash and smoke erupted and the volcanic activity continued for 2 years and caused at least 40 deaths, and destroyed 400 houses and some factories.  Once ash-filled vapor went up into clouds and resulted in a “rain” of mud that covered a wide area up to 5 inches in places.  It’s has been still since 1994 when a sudden brief eruption of gas and ash occurred.  

http://www.worldheadquarters.com/cr/protected_areas/parks/irazu_volcano
The third volcano, Arenal (1633meters), is the most picture perfect and most active, but in some ways unusual.  Very long dormant, everyone just thought it was a mountain and at this point the field of vulcanolgy was primitive in Costa Rica.  Then in June of 1986 women washing clothes in a near-by river noticed the river water was getting warm.  Suddenly on July 29, 1968 the mountain exploded.  Vibrations could be felt as far away as Colorado.  Several villages and their populations were wiped out.  Considered one of the most active volcanos in the world, there is an almost daily lava flow or eruptions with large cinder blocks rolling down the mountain.   The area around the volcano has several natural hot spring spas.  http://www.arenal.net/arenal-volcano-1968-eruption.htm 
The below link is very cool about volcanoes around the world:  http://volcano.und.edu 
