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When Mount St. Helens erupted 40 years 
ago, residents around Stanwood and 
Camano Island heard the blasts.

The sky fi lled with debris, turning 
day into night. A thick layer of ash dumped on Eastern 
Washington, forcing roads, businesses and schools to 
close. Ash ruined cars and machinery.

The U.S. Geologic Survey says the eruption fed a 
towering plume of ash for more than nine hours, and 
winds carried the ash hundreds of miles. The lahar, or 
mudfl ow, surged down in rivers, carrying boulders, 
logs and anything that got in the way. Forests, bridges, 
roads and buildings were destroyed. Fifty-seven 
people died.

 “It’s one of those catalytic events that is etched in 
our memory. It’s changed the way we view natural 
disasters in the Northwest ever since,” said fi lmmaker 
Michael Lienau of Camano Island.

The 40th anniversary of Mount St. Helen’s erup-
tion is signifi cant because many people still remember 
it; it’s not lost in history. But with each decade since 
1980, fewer people know fi rst-hand how devastating it 
was, he said.

Lienau remembers the event well because he was on 
the mountain when it blew the second time.
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Explosion of science

Camano boy, 9, 
uses birthday 
to raise $1,000 
for food bank
By KIM HILDENBRAND
For the SC News

As his ninth birthday ap-
proached in the midst of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Atlas Lecoq felt a little 

sad. It had nothing to do with friends 
or gifts or a party.

He was feeling bad because for the 
fi rst time in four years, he wouldn’t 
be taking donations to the Stanwood 
Camano Food Bank.

Every year since kindergarten, Atlas 
has asked his birthday party guests 
to skip the gifts and instead bring 
nonperishable items to donate. But the 
pandemic meant no party for his May 

8 birthday — and no collecting dona-
tions “at a time when people need 
food more than ever,” Atlas said.

Then inspiration struck.

Atlas’s parents, John and Appa 
Lecoq, decided to help Atlas host 
a birthday fundraiser on Facebook. 
Atlas set the goal of raising $100 to 
donate to Stanwood Camano Food 
Bank Services.

“I thought $100 seemed like a lot of 
money,” Atlas said.

Instead, he raised more than 10 
times that amount.

Thanks to the generosity of 34 
family members, friends, and friends 
of friends, Atlas’s birthday fundraiser 
generated $1,010 for the food bank.

“I didn’t expect to make half of 
what we earned,” the Elger Bay 
Elementary third-grader said. “I was 
so excited!”

A history of giving back
The Lecoq family fi gured out early 

on that birthday party gifts could be 
cost-prohibitive for some families.

“Once we realized a friend couldn’t 
afford a gift, and Atlas said, ‘I don’t 
need a gift!’” his dad, John, recalled.
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But Stanwood 
businesses say a 
Camano Island 
head start unfair
By EVAN CALDWELL
ecaldwell@scnews.com

The state Secretary of Health on 
Saturday approved Island County’s 
request to advance to Phase 2. 

The approval means business 
services and activities listed in 
Phase 2 of the Safe Start plan are 
now permitted, provided appropri-
ate guidelines and safety measures 
are implemented. Camping remains 
prohibited within Island County 
at this time, and residents cannot 
gather with no more than fi ve people 
outside their household per week, 
according to the approval letter.

Island County submitted the 
Phase 2 request on Friday.

The approval comes four days 
after Gov. Jay Inslee announced that 
Island County was one of 10 Wash-
ington counties eligible to apply for a 
variance to move to Phase 2. County 
leaders said they immediately initi-
ated the application process.

However, the approval potentially 
creates an uneven playing fi eld for 
businesses on either side of the 
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Atlas Lecoq and his parents 
decided to host a birthday 
fundraiser on Facebook, 
collecting money for the 
Stanwood Camano Food Bank.
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Colette Dahl, a nurse in 
the Medical Reserve Corps, 
administers a COVID-19 test 
at a drive-thru site May 20 at 
the Stanwood Library.

USGS

Mount St. Helens erupted 40 years ago on May 18, 1980, triggering a new era of studying local volcanoes.
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Michael Lienau, a fi lmmaker trapped on Mount St. Helens when it 
erupted in 1980, works in his Globalnet studio on Camano Island.
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Learn more about disaster preparedness on Pages A4, A8
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Volcano
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First-hand experience
At 20 years old, Lienau 

thought he had life figured 
out. During high school 
in Klamath Falls, oregon, 
he worked for an NBC af-
filiate television station. He 
planned to be a Hollywood 
filmmaker.

During the months before 
the Mount St. Helens’ big 
eruption, he freelanced 
footage of the mountain 
to major news outlets, like 
ABC, NBC and CBS. After 
Mount St. Helens erupted 
on may 18, 1980, Lienau 
grabbed his equipment and 
joined Otto Sieber’s Hard 
Hat Photo-Cine film crew to 
be the first on the ground on 
may 24.

Lienau jumped out of a 
helicopter with the crew 
of five into a deadly silent 
landscape. The trees were 
knocked down by that 
powerful first explosion and 
covered in thick, hot ash.

The plan was that the 
crew would film for four 
hours and then the helicop-
ter would come back to get 
them. But magnetic ash 
confused compasses, and 
the helicopter couldn’t find 
the crew.

Around 2 a.m. on may 
25, the mountain erupted a 
second time, trapping the 
castaways in a hellish land-
scape full of frigid fog.

on day four, it cleared 
enough for a search. rescu-
ers in helicopters searched 
the mountain below, look-
ing down, unable to see the 
lost crew above.

“When they left, my heart 
sank,” Lienau said.

Kneeling on a rocky 
outcropping, he called upon 
his Christian upbringing 
and prayed. He pledged his 
life to service, if God would 
spare it.

One lone helicopter driv-
er felt an hunch to go back 
one more time, this time 
higher, up the next ravine. 
He spotted Lienau on a rock 
and rescued the group.

 “We had been trapped up 
there for four days. I was 
not prepared for it at all. It 
humbled me and changed 
my priorities. It shifted 
me, I found purpose in life 
through that experience,” 
Lienau said.

His near-death experience 
changed his life, turning 
his focus from Hollywood 
to disasters like volcanoes, 
earthquakes, tornados and 
pandemics — and how to 
prepare for them.

“I’ve become known as 
the disaster guy. I show up, 
and something will hap-
pen,” he said.

He became an indepen-
dent filmmaker, focused on 
understanding volcanoes, 
earthquakes and all kinds of 
disasters. He sees similari-
ties in today’s COVID-19 
pandemic.

“Now, a lot of people are 
having to change their life-
styles because of COVID. 
Life can change, dramati-
cally in a blink of an eye,” 
he said.

Science evolves
Mount St. Helen’s erup-

tion led to an explosion of 
volcanic and earthquake 
information in the science 
world.

According to the USGS, 
Mount St. Helens turned 
out to be an ideal laboratory 
to study volcanic activity. 
The1980 eruption was the 
first large explosive erup-
tion studied by scientists 
using modern volcanology.

The debris avalanche 
opened the cone, and sci-
entists were able to inspect 
its interior. They learned 
the importance of using 

many monitoring tools to 
track unrest and eruption 
activity and to develop 
early warning systems. 
Geologists, seismologists, 
geophysicists, hydrologists, 
geochemists and biologists 
started to integrate their 
research, monitoring and 
communication.

“Scientists have much 
more sensitive and sophis-
ticated equipment and have 
learned a great deal more 
about volcanoes. Predic-
tions are more accurate, 
although volcanoes are still 
unpredictable,” Lienau said.

monitoring is safer now. 
Scientists used to trek into 
a crater to place equipment 
and to observe. Now they 
send in drones, he said.

Documenting disaster
Lienau’s film, “The Fire 

Below Us: remembering 
Mount St. Helens,” docu-
mented and reenacted what 
happened from several 
points of view, including 
scientists, the film crew, 
plus two people who were 
swept away in the lehar. 
The film aired on PBS, 
then reran after the 2004 
Indian ocean Sumatra 
Earthquake due to wide-
spread interest.

This film led people to 
ask Lienau, what about 
the volcano in my back-
yard, mount Baker, mount 
rainier? So he jumped in 
the car with a scientist and 
created a tour of the “Fire 
mountains of the West.”

 “We’re one of the most 
volcanically active nations 
in the world,” he said. 
“There are dozens of these 
volcanoes on the West 
Coast.”

Stanwood’s backyard 
volcano is Glacier Peak. 
USGS says it tends to 
erupt violently. Due east of 
Arlington, Glacier Peak has 
the potential to send lahars 
down the Stillaguamish 
and Skagit river valleys.

Lienau moved his family 
to Hawaii for seven years 
while documenting the 
lava flows of Kilauea, the 
second-largest volcanic 
eruption in U.S. history 
next to Mount St. Helens. 
He returned to Camano 
Island last summer.

He says a much bigger 
eruption than Kilauea or 
Mount St. Helens could 
happen anytime right 

here in the Northwest. 
He explains it in his film, 
“Cascadia, Hidden Fire.”

The 700-mile Cascadia 
Subduction Zone is where 
the oceanic plate is forced 
with great pressure under 
the continental plate just off 
the coast. This subduction 
zone runs from Vancouver 
Island, B.C. to northern 
California. Scientists found 
evidence that historically, 
giant earthquakes have 
ripped along the entire 
subduction zone simulta-
neously, from one end to 
the other, causing land to 
buckle and sink or rise ev-
ery few hundred years. The 
last one in 1700 sent a huge 
tidal wave to Japan.

“We are in the window 
of a time when a major 
earthquake could be un-
leashed at any minute,” he 
said. “It’s not a matter of 
if; it’s a matter of when.”

He says that most people 
will probably survive, so 
it’s best to prepare so that 
quality of life will be good 
when the ground stops 
moving.

 “I believe in my 
lifetime, I could see 
another eruption. This is 
a living, dynamic planet. 
Earthquakes, volcanoes, 
tsunamis — they’re all 
interactive and connected,” 
Lienau said.

He attributes all of these 
geological forces as part of 
what makes the Earth a liv-
able, breathable, habitable 
place, rich with life.

“Planet Earth is truly 
a rare planet. There’s no 
place like home.”

COURTESY MiChaEl liEnaU

Michael Lienau filmed the aftermath of Mount St. Helens’ eruption in 1980.

By PEGGy WENDEL
pwendel@scnews.com

Camano Preparedness 
Group helps people in the 
community prepare for 
disaster. In normal times, 
the group invites experts to 
speak at monthly meetings. 
For May’s meeting, 35 
people met on the Zoom 
platform.

“Everyone in attendance 
said basically the same 
thing. They were well 
prepared due to prepara-
tions for an earthquake,” 
said Sue Ryan, the group’s 
VP and program director. 
“What we have found out 
is, just what we have been 
teaching people, prepare 
for the worst ... Then you 
are prepared for anything.”

Camano Preparedness 
Group offers a “Map your 
Neighborhood” program, 
which they will soon move 
online.

“This emergency was a 
wake-up call for a lot of 
people. We still had power, 
water, shelter, grocery 
stores and medical care. 
The initial uncertainty of 
what was happening was 
frightening to most people, 
hence the hoarding of toi-

let paper, hand sanitizers, 
Kleenex, pastas and other 
things people were afraid 
to be without. Those of us 
who have prepared were 
not worried,” ryan said. 
“We already had more than 
a month of supplies.”

After being on mount St. 
Helens during the second 
eruption and surviving, Ca-
mano Island resident mi-
chael Lienau made a career 
of producing educational 
films about disasters. He 
stresses the importance of 
putting together a kit and a 
plan, because disasters can 
strike without warning.

He found that having an 
earthquake kit on hand can 
help with other disasters, 
as well. When the pandem-
ic struck, he already had 
much of what he needed.

“In our earthquake kit, 
we have water, N95 masks, 
hand sanitizer and medical 
gloves,” he said.

In an earthquake, we 
might not have potable 
water; we might need a 
mask to filter air full of 
debris. We might have to 
fight through ash to save 
someone, he said.

Unlike an earthquake 
where damage is local-

ized, a pandemic takes 
place everywhere at once.

During the swine flu of 
2009, Lienau realized that 
people didn’t understand 
how serious a pandemic 
disease could be. He made 
a film, “Pandemic Sur-
vival Kit,” which showed 
what could happen and 
how people could prepare.

The film predicted what 
we are now experiencing 
with COVID-19: hospi-
tals overwhelmed with 
patients and ill-equipped, 
sick medical workers, 
supply chain problems, 

school closures, event 
cancellations and a limit 
to what government can 
do to help.

His film underscores the 
need for people to prepare 
their families and busi-
nesses to be self-reliant.

Families
Each family should 

have enough food and 
water for a week or more. 
People can stay well and 
limit the spread of disease 
by washing hands, isolat-
ing and limiting public 
trips.

“Now we carry little 
backpacks in our cars. We 
even have toilet paper in 
the car,” Lienau said. “I 
gave away earthquake kits 
for Christmas.”

When Lienau’s pan-
demic preparedness film 
came out 11 years ago, 
experts predicted that 
internet bandwidth would 
be compromised when 
many people worked from 
home. Since then, im-
proved infrastructure al-
lows many people to take 
classes, attend meetings, 
shop and work from home.

However, some areas 
of Camano Island do have 
trouble with bandwidth, 
something that Island 
County Commissioner 
Janet St. Clair said she is 
working to improve.

Businesses
Every business and 

organization should have a 
plan to get essential work 
done if employees are 
gone for stretches of time.

Leaders need to find 
ways to get work done 
with limited contact.

If workers get sick, 
they should be prepared to 
stay home from work to 

stop the spread of dis-
ease. They should know 
their employers’ policies 
on sick leave, time off, 
absences and telecommut-
ing.

Communities
People can work with 

neighborhood groups to 
take care of each other, 
particularly the elderly 
and those with special 
needs. People should be 
prepared for school clo-
sures and decide who will 
take care of kids, Lienau 
said.

organizations and busi-
nesses set up lifelines and 
supply chains. Stores need 
to restock. People need 
food and have trouble 
getting to store. many 
local organizations have 
stepped up to the chal-
lenge to help.

 “There’s an expectation 
that the government is go-
ing to come to our rescue, 
the healthcare system is 
going to save us, but there 
are limitations to what the 
government can provide 
and just be prepared to 
deal with that,” he said. 
“We have to rely on our-
selves and help each other.

Experts urge people to be prepared
Get prepared now

For any disaster, lienau tells people to be prepared to 
be self-reliant for a short time with necessities.

“Being prepared for an earthquake prepares you for 
all kinds of disasters,” lienau said. “My own family put 
together a family preparedness kit. now a pandemic is 
changing the way we live.”

Other disasters have included the eruption of Mount 
St. helens in 1980, the nisqually earthquake in 2001, the 
Japanese Tōhoku earthquake and tsunami in 2011 and 
now with this pandemic, he said. any minute, it could be 
the 9.0 earthquake that rips the full length of the 700-mile 
fault along the Cascadia Subduction Zone.

“Think about how that’s going to disrupt our lives,” 
lienau said. Prepare a kit and refresh it periodically, he 
said.

“Don’t wait, because once it happens, it’s too late,” he 
said.


