
Discovering the volcanic past of Ascension Island 

Since 2014 a group of volcanologists from the UK have been researching Ascension 

Island’s volcanic past to understand: why the volcano is here, how magma has 

continued to drive volcanic activity, the type and size of volcanic eruptions, and the 

volcanic hazards these eruptions produced. Rich and Charlotte have been on island 

since the 21st December along with two PhD students, Becca and Bridie, to continue 

our work and take the next steps toward investigating the magma beneath the 

volcano. 

Over the last 5 years we have discovered that Ascension Island has had a 

tremendous range of styles of volcanic activity which is fairly unique given the small 

size of the island. Whilst the submarine extent of the volcano is much larger than the 

island suggests, we know very little about the volcano on the sea floor.  On land we 

have discovered that there have been three eruptions within historic times, mainly 

associated with activity around Sisters Peak and the youngest two eruptions were 

around 500 years ago. Since then there has been very little sign of activity on the 

island.  

In general there are various signals that may indicate an increase in activity before an 

eruption, including fumaroles or steam vent activity, small earthquakes, and ground 

swelling. To investigate background levels of activity we have deployed equipment. 

Five mini-seismometers called Raspberry Shakes have been installed around the 

island to detect small earthquakes which are too small to be felt normally but may 

increase in number and size before an eruption. Monitoring to establish background 

levels of activity is needed to identify change. These mini-seismometers are the first 

steps toward identifying this background level of activity and will provide an 

indication of activity to inform potential full-scale volcano monitoring stations in the 

future.  

On this visit we have been working on Letterbox to look at the volcanic deposits 

erupted here and the lava flows produced by that eruption. We have dated some of 

these deposits and it looks like Letterbox last erupted around 28,000 years ago and is 

much older than the dark glassy lava initially suggests. Becca has just started her PhD 

and will be researching the details of the Letterbox and Devil’s Inkpot eruptions. She 

has mapped the 16 craters active during this period of activity and is disentangling 

the air fall deposits and lava flows that were produced. 

We have also been collecting rocks from all over the island and a new geological map 

of the island will be published in March this year. If you are interested in the work 

then please have a look at our website www.ascension-island-volcanology.com and 

follow BGS Volcanology on twitter where we will post updates on our research and 

announce the map when it is available for download. 

http://www.ascension-island-volcanology.com/


Our work would not be possible without the help of so many people on the island. 

We would like to thank Steve, Dee, Al, Rick, Will, Hugh, the seabird team at 

Conservation, Kitty, Casey and many others who have helped us and made our time 

here a pleasure. 
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