Eye Witness Account of the Voleanic Eruptions in New Britain 28" May 1937

Edited Copy of a Letter from Sr. Potentiana MSC
MSC Sisters General Archives Rome

Vunapope 21¥ June, 1937

Deaw Mother General, Deoaw Superiovy and Sisters,

It way Fridoy, 28" May, ov dawy after the Feast of Corpusy Christi. About noon we
expevienced two-severe eavthquakes: A sister at the beach with the children saw
the sea recede o foir distonce and retwrn slowly. That afternoon we were
occupied withv prepavation of the altary and roads ay the Corpus Christy
procession way to-take place onw the following Sunday. Our two- sisters, Mathilde
and Luise, who-had drivew by cor to- Rabaul had to- make o great detour view
Taliligap because of landslides and follen trees.

In the evening Miss Vow Zeigler, who- wa frightened, came to- shend the night
with us. She was too- frightened to- stay in her own home ay the neighbouwr'y
threatened to-collapse. Mrs. Furter, who-lived in the house had luckily escaped.
death. A falling wowdrobe had almost squashed the sick lady so-the family fled,
to-Rabouil,

The next morning, (Saturday 29" May) at 5.30c.mu, the earthquake conunenced
again. With very short intervuptions it continued wntih after 3 po At the
mission stoadionw alll went ity wsual way but people were anrious about what
would happen. We watched the sea. The small “Beehives” islandsy werve
suddenly obscured by thick clouds; so- much so-that they were almost inwvisible.
Shortly afterwards the indigenous people told us that in Kawawvia, an howr's
distonce from us; av new iland had appeared whichy meant the end of the
earthquake but “mawn proposes ond God disposes!”

Everyone went to- see the new island. We remained to- finish the decovations
and: alltowrs for the Corpus Chwisty procession. As usual, the indigenows had
decorated the roads and many of them were at the mission station. At 4.30 p.w
(Saturday 29" May) youw could see fire running across the seav. A thick cloud, moving
towawds Kawowiov could be seen ow the water; o second pitch-black cloud
followed as smoke, steaun, stones rose forcefully towards the sky. Floumes of fire
could be seen and dangerous lightning in most spectaculowr forms; broke
through the steadily growing black pillar of cloud, a display of “terrible
beauty”. We were stunned by the overwhelming sight which manifested for us
God’s power, so- much so- that we lost consciousness of the great danger which
threatened us.



A sailing ship which way anchored in the danger zone suddenly
disappearved. Despile that none of us thought of serious danger for
ourselves,. A wmysteriouy force wust have emanated from the
indescribable spectacle which continually drew wy to- admire the Hand
of the Almighty which seemed to- rise from the powerful force of the sea.

The indigenous were the first to- recognige the great danger. “Akaiov & vowibo
dat o virue.” - “The old volcono spirit is angry, we'll alls die.” We reminded
thewv of God’s power and mercy in times of need and encowraged themv to-
provyers of trust.

In the meantime the first refugees from Valawr and Kawowio, villages very
close to-the place of the eruption, begawn to-awrive. They looked like snowmen
covered withy v Ughtt grey coat. The ashes from the volcano- had set on their
skin, hair and clothes. These poor people; who were quile frightened and
trembling; ranw towards the chuwrch to-find shelter. We too; with our folk as well
as ol the people from the neighbowhood went into-the protection of the large
solidly buit church.  Some to- the men watched and observed, the direction of
the cloud which seemed to- be turning towowrdsy owr mission stotion. We sisters
too; drivew now and thew by curiosity went outside to- seer what divection the
smoke way taking. Fine, dry ashes settied in the tiniest cornery and an
ominous sulphurous odowr filled the chuwch so- that we had to- protect our
mouthsy and noses, taking small breaths to-be able to-stand it.

At 5 pm. (Saturday 29" May) it wa pitch-davk and the lampsy weve dim. People
prayyed: loudly and uninterruptedly. The sulphwrous air becoune wmore
tolevalble, although move ashey penetrated the building: The Kanakas had
brought their few necessities in the wsual busketsy and these filled the small
cornery of the lawge roown. That evening people prayed eawrnestly. Now and
then, o buby cried aloud because it was too- wawm and, uncomfortoble. The
time seemed never to-come to-an end. People covered with loincloth and bowed
head prayed louder. This intensified ay the danger increased. As the lampy
burnt doww they could only be relit withv great difficulty because of the strong
wind. Thiy increased the feaw of the poor people. Rev. Fr. Nolew, the leader of
the mission station, gove us all General Absolution and we sistery quietly
renewed owr vows:

Oulside, the falling trees and coconut palmy tumbled noisily, o good wawrning
for us to- stop being curious and thank God for the protective roof: We heard
the house collapse outside but no- one dared to- go-out. Already the carpet of
ashes measured o few centimetrey ond increased steadily. A wmass of lavew
mixed withv rainw covered the altowr, stotues and communion rai. We too- were
covered withv v thick coat of ashes. A second loud crash followed and this time
we knew that the big laundry had beenw hit. The ashes were piled afoot high in



front of the: church doov. A few strong men brought shovels to-keep the exity free
in case the church would fall in.

AT 10 p.wu (Saturday 29" May) we went home with the childven. It was not too-fowr
and we could Gl walk through the lavaw. The distressed childrew slept onw owr
lounge while sisters prepared bread and tea. Afterwowdsy the sisters took o
lantern and walked: around the mission stution. The house where the priesty
had their mealy had collapsed, many of the cocon palms had fallenw down and,
the flowery and shwubs were burvied under masses of lowaw. Oh, what would owr
dear home look like? Everything was covered inv ashes; the water was dirty and
black: The water in the kettle which was ow the stove was fairly clean. The
waler pump way buried under the ruing of the laundry. We were happy to-give
the childvew av few drops of water from the kettle. Rice was still there left over
from the evening meal so- we had something to- eat. Everything tusted like
ashes.

Afterwowrds, we made our way to-the girly dormitory to- get some blankety for
the childrew. However, the roof of the hospital, which had also- collapsed under
the weight of the lova, prevented us. Naturolly, we could not think of sleeping
that night. We lay doww so- as to- calm the children but the lightning and
thunder whichv wa very frightening continued all night. We wanted to- get
away from the threatening disoster bul such o dawing flight, especially with
the children, would howe been unwise ay the tirees were still falling and the
night was dawk: We waited for daylight to- break otherwise we would have
risked death. (Sunday 30" May)

From our windows we looked, upow fire. The childvenw's shovt rest was also-over. A
thick cloud of fire rose high into-the air where (& splintered into- burning lovew
masses ond seemed to- folll back into- the crater. A deafening noise
accompanied this catostrophe . AW thiy o few minutey awoy from us! Could
thiy be the end of the world? We believed the end was near. Throughout the
whole night, it seemed that the openw crater emitted deaths and catastrophe;
lightning Ut up the sky and the thunder roored. A heavy tropical rain poured,
downy splashing wild, masses of mud mired with lowow against the window panes
and settling ow the corrugated irow roofs which sank under the weight and
broke:

Fromwv our verandaw we coulds see v container boat slowing leawing the Rabaul
Harbour to-get as four distont ay possible fromv the volcano: A risk of life and
death! We heoawd that it exploded in the hawbowr. We also- noticed how land
rose from the seav and disappeared into-the Rabaul Howrbowr. Later we found
out that it woas masses of Lo,

The threatening pillor of simoke was now powrallel with owr house. Would we see
another day? As God wills! We were in Hiy Hands: The waiting was long and



hard. The pelting rain was coming through the roof. We wonderved whether it
would stand the pressure until we could escape. The building, one of the oldest
here was creaking everywherve. Finally, we couldw't stand it any longer and we
took the little childven withv the bigger onesy running ahead of us, out of the
houwse and into- the bigr chuwch:. We were hawdly inv the crowded, church when
owr house, which we had just vacated, collapsed. God’s protection way with us
s we escaped. i time:

Laker we found that the two- verandas of our house were completely wrecked,
one side of the house torn open; windows shattered and doors were not able to-
be opened or closed:. The prayers in the crowded churcdh had become more
intense. Coming fromv the nearby mountuing the pelting rain mired with
ashey evew invaded the church and filled the sanctuawy right up to-the middle
of the: mavin altow.

Outside; the flood waters;, especially towards the mouwntoing and volcano;
created deep rowines v the land, uprooted many trees and swept the fallen
cocon ity the huty of the indigenous and even the cowy into-the sea. Probably
the rushing water was respovsible for the deaths of many people:

In the meantume; it had become lighter. The stutiow leader urged: us to-flee
with the childven and find refuge ow the north const. So- we hastily grabbed
what we could. With each sister holding two-children by the hand and with the
threatening cloud: of smoke behind and above us, we hastened towoawrds
Raboutl. (Monday 31" May) The extreme danger encouraged evenw the smallest
children to- greater energy. A feeble givl, just three years of age; kept up with
the oldest in the front line. Inthe distance we sow o truck and hoped that help
way near. Alas; the driver had to-obey orders and keep to-the planned route ay
falling  branchesy would obstruct the road. We hastened along; breathlessly,
past empty houses whose inhabitanty had obviously left. The thick rising mud
and ashesy made walking move difficult. Suddenly, new hope came owr way. A
cow coume towewdy wy driven by o former pupil from Vunapobe. We were token to-
Volavolo-Station. There the Daughters of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart gove us
a warw welcome: They had heawrd that owr station at Malagunan was safe and,
that there way no-danger for us. The good sisters were distressed, when they saw
us awvive pade and totolly exhausted. The children covered v grey ashes made
a frightening impression. The station leader, Rev. Fr. P Nolew and Sr. Placido
had: stoyyed behind to- help the people until all had escaped. Thew Owr Deow
Lord in the tabernacle escaped, if we can say so: The ciboriwms, wrapped in
cloth, were cowried by the priest and the sister as they hurried round the rubble
that was blocking the wovy

Ow the way, o small cow met the procession and took all to- the refuge of
Volawolo. The ashes had spread as for as this place but otherwise there was no-
need to- worry ay the day way calimm. We heard here that the old volcano had,



evupted in two-places; which we consider wos o good sigw as the force of the new
one would not be so- strong.

The night was once move frightful.  We were terrified by constant lightning
and, thunderbolty and the duwll noise of av suddew explosion which held the
earthv i tremowrs. It woy the Feast of Our Lady of the Sacred, Heowt (Monday 31%
May) and her help was owr hope: Thisy night too- came to- v end. The next
movning (Tuesday 1% June) brought new cowrage and a boat to-sowe us. The police
had divected that all expatriates should be moved to-Vunapope. We prepoawed,
for the trip but the boat had to- sail north along the north coast and did not
retwrn.  About noon, the mission boat, “Paulus’, appeored and way greeted
with joy and hope. The superior of the mission chose the island of Vuatomw for
owr next destination. The children from Volawolo-and the sisters come withv us.
Good Fr. Myer, the leader of the Vuatom Station was very kind to-uy. This was o
time of security and caliw and we soon forgot the tervor amidst the lively youth.
The indigenouy too- did their best. They provided ws and the children with
sweel fruil and o festive meal whichy we all enjoyed. The Giver of all good,
things will certinly rewowd thew richly for their kindness to- us. Two- of our
Ststery left for Vunapope, to- give av report, as they thought we were among the
victims: They werve greeted there with great joy. We were almost seenw as beings
fromv another world:

Ow the Feast of the Sacred Heawt (Friday 4" June) we had ov quiet solemwn Mass inv
owr Chapel for the mowvellows protection of Godr in such great danger. Thus
ends my modest report. It can never be possible to- describe the experience as wes
lived it. Please be content withy my good will and thank Divine Providence for
everything. We hope to-be able to- return soon and rebuild the stations which
were destroyed. The cowrage iy there, new and strong, enlivened by
rejuvenated love.

Inthisglove,

I remain deow Mother General
and, ol deow Superiors and Sisters,
Your groteful,

Sr. Potentiona MSC

(Malagunan)



