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On Mount Etna, Sicily –As part of our tour of Sicily, we took a day trip to this historic volcano.   Although the current summit is nearly 11,000 ft high, Etna is really a moving target, that is, it is an active volcano which can change shape at literally a moment’s notice.  
This fact was certainly in the back of my mind as we drove upward on one of the access roads.  It was not our intent to reach the summit, but rather to walk on some of the now hardened lava to obtain a better appreciation of this most curious planet on which we live.  We were fortunate to have an experienced guide with us, a local volcanologist who had spent most of his adult life studying Etna and other volcanos around the world.  
Etna, which is still active, has a long history.  It is believed to have first erupted roughly 500,000 years ago followed by five distinct stages of activity.  During the first stage, known as Tholeitic Basal Level, much of the activity was underwater in the surrounding Mediterranean Sea.  Today you can still see some of these ancient rock formations rising in sharp peaks offshore just north of the city of Catania.  The second stage, called Ancient Eruptive Centres, is thought to have happened 200,000 years ago.  It consisted of a series of explosions leaving magna buildups resulting in gentle slopes of pyroclastic deposits.  The third stage, Trifoglietto, began about 80,000 years ago, consisted of a series of extremely violent explosions creating tall craters.  Subsequent collapses changed these into cavities; some are miles wide and over a half mile deep.  Then, “just” 30,000 years ago, another volcanic explosion took place with two separate eruptive centers, later collapsing  to form new calderas.  This stage, called Mongibello Antico, ended with yet another gaping hole called Ellittico Caldera.  The latest stage, called Mongibello Recente, began 15,000 years ago with mostly lava emissions, some coincident with very dramatic eruptions creating havoc and death.   Bottom line:  Etna is actually an entire group of volcanoes which have, and continue to, erupt in this general vicinity.
Etna’s first recorded eruption was in 475 B.C.  Since that time there have been numerous deadly events.  On March 8, 1669, for example, Etna began to rumble and within minutes over 3000 residents living on the slopes of the mountain died almost immediately from asphyxiation due to the deadly gases being emitted.  The explosions which followed were so violent that large quantities of ash landed on mainland Italy 100 miles away.  As the inevitable lava flows began to race down the sides of the volcano, many of the residents of Catania failed to flee over the next few weeks with the result that 17,000 residents died.  In this eruption nearly 20 small towns and villages were engulfed.  The volcanoes of Etna had at least 26 more major eruptions between the Catania disaster and 1900.  Since then the volcanoes have continued to provide relatively frequent fireworks.  Since 2000 there have been eruptions nearly every year, some of which were spectacular.  These events are not one-day affairs, but usually stretch months.  In 2002-3, for example, the explosions of ash were seen in Libya, nearly 400 miles south across the Mediterranean.  Lava flows in 2007 through 2009 continued for months at a time, and were accompanied by more than 200 earthquakes.  Many of Etna’s past lava flows have created “flow tunnels” which are formed by solidification on the outside of the flow while hot lava continues to race at high speeds unimpeded through an actual long tunnel in the middle.  This phenomenon was the main reason why Catania suffered so much destruction and death in earlier years.  Bottom line:  Etna remains an active and potentially dangerous volcano capable of violent eruptions at short notice - often through new vents which can appear anywhere in the area.
This thought was in my mind as I climbed upward over ash trails on the side of Etna.  Less than a year before my hiking adventure here an eruption had occurred injuring 10 people.  Still there is no shortage of us tourist types eager to scamper around these old lava fields.  The road on which we had approached the hiking area had been wiped out several times during the past 20 years by hot lava, yet we rather nonchalantly took photos as if we were on a ride in a theme park.  As I hiked higher on an ashen hill there were already occasional small areas of vegetation attempting to gain foothold where hot lava had flowed less than two decades ago.  
Our planet is truly remarkable, magnificent and evolving.  We exist on a very thin layer above a fiery core of molten rock beneath us.  If, and when, “it” decides to engulf us in fire, smoke, and ash, we can do nothing to alter the consequences.  Etna’s name should serve as a warning.  It comes from Greek, αιθω, meaning “I burn.”
I thought that you might like to know.
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