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1999 marks the 50th anniversary of the commencement of Aleutian volcano/geologic research duty by M.S. Eider. From 1949 through 1954, the Eider and its crew provided essential logistical support to 27 geologists and field assistants in USGS parties investigating 22 islands, ranging from Attu to Unalaska.

Background: A June 1945 eruption within Okmok caldera on Umnak Is. raised US Army concerns about threats to adjacent Ft. Glenn, an airbase for attacking Japanese Kurile Islands. USGS geologist Robinson, in Anchorage outfitting to study radioactive Yentna River gravel, responded to Alaska's Commanding General D. C. Emmons* and flew to Umnak where he found well-trained geologist Ray E.

Wilcox (Signal Corps 2nd Lt.), stationed there days before. Together they descended into the Caldera and determined that the eruption was of no major threat.

Gen. Emmons, concerned about the destructive potential of Aleutian volcanoes to military installations, urged the Pentagon to fund Aleutian volcano research. In October 1945 Robinson began to organize for studies in 1946 of volcanoes near bases on Adak, Great Sitkin, Umnak and Cold Bay as well as of Kanaga and the western Islands. Robinson then saw that the resulting reports were rapidly edited and published in 1947 as Alaskan Volcano Investigations Report No. 2. A prime motivation was for continued military funding, which was successful.

In 1946, geologists traveled to sites almost entirely by hitching rides with the military. It was clear that for continued studies, dedicated transportation was necessary. The USFWS. indicated that M.S. Eider was surplus, and it was acquired by Robinson in January 1949. Eider was a schooner built in 1912, and was 78.3 feet long, 9.2 feet deep, with beam of 9.4 feet and draft of 10 feet. It was powered by an Atlas diesel 135 hp motor; in 1951 a more powerful 500 Jimmy was installed. The services of blue-ticket skipper Carl Vevelstad and engineer Charlie Best were acquired. (Working on volcanoes with Army money, Robinson sought to give the Eider a subtitle, "The Eruptive Duck", but wiser heads prevailed.)

For six years, the Eider would set out in early summer from Seattle with a small crew, a few geologists and assistants, to hook up with the rest of the team in Alaska. Vevelstad was indispensable, particularly in landing or removing field crews from islands under difficult conditions. The islands investigated were, in 1949 and 1950: Attu, Agattu, Shemya; 1951: Little Sitkin, Segula, Davidof, Khvostof, Amchitka, Rat, Kiska; 1952: Kanaga, Tanaga, Amatignak, Ulak, Kavalga, Unalga, Ilak, Skagul, Ogliuga, Adak; 1953: Kagalaska, Unalaska; and 1954: Unalaska. Most of these studies were published between 1959 and 1971 as USGS Bulletin 1028.

In 1949, the USGS was not accustomed to yachting, and repairs, even if at military expense, were accompanied by screams of bureaucratic anguish. One memo noted that "only two individuals" in the Geologic Division could hire: the Chief Geologist -- and Carl Vevelstad, who every spring hired his own crew.

USGS declared the Eider surplus in October 1954, and it was acquired by the US Trust Territories (Marshall Is.) in 1955, supporting medical/dental teams, until it sank while being towed for repair. 

The Eider served a proud and vital role in the study of Aleutian volcanoes and Aleutian geology.

* Gen. Delos C. Emmons could be called the "volcano general". In 1912, as a young 2nd Lt. aboard a vessel near Kodiak, he was showered with hot Katmai ash. In 1935 as Hawaiian Dept Air Officer, he was involved in the bombing of Mauna Loa lava threatening Hilo. Following his return to the Pentagon in 1945, he lobbied the War Department for financial support of Aleutian volcano research.

