The Mount Tarawera eruption of 1886
1. The Eruption

June 10th 1886, shortly after midnight, earthquakes are felt in Te Wairoa and Rotorua. The area is renowned for tremors and no-one is too worried. Residents sleep blissfully unaware of the impending danger.

Around 1:30am there is a violent earthquake followed by the sound of an explosion. Sleepy residents look in terror across the lake to see Tarawera's Wahanga dome , exploding into life. The eruption cloud was about 9.5 km high and easily visible, being lit up by the mountain's continuing eruption and accompanying lightning storm.
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For half an hour, the spell bound residents stare in awe at the scene before them, a few sense the danger and head toward the safety of nearby Rotorua. At 2.00am, there is a second explosion as the Ruawahia peak, and then the Tarawera peak erupt with all the fury that mother nature can muster. 

So loud was the second explosion, that it was heard in Christchurch over 800 kilometres south. In Wellington 400km south, locals believed that Russians were invading New Zealand by way of bombing. The amazing lightning storm above the second Tarawera eruption was visible as lights in the sky from New Zealand's South Island.

Eyewitnesses near the mountain reported that Mount Tarawera had split open, and that a huge column of fire could be seen shooting up into the air and forming a black cloud of smoke and ash. In fact, a 17km fissure had been created down the length of the Tarawera complex.

2. The Human toll
The true death toll is not known; although 153 has been the figure quoted most often, this can not be substantiated. Professor Ron Keam, widely recognised at the expert on Tarawera has extensively researched this for his book, 'Tarawera', published in 1988. In this he lists 108 named people as dying that night (or in the following days) as a direct result of the eruption. The 'loose' calculation of 'no more than 120' people allows for the unknown, un-named, as well as the known 108 people.

3. Effects on the Land

ASH:
The surrounding hills were covered in ash and mud. No greenery was sighted for a 15km radius of the Tarawera complex.

VOLCANOES:
Half of the Tarawera Complex top was blown out during the eruption leaving a deep scar.

LAKES:
Lake Tarawera rose considerably during the eruption surprising those that saw it the next day. Lakes Rotomakariri and Rotomahana were completely blown out. Lake Rotomakariri was recreated eventually refilled as part of the larger Lake Rotomahana.

Aftermath Timeline
1886+: Lake During the Tarawera Eruption on June 10 1886 Lake Rotomahana and Lake Rotomakiri, a crater, completely blew out. Along with the lake contents and mud went the terraces and the what was once a shallow lake, now became a deep crater pit. About 15 craters were created in the Waimangu area (south of Lake Rotomahana and Mt Tarawera), within a few months of the June eruption newly developed activity reportedly waned, but between 1888 and 1896 surface activity gradually increased and became permanently established.
1890s: Although Mount Tarawera remained barren for more than 10 years, the partly buried fauna came back quickly. The weather was abnormal during the decade following the eruption and was associated with barren landscape which no longer provided shelter from frost or protected against erosion, rising water and mud slips. In 1892 and 1904, major floods wiped out the newly established crops and stock. Extremely cold frosts in 1897, 1898, and 1900 destroyed crops - soon followed by famine, sickness, and death.
1900s: The lower slopes of Mt Tarawera were predominantly toetoe and tutu, whilst the middle slopes were carpeted with daisies.
1900: Late in 1900 Waimangu Geyser commenced erupting in the north-eastern portion of Echo Crater and continued semi-regularly to 1904. Eruption heights up to 450 m are reported. To see Waimangu in eruption was the aim of early visitors to the Rotorua district.
1902- 3: By the summer a new tourist trip known as the ‘Round Trip’ was organised and continues today.
1903: In August 1903, resident guide Alf Warwrick launched a rowboat on the geyser’s lake as a result of a dare. He and his companion measured the lake depth at 48 feet (14.6m).
1904: The geyser’s activity became weaker after October 1904 and ceased erupting by November.
1906: Following the demise of Waimangu Geyser there were no significant events until 21 February 1906 when a moderately large event formed the Mud Rift in Raupo Pond Crater.
1910s: After 30 years the first few shrubs had established on the middle slopes and daisies and grasses were growing at the higher areas but the summit an craters remained barren.
1912-13: A small hydrothermal (steam) eruptions started to occur, particularly within Echo Crater; probably as a result of redirection of the subterranean heat to this area.
1915: On 12 April 1915 a further event occurred south of Waimangu Geyser basin.
1917: A large eruption on 1 April 1917, re-excavated and enlarged southern Echo Crater. An accommodation house 600m to the SW was destroyed and two lives were lost.
1918: By 26 June 1918 a lake, called Frying Pan, almost filled the craters formed by this eruption.
1920s: A young forest was present at the base of Mt Tarawera and tutu grew on the high slopes.
1924 - A further eruption occurred within Echo Crater on 29 August 1924.
1951: In June 1951 an eruption occurred on the shore of Lake Rotomahana.
1960s: The forest was dominated by tawa at lower slopes of Mt Tarawera and kamahi at middle slopes. The higher slopes were comprised of shrubs, the craters and summit contained grasses, mosses and daisies.
1971: Scientists begin monitoring of Waimangu. Sometimes changes like those which accompany eruptions are observed but no eruption follows. This makes forecasting very difficult, if not impossible.
1973: On 22 February 1973 the Trinity Terrace area on the SE shore of Frying 
Pan Lake was destroyed.
1981: The most recent eruption was in May 1981 when a small event in Raupo Pond Crater created 2 new craterlets and destroyed the Mud Rift. 
2000s: The tutu and introduced conifers have finally forested the upper part 
of Mt Tarawera 
Today: Since the eruption, Lake Rotomahana has filled with rainwater and having no natural outlet, the water level has risen to over forty metres higher than its pre-eruption level and covered the entire area - now with a surface level twenty times larger (in 2003) . This lake continues to rise until the water finds an outlet. 

