
M e x i c o

In  view of various articles on the M exican volcanoes in the 
A m erican Alpine Journal, the following data, not readily acces
sible, may be of in te re s t:

Orizaba. T he Aztec name “Citlaltepetl” or “ S tar M ountain” 
is connected with the legend that the body of the serpent god 
Quetzalcoatl was consumed by divine fire in the crater of the 
mountain.

The first ascent was made in 1848 by Lieut. W illiam  F. Rey
nolds, accompanied by M aynard and several soldiers, during the 
occupation of Puebla by General Scott’s army. They left an 
American flag on the summit with the date carved on the staff, 
which was found by a Frenchm an, A. Daignon, in 1851.

The last eruptive period was 1545-66, and the volcano is now 
considered to be extinct, although H um boldt records that smoke 
was seen issuing from  its summit as late as the beginning of the 
nineteenth century.

Orizaba was first measured in 1796 by F errer, by means of 
angles taken from the Encero, with a resulting figure of 17,879 ft. 
for the elevation. Hum boldt, early in 1804, m easuring from  the 
plain near Jalapa, obtained a figure of only 17,375 ft. No care
fully conducted measurement was made thereafter until 1877, when 
a M exican scientific commission, composed of Plowes, Rodriguea 
and Vigil, made an ascent from San A ndres and secured a figure 
of 17,664 ft. F e rre r’s figure was generally accepted until D r. 
K aska’s determ ination with mercurial barom eter, almost a century 
later, increased it to 18,045 ft.

In  A pril, 1890, Prof. Angelo H eilprin  (1853-1907), later a  
member of the American Alpine Club and its first vice-president, 
led an expedition from Philadelphia whose purpose was to examine 
the physical features of the great volcanoes, with special reference 
to the vertical distribution of animal and vegetable forms. W ithin 
three weeks he ascended Orizaba, Popocatepetl, Ixtaccihuatl and 
Nevado de Toluca, making num erous m easurem ents of altitude 
with a registered aneroid, tested and corrected at Philadelphia, 
at the sea level of V era Cruz and a t the observatory of Mexico 
City.

The results were published in the Proceedings of the Academ y  
of N atural Sciences of Philadelphia, xlii (1890), 251. H eilprin’s 
figure for O rizaba was 18,205 ft., and this elevation was then 
thought to be the loftiest in N orth  America, since it was believed



to overtop Mt. St. Elias, the highest A laskan peak which had at 
that time been measured.

Scovell and Bunsen (1891-92) obtained an elevation of 18,314 
ft. The accepted figure, 18,700 ft., is the subject of an article 
elsewhere in this issue.


