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The Volcano That Did Not Erupt, and the Second Chance

The moment the vinegar went in, our whole group held its breath. But only a few
tiny bubbles rose inside the cup. No foam surged out, and nothing ran down the slope.
Someone in the front row whispered: it failed. I stared at the volcano we had shaped

for half a class period, paste still drying on my fingertips.

We built the model in the morning. First we crumpled newspaper into a tall,
narrow cone, wrapped it layer by layer with tape, then coated it with clay dug from
the edge of the flower bed. I was in charge of the summit. I trimmed the rim of the
cup into a neat circle and sealed the gap between the cup wall and the slope with wet
clay. My deskmate laughed at how careful I was. [ said a leaking volcano is no
volcano at all. The clay dried unevenly and cracked in a few thin lines, so we

patched it with wet mud again and waited until the surface turned pale before we
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dared to put anything inside.

Everyone wanted the spoon when it came time to add the baking soda. In the end we
went by turns, one spoonful each, five spoonfuls piled into the bottom of the cup
like a small white snow mountain. I pressed a pinch of red pigment powder on top,

thinking that when it erupted, the color should look like real lava.

The problem was in how we poured the vinegar. Our group leader poured the first
time. He was in a hurry and dumped half the bottle in one go, high and fast. Later I
crouched down to look inside the cup: the powder had been washed flat against the
wall, the vinegar pooled at the bottom, bubbling quietly like a soda left out too
long. It suddenly hit me that our science teacher had once said a reaction needs to
gather enough gas before it can push hard. We carefully poured out the leftover
liquid and added two more spoonfuls of baking soda. This time I held the bottle at
the rim and let the vinegar seep slowly down the inner wall first. When the cup began

to hiss and a white foam lifted on top, I poured in the rest.

The foam bulged out of the summit, first as a round dome, then it split, and red
froth pushed out in waves, running down the clay slope, running over the little river
we had painted on it. The classroom erupted. Our group shouted the loudest. The
science teacher walked over, glanced at his watch, and said: from the first failure

to the eruption, you took four minutes.

I often think about it since. If we had cleared the cup away after the first
failure, that volcano would have been nothing but a failure on the record. But hands-—
on practice was never about following the steps once and calling it done. Gas must
gather before it can erupt. I remember that sentence, and it is not only about baking

soda and vinegar.
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