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THE 1930 AUGUST 13 ‘BRAZILIAN TUNGUSKA’ EVENT

By Mark E. Bailey*, Damian . MarkhamS, Sonia Massait and Fames E. ScrivenS
* Liverpool John Moores University
SWestwood High School, Leek
tLiverpool University

A brief note in the Journal of the International Meteor Organizationt, citing
an article by Kulik in a popular Russian scientific journal2, has drawn attention
to a possible Brazilian ‘twin’ of the Tunguska meteoroid explosion in 1908 (refs.
3—7) which devastated nearly 2000 square kilometres of forest in an area near
the Podkammenaya River about 70 km from the central-Siberian town of
Vanavara. Kulik’s article contains information published in the Daily Herald
(1931 March 6), which itself refers to a report originating from Catholic mission-
aries working in Brazil and published in the papal newspaper L’Osservatore
Romano. There is currently much interest in the frequency and the possible
hazards to civilization posed by impacts with the Earth of relatively small frag-
ments of comets or asteroids in the 10-100m Tunguska-object size ranges-10,
and since neither the report in the Daily Herald nor that in L’Osservatore
Romano are readily accessible we thought that a summary of the former and a
complete translation of the latter (prepared by S.M.) would be of interest to
readers of The Observatory.

The Daily Herald report!! describes the fall of ““three great meteors ... [which]
... fired and depopulated hundreds of miles of jungle ... The fire continued
uninterrupted for some months, depopulating a large area.” Unfortunately,
although the fall is said to have occurred around “8 o’clock in the morning”
and to have been preceded by remarkable atmospheric disturbances (a ‘“‘blood-
red”” Sun, an ear-piercing ‘“whistling” sound, and the fall of fine ash which
covered trees and vegetation with a blanket of white), few details are provided
that constrain the time and place of the event. Nevertheless, the story refers to
an article in the papal newspaper L’Osservatore Romano, apparently written by
a Catholic missionary ‘“‘Father Fidello, of Aviano”, and it is to this that we now
turn.

This article!2, which we have obtained courtesy of La Biblioteca Apostolica
Vaticana, is in fact another news agency report, but includes details of the fall
not reported in the Daily Herald. The context would seem to suggest the exis-
tence of other newspaper reports of the incident, possibly some surviving local
eye-witness records (or the missionary’s own notes), and it is partly in order to
stimulate a search for these and any other information about the Brazilian event
that we now provide a complete translation of the article in L’Osservatore
Romano.

The fall of three bolides on the Amazonas
Strange and frightening phenomena

(Informazioni Fides)

SAO PAOLO DE OLIVENCA (Amazonas, Brazil). — In the forests of the
Rio Curuga, a tributary of the Rio Yavari, itself a large tributary of the River
Amazon in the Upper Solimoes, on the 13th August 1930 there fell three great
bolides from the heights of space. The strange event was followed by such a
combination of natural phenomena and upheavals, that the ‘seringuleros’, that
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is the men working in the forest to extract rubber, believed they were witness-
ing a cataclysm presaging the end of the world; they left everything where they
were working and ran frantically to their huts to cling to their loved ones for
the last time and die together. Others, scattered along the river banks in the
heart of the forest, fell on their knees to commend themselves to God with a
last prayer.

Five days after the event, when Father Fedele d’Alviano set off on his annual
apostolic mission among the people of the Rio Curuga, these poor people were
still besides themselves with fright and consternation. With tears and trepida-
tion they told the missionary what had happened, and asked him for an expla-
nation,

Once their tragic fear of the end of the world was overcome, it was rumoured
that there must have been an outbreak of war between Brazil and Peru, as a
result of which the terrible phenomena were explained as the effect of poisonous
gas and enormous bombs dropped by high flying planes. Father Fedele
described the well-known phenomenon of bolides and aerolites, but this scien-
tific explanation failed to satisfy those who, terrified, had witnessed the appal-
ing phenomena. During his time on the banks of the Rio Curuga, Father Fedele
visited many different sites along the river and had the opportunity to listen
patiently and with scientific curiosity to hundreds of eye-witnesses, all with
different educational and intellectual backgrounds. He has sent us a detailed
description of what happened on the morning of 13th August, which we are
now reporting, even though it refers to events several months ago, because we
believe that the details of the event have not yet reached Europe.

On the morning of 13th August the sky was clear and a glorious equatorial
sun had risen to usher in the new day. The seringuleros had begun their daily
work venturing into the heart of the forest; fishermen were already throwing
their nets into the river; and women on the river banks were washing the few
items of clothing needed around here. Suddenly, at about eight o’clock, the sun
became blood-red and darkness spread over everything, almost as if a thick
cloud had intercepted the sun’s rays ... but there is no cloud ... only the appear-
ance of reddish dust in the atmosphere, giving the impression of an immense
fire that would reduce to ashes all the elements of nature. Fine ash begins to
fall on the plants of the forest and on the waters of the river ... when suddenly
a multiple hissing noise is heard coming from on high, sounding like whistles
or artillery shells ... and the hissing noise comes closer and closer to the earth
and becomes more and more frightening, so much so that the children instinc-
tively put their hands over their heads and crouch down, running to hide in
the furthest corners of their huts, screaming ‘“Mamma! Mamma!”’. The simple
inhabitants of the forest, petrified by what was happening, didn’t have at this
time even the courage or presence of mind to raise their gaze skywards and
watch what was going on. Some fishermen did have courage, and while stand-
ing in the middle of the river raised their eyes to the sky and saw large balls of
fire which fell from the sky like thunderbolts. They landed in the centre of the
forest with a triple shock similar to the rumble of thunder and the splash of
lightning. There were three distinct explosions, each stronger than the other,
causing earth tremors like those of an earthquake. A very light rain of ash
continued to fall for a few hours and the sun remained veiled till midday. The
explosions of the bodies were heard hundreds of kilometres away. At Remate
de Males and Esperanga the phenomena were not seen, but the explosions were
clearly heard and the people thought that they were testing new cannons and
bombs at the fort at Tabatinga.

There are several points of particular interest in this report. First, the fall
evidently occurred in the upper reaches of the Amazon, near a latitude and
longitude 5°S and 71-5°W, close to the border between Brazil and Peru.

© The Observatory * Provided by the NASA Astrophysics Data System


http://adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/1995Obs...115..250B

252 The ‘Brazilian Tunguska’ Event Vol. 115

Secondly the fall occurred on 1930 August 13, a date that almost exactly coin-
cides with the observed maximum of the annual Perseid meteor shower. This
meteoroid stream, associated with the relatively large periodic comet P/Swift-
Tuttle, is well known to contain bodies large enough to produce fireballs!3:14,
In fact, the Perseids have a long history, and can be traced back at least to 830
AD!3 and possibly much earlier!%!6. According to Burke!?, the people in Ireland
spoke of the Perseids as “‘the burning tears of St. Lawrence”, the saint whose
feast day is August 10 and who was burned alive on a gridiron in 258 AD during
the reign of Valerian. Of course, the Perseid connection is far from secure in
this case, as there is no precise information on the fireball’s path. From the time
of the fall (“‘around eight o’clock™), we calculate that the Perseid radiant would
have had an altitude and azimuth of approximately 24° and 345°; a Perseid fire-
ball would therefore have come from a northerly direction.

Perhaps the most puzzling aspect of these reports is the suggestion that the
first sign of the fireballs was a sudden darkening of the Sun, as if blotted out
by smoke from an enormous fire, followed almost immediately by a light rain
of dust. This was followed by the sound of the fireballs (an ear-piercing whistling
or hissing noise), which only then became visible as globes of fire that fell in
the forest with a force sufficient to cause earthquakes and a noise that could be
heard over a region some hundreds of kilometres across. Of course, the smoke
and electrophonic phenomena associated with the passage of a bright fireball
are well known, the latter thought to be caused by strong alternating electric
fields in the kHz frequency band produced by interactions between the turbu-
lent, ionized fireball trail and the geomagnetic field!8-20, but how the dust could
settle to Earth before the observed passage of the fireballs remains a mystery.
A possible interpretation is that the author of the report in L’Osservatore Romano
has confused the forest fire (if it happened as described in the Daily Herald)
with smoke from the initial trail.

Finally, the explosions were heard over a distance of some hundreds of kilo-
metres, compared with the ~ 1000 km audible range of the Tunguska explo-
sion5:6, suggesting an energy for the event perhaps an order of magnitude smaller
than that of the Tunguska blast (~ 10-20 Mton?2!). This could be large enough
that a search of the appropriate records covering the days and weeks following
1930 August 13 for global effects such as light nights, temperature anomalies,
the records of barograms and seismograms, and disruption of the ozone layer,
etc., similar to those associated with the 1908 Tunguska event!:56, would be
fruitful. In any case, the evidence leaves little room to doubt that an exceptional
fireball did indeed impact the Earth in the upper reaches of the Amazon on
1930 August 13, a result which both enhances our ability to interpret the histor-
ical record of past small-body impacts and highlights the need?2 for a greater
understanding of the present flux of such bodies on to the Earth.

Two main questions remain to be answered. First, did the object detonate
on or close to the ground, or did it, like the Tunguska fireball, explode high in
the atmosphere above ground-level? In general we would expect that a frag-
ment of a comet would have a lower density and weaker structural strength than
an iron meteorite or fragment of an asteroid (which may coincidentally also fall
in August?3), so the possibility that the fireballs may have reached the ground
would be a persuasive argument for rejecting the circumstantial link with the
Perseid meteor shower. We need further observations of the event to resolve
this issue, particularly information on the fireball’s trajectory on the sky and
the height of the final explosions. Secondly, both reports somewhat strangely
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appear to require the settling of the dust to Earth to have begun before the
observed passage of the fireballs, and neither mentions any powerful wind or
hurricane which could be identified with the effect of a blast wave. As well as
setting fire to the forest for a short time, the Tunguska event also flattened and
snapped the tops off trees over a large area. Whereas the Daily Herald report
describes a months-long fire, there is no mention of this in L’Osservatore Romano
and further information on the existence and duration of any intense forest fire
in this region beginning on 1930 August 13 would be of great interest. We hope
that bringing these observations to a wider readership will stimulate further
research into the nature of the ‘Brazilian Tunguska’ event, allowing its precise
location, provenance, and detailed physical characteristics to be more closely
identified.

It is a pleasure to thank C. Trayner and N. Harris for helpful comments and
discussion.
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