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An eyewitness’ story

Mount Vesuvius, on the west coast of Italy, erupted in 79 A.D. and destroyed the nearby city of Pompeii. A detailed account of the disaster was recorded by Pliny the Younger who was just 18 years old and living in the town of Misenum, just 20 kilometres from Pompeii. He describes the events of the second day in a letter to his friend Tacitus.

… cloud of unusual size and appearance. … The cloud was rising from a mountain—at such a distance we couldn’t tell which, but afterwards learned that it was Vesuvius. I can best describe its shape by likening it to a pine tree. It rose into the sky on a very long “trunk” from which spread some “branches.” Some of the cloud was white, in other parts there were dark patches of dirt and ash.
“The carts that we had ordered brought were moving in opposite directions, though the ground was perfectly flat, and they wouldn’t stay in place even with their wheels blocked by stones. In addition, it seemed as though the sea was being sucked backwards, as if it were being pushed back by the shaking of the land. Certainly the shoreline moved outwards, and many sea creatures were left on dry sand. Behind us were frightening dark clouds, rent by lightning twisted and hurled, opening to reveal huge figures of flame. These were like lightning, but bigger ...
It wasn’t long thereafter that the cloud stretched down to the ground and covered the sea ...
Now came the dust, though still thinly ... We had scarcely sat down when a darkness came that was not like a moonless or cloudy night, but more like the black of closed and unlighted rooms. You could hear women lamenting, children crying, men shouting ...
It grew lighter, though that seemed not a return of day, but a sign that the fire was approaching. The fire itself actually stopped some distance away, but darkness and ashes came again, a great weight of them. We stood up and shook the ash off again and again, otherwise we would have been covered with it and crushed by the weight ...
[image: ]At last the cloud thinned out and dwindled to no more than smoke or fog. Soon there was real daylight. The sun was even shining, though with the lurid glow it has after an eclipse. The sight that met our still terrified eyes was a changed world, buried in ash like snow.

About 2,000 residents of Pompeii survived the initial eruption of Vesuvius. A second more powerful eruption the following morning killed everyone who had remained in the city. When rain mixed with the ash it formed a sort of concrete preserving the city and the bodies within it.
Reference: The Destruction of Pompeii, 79 AD, EyeWitness to History,
www.eyewitnesstohistory.com (1999).
Image: “Tesoro letterario di Ercolano p87” by Giacomo Castrucci - Tesoro letterario di Ercolano page 87. Licensed under Public Domain via Wikimedia Commons – http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tesoro_letterario_di_Ercolano_p87.jpg#/media/File:Tesoro_letterario_di_
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