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I would like to start this report by thanking you very much for the funding towards my trip. I really appreciate being given this opportunity to visit somewhere I had only seen on the television and studied in geography class. The Mason Trust helped this dream to come true for me, and I believe that you will also make a real difference for others like me who have been longing to see such places that they never thought they would see. So I would like to give my warm regards and appreciation toward the work you do, and have done for me.
As for my experience, it far exceeded my expectations. I chose to do the combined tour of Pompeii and Vesuvius, yearning to see the Roman city I had seen so much about on documentaries, and climb the volcano I had written countless essays on. My experience began before I had even touched down as the plane banked north toward the main runway…and straight past Mount Vesuvius! Flying so close to the slopes of the sleeping giant I was already aware of its dominating presence over the landscape.
First was Pompeii, and I was staggered by the sheer size of the place. Bearing in mind the population in Roman times, it was the equivalent of uncovering a modern day Tokyo buried for nearly 2000 years. I was also greatly surprised at how perfectly preserved the city was, considering this fact. Walking along the streets and through houses it was as if it were abandoned yesterday. It was also fascinating, and rather disconcerting to see the plaster casts of the tragic victims of Pompeii from the eruption of Vesuvius in 79AD.I did not expect the facial expressions of the bodies to be as perfectly preserved as they were which depicted haunting looks frozen in terror and pain at the moment of death. I felt a sense of melancholy staring into the faces of those poor people, who had died knowing there was no escape, nowhere to run, facing their fate in unimaginable fear. The volcano itself towered above the town, dominating the skyline, something to be feared and respected. This was my next destination.
Having just seen what it was capable of, it was a humbling experience climbing up the face of Vesuvius awestruck by the power it could unleash at the drop of a hat. The climb to the summit of the volcano was only a few hundred feet, but in the stifling heat it was long and difficult. The pathway was steep, and the material mainly made up of loose volcanic ash that made it hard to keep my footing. The toil and trouble was most definitely worth the prize at the end of the trail however. The crater loomed before me, the entrance to it resembling the gates of hell with tall, jagged rocks towering out of the ground. It was around 400ft deep and 100mts wide. Peering into the jaws of this monster was truly awe-inspiring. It made me feel rather small. Ash surrounded the crater and was clearly visible in the central depression. A couple of vents on the side of the volcano were still steaming, but only very slightly. The sulphur smell from these vents was strong, and not dissimilar to rotten eggs. The quietness of the volcano and the lack of activity was almost disturbing. As the guide pointed out, the volcano had been erupting every few years until 1953, and has since remained dormant. I had previously studied that this was because of a volcanic plug blocking the lava tube, trapping all of the rising magma and gasses inside the volcano, increasing the pressure. When the pressure gets too great, the plug will be blow off like the cork off a champagne bottle, and the pressure that has built up for so long will be released suddenly in a violent eruption, that could threaten the whole of the Bay of Naples area – home to around 2 million people. As the guide put it “the next one will be a big one.” This was a worrying thought, and I could not imagine being right next to the mouth of the beast when it blew next (and I wasn’t sure I wanted to!).Luckily warning systems are better these days so hopefully the next eruption will be predicted well in advance. The views over the Bay of Naples were also breath taking, with a clear view of the entire city, the island of Capri and the Solfatra volcano, steaming gently in the distance. Many old lava flows were visible from the summit, running down the mountain like rocky grey rivers.The Italians apparently refer to the volcano as “she” rather than “it” as they see it as a living thing; I can now see their reasoning for this.
I have learned so much from this trip. Having studied the theory of volcanoes it was fantastic to see one close up. I am pleased to report that I have gained three A grades in my A level results. This has earned me a place studying Environmental Geophysics at the University of East Anglia, and at the time of writing this I will be moving into Halls in exactly one week. This experience has really helped by giving me first-hand experience of what I will be studying. Not only that it has also given me an emotional connection to the volcano, and an appreciation of the power contained within it, thus fuelling my passion for the subject even further.It has been truly wonderful.
Thank you once again.
Ryan Finch
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Pompeii Victim
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Vesuvius Crater and view from the top of the mountain
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