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Introduction

What Disasters Teach Us

A disaster strips away everything unnecessary. It removes the comfortable distance between the systems that sustain human life and the people those systems are supposed to protect. It reveals, in the starkest possible terms, what a society values, who it protects, and who it leaves to die.

The thirty disasters in this book were chosen not only for their scale but for what they revealed. Some of them were purely natural — the eruption that buried Pompeii, the earthquake that leveled Lisbon. Most of them were not purely natural: they were the intersection of a natural event with human choices that determined who would survive it. The Black Death killed a third of Europe, but it killed the poor at higher rates than the rich. Hurricane Katrina killed approximately 1,800 people in New Orleans, but the specific neighborhoods that flooded were the specific neighborhoods where Black and poor residents lived, whose flood protection had been underfunded for decades. The Rana Plaza building in Bangladesh collapsed and killed 1,134 garment workers; structural cracks had been visible the day before, and only the workers had been ordered back inside.

Disasters are revealing precisely because they are not normal. In ordinary times, the systems that allocate risk and protection operate invisibly, embedded in infrastructure and policy and the distribution of economic and political power that most people do not think about until it fails. A disaster makes the failure visible. It shows you, in a way that no policy document or academic study can quite replicate, what the system was actually doing and who it was actually protecting.

This book covers thirty disasters across two thousand years. It includes volcanic eruptions and pandemics and floods and fires and industrial accidents and genocides and the slow-motion disaster of climate change. Not all of them fit neatly into any single category: the Irish Famine was a natural event — a potato blight — made catastrophic by colonial policy choices. The Rwandan genocide was entirely man-made. The 1918 flu pandemic was a natural pathogen amplified by the specific conditions of the First World War. The categories matter less than the common thread: each of these events changed something, and understanding what it changed requires understanding what caused it.

Each chapter ends with a note called THE DISASTER, summarizing what happened, how many died, and what changed. Some of the numbers are uncertain — the death toll of the Black Death, of the 1918 flu, of the Syrian Civil War cannot be established with precision and may never be. The uncertainty is noted where it exists.

The final chapter is about the disaster that is coming. Not a specific event but a category of events: the disasters that the best available science tells us are more likely in a warming world, in a more crowded and more connected world, in a world where the systems that failed in the disasters described in this book have not been adequately repaired.

Disasters are not history. They are the future, arriving early.

One

The Eruption of Vesuvius, 79 AD

Preserved and Destroyed in the Same Moment

At approximately 1:00 PM on August 24th, 79 AD, Mount Vesuvius, the volcano that dominates the Bay of Naples in what is now southern Italy, erupted with a force that sent a column of ash, pumice, and volcanic gases approximately twenty kilometers into the sky. The eruption lasted approximately eighteen hours. By the time it was over, the Roman cities of Pompeii, Herculaneum, Oplontis, and Stabiae had been buried under meters of volcanic debris. Most of their inhabitants were dead.

The eruption killed approximately 2,000 people in Pompeii alone, out of a population of approximately 11,000 — the rest had apparently evacuated when the eruption began. The people who stayed, or who returned, or who were unable to leave, were killed by the pyroclastic surges — superheated flows of gas and ash that traveled at speeds of up to 300 kilometers per hour and reached temperatures of up to 300 degrees Celsius. Death was effectively instantaneous.


"Broad sheets of fire and leaping flames blazed at several points, their bright glare emphasised by the darkness of night." — Pliny the Younger, describing the eruption of Vesuvius, in letters to the historian Tacitus


The eruption was witnessed and described by Pliny the Younger, who was seventeen years old and staying with his uncle, Pliny the Elder, the commander of the Roman fleet at Misenum, across the bay from Vesuvius. Pliny the Elder sailed toward the eruption to attempt a rescue and died on the shore at Stabiae, probably from the toxic gases. Pliny the Younger's letters to the historian Tacitus, describing what he saw, are the earliest eyewitness account of a volcanic eruption in European literature.

The specific catastrophe of the eruption was also a specific gift to archaeology: the burial of Pompeii under meters of ash preserved the city in extraordinary detail. The buildings, the street layouts, the artwork, the graffiti, the food in the shops, the bodies of the dead — all were preserved in the moment of the disaster and were waiting for the archaeologists who began excavating the site in the eighteenth century. Pompeii is not merely an archaeological site; it is a snapshot of a Roman city at a specific moment, more complete than anything else that has survived from the ancient world.

The Archaeology of Catastrophe

The paradox of Pompeii is that the disaster that destroyed it also preserved it. The ash that killed the inhabitants protected everything beneath it from the decay that would otherwise have destroyed two thousand years of organic material. The bodies of the dead, their flesh long since decomposed, left voids in the hardened ash that archaeologists fill with plaster to produce haunting casts of the dying — people caught in the postures of their last moments, shielding their faces, embracing each other, reaching for something. The disaster that took their lives preserved their deaths in a way that no other event in ancient history has done.


THE DISASTER:  The eruption of Vesuvius, 79 AD: Pompeii and Herculaneum buried under meters of volcanic debris, approximately 2,000 people killed in Pompeii alone. The same disaster that destroyed the cities preserved them for archaeology. We know what a Roman city looked like on a specific afternoon in August, 79 AD, because everything stopped in that moment and was buried.



Two

The Black Death, 1347–1353

The Plague That Remade Europe

The Black Death arrived in Europe in October 1347, when twelve Genoese trading ships docked at the Sicilian port of Messina. The sailors on the ships were dead or dying, their bodies covered with black swellings that oozed blood and pus. The ships were ordered out of the harbor, but it was too late. The plague — caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis, spread primarily by fleas on rats and by human-to-human respiratory transmission — spread across Europe with a speed that was, by the standards of any previous epidemic, catastrophic.

Between 1347 and 1353, the Black Death killed approximately 30 to 60 percent of the population of Europe — somewhere between 25 and 50 million people, out of a European population of approximately 75 to 80 million. In some areas, the mortality was higher: Florence lost approximately 60 percent of its population; some villages were entirely depopulated. The survivors sometimes did not have enough people to bury the dead.


"So many died that all believed it was the end of the world." — Agnolo di Tura, Sienese chronicler, writing about the Black Death in Siena, 1348


The social consequences were transformative and in some ways paradoxical. The massive reduction in population produced, in its aftermath, a labor shortage that gave surviving peasants and workers unprecedented bargaining power. Wages rose. The feudal system, which depended on the immobility and dependence of a large peasant population, was destabilized. The Black Death accelerated the decline of serfdom in Western Europe and contributed to the conditions that produced the economic and social changes of the late medieval and early modern periods.

The plague also produced a specific form of religious and intellectual crisis. The Church's inability to explain or prevent the Black Death — prayers and processions and masses for the dead did not stop the dying — undermined its authority in ways that contributed, over the following century, to the conditions that produced the Protestant Reformation. The failure of supernatural explanations to account for the scale and randomness of the catastrophe pushed some thinkers toward the naturalistic explanations that would eventually characterize Renaissance and Enlightenment thought.

The Plague That Returned

The Black Death was not a single event but the beginning of a plague pandemic that persisted in Europe for approximately three centuries, with recurring outbreaks that killed thousands in each episode. The Great Plague of London in 1665 killed approximately 100,000 people; outbreaks occurred in Marseille in 1720 and in the Mediterranean throughout the early modern period. The bacterium that caused the Black Death was not identified until 1894, when Alexandre Yersin isolated it during a Hong Kong outbreak. Plague still occurs in small numbers globally; it is now treatable with antibiotics. The same bacterium that killed a third of Europe in six years is manageable with a course of medication.


THE DISASTER:  The Black Death, 1347-1353: 25 to 50 million dead in Europe, 30 to 60 percent of the population. The labor shortage that followed raised wages, destabilized feudalism, and contributed to the conditions that produced the Renaissance and Reformation. The most transformative natural disaster in European history.



Three

The Great Fire of London, 1666

The Fire That Rebuilt a City

The Great Fire of London began in the early hours of September 2nd, 1666, in a bakery on Pudding Lane near London Bridge. It burned for four days and destroyed approximately 13,200 houses, 87 churches, and most of the buildings of the City of London. It killed remarkably few people directly — the official death toll was six, though the actual number may have been higher, as the deaths of the poor were less carefully recorded. It left approximately 70,000 people homeless in
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