
 

 

                                       Pompeii: chew on this. 
 
With hindsight it seemed rather unwise to have built Herculaneum and Pompeii in the 
shadow of a volcano, although in defence of its citizens Vesuvius does seem to have 
maintained a smiley face for many previous generations before venting its fury so 
suddenly and dramatically on that autumn day in 79AD. 
 
For more than 200 years this unique time capsule has been explored by antiquaries, 
archaeologists, geologists, economists, agronomists and any other -ists you can think of, 
each succeeding generation of explorers bringing new skills and new technologies to 
unravel the mysteries, the unexpected,  and indeed the banal, of Roman daily life at the 
end of the 1st century. 
 
Most recently interest has once again focussed on the figures created in the 19th century 
by pouring plaster into the cavities in the volcanic ash. Over time the soft body tissues 
rotted away leaving just the skeletons. Some 30 of these have now been subjected to CT 
scans by a team of archaeologists, radiologists and orthodontists, with unexpected and 
surprising results. Perhaps the most startling discovery was the excellent condition of the 
teeth of these victims. This is being ascribed to what we now call “the Mediterranean diet”, 
fibre-rich in vegetables and very low in sugar. Although the Romans knew nothing of 
toothpaste or toothbrushes this extremely healthy diet meant that few of them suffered 
from cavities. The bones also contained high levels of fluoride from the water supply, 
which of course these days is artificially added to our water as a measure designed to 
reduce decay. (Something else the Romans did for us, although unconsciously!) 
 
It is not just in Pompeii that teeth have provided a mine of information about the past. For 
some time the analysis of dental enamel in archaeology, (oxygen isotope analysis), has 
shed a surprising amount of light on how and where our ancestors lived. An online article 
by Wessex Archaeology explains this in some detail. Tooth enamel stores a chemical 
record of the individual’s living environment, revealing information on local climate and 
geology, so that by tooth analysis we can tell where someone was born and spent their 
childhood. 
 
The Mediterranean diet, so beneficial in Pompeii, is heavily promoted today as a way of 
combatting increasing obesity and the ills such as tooth decay and diabetes which so often 
result. But it is an uphill battle against the salt and sugar-laden junk food industry which 
takes up so much shelf space in our supermarkets and which is so heavily promoted in 
advertising aimed at children. This almost deliberate undermining of the nation’s health 
borders on the criminal. It is also another of the little ironies of history that my generation, 
(I was born at the very beginning of World War 2), enjoyed the healthiest diet that the 
people of this country have ever experienced, and this thanks to war-time food rationing. 
Very little sugar, dairy fats or meat, but plenty of veg. and wholemeal bread. Not exactly 
Mediterranean, but there were no obese children in my village primary school in 1946. 
 
But I remember as a five year old being puzzled by a reminder of a vanished world. On 
Salisbury railway station there were strange machines, now dirty and growing rusty, which 
promised to deliver a bar of Nestlé’s chocolate if you put a penny in the slot. Not anymore.  
My mother tried to explain, and as with so many of my questions at the time her answer 
almost inevitably began with the mantra:  “Before the War.........” 
 
       http://www.wessexarch.co.uk/projects/amesbury/tests/oxygen_isotope.html  


