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The island that existed in 1883 was the result of more than a million years of

volcanic activity. Originally there had been no islands of Java and Sumatra, 

but about a million years ago a crack opened in the earth’s crust and lava 

and other volcanic material were forced through this opening. 

Over hundreds of thousands of years, this material continued to pour out of 

the earth and solidify on the seabed. Eventually, so much matter collected 

that it formed a large island. This island was then eroded away until only a 

partially submerged volcanic crater remained. Forsaken island and Long 

Island were in 1883 the remnants of this caldera. 

Fresh volcanic activity and it continued for several thousand more years. 

A large new island was built up inside the crater of the ancient volcano. This 

island became known as Krakatoa. 

Running along the centre of Krakatoa was a line of volcanic peaks and 

craters. The highest of these reached 820m above the sea. The volcanic rock

of which these mountains were formed weathered readily into soil. Rich with 

the chemicals that help plants to grow, the soil that formed proved to be 

very fertile. For thousands of years, before human came to the island, the 

slopes of Krakatoa were blanketed with lush rainforest. 

Krakatoa came violently to life on 20th May 1883. A loud roar crashed 

through the air. A massive column of ash and smoke shot upwards from the 

centre of the island. The islanders must have been taken by surprise, as few 

would have known anything about volcanoes. 
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However, the volcanic activity soon faded away. Over the following weeks, 

several other minor eruptions occurred, but these were only a taste of what 

was to come. 

On the afternoon of 26th August 1883, a violent explosion shook the islands. 

A vast cloud of ash and smoke shot into the sky. Further explosions rang out 

as night fell over Krakatoa. Many climbed into boats and fled the island. 

Even at sea, the events of the night of 26th August were dramatic. Seamen 

on a ship about 16km from shore were watching the eruption when they 

noticed that the sea was warm. Clearly, something very unusual and 

powerful was happening at Krakatoa. 

Throughout the night of 26th August and the early morning of the following 

day, explosions continued to shake Krakatoa. The large plume of smoke and 

ash rose high into the sky. The people who lived on Krakatoa fled the island 

or tried to seek shelter as best they could. 

At 10 o’clock am on the 27th August, all the volcanic activity that occurred in

the last few hours paled into insignificance as the island blew itself apart. 

The blast that tore through Krakatoa Island has never since been equalled. 

The destructive power unleashed by the explosion is estimated to have been

67, 000 times more powerful as the atomic bombs dropped on Japan by the 

USA in 1945 during the Second World War. In an instant, most of Krakatoa 

simply ceased to exist. A large part of the island sank beneath the sea. 

The eruption destroyed the island and killed everyone left on shore. Two-

thirds of the island were pulverised and thrown 80km high into the air. This 
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immense cloud of dust and rock particles blotted out the sun and spread 

quickly downwind. More than 240km away, darkness fell as if night had 

fallen. 

The noise of the blast was tremendous. In Batavia (the capital of Java) 

150km from Krakatoa, people in the street had to cover their ears, but they 

would have no idea what they were hearing. 

At the town of Macassar (on Sulawesi Island) nearly 1, 600 distant, the noise 

was thought to be coming from a nearby explosion. Ships put out to the sea 

to try to find the cause of the noise. Most amazing of all is the fact that four 

hours after the blast occurred, it was heard on the island of Rodrigues. This 

island lies 4, 776km from Krakatoa. The people of Rodrigues thought they 

were hearing gunfire from a naval battle beyond the horizon. 

The explosion of Krakatoa and the massive wave it created devastated the 

surrounding area. After the coasts of Java and those of Sumatra, were 

entirely destroyed. The villages and trees had disappeared, they could not 

even see any ruins, for the waves has demolished and swallowed up the 

inhabitants, the homes and the plantations. 

The few people who had managed to escape to high ground before the 

waves struck, were reluctant to return to their homes. Most of their friends 

and families had been killed, and they feared that further eruptions might 

lead to another terrible wave. For many years the coasts of the islands 

remained scarcely populated. 
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With their homes and means of earning a living destroyed, the survivors 

became refugees. The Dutch colonial government stepped in to help. Food 

was distributed to those left homeless, and aid was given to help them 

rebuild their lives. 

Before the terrible explosion of 1883, Krakatoa covered an area of 29 square

km. Afterwards it measured only about 10 square km. All life, whether plant 

or animal was destroyed. Krakatoa lay as a lifeless rock. 

However, plant seeds were carried to the island by the wind. They took root 

and soon a lush jungle covered the slopes of the remnants of Krakatoa. 

Animal such as birds and insects came to the island to take advantage of the

rich plant life. However, no people came to live on Krakatoa. They feared 

fresh eruptions may occur and destroy their homes once again. 

In 1927, Krakatoa became volcanically active once again. However, there 

was no repetition of the explosive events of 1883. Instead, slow and steady 

eruptions piled up lava and ash to form a new island. This small island in 

known locally as Anak-Krakatau, which means the “ Son of Krakatoa.”* 
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