Chapter 5
Tsunami Catastrophe
 
 
A Bit of Sanriku’s Tsunami History
Spectacular as they are, Sanriku coast’s rias—with their deep, funnel-like indentations— amplified some past tsunami into major disasters. Standing out among these are the Keicho tsunami in December of 1611 with some 5,000 deaths, the Meiji Sanriku tsunami in June of 1896 with almost 22,000 deaths, and the Showa Sanriku tsunami in March of 1933 with over 3,000 deaths. All caused immense damage as well as loss of life. Lesser tsunami had lethal effects, too. Historical records describe two of these, one in February of 1793 and another in August of 1856, as also taking many lives. But the grandfather of them all may have resulted from the Jogan earthquake of 869 A.D., named after an era in the Heian period (794 to 1185). Again, the area was Sendai, and a quake of an estimated magnitude of 8.6 struck in July of that year, with the ensuing tsunami killing some 1,000 people. Archaeological research has now convinced seismologists that it was, in fact, equivalent to the magnitude 9 quake of March, 2011. Evidence from even more ancient tsunami led to the conclusion that similar events occur off the coast of Tohoku every thousand years or so. Wikipedia has more here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/869_Sanriku_earthquake. Such disasters led communities to erect stone monuments in certain Sanriku communities warning residents not to build below those markers of tsunami high points. One, the best known among these, was erected after the 1896 event at Aneyoshi, a hamlet that is now part of Miyako. Another stone marker stands two kilometers (1.24 miles) inland in Ofunato where the 1896 tsunami reached 38.2 meters (123 feet), exceeding the 30.1-meter (99 feet) surge of March, 2011. Today, more modern signs on coastal roads indicate either the “Start” or “End” of inundation areas, as shown below, with a triangle containing a wave appearing in the lower right corner.
 
Sign indicating the “End” of a tsunami inundation zone on Route 45. A driver headed in the opposite direction will see a similar sign with “Start” on the other side of the street. Similar signs indicating evacuation routes and danger areas are common in communities along the
Sanriku coast.
 
A roadside sign, like the above, just inland of the Kamaishi train station often caught my eye when driving through that city and made me wonder as to its validity. It turned out to be quite accurate, with the 2011 tsunami washing up almost exactly to that point. These signs serve as constant reminders that maintain a good level of tsunami awareness in the minds of people living in, or traveling through, inundation areas. As one of Honshu’s easternmost ports, Otsuchi suffered from all historical onslaughts striking the Sanriku coast, including some 800 deaths in the 1611 event. Town records also show non-lethal tsunami that reached heights of several meters occurring in 1677, 1793, 1856, and 1960, but it was from the lethal ones that the town learned. That of 1896, reaching a height of 3.9 meters (13 feet), took 600 lives, while the 1933 tsunami, reaching a height of 3.5 meters (11.5 feet), killed only 61 people. Although wave heights were similar, Professor Yu Nakai of Tokyo University credits the decrease in deaths to a reorganized town plan based on the 1896 experience. Today, with the next major tsunami in mind, Otsuchi town officials are again reorganizing the town plan. While on the subject, one anomaly occurred in January of 1700, caused by a major earthquake on the other side of the Pacific near the coast of North America. A book published in 2005, The Orphan Tsunami of 1700, by Brian F. Atwater and colleagues, describes the surge thus generated as crossing the ocean and reaching Sanriku in the middle of the night. This came without the warning of a local earthquake to alert anyone, and was thus considered a mystery. No loss of life resulted, although salt kilns and paddy fields were inundated and two houses damaged, according to Atwater. Salt kilns, by the way, were once a feature of the Komakura district of Otsuchi where, as noted earlier, my wife was born and spent her toddler years. Atwater’s scholarly book on this subject offers historical insights and data, including statistics for 1803 showing a population for Otsuchi of 1,465 living in 273 houses and fishing from 42 boats.
 
 
How a Tsunami Happens
Tsunami in the oceans can be generated by different forces, including landslides and volcanic eruptions, but most arise from submarine earthquakes that move tectonic plates vertically. That sudden movement in the earth’s crust can cause a huge uplift of water, with the resulting surges differing from normal waves by having much greater distance between crests. Barely felt in deep water offshore, these surges upon reaching shallower water—and unlike breaking waves of the kind favored by surfers—rise rapidly like a strong tide in a harbor. Thus, the earlier term, “tidal wave,” was used to describe such events. But, say the experts, it’s not just one wave. Tsunami can come in a series of surges, with onslaughts varying from minutes to hours that arrive in a so-called “wave train.” When a tsunami surge enters shallow water, called “shoaling,” it compresses and its speed is cut to roughly one-tenth —dropping from some 800 to below 80 kilometers per hour (490 mph to 49 mph) is not unusual— while the “wavelength” between crests decreases from well over 100 to less than 20 kilometers (62 to 12.5 miles) as pressure causes it to rise precipitously. The resulting rise, termed “run up,” is measured in meters above sea level. Since a tsunami “wave train” can arrive over a period of hours with significant time between crests, the first wave to reach shore may not have the highest run up. Instead, if the opposite of a crest,
known as a “trough,” reaches the shore first, the water along the shoreline recedes dramatically and exposes normally submerged areas. This is called a “drawback.” Thus, when water in a harbor or along a coast is sucked outwards by a trough that means the arrival of the crest is only a matter of time, which was the case in Otsuchi. Those in the know run for high ground when they see harbor water suddenly recede. These phenomena can be seen clearly in a video taken on March 11, 2011, at the small port of Ryoishi. An internet search using the terms “Ryoishi tsunami video” will turn up several edited versions, of which one of almost 40 minutes appears to be the original. Taken from the railwaystation vicinity high on a cliff overlooking the harbor, it shows Ryoishi’s nine-meter (30 feet) seawalls being overrun by the tsunami surges, of which the highest reached 19 meters (62 feet). The video starts with a drawback pulling water out of the harbor prior to the first surge, which appears minutes later and in less than two-and-a-half minutes tops the seawall. This is repeated later, and an even higher surge again tops the seawall. Here is the link: http://www.youtube.com/watch? v=e9rbqXSHfV8. A similar wave sequence can be assumed for Otsuchi, although Ryoishi faces on another bay a few kilometers south of our town.
 
 
The Surprise That Shouldn’t Have Been
Major foreshocks over the previous two days foreshadowed what was to come. The first of these, a 7.2 magnitude earthquake on March 9, was followed by three more with magnitudes in the 6-plus range. These occurred in the zone off the east coast of Honshu where the Pacific tectonic plate dives under the continental plate—the name varies depending on the scientist—and forms the deep depression known as the Japan Trench. Stress-energy accumulated over centuries in that zone produced the magnitude 9.0 quake of March 11, 2011, some 130 kilometers (81 miles) east-northeast of Miyagi Prefecture’s Oshika peninsula. Reports of its duration range from five to six minutes, although in Tokyo we only felt it for a bit over three minutes. The most powerful earthquake ever to hit Japan and one of the five largest in world history, its effect on nearby land masses and on the planet itself was powerful. Scientists at Tokyo University reported that it had moved the Tohoku coastline some 2.4 meters (almost 8 feet) east into the Pacific and shifted the earth on its axis by an estimated 10 to 25 centimeters (roughly 4 to 10 inches). Not only did the quake move the coastline eastward, it also submerged it. This subsidence had the immediate effect of allowing the tsunami to penetrate inland faster and farther all along the coast. Shoreline subsidence at Oshika Peninsula was the largest at 1.2 meters (almost 4 feet), and the smallest of 29 centimeters (11 inches) occurred along the coast of Fukushima prefecture. The drop in Otsuchi was 35 centimeters (14 inches), compared with 66 centimeters (26 inches) for nearby Kamaishi and 53 centimeters (21 inches) for Yamada. Today in some localities, formerly safe areas are now subject to flooding by daily tides and aquaculture in other areas is still struggling to recover. As for the tsunami, it smashed the coastline from the Chiba peninsula just north of Tokyo all the way up to Hokkaido, the northernmost of Japan’s four major islands. The highest surge of slightly over 40 meters (131 feet) was recorded in Miyako, the next major city 32 kilometers (20 miles) north of Otsuchi, which registered some 13 meters (43 feet). And, of course, it triggered the Fukushima nuclear meltdown after a 10 meter (32 feet) tsunami surge topped its protective seawall, a subject beyond the scope of this book. Such differences illustrate the topographical effect of rias—those
picturesque coastal river valleys—in funneling surges onto land as well as seafloor topography in attenuating tsunami waves in some places and amplifying them in others. Secondarily, the tsunami was powerful enough to reach the Hawaiian islands within seven hours, causing flooding and damage, and then another three hours later reaching Oregon and California at levels of 90 to 120 centimeters (3 to 4 feet) to cause flooding and damage there. Roughly 18 to 20 hours later it reached Chile, some 11,000 miles across the Pacific, where it peaked at over 2 meters (6.5 feet), and Antarctica, where a small surge of some 30 centimeters (1 foot) dislodged icebergs. Seismic waves even sloshed water in Norwegian fjords across the top of the planet, according to one report. How such an enormous tsunami was generated has been the subject of much research. A report in December of 2011 from NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) and Ohio State University (OSU) offered a “merging-tsunami” scenario based on the knowledge that seafloor topography, such as mountains and chasms, can channel a build-up of tsunami surges, combined perhaps with major landslides on the seabed in the affected area. As it happened, three NASA-European satellites capable of measuring sea-level changes to an accuracy of an inch or so recorded the merging of tsunami surges on that March day in 2011. Data from these hi-tech radar altimeters had verified the existence of the “double wave,” as they called it. And a slippery geological fault where the Pacific plate sub-ducts under the continental plate may have accelerated the mega-thrust, adding to the quake’s power. This is the conclusion of an international team of 27 scientists from ten countries who conducted research under the auspices of Japan Agency for Marine-Earth Science and Technology/Integrated Ocean Drilling Program (JAMSTEC/IODP). Their findings, published in the journal Science in December of 2013, suggest that deposits of clay sediments became even more slippery as water molecules expanded from friction-generated heat, enabling a mega-thrust of 50 meters (164 feet), a “runaway rupture” that pushed up the seafloor and launched the massive tsunami. But it was not just one quake. According to Japan’s Active Fault and Earthquake Research Center (AFERC), it was a “multi-segment” type with sequential seismic action along the fault. Early reports from seismologists indicated three “episodes,” but later assessments by others expanded this to as many as six of varying degrees of intensity. These findings suggest that sequential up-lifts may have generated a series of surges, with the weaker being overtaken by the stronger to merge into the “double wave” described above. These findings are not necessarily contradictory, and perhaps slippery clay may have accelerated the strongest of them all. In time, the experts will come up with a unified conclusion, but readings from the early-warning offshore Global Positioning System (GPS) support the multi-segment, multi-uplift scenario. Measurements from the nearest wave meter to Otsuchi, located 18 kilometers (11 miles) off the coast at nearby Kamaishi, were “irregular” for the 2011 tsunami, according to the Japan Society of Civil Engineers (JSCE). The surges hit the wave meter in two stages, an initial one of two meters (6.5 feet) in height at 2:55 p.m., and a second one of 6.7 meters (22 feet) four minutes later at 2:59 p.m. The latter is presumed to be the merged surges that caused such havoc. As well, the height of the latter surge agrees with expert opinion that a tsunami assaulting a coastline is usually two or three times higher than the readings given by the early-warning offshore GPS. Doubling Kamaishi’s second-stage measurement of 6.7 meters (22 feet) roughly equals the maximum tsunami surge height of roughly 13 meters (43 feet) that wiped out Central Otsuchi some 20 minutes later. The illustrated map below shows the extent of the surges in Otsuchi.
 
Credit: Otsuchi-cho website: http://www.town.otsuchi.iwate.jp/. Extent of the March 11, 2011, tsunami surges in Otsuchi are shown in blue in this map on the town’s website. The photos clockwise from the upper right corner , in descending order , are Namiita, Kirikiri, Otsuchi’s town hall, Ando, Akahama, Otsuchi’s elementary school, the Mast shopping center , and Route 45 at Sawayama.
 
Some communities were better prepared to withstand these assaults than others. One newspaper report, in Asahi Shimbun, nine days after the quake describes the 10-meter (33 feet) high barrier wall in the Taro district of Miyako—known locally as the “Great Wall”—as collapsing under a tsunami at least 15 meters (49 feet) high. On the other hand, the 15.5 meter (51 feet) sea wall in Fudai, also in Iwate, held back the 15 meter (49 feet) tsunami there. The Fudai story, featured in the Yomiuri Shimbun on April 3rd, as well as other media, praised the strong-willed mayor who built it. He knew well the tsunami history of his town and was determined to prevent a tragic repeat. Bob Simon featured it on a CBS 60 Minutes program aired on October 1st of 2011 (for an internet search, use key words “CBS Bob Simon Fudai”). Simon also noted the inadequacy of the Otsuchi seawall of slightly “over 30 feet” in stopping a “50-foot” tsunami. On the other hand, the stone monument in Aneyoshi, the hamlet near Miyako mentioned above, warning residents not to build houses below that point is credited with saving many lives even though the tsunami there reached 38.9 meters (128 feet) or higher. Indeed, a powerful tsunami. Thousands of photos and videos recorded devastation along the entire Sanriku Coast. Among them were those taken by members of two conservation societies who were in Otsuchi harbor investigating porpoise harpooning. Their photos show the main surge rising rapidly in Otsuchi harbor at 3:16 p.m. (15:16 on the camera timestamp) and apparently caught the initial stage of the first surge. Another, a video recorded from Shiroyama above the gravesites of the ill-fated temple of Koganji by townsman Akihiro Sato, shows that surge sweeping through central Otsuchi soon thereafter. Descriptions of both appear in the last section of this chapter.
 
 
Sirens, Death, and Tales of Survival
Coastal sensors had improved early detection of tsunami as well as prediction of their arrival
time and height, but uncertainty over the extent of seabed shift and other factors made accuracy difficult. Still, authorities needed to balance these uncertainties against the need for timely warnings, so it is understandable, then, that many rushed alerts turned out to be false or resulted in only minor surges easily restrained by seawalls. Those inconsequential alarms over recent years had made many residents complacent, turning every alert into a guessing game for them. As in the past, the earthquake that generated the tsunami of 2011 brought immediate action from the Japan Meteorological Agency (JMA), which followed existing rules and sent warnings keyed to expected tsunami heights. For major tsunami, estimated at heights of three meters or more, these required forecasts to be sent to each region within three minutes of the quake and to include estimated tsunami height and time of arrival. The first alert sent on that fateful day went out at 2:49 p.m., three minutes after the initial tremor. It predicted waves of 6 meters (20 feet) and 3 meters (10 feet) would hit Miyagi and Fukushima prefectures. The second alert followed 25 minutes later at 3:14 p.m., announcing tsunami arrivals in four prefectures, Aomori, Iwate, Miyagi, and Fukushima, and correcting tsunami heights for Iwate to 6 meters (20 feet), for Miyagi to 10 meters (33 feet) or more, and for Fukushima to 6 meters (20 feet). But within minutes of the second announcement, tsunami surges exceeding 8 meters (26 feet) arrived at Miyako, Kamaishi and Ofunato in Iwate. Belatedly, a third announcement made at 3:30 p.m. confirming tsunami of 10 meters (33 feet) or more for all coastal prefectures except Aomori, came some ten minutes after the highest surges had already wiped out coastal towns. JMA had underestimated the scale of the event as well as the timing. While the early alert had no doubt saved many lives, inaccuracies in the system had also contributed to the high death toll of the 2011 tsunami. To better reflect urgency, the system was revised in 2013 to send this warning: “Tsunami similar to the Great East Japan Earthquake will strike,” followed by an alert for everyone to immediately seek safety. Estimated heights of tsunami will not be given until accurate predictions can be made, with the public being alerted to potentially “enormous” tsunami instead. On that afternoon in Otsuchi, many residents faced the “guessing game” of how dire the tsunami would be. Most recalled the major quake of magnitude 7.2 on March 9th, just two days earlier, which had failed to produce a tsunami. And some may have recalled the 8.8 magnitude earthquake off the coast of Chile in February 2009 that generated a one-meter tsunami easily repelled by the town’s seawall. Many complacent townspeople, estimated at 40 percent, did not immediately heed the sirens and warning announcements over PA systems, thinking that again this one would not breach the barriers. Or they only moved to higher floors in homes and offices in expectation of another relatively small surge. That decision would prove fatal for so many. Eyewitness reports of the first surge hitting Otsuchi varied, depending on location, but those in the central area became aware of it about 3:18 p.m. or 29 minutes after the initial JMA alert. Both the Otsuchi and Kozuchi Rivers overflowed their levees about that time, as can be seen on the Sato video, then the massive tsunami surged through town around 3:20 p.m. Most of those in the inundation area who had hesitated to flee were lost, as were some who had failed to reach sufficiently high shelter as the surge swirled around for long minutes. Later, more than a few survivors maintained that warnings and alerts were inadequate or lacked a sense of urgency, raising questions as to how people were alerted. Since the force of the quake had knocked out electrical power and most communications along the Tohoku coast, tsunami alerts over PA systems in cities, towns, and villages varied considerably. Many localities continued to announce expected wave heights of three meters in line with the initial report, as can be heard in the video of
the tsunami hitting Ryoishi, where announcements warned of a tsunami of “more than three meters.” Otsuchi, too, suffered a power outage along with a communications breakdown with the outside world. To cope with the emergency, Koki Kato, the mayor, had called a council meeting in the square in front of the Town Hall while awaiting a damage report on the building’s structure. Apparently expecting a tsunami in the three-meter range, the sudden appearance of that wall of water sent the participants scrambling to reach the roof of the Town Hall. Only one made it. Mayor Kato and 38 city officials—the number in news reports vary from 35 to 39—including seven out of 12 section chiefs, were swept away. The mayor’s body, along with several others, was recovered eight days later some three kilometers away in Kirikiri. Still discussed among survivors is the perceived failure by Otsuchi’s town officials to communicate the urgency of the situation, a failure believed by some to have contributed to the high death toll. Unclear is whether or not the initial expectation of a three-meter-plus tsunami may have lessened a sense of urgency among officials, or if quake-caused failures in emergency generators to power sirens and PA systems may have occurred. But there is no doubt that urgency was clearly apparent in the Barnes’ video, described later in this chapter, where sirens blare as the Sea-Shepherd group pass near the central fire station on their way to high ground. There, at least, the emergency generators were working. Yet the failure to flee by so many does suggest a lack of urgency in the tsunami announcements. Slightly less than half of our neighbors made it to safety, with most of those who succumbed or went missing apparently believing the tsunami would once again end as a lesser surge, as in the recent past. One sad example is the four-generation Fujiwara family that lived in a two-story house across the field north of our home. The great-grandparents, after the alert, apparently decided to stay, but their daughter chose to head for high ground in her car. At the corner a block away, she passed her own daughter and grandchildren coming from the opposite direction on their way home from kindergarten. Frantic horn honking failed to communicate the danger to her daughter in the rush of traffic. The result was death for the great-grandparents, the grand-daughter, and her two small children. Only the second-generation daughter survived. Lost, too, were the grandparents in the three-generation Iwaita family in front of our home. The tsunami alert, and pleas from their daughter, had not been sufficient to convince them to evacuate, leaving the daughter to flee with her two sons. They survived, as did the son-in-law who worked out of town. The grandparents and Mrs. Sasaki, who lived on the corner across the street, were last seen by our neighbor, Moriyuki Fujiwara, in front of her house discussing the alert. He had stopped to offer them a ride in his pickup truck as he headed for high ground with two elderly passengers. They declined. The retired Iwaita couple who lived on the corner next to the entryway into our cul-de-sac also failed to seek refuge. They vanished in the tsunami as well. And death awaited even some who had dutifully gone to one designated evacuation site, Koganji. As noted in Chapter 2, this Buddhist temple was built at the foot of Shiroyama less than a mile from the harbor and had survived earlier tsunami. But it did not survive this one, instead becoming a death trap for some 30 evacuees as well as the head priest. Koganji was no exception in this regard, for newspaper accounts reported similar tragedies in more than 100 localities along the coast with supposedly safe sanctuaries. This included the next-door community of Unosumai where over 200 residents in a supposedly were lost. Local governments, it seems, had failed to designate safe havens high enough to completely escape a major tsunami. A post-tsunami photo of Koganji is shown below, taken in August of 2012 from the site of the
destroyed home of our family members, Noriko and Yuji Kanezaki. It was from higher on the mountain, above these gravesites, that Akihiro Sato videotaped the tsunami, as noted above and described in detail later in this chapter.
 
Photo by Charles Pomeroy, August 13, 2012. Gravesites of Koganji, a Buddhist temple built at the foot of Shiroyama and designated as an evacuation site. The temple, which failed to survive, was located on the left side at the base of the zigzag white handrails. Otsuchi’s central community center sits atop this promontory.
 
Among our neighbors who avoided death by quickly responding to the sirens was the Fujieda family, perhaps spurred into early action because the physically impaired wife required use of a cane and could move only slowly. Mr. Fujieda loaded her into a two-wheeled utility cart, which he trundled over several blocks to refuge at our Buddhist temple, Dainenji. But it was Moriyuki Fujiwara, the neighbor mentioned above, who became a local hero by assuming greater responsibilities as well as taking immediate action. He knew it was serious when the quake knocked over a major piece of equipment in his woodworking shop, something that had never before happened. Upon hearing the sirens, he immediately took two actions. The first was to send his mother and son—his wife was at the town hall where she worked—to the Central Community Center atop nearby Shiroyama, a ten-minute walk at most even for the mother, a woman in her 70s. They no doubt reduced that time by taking the shortcut through our garden and the open field beyond. With his family on their way to safety, Moriyuki next put an elderly next-door neighbor, Mrs. Sawayama, into his pickup truck, then went to retrieve yet another elderly friend of the family who lived on the other side of the railroad tracks. It was on Moriyuki’s return as he headed for Shiroyama that he stopped briefly to offer a ride to the Iwaita grandparents and Mrs. Sasaki. Even then, he barely escaped the surging water by ramming the car ahead of him in a final bid for safety as he drove up the winding road to the Community Center. Had the three neighbors not declined, he later mused, the stop while they climbed aboard would probably have resulted in the death of all. Such is fate. Below is a photo of how the tsunami—“churning,” as described by the Dainenji priest—appeared to those who made it safely up that winding road. This is also what Moriyuki must have seen after reaching the safety of the Community Center. It is a great photo. When Atsuko and I saw it at a 2013 exhibition in Otsuchi, we at first thought the building in the center was our home. A closer look,
however, revealed that it had a different roof. Our home was more likely carried away with those in the jumble beyond the rising smoke.
 
Photo by Tomohiro Akazaki, March 11, 2011. This photo, taken from high on the winding roadway to Otsuchi’s Central Community Center , is how survivors saw the retreating tsunami, what the Dainenji priest described as “churning like a washing machine.” The big white building on the right is the four-storied elementary school.
 
Fate played a role, too, in the escape of a family friend, Sayoko Kato, whose session with a knitting group in the town center was interrupted by the quake. Fortunately, the bus for Akahama, where she lived, soon appeared; boarding that bus to return home saved her life. She reported no sense of urgency to seek high ground among those on the streets and that no sound of sirens could be heard in the bus. It was only after a turn onto the road to Ando, and to Akahama beyond, that a sense of danger surfaced when their passage was blocked at the closed Ando flood gates. The bus driver turned back and took the old mountain road to Kirikiri, reaching high ground just ahead of the tsunami. They could only watch as the surging water below wreaked its havoc. But fate was less kind to the family of one of Atsuko’s former classmates, whose husband ignored the admonition against returning home to retrieve valuables. Their home was situated close to the Central Community Center and he had quickly escorted his family up the hill to that refuge. Apparently thinking time was on his side, he returned home with the intention of driving the family car to safety as well. Neither car nor body was ever found. Heart-rending stories abound, as can be imagined, such as the teacher at the elementary school who by scant centimeters failed to grasp the hand of a straggling student who was swept away. Or the grandmother who said goodbye to her daughter and grand-children, only to see their car engulfed by that brutal surge as she escaped to the top of her building. Or the parents swept away after sending their son to the second floor, where he drifted for many freezing hours in that house before being rescued. Far too many to recount, these stories will fade away for most, like drying tears. But not for all—that teacher will no doubt forever retain a certain image burned into her memory, as will the grandmother and so many others. There is an old saying along the Sanriku coast, tsunami tendenko, which in English simply means one should forget all else and seek safety when a tsunami is imminent. It is a sort of “every man for
himself” aphorism, but with the implicit thought that this way more loved ones will survive if people do not waste time searching for others. Put another way, when the tsunami alert sounds, forget family and friends and head for the hills. Unfortunately, in addition to complacency, many either forgot or ignored this bit of folk wisdom, including our sister.
 
 
Sea Shepherds & Dolphin Savers
Such folk wisdom was unknown to a group of foreigners investigating the Ando fisheries jetty in Otsuchi harbor. After the controversial Taiji dolphin hunts at the southern end of Honshu ended earlier in 2011, members of the Sea Shepherd Conservation Society led by veteran Scott West had come up to Otsuchi to investigate alleged harpooning of Dall’s porpoises. They were not particularly welcome, since their direct action in preventing the hunting of whales, dolphins, and porpoises make them an “eco-terrorist” group in the eyes of most Japanese. That was no doubt the reason they stayed at a hotel in Tono 40 kilometers, or almost 25 miles, inland. Value judgments aside, this group of activists were on the jetty at Ando at 2:46 p.m. on March 11, 2011, when the magnitude 9.0 earthquake struck. Cameras readied to capture images of dolphinrelated activities were instead used by group members to record in still and video formats the earthquake, the tsunami, and its aftermath. Scott West, who I met at the Foreign Correspondents Club in Tokyo after his press conference there later in March, kindly emailed his photos of the disaster for use in this book. Scott also put me in touch with a member known as Mike XVX, who sent his entire set of relevant photos for use as well. Unfortunately, space limitations allow inclusion of only a very few of their many exceptional photos. Mike’s account of the event appeared in the Saturday, March 19, 2011, issue of the Oregonian. This article, and others, can be found on the internet with the search terms “Mike XVX tsunami.” Similarly, Scott’s account of the disaster, one of the best, can be found on the internet with the search terms “Scott West tsunami.” Completing the investigative team was Brian Barnes of Stormchasers, famed for videotaping tornadoes, who represented a separate organization known as “Save Japan Dolphins.” He had only recently joined the five members of the Sea Shepherd group, just in time for his video skills to record their dramatic escape—including blaring sirens—and then the tsunami wreaking havoc across the harbor. His videos taken on the following day show scenes of raw destruction in a smoldering Otsuchi, shot as they trekked out through the debris. Along with a written account, these videos can be found on the “savejapandolphins.org” site, with more on his blog. At the urging of prefectural police, who had been tracking their movements, the group sought high ground immediately after the quake. Although unfamiliar with local evacuation sites, they knew of one high point as a result of earlier scouting for an observation post to view movements of fishing vessels. This was a headland on the opposite side of the harbor. From that position the Sea Shepherds were to photograph the utter destruction of Akahama directly across from them. Reports from this group indicate early signs of the tsunami as coming eight to ten minutes after the quake. This fits estimates for a tsunami traveling through deep water at high speed from an epicenter 130 kilometers (81 miles) off the coast to shoal in about ten minutes. They witnessed a smaller wave arriving first—perhaps the first stage described above—followed by a trough or “drawback” that signaled the impending arrival of the first major surge. Their reports of these early signs of a tsunami
suggest arrival at their vantage point on the headland a little after 3:00 p.m. The group was certainly in position by 3:08 p.m., or 15:08 as shown on the timestamp of Mike’s first photo taken at that location.
 
Photo by Mike XVX, 15:08, March 11, 2011. Brian Barnes confers with two Otsuchi firemen after reaching high ground; the onlooker is a local evacuee seeking up-to-date information. A sign in the background warns against disposing of garbage at this scenic site.
 
Instead of the 12-hour clock system with its am/pm, the 24-hour time format appearing on the timestamps will be used in the following descriptions showing a timeline of the tsunami surges. This begins with the initial tsunami surge, which started rising about 15:12 as shown in the following collage, selected from among the several hundred received from Mike XVX. The islet of Horaijima in the harbor becomes a sort of dipstick, first inundated by the tsunami onslaught and then exposed by its withdrawal.
 
Photos by Mike XVX, March 11, 2011. These photos show the tsunami’s onslaught and withdrawal using Horaijima and its 7.4 meter (24 feet) lighthouse as a reference point. Top left taken at 15:16 shows the rising tsunami surge; top right taken at 15:20 shows the receding surge with the lighthouse top still visible; the center left photo taken at 15:23 shows the top part of the lighthouse has been swept away and the center right photo taken at 15:27 shows a derelict fishing boat being pulled out to sea; the bottom left photo taken at 15:37 shows the lighthouse’s red base standing high on the islet; and the right photo taken at 15:39 shows the tsunami withdrawal near its lowest point.
 
As outlined in the caption above, this series of photos taken by Mike starts at 15:16 and shows the 7.4-meter (24 feet) red lighthouse on Horaijima being inundated by the tsunami surge, which started rising in the harbor four minutes earlier at 15:12. The base of the lighthouse sits on the islet at 2.4 meters (8 feet) above sea level, making the lighthouse itself almost 10 meters (33 feet) at the top. The dark line at the bottom of the headland in each photo indicates the various levels of the tsunami. Estimates put the tsunami’s high point in the harbor at roughly 15:21. Note the blue roof of a floating building visible in the debris field in the bottom left photo. Similarly, the next collage of four photos shows the effect on human habitation in Akahama. It starts with the first surge hitting that community in the top frame at 15:21:52, the high point, and then in the second frame shows the beginning of its drawback at 15:24:19. What appears to be smoke is actually mist thrown up by the force of the surge smashing into coastal structures. Shown in the lower two frames are the increasing tsunami drawback, with the photos taken sequentially at 15:32:52 and the low point at 15:40:15, roughly eight minutes apart. Smoke can be seen rising in the former that turns into flame in the latter, which later becomes a conflagration. The telephoto shot in the last frame at 15:40 clearly shows the Hamayuri sightseeing catamaran, which was in Akahama for repairs, left high and dry atop a two-story building by the first surge. It is visible in all four frames, but requires a close look to be seen in the others.
 
Photos by Mike XVX, March 11, 2011. From the top, the tsunami is shown close to its high point at Akahama at 15:21:52, with mist thrown up by the force of the surge smashing into coastal structures clearly visible, and the next frame shows the start of its drawback at 15:24:19. Shown in the lower two frames are the increasing tsunami drawback, with the photos taken sequentially at 15:32:52 and 15:40:15, the last being the lowest point, as well as smoke and flames from resulting fires.
 
Finally, a second major tsunami surge arrives 40 minutes after the first, as shown in the photo below. This one, too, fills the harbor and encroaches on a burning Akahama. Taken at 16:01, the second surge’s high point came twenty-one minutes after full withdrawal of the first surge. The ferocity of the fires in Akahama that followed can clearly be seen here. Again, the Hamayuri left perched atop a hostel by the first surge appears to the right.
 
Photo by Mike XVX at 16:01 on March 11, 2011. The second major tsunami surge fills Otsuchi harbor some 40 minutes after the first onslaught. The ferocity of the fires in Akahama that followed the earthquake can also be seen. On the right is the “Hamayuri” sightseeing catamaran left high and dry atop a two-story building by the first surge.
 
After a failed attempt to rescue a woman adrift on debris close to shore, the group overnighted in their two cars near Murohama, a hamlet under Unosumai jurisdiction. The next morning, with the roads impassable, they opted to join several Otsuchi firemen in trekking out through the mountains as shown on the map below. Following the foot trail leading to Komakura, indicated by the dotted gray line that crosses the blue line separating Otsuchi and Unosumai, they eventually reached the ruins of Komakura. From there, they would trek out roughly following the red dotted line.
 
© OpenStreetMap contributors, CC BY-SA. This map shows the Sea Shepherds’ trek over the mountains to Komakura from the blocked road near their vantage point. The blue line marks the boundary between Otsuchi and Unosumai
and the gray dashed line a footpath leading into Komakura. From there, the red dotted line shows their route in re-crossing Kozuchi River where, again blocked, they turned left along the levee and slogged through rubble to the exit point near the Mast shopping center . The triple XXXs in red indicate their overnight location.
 
At Komakura the Sea Shepherds encountered a group of survivors with whom they spent about an hour before striking out for the Kozuchi flood gates and bridge. According to Scott West, these survivors offered them food, a generous gesture of kindness that moved all in his group. “The village was in ruins and many bodies had been collected from the rubble,” he wrote in his email to me, and … “it was clear the people were looking at setting up camp for the long haul. We did not want to be a drain on their limited food resources and we also wanted to attempt to get to where we could contact our families.” He also mentioned that a young woman tourist who had joined their group after the tsunami and spent the night with them decided to stay with the village refugees, as did the firemen. But the Sea Shepherds decided to move on with the objective of crossing the Kozuchi River and finding a viable road for a return to Tono. To do that, first they had to navigate a debris-filled road, a formidable obstacle course that took an hour and a half to traverse in order to reach the bridge.
 
Photo by Mike XVX, 10:18, March 12, 2011. This photo shows two Sea Shepherds with survivors in Komakura, taken at 10:18 on the morning of March 12, 2011, before the group made its way through the debris to the Kozuchi Bridge. Seen here are Marley Daviduk, in the brown coat, and Carissa Webster . The rubber boots on Marley’s feet, appropriated from the fire truck by Scott West to replace her inadequate shoes, were a tight fit and later exchanged for those of a Japanese man whose borrowed boots were too large for him.
 
The first two photos at the top in the collage below show the Sea Shepherds crossing Kozuchi River and the third photo shows them after making a left turn onto the levee road. That levee road, with scant traffic, was in the past favored by my wife and I for evening strolls as well as a shortcut for bicycle forays to a popular fishing spot near Komakura. In the photo, mud, water, and debris appear at almost the same height as the road, but pre-tsunami the drop-off was several meters. Partially visible through the smoke on the far left is a ferroconcrete pump house toward the end of the road, which is near the turnoff onto our street. Our home was situated to the right, four short blocks
away.
 
Photos by Scott West, March 12, 2011. In the top left photo, taken at 11:08, the Sea Shepherds chose the harbor side of the seawall to avoid road-debris en route to the flood gates and bridge over the Kozuchi River . They returned to the road to cross the bridge at 11:16 in the top middle photo. Once across, blocked streets forced a left turn onto the levee road leading toward Mast shopping center at 12:00 noon. At 12:04 they are distracted by a helicopter rescue in the bottom left photo. Then blocked on the levee, they work their way through rubble out to the main street at 12:21, shown in the next photo. Finally, at 12:45, they reach the exit point that will put them back on the road to Tono.
 
The levee road itself turns into a footpath some 50 meters (164’) beyond that turnoff. It was no doubt piled high with debris, a blockage forcing the Sea Shepherds to turn right and slog through the wreckage toward the main street. The center photo in the bottom row shows their slow progress, and the last one, taken at 12:45, shows the small intersection leading to Sakuragicho. This intersection is located just before the Kobyo Bridge over Kozuchi River where it skirts the Mast shopping center, only a three-minute walk to the major intersection at the Route 45 Bypass. A left turn at that major intersection took the Sea Shepherds up the hill on Route 45 to the Kobyo Tunnel and out of Otsuchi. After walking through the tunnel, Scott West reported that the group had to navigate through more debris until reaching the “T” intersection at Unosumai. All along their route it had been nightmarish, said Scott, with scenes of bodies being recovered from the rubble and the smell of acrid smoke in their nostrils. At the “T” intersection, a man who spoke some English took it upon himself to arrange for a woman to drive them to Tono in her passenger van. She drove them over a back road, the debris-free Prefectural Route 35 that took them over the ice and snow of Fuefuki Pass and down into Tono. Along the way they learned that she had just lost her business to the tsunami, but was still willing to help. “But for the kindness of these folks, we would have spent a cold and difficult night trying to walk to Tono,” wrote Scott. The Sea Shepherds reached Tono later that day, March 12, 2011.
 
 
Two Videos
For us the most heart-churning video of the tsunami hitting Otsuchi was recorded by Akihiro Sato (for internet search terms use “Otsuchi tsunami video” or use this link:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D6k3GKp0NH0). Taken from Shiroyama above the gravesites of Koganji, the Buddhist temple at the foot of the mountain lost to those waves, the video first shows the tsunami surging up Otsuchi River, washing away cars and the railway bridge. Then about 20 seconds later the videographer shifts to a more panoramic view of Otsuchi harbor and bay, tracking the major surge as it overwhelms the town from the harbor. The video is four minutes and 28 seconds long, with the tsunami surge appearing in the first three minutes and 35 seconds and its aftermath shown in the remaining time. About one minute and 26 seconds into the video a tiny park appears on the left where cars and people trying to escape can clearly be seen. Facing on the far side of this miniscule park is Fureai (“Contact”) Center, a prominent, light-brown building used for public functions as described in Chapter 3. It also appears in the photo below, which shows what the east side of town looked like some seven weeks after the tsunami onslaught.
 
Photo by Charles Pomeroy, May 2, 2011. This photo of Otsuchi’s devastation was taken on May 2nd from the hillside near the Shiroyama community center and just above the gravesites of Koganji, near the position from which Akihiro Sato videotaped the tsunami surging into Otsuchi. The large light-brown building, center left, is the Fureai (Contact) Center , and just beyond it was the home of our sister , Noriko, and her husband, Yuji Kanezaki.
 
Although not visible in the video, beyond Fureai Center was a large parking lot that also served as an open-air entertainment venue during summer music festivals. Our sister’s home, also not visible, was just beyond the Center and across the street from the parking lot. So, in our eyes, that was the moment our sister and her husband lost their lives. I still recall the welling in my throat on recognizing the location and the implication, a welling that returned with each subsequent viewing. Our home, located south of Shiroyama to the right of the videographer and therefore not visible, was hit by that massive surge a minute or two later. On our side of town, the surge swept past the Mast shopping center and then some two kilometers (a bit over 1.4 miles) up the Kozuchi River into Sakuragicho. On the east side of town, the wave penetrated three kilometers (2 miles) up Otsuchi River before subsiding. This led some to believe that the seawall and flood gates at the mouth of Kozuchi River may have slowed the surge, even though these stood at less than half the height of the tsunami’s 13 meters (42 feet).
The second video was taken three hours after the tsunami from an aircraft of a major Japanese newspaper, Yomiuri Shimbun. It shows the raging fires in Otsuchi, which on first viewing brought to mind Dante’s Inferno. Although it is difficult to identify localities, the extent of the fires is clear. A link follows: http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/stream/m_news/vn110311_11.htm? from=navlv&from=yolsp.
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This sample chapter was taken from Tsunami Reflections—Otsuchi Remembered by Charles A. Pomeroy. (See Contents below.)

The book is available at major on-line booksellers, including Amazon: 
https://www.amazon.com/Tsunami-Reflections-Otsuchi-Remembered-Charles-Pomeroy/dp/1941536212/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1489834073&sr=1-2&keywords=tsunami+reflections.

Other books written and translated by this author are listed on Goodreads: 
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/4022593.Charles_A_Pomeroy. 
A blog with updates also follows the listing of books.
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