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At least 112 people were confirmed dead, more than 300 others injured and over 340 are
feared trapped in the rubble of buildings and collapsed highways after the first devastating earth-

quake in nearly 50 years hit the Kansai region early Tuesday (Jan. 17, 1995) morning.
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One of the mightiest earthquakes ever to hit the Kansai region killed at least 203 people and
left hundreds buried under rubble. This morning’s temblor and an aftershock hit hardest in the
region’s commercial center of Kobe, where multi-story buildings tipped over, highways were
pulverized and the city’s commuter rail network were twisted beyond use. Fires fed by ruptured

gas lines colored the night sky.
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“There is a Japanese myth that says earthquakes are caused by the “Namazu,” a huge catfish

living under the earth. He can only be restrained by the Kashima god, who keeps him pinned



under a rock. Kashima sure slipped up this time. All this damage and death despite decades of
preparation. Kobe has the look of a hundred Leaning Towers of Pisa or a pile of collapsing
dominoes. Kobe, Japan’s sixth largest and one of the world’s most modern cities, home to the

massaged, beer—fed Kobe beef, must be rebuilt.”
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{3 72 V1, (Earthquakes fill a central role in the Japanese consciousness, and to outsiders the preparedness
sometimes seems a national obsession —making it all the more surprising, to Japanese as well as for-

eigners, that there was so much damage. )
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The Great Southern Hyogo Earthquake, as the Japanese have named it, was a disaster never
supposed to happen. Just 20 seconds of violent shaking centered near Kobe city shattered more
than the region where more than 10 percent of Japan’s population lives and which accounts for
nearly a fifth of the country’s gross domestic product.

It also smashed beyond repair one of Jépan’s most self—confident myths— that modern technol-
ogy and good government left the country well prepared for the severe temblors that have jolted
the country repeatedly for thousands of years.

The Hanshin Expressway, built to withstand a far more severe earthquake and compared fa-

vorably to highways that had crumbled in temblors in Los Angeles and San Francisco, collapsed



in five sections, including a 600~yard stretch that toppled over as 10—foot—thick support columns

snapped.
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To Robert Geller, an American who is an associate professor of geophysics at Tokyo Univer-
sity, the damage was a warning that Japanese attitudes about earthquake are too lax. “Today’s
quake shows that people in Japan have been overly complacent about how well prepared they’ve
been,” he said. “Ordinary people have been sneering at the level in the U.S., but things are
roughly comparable. A reassessment is in order.

The cocky attitude, Geller says, has led the country to squander more than 100 billion yen

($1 billion) since 1965 on an earthquake prediction program that has no basis in science.
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The vital Shinkansen bullet train system that links the country’s key business centers crum-
bled. Kobe’s port—IJapan’s second biggest and the sixth largest in the world—normally handles
12 percent of the country’s exports ; only four of the port’s 239 ship berths survived the quake.

Some 950,000 households had no water, 110,000 lacked electricity and 850,000 had no gas sup-
plies.

The 7.2-magnitude quake released roughly twice the seismic energy that brought Los Angeles
to a halt a year earlier to the day. The Hyogo Quake was caused by horizontal movement along
a fault line that bisects Kobe city and runs south to Awaji Island, where the earth split, shifted
by 4.1/4 feet and heaved upward more than a foot and a half.

As broken gas lines fed an inferno, the city burned out of control, with firefighters powerless
to intervene because of the lack of water. The resulting destruction looked like nothing so much

as Tokyo devastated by firebombings at the end of the Second World War.
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By severing Japan’s bullet train line, the Kobe earthquake not only has choked off key, trans-
portation artery but also tarnished Japan’s image of the train as an emblem of the nation’s prow-
ess in high technology.

Reparing the bullet train, where elevated tracks collapsed in eight spots west of Osaka to
Himeji, is expected to take four and a half months. But restoring the bullet train’s big sales
point—its safety—could take much longer.

“The myth among Japanese that the Shinkansen is absolutely safe has been shattered,” said
Naoto Hashimoto, a transportation analyst at the Nomura Research Institute. “The psychological
impact is incalculable.”

The train’s safe image had already been under attack by railroad unions, which said that high—
speed Nozomi trains, introduced in 1992 and capable of traveling 270 kilometers per hour (165
miles per hour), were unsafe. Undercarriages had fallen off, and wind vibrations in tunnels put
the trains at risk, they said, voicing accusations that the railroad rejected.

Although none has ever died as a result of mechanical failures on the Shinkansen, few ima-
gine the perfect record would be intact had last Tuesday’s Kobe earthquake struck much later
than 5:46 a.m. Shinkansen service was set to start at 6 a.m., and trains carrying more than
1,000 passengers would have been hurtling down the tracks.

Shinkansen trains are programmed to stop automatically when an earthquake occurs, but it
takes about 3 kilometers for a train cruising at top speed to come to a halt. Although the
Shinkansen had long ago lost its title as the world’s fastest train to France’s Train a Grande
Vitesse, which can reach 515 kilometers per hour, the Shinkansen has had no rival as a safe,
truly mass—transportation system.

At peak times, 11 trains each hour depart Tokyo for Osaka, about 500 kilometers west to the
southwest. All told, the Tokaido Shinkansen between Tokyo and Osaka carries 200,000 people
each day, much more than any other long—distance mass—transportation system. Although only a
small portion of the Shinkansen network was damaged in the quake, the collapse of elevated

roadbeds will require authorities to reassess the safety of the entire system.
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One reason is that the damage was so enormous in the most—affected central city areas that
emergency supplies could not be delivered. Even as cleanup and repair work moved ahead
around the clock, however, residents of certain Kobe neighborhoods still faced severe short-

ages.
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“Criticism of government follows almost every disaster in every country. I defy anybody to
look good with a tragedy like this which is a major national disaster. I think it is easy to criti-
cize but it is another thing to get everything you need right away on the ground when communi-

cations and everything else is interrupted. I think a little common sense here is in order.”>
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LAEREDPOMAIIED AATZV] (We are redy to send to Kobe specialists with tents and food.
We are not asking Japan to prepare accommodations for us. It is an emergency. Rescue comes
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When an American relief organization offered last week to fly as many as one doses of flu
vaccine to Kobe within 48 hours, free of charge, the government politely declined. The Health
and Welfare Ministry explained that Japanese vaccines would be sufficient, even though by its
own calculation it would not have enough vaccine ready for nearly two more weeks.

The rejection of foreign flu vaccine is not a surprise. Elements in the Japanese bureaucracy
were also unenthusiastic, at least initially, to offers of foreign doctors to treat the injured, for-
eign dogs to sniff out those buried alive, foreign medicines to heal the sick, and foreign under-
takers to prepare the dead.

A mountain of Tylenol pain remedy still sits in a locked warehouse because officials ex-

pressed concern that it may not be appropriate for Japanese bodies.”
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W58, (As he wrote, gaman, the Japanese word meaning enduring hardships, is an important virtue
in Japan. )?’
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Yoshiro Inayama, former president of the Federation of Economic Organizations, was an ar-
dent preacher of the “philosopher of gaman.” His basic philosophy was “I preserve, so I want
you to preserve too. This will open the way to mutual prosperity.” The business leader also
said, “There are two things that set human beings apart from animals. One is compasssion and

the other is the capacity to preserve.”!'?’
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“There was no sign of looting—even though some shop windows were broken and merchandise
was available for taking—and there appeared to be very little jostling for food and water. Some

of those in line voiced remarkable patience at the shortages.”'"
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Earthquakes to the Japanese are like the sword of Damocles hanging eternally over our heads.
In my childhood, we were told it was because Japan was built on a chain of volcanoes. Now

we hear of the theory of plate tectonics. Whatever the reason, we have earthquakes all the time-
big and small, those we can feel and those we cannot.

It is as if we are sitting on a piece of land, like a huge pile of Jell-O, or on a firecracker that
is ready to burst any time. So we are resigned to catastrophes, hoping to do our best when the
time comes.

But evidently our best is not sufficient, as was made clear by the disaster that hit Hyogo Pre-
fecture on southwestern Japan on January 17. It was early in the morning—as the Japanese say,
“luck within a misfortune” when suddenly people found themselves thrown out of their beds,
houses collapsing over them. Kobe was immediately without water, electricity or gas. High-
ways and buildings that we were told were impregnable toppled like clumsily built Lego sets,
railways hung in the air.

When the fires broke out, they spread unchecked for lack of fire fighters and water. And a
quarter—million citizens whose homes were destroyed were left among the debris without food,

water or bedding in near—freezing temperatures, while the rest of Japan stood back, seemingly



unable to help.

What struck me while watching television was the remarkable patience and fortitude of the
people. A day and a half after the earthquake, the refugees were camped out on school grounds,
in civic centers, in the debris and in their cars, with almost no food, drink or bedding. Moreover
they had lost their homes.

Some of the refugees have become literally penniless. And yet no one on television seems to
be angry or desperate. When they mention their physical discomfort, the victims do so with a
smile, almost apologetically.

“We’ve had half a rice ball each today,” said an old man in reply to a reporter’s question.

“What? All day since yesterday?” said the reporter. “Yes,” the old man replied with a cheerful

resignation, “but I am sure help will come.”'?
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Residents of Kobe, the city hardest hit by the quake, accused the government of dragging its
feet in providing aid. *“What does he mean ‘You’ve had a hard time?’” a woman said after
Prime Minister Tomiichi Murayama visited her refugee center, a Kobe school. “He should actu-
ally do something about this.”

After inspecting the damage in Kobe, Murayama said, “I have seen nothing like it. This is far
beyond anybody’s imagination.” Murayama’s promises that help was on the way left some in
Kobe unmoved. “I want to see tap water, not Murayama,” said a man scooping water from a

fountain. A sign on the fountain read, “Not for drinking.”'?
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In the Chinese characters for *“ganbaru,” there is the impression of stubborn self-assertion.
Dictionaries say that it is a variation of “ga ni haru” (assert oneself) and “gan-haru” (glare men-
acingly). It is not an elegant word, possibly because there is the impression of asserting oneself.
Originally, there apparently was the feeling of urgency of using one’s strength to the utmost and

enduring in an abnormal situation, rather than in an everyday scene.'s
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“The first of these is what 1 call death imprint, an image that is imprinted in the mind. It
often forms in the first moment of disorder. The death imprint can be associated with anxiety
about death and with anxiety about life. There is the possibility of being trapped, even immobi-
lized, by such feelings. On the other hand, there is the possibility of confronting the experience

and getting a keener insight or even a deeper illumination from it.



“The second theme is what I call the death guilt, a kind of self-condemnation, which came
from survivors’ question, ‘“Why did I survive while he, she or they died?’ The third theme is
psychic numbing. Survivors of the Hiroshima bombing said they could look at the scenes of
death because they simply stopped feeling. In the extremity of the situation, they did not have
enough psychological capacity to feel everything. Such paralysis of the mind is a necessary psy-
chological defense against overwhelming images.

“The fourth theme has to do with what I call suspicion of counterfeit nurturance. Help can be
perceived by survivors as a reminder of weakness and an unfortunate, unpleasant reminder of de-
pendency.

“The fifth theme is survivors’ struggle for meaning, or what can be called a survivor mission
they find after experiencing a completely unacceptable situation. Many Jewish survivors of Nazi
death camps saw a a survivor mission in the creation of the state of Israel. Hiroshima survivors

found survivor mission in making the story known in the cause of peace.”!”’
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Inadequate heating, dust kicked up in the air by restoration work, and poor nutrition are fac-
tors contributing to the elderly people’s coming down with life—threatening ailments. Doctor say
the main causes of death are respiratory conditions such as pneumonia and bronchial asthma, fol-
lowed by stress—induced stroke and heart attack.

Influenza is rampant, a condition especially dangerous to the elderly because they are prone to
pneumonia. The food provided accounts for only 50%  of the required daily protein intake, and
a quarter of the necessary vitamins. Doctors said that cold soft drinks were causing diarrhea

among many elderly peoplem, causing some to suffer from dehydration.2%)
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