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5 Earthquake!

I drove our second hand Subaru R2 down to Taira and parked it on the local shopping center’s parking 

upper deck. Not really entitled to that space, although we do some shopping there, but a little bit of 

service to the general public wouldn’t hurt this eyesore of a cash machine, I thought, and sometimes 

used the parking even without shopping. I arrived at Rick and Sanae’s English school in good time. 

Theirs is a small school, one of those that were quite numerous in the past but then got squeezed out 

without mercy by the big, nationwide chains. It’s the same game as everywhere. The big fish eat the 

little fish even though the little fish are much better at doing their work. Somehow Rick and Sanae 

survived, and I respect what they do. All teachers hate nationwide schools with their mean salaries and 

their own satellite-based programs. Teaching English is a big business here.

Teaching English has been my life for thirty years now; who would have thought? I am not a native 

English speaker at all, but I do love the language and, fortunately, am fit enough to teach it. In 1984 

there was such a huge demand for foreign teachers that I had more work and made more money than I 

ever expected. Those days I didn’t care about money at all, though, and even now, I am not very 

conscious of financial affairs. In a general sense – yes. I feel the growing injustice and the worldwide 

widening gap between rich and poor acutely but somehow never succeeded in managing my own 

matters too well. Extreme good luck gave me a good start and stayed with me even after the bubble 

burst, and jobs paid less and less – provided there were any. It is no small wonder I still have enough to 

do and enough income to support Mariko, myself, and our children who are still in college and require 

their parents’ support. I do all kinds of work and never shrank back from doing things. Even happily 

washed dishes before I started to teach. Best time in my whole life! Dishwasher to millionaire – that’s 

me. Well, a million yen is not a million dollars.

Rick needed a substitute teacher in 2011, and I helped out. Arriving at their school, you would walk up 

a frightfully narrow flight of stairs to reach the simple swinging door of “ies,” as the school is called 

and enter – a world apart. It is always magical to open a door to enter a room, but the door to “ies” 

would take you into a different country altogether. It used to be warm and friendly inside. Music 

played, and Kaori, the secretary, would greet you with a welcoming “hello” from behind the counter. 

This friendly atmosphere, of course, made students feel just as home as me, and it was really fun for 

kids to have a class there. It still is, as “ies” relocated after the quake and continues to do a good job. 

Cram Schools are so dreary, but this was never one of them. It was, and is, entirely different.

After exchanging a few words in good cheer with Kaori, it was already time to arrange a table and 

three little chairs of blue, red, and yellow color that surprised you by their weight, get the textbook and 

the crayons out, and wait some minutes for a little girl named Himari, who would be the only student in 

that class.

Next to me, behind a partition, Leah would be hard at work with her favorite students. Three middle-

aged ladies who shot salvos of laughter and volleys of mirth over to me. They just loved to talk about 

shopping and fashion. Leah herself had this thing about shoes…

She was a Filipina, working here for some years in order to make enough money for university in the 

United States, and a very good teacher. Friendly, but tough in her high heels if need be. Oh, her voice 

did have that edge of steel in case kids were starting to get out of hand. Across the room, hidden behind 



yet another partition, there would have been yet another teacher at work (possibly Rick himself, or a 

different teacher). Rick had several freelance teachers to work for him – and what a lot of pain they 

gave him over the years. Foreigners are nothing but trouble, as any Japanese will tell you. One who did 

never gave anybody trouble was Adrian. Almost a saint, that man. He deserves a better chapter in a 

book than this one entitled “Earthquake!” but I met him in exactly that upstairs room, so he needs to be 

in here.

I was busy teaching at my little, round table with its – for my frame – ridiculously low chairs when 

Adrian stood at the counter. A very erect, very fit-looking young man with a red tie and that was the 

only time I ever saw him with a tie at all, come to think of it. He had applied for a job in Iwaki as the 

surfing would be reasonably good. He was an expert surfer from Australia who had this love for Japan. 

He is also a practicing Buddhist and a novice in a Thai monastery now. God bless him! There are not 

many like him, and that’s what everybody says. We all hope to see him again.

Our class was scheduled to begin at 14:30, and Himari was on time, of course, as she lived just across 

the street in a ten-story block of rather luxurious apartments. Her mother and three years old sister 

usually accompanied her to class, but not on that day. The little sister had come down with a cold and a 

temperature, and so it was just the two of them. Her mother took a risk in leaving the three-year-old 

alone at home, of course, and I was surprised she did that, but probably she saw no way out of her bind. 

With one of her daughters pestering her to go to English class and the other asleep in bed, she took 

advantage of  “bedtime” and rushed over to Rick’s. Japanese mothers are very conscious about their 

children’s safety, so I’m sure she badly needed that little break.

Himari’s lessons had a very nice rhythm to them. We would do a textbook with a simple story and 

some follow-up exercises for the first fifteen minutes. Himari was only five years old and could not 

read or write yet, and I never pushed her to do things she didn’t want to do. Then there was the 

workbook. Crayon time! Children love coloring, and so this was another treat for my adorable little 

student. Such a sweet girl. She had such seriousness in her demeanor and such thoroughness in the way 

she’d draw her lines and colored her ducks and horses that I just loved seeing her work. Teaching 

children can be so rewarding. In my thirty years here, I have met and taught thousands of them, mainly 

kindergarten age, and I still love singing and playing with them. At one time in the late eighties, I 

taught classes in six kindergartens with a total of around a thousand kids. Once a week, I would appear 

and, in one place in particular, get on stage with my large Mickey Mouse doll to somehow keep 180 

children’s attention for fifteen minutes before I started a veritable race through six classrooms to teach 

all children once more, this time in groups of thirty. The kindergarten paid me well, you see, and the 

owners just tried to get their money’s worth out of me on those mornings. I was young and able to do it 

day after day. In the afternoon, of course, there were more classes. There was also the College of 

Technology, and there were various company classes. For several years, my last class started at 10:00 in 

the evening, and it was an hour’s drive from home. I was young and strong, but looking back, it was a 

crazy time. I sometimes taught on auto-pilot, singing the same songs a hundred times a week. I 

remember kids staring at me with question marks in their eyes once and realized I had fallen asleep 

singing Baa Baa Black Sheep. My family supported me a hundred percent, and it was good to be busy, 

although, in retrospect, I wish I had had more time for my own children. They were so happy when I 

came home in the evening. Of course, they knew instinctively what days I would be too late for them to 

meet me and what days I would be home before their bedtime. And then, there were the evenings they 

just tried to hang on. Those nights, no matter how softly I opened the door, there would be a joyous 

shout from the bedroom: “Otosan!”, and Mariko would sigh and get up once more to first feed me and 

next to start a second cycle of tucking the little rascals in. She went to bed and slept with them, as was 

customary. Me, the husband and proud father, was adored and well taken care of but mainly left to do 

my own thing, which was to make money for the young family. That was and still is the Japanese way.



“A good husband is healthy and out of the house working” is a proverb my wife loves to quote with 

that twinkle in her eyes…

It works very well, too, up to a point. Up to a point – as children do need to see more of their fathers 

than the door closing behind him, especially once they get a little older, and that is when the Japanese 

way leaves them short-changed. The male element in the family, in education at large, is represented by 

the educational system first, and by the state in consequence. Schools here have an enormous bearing 

on children’s lives. I saw high school teachers hurry to students’ homes in order to solve certain teenage 

problems and just couldn’t believe what I saw. School teachers are responsible for their wards in a way 

I find incomprehensible. Well, “that is the Japanese way,” I was told. That’s the one sentence to explain 

everything. Also, to hide just too many things, as seen quite recently, of course. A wall, this sentence, 

and a moat around the fortress this island nation remains. 

Himari loved her coloring, especially as she knew it was the prelude to the main event of the day, 

actually each lesson’s highlight: “Hully Gully!”

This is a game. Players take turns drawing a card from the stack placed in the middle of the table. 

Cards show fruit. There are bananas, melons, prunes, grapes, and strawberries.

The number of these varies… Players turn over cards and display what they just found in front of them, 

could be five strawberries, or two melons, or one banana; you never know in advance. It’s a fast game! 

What you want is to identify five items of a kind. Whenever there are five of the same fruit on the table, 

it’s time to ring the bell. Fast. The bell, exactly like the ones you still find in some restaurants, is placed 

in the middle of the table so that all players have equal chances of reaching it. Once the game is in full 

swing, it is great fun. Everybody gets really excited. Elementary school-age children are faster than 

most adults both in adding up the numbers and in hitting the bell. Himari, of course, was too young to 

be a contender.

She also had this preference for strawberries. She seemed to purr like a kitten once a strawberry card 

came up, and it was too nice to see her draw up her upper lip a bit and start drooling … All other cards 

were of no interest to her, but the strawberries she just loved. The rules of the game were immediately 

changed once this became clear, and from day two, it was hunting strawberries with us, my little 

student and me. And wasn’t it nice she always found more of them than her teacher? At the end of the 

game, the catch was counted. She could count to ten only, so there were neat stacks of ten in front of 

her. What a laugh we had! In all seriousness, of course.

Well, that peculiar day, things turned out differently. We were not even in-game time when the room 

suddenly began to shake. “Jisshin!” is what everybody says or thinks, and freezes when this happens. 

“Earthquake!”

Earthquakes are not uncommon in Japan. In fact, Japan is – as a country – probably the most 

earthquake-prone one in the world. From Hokkaido in the north down to Kyushu, and even further to 

Okinawa, the Ryu Kyu islands in the south, no part of the archipelago is safe from quakes. Japan sits on 

the Pacific “Ring of Fire,” a circle of volcanic and seismic activity around the Pacific Ocean. From 

Alaska down the Rockies, the Andes, even in Antarctica where there is Mt. Erebus, and north again 

through Indonesia, the Philippines, Taiwan, Japan, and Kamchatka back to the Aleutians, you will find 

fire and smoke like nowhere else on Earth. As volcanoes and earthquakes are like peas in a pod, you 

know exactly what is what once the room begins to stir, once you hear that certain strange low sound 

swelling up. There is an advantage to the frequency of earthquakes, too. They are too numerous and too 

strong to be ignored.

From prehistoric times builders here knew what they were up against and built accordingly. Like the 



one we live in, Japanese traditional houses are frame structures of such interconnectedness that they 

move with the ground without ever breaking up. Our house has no foundations at all but simply sits on 

rocks. The carpenters placed around 60 stones, each one the size of a football, in the sand (as we live 

close to the sea, we sit on the sand underneath a thin layer of topsoil) and started building. Before 

groundbreaking, of course, the local Shinto priest would come and bless the site in a short ceremony. 

This is done even today. A square is fenced off with a rope made of straw, a certain kind of white paper 

strips tied into it, and the beautifully attired priest will ask the gods, the ten thousand, for their grace. It 

is all over in a couple of minutes but does convey a special feeling to the attending hopeful 

homeowners. I was invited to a similar ceremony once and felt a surge of something hard to define, 

some extraordinary clearness rise in me. It was very uplifting.

Back to the sixty or sixty-four rocks, I am kneeling on right now. The carpenters of almost a hundred 

years ago raised a timber frame on them and joined the rafters to it. I once drew a plan of our house and 

counted the posts, which is not hard to do as they are clearly visible in each wall, evenly spaced at 

ninety centimeters for closets or single doors, or 180 centimeters for the sets of two sliding doors that 

are standard. Easy to remove, too, so you can have a wide-open space within seconds should you need 

it. Japanese carpentry is world-famous for its quality, and not without reason. The joints are so well 

thought out and so well executed that it is tough to tear such a house down, as wreckers after March 11 

found in all too many cases. You find the world’s oldest wooden structures in this country. Temples in 

the ancient capital of Nara have survived countless tremors as well as typhoons, plus the awful 

humidity of eight hundred summers. Modern residences are built much in the same way traditional 

houses were made in principle, except for the ersatz materials used from top to bottom. Even 

skyscrapers and your residence of more than two floors are built the old way, of course using steel 

beams in place of that lovely cedar wood that was used before 2 x 2 and particle boards were 

introduced. I was here to see it happen. The Japanese market was just too rich for foreign lumber 

companies to be left to themselves. Tall structures’ steel frames are anchored so deep in the ground that 

they are able to withstand even major shaking, as was proved on March 11. The Tokyo Sky Tree, a 634-

meter needle of steel and concrete, unfinished at the time, swayed and half shook off a construction 

crane but was otherwise completely unfazed. Building in Japan has always been done with earthquakes 

in mind. It is just amazing how well these incredible structures, both old and recent, are built.

I used to be awfully afraid of earthquakes and was relieved to hear time and time again that “Iwaki is 

safe” as there is no major fault underneath it. Japan has been researched thoroughly, of course, and 

geologists know all the major faults, they believe. Until a new one pops up unexpectedly, that is.

Four major plates are moving against each other underneath Japan: the Pacific, the North American, the 

Philippine, and the Eurasian Plate. In addition, there are smaller plates with lives of their own. It is not 

exactly clear how all of these move, and there is no way yet of predicting quakes other than giving 

rough probabilities. The only sure thing is that there will always be major earthquakes in the region 

Japan finds itself in. I am still afraid of quakes, although some of the panic has worn off. We have had 

so many. It is just the soon to be expected mega-quakes that scare me. The two monsters on 

everybody’s mind are the Kanto Earthquake and the Nankai Earthquake. Both of them are regular 

occurrences with cycles of eighty to one hundred years for Kanto and one hundred to two hundred 

years for Nankai. The last Kanto upheaval, the great earthquake of 1923, struck on September 1 of that 

year,  two minutes before noon. Cooking fires could not be extinguished in many homes, and soon 

large parts of Tokyo were on fire. The epicenter of this M 7.9 quake was deep under the ocean floor 

southwest of Tokyo and created a tsunami of up to ten meters. Tsunami, landslides, and collapsing 

structures killed well over a thousand people, but the real tragedy was the fires that swept through the 

capital. Official figures say that more than 140,000 lives were lost, of whom 38,000 alone perished in 

the former Army Clothing Depot in downtown Tokyo where they had sought shelter. Unfortunately, the 



flames were fanned by an approaching typhoon, and as the water mains broke during the quake – the 

fires could not be put out until September 3 – Tokyo was in ruins. Fear and confusion ruled. People 

went crazy, it can’t be said any other way, and a terrible slaughter began. Scapegoats were sought. 

There had been tensions with Korea, a Japanese colony at the time, and the Korean minority in Japan 

was made to pay for the catastrophe. The media played into the mob’s fears, and the mob went on a 

rampage. The authorities were fatefully slow to react. Korean lives did not matter very much; it must 

be concluded. The ensuing hush up does nothing to dispel that notion. 231 Koreans were officially 

reported dead in the first, the worst week of violence, whereas thousands were killed in reality. Not 

only Koreans and Chinese were victimized. Even Japanese from far-away provinces who spoke their 

strong local dialects died. Rumor had it that foreigners were poisoning the wells. It must have been 

nightmarish. The police took the opportunity to eliminate critics of the government. This is all well 

documented. It must have been hell to all who were in it. Some people, though, knew exactly what they 

wanted out of this confusion. One name, in particular, is connected with inflicting violence: Matsutaro 

Shoriki. We’ll meet him again – an extraordinary person. At the time, high up in the Tokyo Police and 

responsible for many deaths, it is said. Could it all happen again? Didn’t it happen already, on a 

different scale, of course? Isn’t it going on here and now, right in front of our eyes, Mr. Abe? The 

advancement of hidden political agendas in times of crisis is not confined to Japan, as the world learned 

the hard way after a certain bright September day in New York City. Anyway, to this day, September 1 

is a disaster day in Japan. Years ago, on business in Tokyo, I was shocked dreadfully when sirens went 

off, and loudspeakers started to blare – the same procedure as every year. Last September 1, it was not 

too reassuring either to hear the voice of the much-despised present Prime Minister on the radio 

admonishing all the land to stay calm. A major earthquake had occurred, he said, but all nuclear 

facilities were safe.

The next Kanto quake is overdue already. I hope and pray it will not be as bad as the last one.

Even worse, potentially much worse than the Kanto quakes, are the Nankai quakes. We are warned to 

expect an earthquake of more than M 8.0 should, in a worst-case scenario, all five segments of the 

Nankai trough rupture simultaneously. This happened last, with a magnitude of M 8.6, in the year 1707 

and caused a tsunami of up to twenty-five meters. Seven weeks after that quake, Mt. Fuji erupted big 

time to become as beautiful as it is today. It is thought the quake caused the eruption. Should a similar 

quake occur now, hundreds of thousands of deaths are feared. In many locations, along with the 

southwestern coast, precautions are taken. Some townships relocate completely. How about the new 

Osaka International Airport then, sitting pretty on reclaimed land right in Osaka bay? On an unexpected 

stopover there last year, seated comfortably in my Narita bound plane, doors closed, I suddenly felt a 

surge of fear. What if it happened now? The mental picture of my Boeing 777 being swept away like a 

cheap toy scared me very much, and the more I thought about it, the scarier it got. All those airplanes of 

March 11 drifting down the tarmac of Sendai Airport, not even close to the sea, came alive in my 

memory. I was awfully relieved when we finally ran, rose, and climbed to leave Kansai International 

Airport behind. How good to see the danger, however imaginary, recede into the distance.

Citizens on that coast are constantly advised to store food, water, and clothes, as actually everybody is 

in all Japan, and moreover asked to provide safe storage for legal documents and other essentials in 

places away from the sea. Projections of tsunami height are of major concern for the Hamaoka nuclear 

power plant, too. To protect it from the expected Nankai tsunami, the giant wall mentioned earlier was 

raised by three meters after it was found the tsunami might come in even higher than thought before. 

No problem, the engineers said. Well done, the politicians say. Let’s hope they are right in their 

assessments. Nature has this way of doing the unexpected, unfortunately. It is chaotic.

“Jisshin!” was sung out in that low, announcing-the-presence-of-a-ghost-voice, probably by Kaori. The 



men tend to be rather quiet about things here. What you do in that case is clear. It is well-rehearsed 

from kindergarten on, and each and every Japanese knows how to react. First, extinguish open flames. 

Cooking fires, stoves, gas heaters. Next, open an escape door, and stand under a door frame for 

protection. Get away from heavy furniture. Dive under your desk. Do not run outside if you are indoors 

as falling window glass or other falling stuff will hurt you more than your gently rocking and rolling 

room. Even if it rocks harder – enjoy the ride! That’s what they advise you to do.

What I did in that second-floor classroom, however, was none of the above. After the initial typical two 

seconds of not looking into anybody’s eyes … looking into a corner, or the ceiling, anywhere but into a 

person’s eyes … everything happened extremely fast …

Himari’s mother shot up without a word and started to run. She panicked. The thought of her younger 

daughter, alone in her apartment, must have hit her like a hammer. Most probably, she was a bit uneasy 

anyway, and when things started to go bonkers, she just ran. I, in my turn, was alarmed by her running 

away and reacted fast, too. I didn’t want to be left responsible for little Himari.

So, I instinctively jumped up in my turn, split-second, grabbed Himari’s hand, and ran after her mother. 

She was not far ahead of us. I remember her glide down those claustrophobic stairs and still feel the 

child’s small hand in mine, running at full speed while the building all around us creaked and rattled 

and started to heave, still see us running down the stairs and actually catching up with Himari’s mother 

in the street outside. Had I called out to her? Had she turned around? Did we speak? Did we exchange 

words like thank you, take care, oh my God … hurry … be careful! Or anything like that? I don’t 

remember.

I find myself in the street and want to get away from that ten-story building Himari and her mother had 

just disappeared into. Going back was not on my mind at all; everything growled and creaked, and my 

only wish was to get away from those threatening ten stories. I moved across a side street into a parking 

space and stood there like I was rooted to the spot. I saw tall buildings in the distance sway and 

wondered about my chances to survive. The quake grew stronger and stronger, and you could hear a 

milling and a subterranean churning to freeze your bones. There was a man not far from where I stood 

who fiddled with his cell phone. We both stood upright, whereas Mariko later told me she had to hold 

on to someone not to fall. We stood, that man and I, and I desperately tried to get in touch with him; at 

the very least, I felt he owed me eye contact as one human being in solidarity with another in the face 

of disaster. It didn’t happen. He never looked up. We were far apart, drifting through space on our 

separate planets, following an unknown course in uncharted waters. We were all alone in the world, this 

man and I. Worlds apart we were.

He didn’t look at me. He was too busy. I myself tried to get to the bottom of this unfolding – in slow 

motion almost – enormous thing that I was becoming part of, just as it became a part of me forever. It 

was crystal clear this was the BIG ONE, the quake everyone in some remote corner of her or his mind 

anticipates and fears, the moment of truth I had been waiting for, in a way, since I first came here. All 

quakes before had been a prelude and child’s play. THIS was IT. So much was clear. The only question 

was, “How big is this going to be? Will those crazy swaying buildings stand? Am I going to survive 

this?” The strange thing is that these were kind of cool, kind of rational calculations. No fear was 

involved. Even the idea of death was not frightening. Maybe only because I knew somewhere deep 

down, I was not in immediate danger? I felt safe in that open area. Still, the enormity of the thing! I was 

shaken to the core of my being. All of my mental faculties demanded information, demanded to 

understand. I saw buildings sway; I heard the constant, deep, rumbling sound of bedrock or concrete, 

impossible to tell; I also heard the traffic lights on their crane-necked poles rattle like mad, but what I 

really needed was to go below the surface. What I wanted was to get to the inside of this. I wanted to 

hear the VOICE of this. Something like the voice of silence, the sound of silence. The source. This was 
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