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Preface

Mrs. Yoshi Tabata’s mother was killed by a tsunami called “Showa
Sanriku Great Tsunami” that devastated Taro Town along the Sanriku
Coastline, Iwate Prefecture, in 1933. Mrs. Tabata, who was 8 years old
then, was emotionally scarred by this tragic experience and she kept
this painful memory deep in her heart for many years. However, when
her grandchildren, who were born inland, moved to a town along
the coastline, she decided to create a picture story show entitled “A
Tsunami” to educate them on the dangers of a tsunami and how to
survive one. In 1979, she started voluntarily performing this picture
show to other young people. Her message of survival has been heard
by thousands of children in the past 29 years. In order to reach more
children, her picture story show has now been published as a picture

book.

Mrs. Tabata says, “What is most fearful is that we will forget it.”

Parents, guardians and teachers, please read this picture book to
children when they are interested in listening to a story or when
they beg you to read a story to them. We are fortunate to have this
wonderful resource at hand. To read this picture book is not only an
opportunity to feel empathize with people affected by the tsunami

disaster but to learn practical advice on how to survive a tsunami.

The editor
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Yocchan was an 8-year old girl who lived in Taro, a quiet
village along the northern coastline of Japan.
She loved to play along the white sandy beach and look out

into the big blue sea.

There was a beautiful river running through the village. It
was a very quiet village except for the occasional cart that

would rattle by.

Yocchan lived happily with her parents, grandparents, sister

and brother.
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Yocchan’s grandfather had a long white beard.

He smoked a pipe in front of the fireplace and talked
about “the Tsunami” to Yocchan. Grandfather was the sole
survivor of the 1896 tsunami in his family. He believed that
another tsunami can strike their village at any time. He told
Yocchan that whenever an earthquake happens, she should
run quickly to Mt. Akanuma in the back of their house.
Otherwise, she would be washed away by huge mountain-
like waves. He also told her stories of how he was washed
away, buried under piles of rubbish, and how he got out.
According to him, all he could see was a plain field with no
houses. He then struggled along to Mr. Kikkawa’s at Nakata

village. He survived because of the kind help of the family.
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One night, Yocchan had a dream of a tsunami striking their
village. In her dream, she climbed up a large cooking stove
instead of climbing Mt. Akanuma to escape the tsunami.

When Yocchan woke up from this funny dream, she thought
that since the stove is quite high, maybe she doesn’t need to

go all the way up the mountain to escape the tsunami.

But tsunami waves can be several meters high and a cooking
stove no matter how big will not be enough to escape from

the tsunami.
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A big earthquake struck Yocchan’s village in the evening of
Japanese Girl’s Festival on March 3, 1938.

She was sleeping beside her grandmother when she felt
the ground shake and heard things rattling loudly. Yocchan
jumped out of the bed and ran barefoot to the foot of Mt.
Akanuma.

As she was shivering there, she heard her mother, with her
sister on her back, calling her and her grandmother. Mother
said to them, “The lights are on again, so come back to the
house.”

When she returned home, there was fire in the fireplace and

her uncle was talking about the 1896 tsunami.
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Yocchan was still a bit shaken and was shivering. Her
grandmother gave her a fur Sodenashi (vest) to wear which
was quite long for her.

Yocchan’s grandfather told everyone to get ready in case a
tsunami strikes.

Her father tied up a bundle of torches. The valuables were
packed in bags. Everything was ready for them to evacuate.
Straw sandals were laid out in the front hall.

Uncle said optimistically,

“As there is still water both in a well and in the river, a

tsunami will not come.”

Soon after that, another earthquake struck the village.

Father shouted, “A tsunami! Run away!”

The villagers heard a loud bang far out in the sea. Yocchan
immediately grabbed a pair of straw sandals and started
running with her bare feet toward Mt. Akanuma. She stripped
and stumbled a number of times because of the long vest she

was wearing.
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As Yocchan ran towards the mountain, there was a big fence
that she had to pass. It was too high for her to climb and so
she had to crawl under it. None of the adults noticed her as
they quickly jumped over the fence. Yocchan was very scared
and started chanting religious words that her grandmother
taught her “Manzaraku, Manzaraku.” This calmed her down
and she was able to crawl safely out from under the fence.
The people there were also calling out the names of their
family her members. Yocchan felt helpless and called loudly
for her grandmother. Her grandmother and her brother and
sister heard her and came to her side. She felt a bit safer
but was very worried about her grandfather who was very
old. They called out to him but he didn’t come to them.
They finally reached the top of the mountain and waited for
daybreak.

Then, a man of a public bathhouse came to them and said
that Yocchan’s mother was hurt in both of her legs. Her

brother went with him.
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Yocchan waited for a long time for the sun to come up.
When the sun finally came up, they walked down the

mountain and saw the village in ruins.

All the houses were gone and the smell of garbage was in
the air.
In front of the temple, many wounded people were groaning
in pain.
People who were washed away by the sea were frozen to

death here and there.

It was a horrible sight.
Yocchan did not like Taro any more. She wanted to move to

a place far from the sea.
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Yocchan then saw her grandfather in front of the temple
with a pile of geta* beside him. He was knitting straws into
a string and then attaching them to a pair of geta. He gave a

pair of geta to every person who had no shoes.

Yocchan was very touched by her grandfather’s gesture and

felt very proud of him.

*geta: Japanese wooden clogs
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Yocchan went into the temple and found her mother lying
in a kotatsu* with her legs in bandages. Her mother showed
her injured legs to Yocchan. She felt unbearably sorry for her
mother. Yocchan’s grandmother told her that her father also
got injured in his back when he tried to help her mother.
So, when some relatives living far from Taro reached there,
her mother was carried away on a wooden door so that she
could be treated in a hospital in the neighboring town of

Miyako.

Before leaving, her mother asked her grandmother to take
care of her children. Yocchan felt great sadness as she saw
her mother weeping. But she tried to be brave not to cry so

that she made herself hoarse.

Yocchan said to herself a number of times,

“Hey, sea! You are a stupid idiot!”

*kotatsu: a heater where people put their legs in to warm themselves in Japan
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The Commentary

The picture story show “A Tsunami” was created by Mrs. Yoshi Tabata
who is a survivor of the Showa Sanriku Great Tsunami (1933). It reflects
the noble effort of a common person to save the lives of succeeding
generations by sharing her own tragic experience. At the same time,
it is a valuable historical resource as it includes various tips on how
to survive a tsunami. Let us look carefully at each picture and the
additional information that comes with it. The additional information
is based on an interview with Mrs. Tabata, which was written in
“Tarocho-shi Tsunami-hen (Town History of Taro: Tsunamis)” and
published in 2005 by the Board of Education of Taro Town.

@ Members of Yocchan’s Family @
Grandfather (Tomenosuke, age 76), Grandmother (Matsu, 63), Father
(Yoshimatsu, 38), Mother (Ise, 42), Elder brother (Saso, 18), Elder sister
(Man, 13), Yocchan (Yoshi, 8), Younger sister (Kinu, 3)

@ Picture 1 (Cover Page) @

A house, a boat, a person and everything else are being washed away.
There are deep blue waves taller than a person and a house, with
white hedge. There is a ferocious sense of power in them. A woman
with long hair is naked. Her breasts are drawn, which symbolizes
motherhood. The house washed away is wooden and has a read roof.
There is no person in the boat. We also see something that looks like a
large engine.

(The run-up of this Showa Great Tsunami was 10 meters bigh. 990 boats
were lost. 911 people were dead or missing. 66 housebolds perished. The
run-up of the Meiji Great Tsunami was 15 meters high. 540 boats were
lost. 1859 people were dead or missing. 130 housebolds perished. There

were only 36 survivors. A tsunami is so devastating.)

® Picture 2 (P.2) @
Peaceful scenery of a village is drawn. A U-shaped harbor produces a
beautiful scene. A house in the front runs “oyado (an inn).” Roofs of
the houses are thatched with Japanese cedar skin, and stones are used
to hold them down against strong winds. A cart is passing “oyado.”
Horses were the typical mode of transportation at that time. On the left,
you see a woman carrying something in a basket on her back. On the
right, you see Yocchan hand-in-hand with her mother. All the women
are in kimonos. Yocchan wears a red kimono.
(The narrower the mouth of the harbor becomes, the bigher a run-up
gets. Also, as the shallower the sea is, the higher a run-up gets as well.
All the houses in the area drawn in this picture were washed away by
the tsunami and there were almost no survivors. A picture of a foreign
country shows only one building left among the ruins. This indicates
that it is important for a construction near the coastline to be strong and

tall in order to be safe.)

® Picture 3 (P.4) @
This is Yocchan’s house: a one-storey house with a red roof. Her
grandfather, grandmother and Yocchan are seated around the “irori”
(Japanese hearth) constructed in the center of the room. You see a
light above the irori. You see a moon outside, but it is snowing a little.
Grandfather who has a white beard is smoking and talking about
his experience with the Meiji Great Tsunami. Yocchan’s grandfather
survived it. He is one of the 36 survivors out of about 2000 villagers.
Listening to his story made a strong and lasting impression on Yocchan.

She realizes that during a tsunami, she should help herself and that she

should evacuate to Mt. Akanuma.

(It was very difficult to keep telling the experiences of the tsunami

because there were only 36 survivors from the Meiji Great Tsunami



who lived in the village. Some survivors would talk regularly about
their experience at home, while some did not. With regards to families
in which a tsunami experience was not shared, less than half of these
families survived from the Showa Great Tsunami. It is extremely
important to share the tsunami experiences for disaster prevention like
the Tabata’s. )

® Picture 4 (P.6) @

You see Yocchan running up to Mr. Akanuma, on the left. Fields are
surrounded by hedges. Yocchan wears a red kimono and shoes. On the
right, you see another Yocchan who has climbed up on top of a large
cooking stove at home. She also wears a red kimono. She is sitting
quietly and calmly. For 8-year-old Yocchan, a large cooking stove is
sufficiently high.

(The expression ‘high and low’ is relative. Adults and children
understand it differently. Yocchan thought it was high enough to go on
top of a cooking stove but the run-up was 10 meters bigh. Let us go to the
roof of a school building and throw a string to the ground from there to

see how high ten meters really is.)

® Picture 5 (P.8) @
At a little past 2 a.m., March 3", people evacuated during the first
earthquake. You see a full moon in the sky. Yocchan’s hand is taken
by her grandmother’s hand. Yocchan wears a red kimono and her
grandmother wears a kimono and a haori (a short coat). Her mother
carries her baby on her back and calls “Grandmother! Yocchan!” in a
loud voice. Yocchan responds to her by waving her hand. Her mother
binds her long hair around her neck. All of three of them were wearing
footwear. There is snow along the evacuation routes. You see some

ground underneath their feet.

Mrs. Tabata’s Tsunami Picture Story Show

(Everybody in Yocchan's family knew that they should evacuate to Mt.
Akanuma. Mostly an evacuation drill is practiced at daytime, but a real
disaster does not always occur at daytime. It is important for a family
to confirm where and how they plan to evacuate during daytime and
nighttime. Also, it is important to evacuate with shoes on in order to save

lives.)

® Picture 6 (P.10) @

Yocchan’s family have returned home for the time being but they are so
cautious about a tsunami that they are preparing for an evacuation. You
see some straw sandals laid tidily in the hall so that they can wear them
when they evacuate. You also see three bundles of wood on a chest so
that they can use them as flaming torches when they evacuate. There is
fire in the hearth. Yocchan wears her usual red kimono and a ‘sodenasi’
which is a vest for an adult made from fur and is too long for her. She
wears a pair of Japanese socks called ‘tabi’ or socks. Her grandmother
still wears a coat which she wore when she evacuated. She is seated on
a ‘zabuton (Japanese cushion)’ with a small blanket over her lap. You
see two bags beside Yocchan, which contain valuables. You also see
two cats and a tea set beside the hearth.

(Mrs. Tabata says: An acquaintance, Chozo-san, visited her home
and he looked carefree. However, my grandmother walked around the
house with ber short boots on to put important things into the bags, and
ordered who should bave what, and she put the straw sandals tidily.
Some villagers went to sleep since they thought they would be ok. It is
important to be cautious about a tsunami and to prepare for it. Have
you decided what to take with you during an evacuation? It is also

important to know what to wear then.)
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® Pictuer 7 (P.12) @

On the left, Yocchan who is evacuating is drawn. You see her trying
hard to pass under a hedge that borders the fields. Yocchan wearing a
long vest does not wear shoes but she has them in her hands. On the
right, you see Yocchan with the rest of the people calling someone’s
name at the top of Mt. Akanuma. She does not wear a vest any more.
On the left corner, deep blue tsunami waves and brown outflows are
drawn. The red drawing of the right side of the coast attacked by a
tsunami stands for fires. You see smokes rising from those fires.

(Yocchan grasps the straw sandals in bher hands and bher brother is
barefoot. This indicates that it was so imminent that they did not have
time to put on straw sandals that had already been prepared. At Araya
Area, on the east side of Taro, fires took place, which killed many people.
Mrs. Tabata beard some people saying “Help! Help!” in a small voice. At
her home, her father watered the hearth at the time of evacuation. She
watched a cloud of ash rising and rushed out of the house. A tsunami
is a disaster caused by “water” but “a fire” which follows a tsunami will
cause even more devastating damages. We should not forget to put off

fire at the time of evacuation.)

® Picture 8 (P.14) @

What Yocchan saw at daybreak was incredibly heartbreaking. Houses
were destroyed. Bodies of people and animals were laid among drift
timbers. You see bodies with blood and bodies covered with a futon
(bedding). Some of the houses that were washed away with their roofs
drifted back to the shore again. You see drift timbers in the sea. Waves
around the water’s edge are drawn.

(Mrs. Tabata says: When I looked down from Mt. Akanuma on the
Jfollowing day, the sea level was higher than that of the land. It was

because all the constructions and the trees on the land were destroyed.

She also says that she saw many bodies of injured, frozen and burnt,

when she went down to the town.)

® Picture 9 (P.16) @

This is Joren-ji Temple, located in a high place. Yocchan’s grandfather
with white beard is seated on the floor in front of the main hall and
he is fixing a strip on a geta. He uses a straw rope in place of a strip.
Evacuation was chaotic. So he wanted to present a pair of geta to
people who evacuated without their shoes.

(We can see survivors helping other survivors when they are shortages
of goods. This is called ‘co-helping.” When a disaster strikes and a quick
rescue cannot be expected, many lives can be saved by other survivors’
co-helping. This is also a radical characteristic of human being: They
help others in need.

The mayor at that time, Matsutaro Sekiguchi, boarded at this temple
located in a bigh place and lived apart from his family in Miyako. Thus,
he escaped from this tsunami disaster and took command of rescuing
people immediately after the tsunami. To praise his contribution, his bust
was constructed in front of the town ball of Taro. At the corner of the
cemetery located beside the town hall, there are two epitaphs in memory
of the people who died from tsunamis. To construct this kind of an
epitaph is one of the efforts to take over the memory of a disaster. A group
of people including Mrs. Tabata sang songs in front of these epitaphs
on March 3. “Tsunami Tsuicho Gowasan (a song for mourning the
dead from tsunamis)” (which was composed by Mrs. Tabata at the 70"
anniversary of the Great Tsunami), “Mitama-ni-sasageru Uta (a song
Sfor the sacred spirits of the dead)” and “Ootusnami-no Uta (a song of
the great tsunami).” Mis. Tabata says, “When we sang these songs, we
really lamented and cried for them. However, we also felt encouraged to

cheer towards the coming hardship.”)



® Picture 10 (P.18) @

You see Yocchan’s mother being carried to a hospital to cure her badly
injured legs. Yocchan sees her mother off. The mother is laid not on a
stretcher but on a wooden door. Four male relatives are carrying it. As
the hospital was not in the town but located in a nearby Miyako City,
the mother was carried among the wretches and along the mountain
roads, on foot. You also see her grandmother seeing her mother off.
Her grandmother gives Yocchan’s sister a ride on her back. Yocchan’
s mother usually gave a ride on her back. Yocchan stands at the top of
the stairs of the Joren-ji Temple. There is a well in the temple located in
a high place. This temple is used as a place of refuge. You can also see
a two-storied elementary school drawn in this picture. It is built with a
stone foundation. You see broken timbers and houses piled up below
these two buildings.

(Although bhouses were destroyed, the town hall, the elementary school
and the temple remained. It is said that the hospital in Miyako was
terribly crowded with a large number of injured people carried from
places along the Sanriku Coastline. Since Yocchan's mother was badly
injured, she passed away three days later. An 8-year-old girl Yocchan
saw her off on the top of the stairs of the temple when the mother was
about to be carried to a hospital. She did not go closer to ber mother.
How do you think she felt? The mother was injured not because she was
caught by waves of a tsunami but because she was bit on ber legs by a
tin roof blown from a blast which occurred at the time of a tsunami. Her
mother thought that her family would feel hungry when they evacuated
and thus she went back home to get some rice cakes for her family. Mrs.
Tabata says: 1 feel impossibly sorry for my mother, knowing that she was
thinking of us the whole time.)

Three Themes of the Picture Story Show
“A'Tsunami”

The picture on the cover page stands for the three themes of the
story. The house stands for the first theme which is the challenge of
disaster prevention. The boat stands for the next theme which is
the importance of co-existing with the sea which rages but is also
rich with all kinds of wonderful treasures. And finally, the third theme
is about a woman and what she does for the love of helping other

human beings.

M The Disaster Prevention M
Any disaster such as typhoons, floods and landslides is sad. Above all,
a tsunami causes huge damages. Picture 1 illustrates what Taro Town,
where Yocchan lived, was like on February 5th, 1933 (before the Great
Tsunami). There are many houses. Picture 2 was taken on March 3rd,
1933, immediately after the tsunami. There were no more houses and
trees, only snow on the ground. Just like that, a tsunami can swallow a
whole town or an entire village. It is indeed quite fearful and Yocchan
understands this. Therefore, she warns us and gives us the wisdom to
escape from it. We cannot stop the tsunami from happening but we

CAN escape from it.

B Co-existing with Nature H
Boats are precious for people living in Taro. The nearby sea provides
delicious fish and abalones. Villagers earn their living mostly by fishing.
During the Meiji Sanriku Great Tsunami (1906), which Yocchan’s
grandfather kept talking about, 990 boats were lost. Because of this,
it was tremendously difficult for fishermen to restore their living after
the tsunami. In addition to that, there is the constant threat of being
attacked by a tsunami. Thus, it was suggested that the villagers should
stop living there and move to a higher place or a foreign country

(Manchuria — Tohoku District in China at present). However, the
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villagers were determined to remain in Taro. The sea can cause fearful
catastrophes like the tsunami, but at the same time it provides people
with a good means of living and many wonderful things. The villagers
have chosen to live together with nature, the sea.

This choice is one good example for us. Nature sometimes causes
disasters. Also, as we have modified it, we have had new disasters.
The “realization of a sustainable society” which is the ability to cherish
nature and make a better living is a challenge for us all who live on
this earth. Citizens of Taro have been making efforts to co-exist with
nature which is both fertile and perilous by thinking of various ideas

and plans. This is a great model for people all over the world.

M Love B

The woman drawn in the cover page does not wear any clothing.
People washed away by a tsunami can be hit by houses and chests,
or struck by twigs, and that is how they die. Some were killed by fires
that took place after the earthquake. Yocchan witnessed these kinds
of miserable scenes. For this memory, the woman might have been
drawn as naked. However, this woman also represents something
warm-hearted. Mrs. Tabata might have been thinking of her own
mother and this woman on the cover page represents her mother and
her love for them.

More than 70 years have passed since the Showa Great Tsunami,
and now a picture of a much younger woman than Yocchan is placed
at the altar of Yocchan’s home. This is her mother. In Yocchan’s
memory, who is older than 80 years old, her mother is still what she
was like at that time. At the night of March 3 the children evacuated
to Mt. Akanuma. Her mother went back home to bring some rice cakes
so that her children would not feel hungry. This made her evacuation

a little too late. Mrs. Tabata’s long-term volunteering activities are done

Mrs. Tabata’s Tsunami Picture Story Show

with the same love as her mother showed to her own children. To
create a community in which people can enjoy this kind of warm love
is a good foundation for a community that wants to keep damages from

a disaster at a minimum.

Today, approximately 3000 people participate in a summer festival at
Taro, whose population is approximately 5000. We see a community
where everyone feels a strong tie to one another. Avoiding the
perils of the sea is not only about building dikes and developing a
warning system, but it is also about remembering the good examples
set forth by Taro where Mrs. Tabata lives — “disaster prevention,”

“co-existence with nature,” and “love.”

Tomoko Yamazaki
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Profile of the author of the picture story show “A Tsunami”
Tabata,Yoshi 1925 -)

She survived the Showa Sanriku Great Tsunami that took place on
March 3, 1933, in Taro Town, Shimohei County, Iwate Prefecture
(currently Taro, Miyako City). She then created a picture story
show entitled “A Tsunami” based on her tsunami experience. She has
been voluntarily performing the show to children in the community
and to students on their school excursion for nearly thirty years. She
also created a set of tsunami cards called KARUTA. Her picture story
show and KARUTA were adopted as part of the library activities at Taro
Daiichi Elementary School. For her valuable long-term contribution
to the safety of the community, she was awarded the distinction of
Kaigan Koro Sha (Contributor to Coastline) Award” by Zenkoku Kaigan

Kyokai (the National Association of Coastlines).
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