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The Big One
David W. Wright

About my own experience of the Great Hanshin Earthquake, |
wrote the following to send to friends who had asked "How was it?"

Nishinomiya, 1/17/95, 5:46 AM: The room (suddenly!) shook and heaved violently, fiercely,
for less than 20 seconds they say, but with great sound and fury. The audible roar and mighty
sub-sonic groans of the earth (indescribable) combined with the screaming of the building; on
the fringe of consciousness were the sounds of bookcases going down hard, TV tumbling
around the room, all glassware, cups and plates shattering and washing around in the kitchen.
This was just before first light. Went to my 7th-floor (8-story building) balcony, where I usually
see a pretty view at night, with the lights of this residential area down there and a spread of city
lights off to the West, towards Kobe: all pitch dark, except for the distant but rapidly growing
fires reflected in the night sky.

My first thought was not of an earthquake but of a bomb or missile strike, it was so sudden and
so very violent, like something vastly powerful and evil was out to get you, was in fact getting
you. Complete darkness, no electricity of course, and my flashlight batteries dead (for the last
time, believe me), so I watched it start to get light from the balcony. This being the highest
building in the neighborhood, I'm looking down on houses crushed flat, houses and other
buildings half-collapsed, leaning at strange angles, roof tiles everywhere, people shouting. But
no other sounds, no sirens, no emergency vehicles, no helicopters, no help. Kobe fires still

growing, with lots of black smoke.

Seven flights down the totally dark enclosed stairwell, feeling the deeply cracked concrete walls
and thinking of aftershocks, into the street, where lots of people were now starting to try to get
victims out of rubble. No fires nearby, but there was a dizzying reek from broken gas mains.
There seemed to be an actual'surplus of willing helping hands at the crushed houses near the
building, so I wandered, looking for a place with a shortage of hands and shouting foolishly



into wreckage where no neighbors had gathered. Anybody in there? Dazed people in their
pajamas with blankets over their shoulders were wandering around or just standing there. It -

was cold.

After that, while | was walking around looking for a place to help,
| realized that most of the completely collapsed buildings were old
Japanese-style residences, and thinking of a good friend who lived in
just such a house in Shukugawa, | decided to go see if he was OK. My
car (parked right beside the collapsed Shinkansen tracks) was
undamaged, though shaken out of its place, but | couldn't get it out of
the parking lot, so | walked. This took a long time (I wasn't watching the
clock) and all the way the magnitude of this disaster became more and
more real. The images we see on TV, though horrendous enough, do
not compare to the reality of it.

To make a long story short, my friend's house was destroyed,
but he was unhurt, as were several other friends living in the area, and
for the next couple of days | was busy doing what | could for them. | was
able to get my car going, and carried water (from a broken pipe near my
place - boil before using!) etc. to them, and hauled belongings from
destroyed homes. My apartment served as a warehouse and shelter for
several weeks.

Coming to work in Osaka on January 20th, | couldn't believe my
eyes. Everything was normal! Restaurants and coffee shops open for
business as usual, buildings standing straight, not leaning, unbroken
glass, people wearing normal clothes and normal faces! | felt | had no
right to be here, | ought to be back with the people with whom | had
shared that experience of the world falling apart.

At the College, one saw the principle that is at the heart of the
nursing and medical professions - the urge to help people in trouble - in
action. A center for the coordination of relief efforts was quickly and
efficiently organized, and colleagues travelled with difficulty to the
stricken area to help. Our people formed a team with a group of Jichi



Medical University volunteers and ministered to the needs of victims on
site starting January 25. | am proud to be associated with them, and
only wish | could have done more myself.

The one good thing - the really splendid thing - about those first
days and weeks was the reponse of the people, both victims and _
helpers, who in the midst of catastrophe epitomized the finest human
qualities - compassion, courage, the will to help one another, to endure
and prevail over disaster.
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