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Before coming to Japan in July of 1994, I had never experienced an
earthquake of any kind, small or otherwise, because they never occur in
the United Kingdom. Although we had learned, when school students, that
earthquakes often occurred in Japan, I am sure that the group of foreign
teachers which arrived in Kobe that summer never imagined that within six
months they would experience something of that nature. Along with those
other teachers, I learned many things about daily life in Japan and in
Japanese schools, but we received only a little information about natural
disasters and how to react when one occurred. Of course, one always hopes
that such information will never actually be needed.

In January of this year I was living, as now, in Okubo (Akashi), and on
the morning of the seventeenth I was preparing for school at 5:46 am.
Although I understood immediately that an earthquake had begun, it seemed
that I was hesitating as to what to do next. At that time I was very
fortunate in that, although the appartment building shook very violently,
it received no serious damage. Already on that first morning I was able to
contact friends in Kobe by telephone, and it was even possible to call my
family in the United Kingdom. Not having seen any TV news programmes it
was difficult for my friends and I in Okubo to appreciate what exactly had
happened, since the Akashi area was not afffected in the same way. The
situation in Okubo and other parts of Kobe, such as Nagata-ku for example,
could hardly be compared. When the first news pictures appeared we were
shocked at the things that we saw. Family and friends in England, however,
could see only selected NHK pictures and thus imagined that the whole of
Kobe had been affected in the same way, Akashi included.

At the time I was working as a teacher at Otsukadai Junior High School,
and was able to go there on January 18th. Until I went there I had no idea
about what kind of situation I would find. Of course my images of those
first few days are still very strong today, and I shall never forget the
kindness shown to me by many people at that time- fellow teachers, friends
and complete strangers. Obviously most people had themselves never
experienced anything of this kind but I was struck by the way in which
their efforts were concentrated on providing the basic necessities of food
and shelter, not only for themselves but for everyone. I think that at
that time my friends and I learned many new things about Japan that we had
not recognised before. Since things in Okubo seemed to become almost
"normal” again quite soon, my friends and I wished to be able to do some
activities as volunteers, but this was difficult because we were poor
speakers of Japanese and also because those around us wished to see us



happy and comfortable rather than working as volunteers. They were
surprised that we wanted to do this work ! With other teachers 1 was able
to do some volunteer work. Although those things seemed rather simple and
minor, we wanted to do even the smallest thing so as to give back a little
of the great help that we had received.

In May, whilst I was working at Kande Junior High School, I came with
other teachers as a volunteer to Komagabayashi. This was already four
months after the earthquake and since Kande is a school in the countryside,
I was very surprised when I came here because the situation was so
different to the one which I could see at Kande. It was not that those
people living in other parts of Kobe which were not so badly affected had
forgotten about the earthquake, but their focus had changed a little. In
Nagata-ku, of course, people were, and are, still living with many
problems after that day in January.

By coincidence, from September I began working as a teacher at
Komagabayashi. I am enjoying my life at this school very much and I have
received a very warm welcome from everybody. Ten months have passed now
since the day of the earthquake. In a few months time I shall return to
England with many memories of Japan. Although the Great Hanshin Earthquake
is not in itself a "happy” memory, of course, it is impossible to forget.
I will always remember the efforts of all the people that I have met and
whose help I have received- teachers, students and volunteers from all
over Japan. To everybody I wish all happiness and success.

Thank You and Good Luck always.
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