Japan disaster: an eyewitness view

A Telegraph Expat reader has sent in this evocative account of the immediate aftermath of the Japan earthquake disaster. 
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It resembled a scene from The Titanic. I had just gotten out of the swimming pool, sat down to relax in a large sunken spa bath when, suddenly, dizziness swayed me. 

From previous experience, I knew that sudden nausea usually meant a tremor was occurring. I quickly looked to the plants that encircled the spa and saw that their leaves were quivering. This confirmed that it was, indeed, an earthquake that had struck. 

An old Japanese man across the way smiled and nodded to me, affirming that it was just another tremor, but I felt the bath’s water begin to surge around. Immediately, sensing that this was something different from the usual three-second quakes that regularly shake Japan, I stood up, and indicating to the man that it might be better to make a move I stepped up to the broad tiled walkway where a carpet of water from the swimming pool already covered the entire expanse of the floor. The pool was around a corner about 20-metres away. 

The realisation that the building was listing to such an extent, and that water was leaving the pool and flowing to such distance, hammered home the seriousness of the situation in which I found myself. 

Everyone was making wide-eyed contact with each other. All were ready to converse freely. That was unthinkable just seconds before. Perhaps we hoped that someone might have a solution for the growing peril that was encompassing us. 

A lady who was gripping hold of a bench looked towards me and kept saying, "long, long!" referring to the unusual length of the time of the tremor. I could only nod. The floor was rolling beneath me like a stricken boat. Cracking and crashing sounds echoed around. I was on the sixth floor and feared that the building was splitting apart. I grabbed hold of a handrail and held on. If the building listed enough, I could could be hurled towards the tall windows that lined the building; if the glass were to smash, I’d then be flung out into empty space six floors up. 

My mind raced. What should I do next? Was it better to stay put, and wait, and hope that building wouldn’t collapse and that I wouldn’t suddenly be hurled out of a broken window, or should I run and and get out now into the cold and wind, dripping wet, bare footed, wearing nothing but my swimwear? 

And when, where, and how, should I make my escape? How could I judge the best time to make my move? And if things went wrong outside, would I survive the bitter temperatures of an early March night? 

The building swayed and swayed, it cracked and crashed, and the screaming echoed around and around. I heard an inner voice pleading: "Stop, please stop!" 

But the building rocked and rocked and I held on tight. In the spa bath, the water sloshed about violently. Dislodged plastic drainage grills floated around on the choppy surface. 

One very old man had just stayed sitting there, staring out of the window and up at the grey cloudy sky. I asked him if he was alright. This seemed to stir him and, without reply, he began to slowly make his way out of the water. 

Suddenly staff came running around telling us to get out of the building. I released my grip from the handrail and hurried past the swimming pool, that by now resembled a mini-tempest. Lane markers had toppled over. Brightly coloured bags and floats were raggedly strewn around. 

I dashed into the changing rooms and quickly started to get changed while, inside the closed lockers, wooden coat hangers rattled and bashed incessantly. 

Dressed, finally, I made my way of the changing room to discover that the pool water had reached the reception area. I was ushered to the emergency exit. Here, too, the water was cascading down the stairs. Quickly but cautiously, I made descent down the slippery, rocking, staircase. 

Everyone had gathered on the ground floor. Some people still in their swimwear were being handed towels by the sports-centre staff. Whether or not the worst was over, no one knew. A fresh danger might come at any time, perhaps from falling masonry or glass. The entire building might itself still collapse. Perhaps cracks and fissures might open deep pits under our feet, then surge back together again, swallowing up any unfortunate souls who happened to be stood in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

The slightest sound was startling. 

I tried to phone some friends but my mobile was unnervingly silent. The trains had stopped. Hundreds, thousands, of people queued for taxis. The shops had closed. The usually stoic Japanese staff stood around outside their places of work awaiting instructions. 

One small restaurant had stayed open; it was packed with office workers taking an early weekend drink. In my flat the washing machine had moved about 30 cm and was pressed tightly against a wall. The heavy french windows had slid open. My computer and monitor had fallen and stretched as far as their cables had allowed. Everything had spilled out from the shelves. 

Next almost continuous aftershocks punched and punched. Like millions of others, I put out the lights, lay in bed, listening, anticipating, and reflecting. The night was unusually quiet. I don’t recall one car passing by. No clatter of heels or Friday night drunken laughter disturbed me. No singing cyclist serenading his MP3 player sounded and faded. 

The eerie silence was only broken by sudden creaking of the building as the aftershocks hit and hit, distant sirens and earthquake warning alarms, and the occasional low flying helicopter. 

Early next morning I was up, and out, and on my way to work. The sun shone bright in a clear blue sky. The air was cool and fresh. No one was about, and the only sound was that of a corgi, in a front garden, howling and howling. I paused and observed the crying dog, wondering what he might be sensing. 

VOCABULARY
Find words from the passage matching these meanings: Change words into their base forms (present tense for verbs, singular for nouns) 

1. s_______________




move from side to side

2. n_______________




sudden, uncomfortable feeling

3. q_______________




tremble, shake slightly

4. a_______________




state 
5. s_______________




rise quickly up or forward (of liquids)

6. l_______________




move slightly from an upright position

7. h_______________   __________        make very obvious

8. e_______________




completely surround or absorb

9. s_______________




seriously damaged or ill
10. s______________




move about actively inside a container (of 










liquids)

11. d______________




force something away from its place

12. c______________




rough, with waves (of water)
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13. r______________




unevenly, not in proper order

14. s______________




scatter around

15. i______________




continually, without stopping

16. r______________




make a continuous noise as loose objects or 









parts hit each other
17. c______________




flow down in large quantities

18. m_____________




stone used in walls, buildings etc.

19. s______________




giving an unpleasant surprise

20. u______________




in a way that makes you anxious or nervous

21. s______________




accepting difficulty or loss without anger 











or complaint
22. a______________




think about what may happen next

23. s______________




sing to someone

24. e______________




strange and so making people afraid

QUESTIONS

1. Do you think the author has lived in Japan for some time or only recently arrived there. What evidence in the passage supports your view?

2. What did the author think might happen to him if the building tilted too much?

3. What was the weather like outside?

4. Describe FOUR sounds which the author expected to hear on a normal Friday night.

5. Do you think this is a good description of what it is like to be in an earthquake? Give evidence from the passage to support you view?
