PARTING SHOTS

A Ruin and
Two Earthquakes
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Photo courtesy of Tohoku History Museum and Miyagi
Prefectural Research Institute of the Tagajo site

The photograph shows the ruin of a local
government castle of the Jogan era at Tagajo,
located just north of Sendai, approximately 5
km from the present coastline. It was damaged
during the Jogan earthquake in 869 AD. This
earthquake had an estimated magnitude of 8.3
and caused a tsunami that seriously damaged
the northeastern coast of Japan. The record of
this tsunami and its effects are not only evidenced by the tsunami deposits but are part of
the historical record of that time (see Minoura
et al. 2001). The Jogan tsunami sediments can
be found up to four or even five kilometers
inland from today’s coastline in the deposits
of the Sendai and Ishinomaki plains (Satake et
al. 2008). Tagajo is an old castle town and was
one of the cities hit by the Jogan earthquake
and tsunami; 1000 lives in the old town were
lost due to the tsunami (Minoura et al. 2001).

Board of Education Report No. 167, 1995, in
Japanese), about 300 meters south of the ruin
shown in the photo.
Flood waters from the 2011 tsunami came
within one kilometer of the southern edge of
the district (Geospatial Information Authority
of Japan, www.gsi.go.jp/common/000061572.
pdf). As the coastline was 1 km inland from
today’s coast during the Jogan era, we can conclude that the tsunamis of 869 and 2011 were
comparable in size because the difference in
their flood fronts corresponds to the difference in the coastline between 869 and today.

And a bit of geography

According to the Miyagi Prefectural Research
Institute of the Tagajo site (www.thm.pref.
miyagi.jp/kenkyusyo/explanation_tagajoato.
html, in Japanese), buildings, including the
ruined castle, of the local government of
Tagajo were first constructed in 724 AD (first
stage), repaired in 762 (second stage), and
reconstructed in 780 after fire damage caused
by a local war (third stage). In 869, the local
government buildings were destroyed by the
Jogan earthquake and possibly by the subsequent tsunami, but they were reconstructed
afterwards (fourth stage). Finally, the local
government district (about 1 km × 1 km) was
destroyed in the middle of the 11th century.
The photo, therefore, may not show the ruin
after the Jogan earthquake. The ruin in the
photo is almost in the center of the district.
A road gutter that was probably destroyed by
the Jogan tsunami can be observed near the
south gate of the district (Miyagi Prefectural
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Map showing the 47 prefectures of Japan. They are
grouped into 9 regions, from north to south: Hokkaido,
Tohoku (yellow), Kanto (green), Chubu (blue), Kansai
(dark blue), Chugoku (brown), Shikoku (purple), Kyushu
(grey), and Okinawa. Reproduced from Wikimedia Commons
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Regions_and_Prefectures_
of_Japan_2.svg)
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