Tsunamis

The Indian Ocean tsunami on Boxing Day 2004 brought home the power of these deep ocean waves.  This was the most catastrophic tsunami ever recorded, with a death-toll of 200-300,000.  Tsunamis are caused by earthquakes or volcanic eruptions on the ocean floor.  A large area of the ocean floor perhaps 500 miles across is suddenly raised by up to a metre.  The whole mass of water above this water is also raised and this starts a wave motion moving outwards in a spreading circular wave,moving at several hundred kilometres per hour.  The total energy involved is vast, comparable to the Hiroshima atom bomb.  

On the deep ocean, tsunami are quite hard to notice, since the associated rise and fall of the passing wave is usually less than a metre spread over hundreds of kilometers.  But as they approach the shore the height of the wave increases reaching tens of meters.  Watching from the shore the sea first recedes a huge distance and then a wall of water which can be tens of meters high advances to the shore, carrying with it a colossal energy.  There are often two or three waves separated by ten or twenty minutes and the first is not always the biggest.  There have been reports from ship’s a few miles off shore who did not notice the wave pass under them but then watched in horror as a tsunami pounded the shore and destroyed coastal settlements.

Tsunamis are very common in the Pacific, which is surrounded by the ‘ring of fire’ series of earthquake zones and volcanoes.  There has been a tsunami warning system in place for some years.  Luckily most are much less spectacular than the major events.  Tsunamis also occur from time to time in the Indian Ocean but, luckily for us, more rarely in the Atlantic, though Lisbon was destroyed by a tsunami in 1755.  

Could we ever experience a tsunami at Southwold ?  Earthquakes do happen in the UK but they are usually rather minor tremors.   However in 1931 there was an earthquake of magnitude 5.5 on the Richter scale on the Dogger Bank and this resulted in flooding by a tsunami on the east coast of the UK.  Another scenario has been suggested that might cause a tsunami in the North Sea.  If a substantial chunk of Norwegian mountain were to collapse into a fiord, then quite an impressive tsunami might be generated.  The east coast of Scotland was hit by such an event in about 6000 BC. The island of La Palma in the Canaries does have a rather unstable-looking chunk of mountain and it has been suggested that if this collapsed into the ocean, the resulting tsunami would wreak havoc on the eastern US seaboard.   

In the floods of 1953, Southwold experienced an event rather similar in devastation to a major tsunami and I will return to this in a later article.  We are relatively safe from tsunami but if you ever feel a tremor and notice the sea receding suddenly by hundreds of meters, do not rush out to inspect the interesting wrecks revealed on the sea-bed.  Instead scramble up the cliffs as fast as you can.

Note: tsunami is a Japanese word meaning ‘harbour wave’.  This was a term used by Japanese fishermen, who had not noticed a wave while out fishing but returned to find their homes destroyed.  They mistakenly thought the wave originated in the harbour.  Another misnomer is ‘tidal wave’, since tsunami are not connected to tides, though tides and tsunamis have in common that they are deep ocean waves.

