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A Small Tsunami of December 4, 1808 (5th Year of Bunka) Recorded
on the Coastal Areas of Shikoku and the Kii-Peninsula
Junichi ITO

Earthquake Research Institute, the University of Tokyo,
1-1-1 Yayoi, Bunkyo-ku, Tokyo, 113-0032 Japan

Abnormal sea level oscillation was recorded at several places on the coastal areas of the Kii Peninsula and
Shikoku Island on December 4, 1808. Late at the previous night, earthquakes felt twice at these areas and
additionally at Osaka and Tottori. One broke out at about 10 p.m., and the other after midnight. No abnormal
meteorological phenomenon such as storm was recorded on diaries kept at many places in Japan in those days,
which suggests that this oscillation was caused by a small tsunami. At Tanabe, Mie prefecture, waves came four
times from 4 to 9 o’clock in the morning of December 4. Astonished by the sudden abnormal tide, all habitants
could hardly sleep a wink till next morning. At Kimoto, Kumano City, Wakayama Prefecture, seawater suddenly
rushed upstream into a river from the port at 6 a.m. The river under the bridge was swollen by angry waves. Ships
in the port was tossed about and carried away by surge. Sea level oscillation did not cease until early next morning.
People kept watching the sea and got ready to escape through the night. In Shikoku, sea level rose up by 5 feet at
Fukui village, now belongs to Anan City, Tokushima Prefecture. Visitation of tsunami at Kannoura, Tanezaki and
the port of Tei, near Akaoka town, Kochi Prefecture, were recorded in the diary at Akaoka. On the basis of these
tsunami and earthquake records, the source area of the Bunka tsunami is estimated to be several tens of kilometers
west of that of the Offshore Southeast of the Kii Peninsula Earthquake (M7.4), on September 5, 2004. Depending
chiefly on tsunami data, the magnitude of the Bunka earthquake is estimated to be about the same size as this
earthquake. However, seismic intensity of the Bunka earthquake is much smaller than the 2004 event especially in
densely populated Kinki area. The contrast between tsunami data and seismic intensity data suggests that the 1808
Bunka Earthquake was a so-called “tsunami earthquake” like the Keicho Nankai earthquake of 1605.
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