The Found Tree: the Great Eruption on Miyakejima
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180 kilometers south-southwest of Tokyo, in the very middle of
the Izu Islands, there is a small, round island 38 kilometers
around. It is a beautiful island of green, surrounded by the sea
full of reefs and fish. Under the wide endless sky, the colorful

birds sing their songs which echo into the deep, deep forest.

When night falls, under the stars twinkling all across the sky, all
the birds gather at the largest freshwater lake of the Izu Islands,
called Lake Tairo. Long, long ago, this lake was born from the

explosion of a volcano.
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The water that wells up from the earth becomes the drinking
water for the people of the island.

The rain that falls upon the mountain runs along the earth and
gathers in the lake, which runs so deep that even during a
drought, when no rain falls, never is the lake dry or barren.
The people of the Miyakejima Island were raised by and live
here together with the majesty of nature—including the

volcano.
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Long, long ago, the people of the island wrote a song to keep
each other’s spirits up, and they continue to sing that song, until
this very day.

Today, Kaoru, a 17-year-old second-year at Miyake High School,

is singing this song, which is something very precious to her.
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Oh, Miyakeshima, island of green, island of little sweetly-
singing birds

We have no feasts to welcome you, but we have bonito and
sweet potato shochu

I am overjoyed to see you, but so sad to see you go

If only the boat would be ten days late

If I were a pine that stood on the beach, I would spend my
days watching the boats, the ones that take you away, and the
ones that bring you back

watching as you go, watching for the boat that brings you

back
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Ten years ago on this beautiful island of green, at Tsubota
Elementary School there was a first-year girl named Kaoru.
Kaoru lived together with Father Mamoru, who worked at the
fire department, Mother Rin, and Grandfather Hajime, who was
a fisherman. Grandmother Yoshie, who had gone up to heaven
just two years before, looked down on and protected all four of
them.

Grandfather Hajime frequently played with Kaoru, and taught

her many things about the history of the island.
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It was also Grandfather Hajime who told Kaoru about the great
shii *' one day when he had put down his nets to keep Kaoru

company. 1 shii (Suda-jii tree)
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“Kaoru, have you been out just past Lake Tairo, to where the
Found Tree is?”

“I have. It was a huge old shii. Grandfather, why do they call it
the Found Tree?”

“Because that shii is the tallest tree on the whole island, my
dear. You can see it clearly even from far away, so before you go
to the festival, you all agree to meet at the shii. Then even if you
lose track of your parents, if you go to the tree, why, they’ll find

you for sure. That’s why we call it the Found Tree.”
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“Even if you get lost, you'll get found? They’ll come find you?”

“Of course they will, they’ll find you, and no mistake. Oh! It’s an

earthquake....”
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On July 8th, the year 2000, the peak of Mt. Oyama erupted.

On this day alone, there were more than 200 earthquakes an
hour, 66 that you could feel. Of those, two were Level 3 seismic
intensity, and one was Level 4.

The earth shook and shook and shook, all day and all night.

The smoke billowed out 1500 meters into the air, up through the
clouds, and there were large rocks mixed in with the smoke.

Then down rained the ash, bringing a strong smell of sulfur.
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Father Mamoru worked tirelessly to help the people of the island,
removing the ash from the runways of MiyakeJima Airport,
directing cars down the pitch-black roads, making a list of the
evacuees, and preparing everything needed for daily life after

evacuation.
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When so many people have to stay in an evacuation center
together, with only cardboard separating them, the
inconvenience of having to live this way causes frustration to
grow.

However, as the earth kept shaking and the ash kept spewing
into the sky, in the midst of the fear of night after sleepless
night, there was also some comfort to be found in everyone

being all together.
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In the midst of such uncertainty, nature mercilessly continued to
rage.

On August 10th, at six-thirty in the morning, Mt. Oyama
erupted once again.

But this eruption was far larger than those before it. Smoke
billowed endlessly up into the sky.

With the eruption came a great rumbling, and the earth shook,
and the very air shook.

It made a sharp, high noise that vibrated the glass of the
windows so hard that it shattered them.

Explosions sounded, light flashed from the depths of the thick

smoke, and the earth swayed suddenly with earthquakes.
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Boom, boom, bang, flash, roar, crack crack crack!
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And then, about one week later, on August 18th, came the most
terrible eruption. The smoke reached 14,000 meters high, the
whole island was covered in ash, and volcanic rocks rained down

everywhere.

The people of the island, who had lived together with this
volcano for so many years, diligently cleaned off the endless
falling ash from the evacuation centers and their homes in order

to be able to keep living there.
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Kaoru and Mother Rin also cleaned away the ash from around
their house.

They stood wordlessly in front of the garden, where they had so
lovingly raised vegetables.

The leaves were completely covered in ash and mud from the
volcano, even the undersides. The parsley and the eggplant, the
cucumbers too—all were a complete loss. There wouldn’t be any
eating parsley tempura now.

The two remembered the way the vegetables had grown up in
their garden so tall and strong, and how beautiful and colorful,
fresh and delicious they had looked every day on their dining

table.
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“Hey, Look! Look at the sky!”
It was the voice of Grandfather Hajime, calling from the roof
where he was cleaning off the ash.

They looked to the sky. “Turtle doves*?” Kaoru said.

“There are wood pigeons*?, too, 30 of them. The fine ash
floating in the air has got their sense of direction all mixed up. If
this keeps up, the birds will crash into each other and fall to the
ground.”

“Grandfather, you have to help them!” Kaoru shouted.

2 turtle dove (Oriental turtle dove) 3 wood pigeon (Japanese wood pigeon)
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“Rin, turn on the water to the pressure hose!” Grandfather
Hajime turned the hose toward the birds and sprayed all around
them where they flew about, confused, in the sky—he was

spraying down the ash.
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“Yes, that’s it! Now go, go! Go back home to Lake Tairo! Head
for the Found Tree and fly, fly, fly!” cried Grandfather Hajime.
“Grandfather, the turtledoves and the wood pigeons, too, they’ve
gotten all in a row!” Kaoru said, and she shouted, too: “Fly, fly,

fly! Go back home, go back home, go back home!”
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As they watched, the birds flew off out of sight, crying as they

went.
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“There they go, Kaoru! They’re going back to the Found Tree!”
“The Found Tree is so tall, they’'re sure to find it. If you get lost,
there you can be found. You can always get found there, right,
Grandfather?”

“That’s right, my dear. It’s just as old grandfather said.”
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From the middle of August onward, Mt. Oyama continued to
expel huge amounts of poisonous volcanic gases.

These gases damaged the plants. All of the cedar™?, cypress™>,
and shii trees on the eastern and southwestern parts of the
island withered, and their white branches looked like bones
stabbing up at the sky.

The beautiful green island had been completely transformed into
a dark, frightening world of greys.

%4 cedar (Japanese cedar) 5 cypress (Japanese cypress)
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Finally, it was decided that the children and students would be

evacuated from the island.

L ¥y €w e £ HY\ Uﬁ/\/ L-> L
ZLT Y)Y REERDBIINBEENEREINSZITRYF LT,

18






Father Mamoru was trying to convince Grandfather Hajime,
who wouldn’t leave the house, to evacuate to the shelter.

“Dad, that invisible gas has started to eat away the edges of the
corrugated roof. And anyone with asthma who breathes in that

poison gas won’t be able to get up anymore. Let’s go!”

But Grandfather Hajime didn’t move.
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“Seventeen years ago, during the 1983 eruption, the lava came
for Ako Elementary and Junior High School, flooded it over and
burned it off the map. That mountain knows no mercy...and now
it’s come to try to chase us off the island for good. Don’t you

worry about me.”
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That was what Grandfather Hajime, who had lived through three
different eruptions of Mt. Oyama and had never set foot off the
island in his life, said. And once he’d said that, he would say no

more.
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Just then, Kaoru, who had come back from the evacuation center
to get some of her things, started to shout, tears welling in her
eyes. “I'm not going! I'm staying here, on the island. I don’t
want to be separated from you, Mom, Dad, Grandfather. I don’t
want to go, I won’t!!”

Father Mamoru, who was trying to convince Kaoru to evacuate
to the dormitory at Akigawa High School in Akiruno City as
instructed by the village officials, and Mother Rin, who was

trying to comfort Kaoru, began to argue.
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All Kaoru wanted was to stay on the island. She just wanted to
live together with her family. Tears spilled down her face, and
her little seven-year-old heart seemed like it would be torn right

from her chest.
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It was then that Grandfather Hajime, who had been silent up to
now, went quietly up to Kaoru’s side and spoke.
“You know, my dear, I was going to stick it out to the end...even

if the earthquakes split the island right in two, or even three,
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even if every inch of it were covered in gas, | was going to stay
here, Miyakejima, where Grandmother Yoshie rests in
peace...but, I'll go. I'll run away from this island. Of course |

will, I couldn’t leave you, my dear granddaughter. Right, Kaoru?”
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Grandfather Hajime’s gentle kindness wrapped Kaoru and held

her tight.

Just then, there came a sound.

It was the song of the Izu thrush, coming from outside.

The thrushes*° from Lake Tairo were singing to them: “Go, and
come back. We’ll be waiting...go, and come back.”

To this day, ten years since that day, Kaoru still believes she
really heard them sing that.

% 6 thrush (Izu thrush)
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On August 29th, the year 2000, at 4:30 in the morning, a large
eruption occurred at the peak of Mt. Oyama, and the first
pyroclastic flow, a flow of superheated gas, began to come down
the mountain.

The elementary, middle, and high school students remaining on

the island all left it that very day, all 136 of them.
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Kaoru, led by Grandfather Hajime, stood on Miike Port Pier.
They looked back to the Found Tree, and the birds—the
thrushes, the robins*’, the warblers*®*—and called out loudly:
“We’ll be back!”

With that, they boarded the Strelitzia Maru and headed across
the water toward the port of Takeshiba in Tokyo.

7 robin (Japanese robin) * 8 warbler (Iijima’s leaf warbler)
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As the smoke billowed into the sky above Miyakejima—the
island of green where birds gather, the island that slowly lost its
green, whose mountains slowly ground away and turned dark
and brown—they watched it slowly dwindle into the distance

until it was out of sight.
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They continued to sail farther and farther away into the

distance, away from the precious, irreplaceable days of ordinary

life on the island.
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Then finally, on September

4th, the order was issued for

| full evacuation of
Miyakejima Island, and it

. became an uninhabited

island.
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The day that the order was at last lifted was four years and five
months later, on February 1st, 2005. Finally, they could return to
Miyakejima Island that they loved so much.

Miyakejima Island, where the Found Tree and the birds waited

for their return.

Tens and tens of thousands of trees withered in the face of the
great eruption.

And yet, the Found Tree, an ancient tree close to 300 years in
age, and the trees surrounding it were mysteriously preserved.
They were waiting—waiting for the people of Miyakejima Island

to return.
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Kaoru stood before the familiar vast stretches of land and called
out in a loud voice: “I’'m home!”
Even across all the time and distance, Kaoru had never forgotten

the Found Tree, the birds, the sky, the sea and the forest.

It was as though every single thing on the island reflected in her

eyes was greeting her: Welcome home! Welcome home!
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And Grandfather Hajime... Grandfather Hajime had said, “When
we go back to the island, I'm going to start an inn for tourists,
and take them on fishing trips to support rebuilding the island.”
He had gazed out at the sunset, lamenting endlessly “I want to

see the sea, I want to see the sea of Miyakejima.”

But he died before the evacuation order was lifted.
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Father Mamoru took up the task of fulfilling Grandfather
Hajime’s dream, leaving his job at the fire department to run an
inn while working as the deputy chief of the Miyake Volunteer
Fire Corps.

Mother Rin became licensed as a nurse and now works at the

Central Clinic.
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Kaoru is in her second year at Miyake High School, and at the
inn, she sings a song that Grandma Yoshie taught her. When
Kaoru was a child, Grandma Yoshie used to carry Kaoru on her
back and sing this song to her.

Songs and stories from the island were passed on, from person
to person, including this traditional Tsubota lullaby, “What to

Give the Nanny?”

This is a good child with a good name, and a child with a good
name will prosper

It is tough to care for a child, let alone one who cries

Sleep, sleep and don't cry — if you sleep, it will be easier for
the both of you

What shall I offer to the nanny? A whole fish? Or perhaps

some sake
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Kaoru and her family came back to this place to live with the
birds, the sea, the forest, the stars, and the volcano, and the
people of the island.

It is said that this volcano erupts every twenty years. Even if Mt.
Oyama erupts again, they will surely come back to Miyakejima

Island, again and again.
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There will always be tomorrow for Miyakejima Island. They
believe that tomorrow will come no matter what.

The people of Miyakejima Island are working to rebuild, never
giving up, and moving forward, despite it all.

Step by step, bit by bit, encouraging each other, supporting each
other through any kind of hardship, believing in the light of

hope, in order to live on their beloved Miyakejima Island.
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Kaoru is singing today, too—
surrounded by the guests staying at the inn, the people of the
island, Father Mamoru, and Mother Rin, as Grandfather Hajime

and Grandmother Yoshie look down from above.
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Solo Story-Telling for Disaster Prevention Children’s Picture Book
Series Part 4

The Found Tree : the Great Eruption on Miyakejima

Text: Kanade Otomori

Translation: Kimie Kakuda

lllustrations: Eri Shimasaki

Translation Editor (Story): Kenji Johnny Ogura

Original work: Solo Story-Telling for Disaster Prevention (Part IV) “The Found Tree :
the Great Eruption of Miyakejima”

Script: Masamitsu Suzuki Performance and Music: Junko Misaki

Production: Solo Story-Telling for Disaster Prevention Children’s Picture Book
Series Production Group

Director: Masaru Kato

Text: Kanade Otomori A resident in Tokyo, where she enjoys writing stories and her thoughts
on everyday life. This book is the second in the Solo Story-Telling for Disaster Prevention
Children’s Picture Book Series for which she has written the text, the first being LIFE'S RELAY
BATON.

Translation: Kimie Kakuda A graduate of the University of Findlay in Ohio. She completed
her study abroad at the University of Fukui in Fukui City, where she now resides. This is the second
work in this series she has translated, following LIFE'S RELAY BATON.

lllustration: Eri Shimasaki  Born in Nagano Prefecture, she is a mother of two who now resides
in Hyogo Prefecture. A graduate of the class of 2000 at Musashino Art University, where she
majored in oil painting. She paints primarily in the medium of watercolor, choosing as her subjects
nearby plants and flowers, as well as other objects and scenes from her life that make an

impression on her.
Released: August 26th, 2025 (August 26th is Volcano Disaster Awareness Day)
Printing: Shimeken Corporation
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Masamitsu Suzuki (Photograph by Jun Sakano)
Performer and playwright.
Died May 10th, 2018.

We offer our profound gratitude, not only for authoring “The
Found Tree: the Great Eruption on Miyakejima,” but also for
all of the counsel and support for the series he bestowed

upon us. May he rest in peace.
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The enormous eruption, the smoke of which reached a height of 14,000 meters.
(August 18th, 2000)
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