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A powerhouse,
upside down
Japan’s most punishing
earthquake on record
plunges the nation into
an apocalyptic scene. 

Event has reach
to the West Coast
The tsunami crashes into
California and the Pacific
Northwest with six to
eight-foot surges.

latimes.com The latest news is available online

SHOCK AND FURY
The world can only watch as Japan tragedy unfolds

Kyodo News

DEVASTATION: Waves from the 8.9 quake engulf coastal homes. No tsunami has ever been documented to this degree, scientists say.
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After the quake, it took 45
minutes for the tsunami to
reach the coast of Japan —
45 minutes of knowing, of
waiting, of bracing.

When it came, they were
all glued to their televisions
— a Jesuit priest in New
York, an engineering profes-
sor in rural Oregon, a geo-
physicist in San Diego. What
unfolded had never been
broadcast live before: a 13-
foot wall of mud that belit-
tled human achievement,
folding houses inside out,
propelling yachts across
miles of rice fields, rupturing
oil refineries, sweeping

trains from their tracks and
killing hundreds.

By now, we’re versed in
bearing witness to the after-
math of disaster: limbs jut-
ting out from collapsed
buildings in Haiti, survivors
using laundry to spell out
“HELP US” on their roof-
tops after Hurricane Katri-
na. 

This was different — a di-
saster unfolding in visceral,
wrenching real time, for
viewers who were alter-
nately spellbound and tor-
tured by their inability to do
anything about it.

Japan’s plight came on a
sunny Friday afternoon; the
magnitude 8.9 earthquake,
the largest to strike the area
in more than a millennium,
hit at 2:46 p.m. local time. Ja-
pan is not only an advanced
economy but one of the most
wired nations on earth; at
one point Friday, there were
20 tweets a second coming
out of Tokyo.

The nation, meanwhile, is

A wired planet
sees the horror
as it happens
Instead of bearing
witness to a disaster’s
aftermath, viewers
wait, and watch, in
wrenching real time.

Scott Gold

and Hector Becerra

[See Images, A9]

The Sahara was once an
exotic desert locale where
Frank Sinatra could enjoy a
cocktail and bathing beau-
ties were paid to frolic in the
Garden of Allah pool. In re-
cent years, the hotel-casino
has sunk to touting $1black-
jack and a NASCAR Cafe

known for its 6-pound bur-
rito. 

Now the 59-year-old-icon
of the Las Vegas Strip is
shutting its doors, yet an-
other victim of a deep reces-
sion that has squelched the
city’s tourism for more than
three years.

In southern Nevada, casi-
nos are frequently bought,
sold, remodeled or imploded
to make way for new resorts
— but rarely shuttered.

The announcement will
darken roughly 1,700 hotel
rooms, thinning competi-
tion in a town of 150,000
rooms — widely considered
too many. But it also deals a
psychological blow to Las 

Another part of old
Las Vegas vanishes 
The 59-year-old
Sahara hotel-casino
will close in May.

Ashley Powers

reporting from las vegas

Jessica Gelt

reporting from 

los angeles

[See Sahara, A16]

The powerful earthquake
and tsunami that slammed
northern Japan knocked out
car plants and steel mills,
stranded thousands in of-
fices and at Disney’s resort
in Tokyo, and pummeled fi-
nancial markets in Asia and
Europe. But the biggest ef-
fect on the world economy
may yet come in further roil-
ing oil prices that already
have cast a pall on the global
recovery.

That’s because the 8.9-
magnitude temblor forced
the shutdown of a number of
Japan’s oil refining facilities
as well as some of its nuclear
power plants. The loss of
substantial refining capac-
ity in the world’s third-larg-
est economy is likely to inject
more volatility into gasoline
prices — raising the risk of
even higher pump prices for
American motorists.

Industry experts say that
if Japan can’t get its refiner-
ies back on line quickly,
there will be a spike in that
country’s demand for gaso-

[See Oil, A10]

Refineries’
shutdown
may boost
oil prices
Ronald D. White 

reporting from 

los angeles

Don Lee

reporting from

washington

Earthquakes dwell deep
in the Japanese imagina-
tion.

No country may be better
prepared for a major earth-
quake than Japan. Seismic
standards for construction
are among the strictest in

the world. From a young age,
Japanese learn to dive under
desks to protect themselves
in a quake. The nation has a
state-of-the-art tsunami
warning system.

That preparation un-
doubtedly saved many lives
Friday, when a magnitude
8.9 earthquake struck off Ja-
pan’s main island, shaking
buildings in a large swath of
the country and sending a
30-foot tsunami onto a
populated stretch of coast.

But an uncomfortable
truth may emerge from this
quake, which killed hun-
dreds of people and caused
damage that could mount
into the hundreds of billions
of dollars. The lesson is that
there’s only so much that di-
saster preparedness can do.
At some point, humans —
even those in an affluent so-
ciety with 21st century tech-
nology and peerless infra-
structure — respond to
deeper need to panic or flee.

The scenes from Japan
captured the almost incom-
prehensible power of one of
the strongest earthquakes
ever recorded. The tsunami
swept away houses, cars and

[See Prepared, A8]

Years of drills are
no match for 8.9 
Kenji Hall 

reporting from tokyo

Mitchell Landsberg

reporting from

los angeles

Sources: Reuters, Associated Press, Times reporting
Graphics reporting by Tom Reinken
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Kamaishi: 
Reported 
overpass 
collapse

JAPAN

Tokyo: Prolonged 
tremors strand 
thousands in train 
stations

Sendai: Hundreds 
found dead

Fukushima: Nuclear 
plant with cooling 
problem causes 
evacuation 

Natori: Flooding 
and fires
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Japan’s 8.9 earthquake set off a chain of death and 
destruction. Tsunami-caused flooding, power failures, 
fires and transportation cancellations spread down the 
east coast of Honshu island. Some examples:

Deadly waves

Sea of Japan

Pacific 
Ocean

Epicenter

LABroadsheet_ 03-12-2011_ A_ 1_ A1_ WEST_ 1_CMYK
TSet: 03-11-2011 18:07


