A tsunami is a chain of fast moving waves (known as a ‘train’) that are generated
when water in the ocean — or even alake — is rapidly displaced by a sudden trauma in
the form of an earthquake, a volcanic eruption, a landslide or the impact of a meteorite.
Tsunamis are virtually undetectable out in the open sea — fishermen can be directly over
a tsunami without experiencing more than mild ripple in the water. However as
tsunami waves race across the ocean at speeds of up to 600mph, they create havoc on
reaching land, destroying everything in their path. As they approach land, the shallow
water acts as a brake on the front of the wave, slowing it down to around 200mph, while
the back of the wave continues at full speed. The back catches up with the front to
form a terrifying wall of water. This marked contrast in behavior at sea and near land
gives the tsunami its name. For the term derives from the Japanese for ‘harbour’
(‘tsu’) and ‘wave’ (‘nami’), and was coined by fishermen who returned to port to find
the area surrounding the harbour devastated even though they had been unaware of
anything untoward in the open sea. Although often referred to as tidal waves, this is
misleading as tsunamis are not caused by changes in the tides. They not only travel at
great speeds across the ocean — faster than jet airliner — but also they hardly lose any
energy on the way. Tsunami wavelengths can be excess of 60 miles and are sometimes
separated by as much as an hour. Just when tsunami victims think the worst is over,
even bigger second or third waves come along to wreak far greater destruction, the
flooding sometimes extending over vast areas inland. Tsunamis do not necessarily
make their final approach as a series of giant breaking waves. They may be more like
arapidly rising tide. This may be accompanied by considerable underwater turbulence,
sucking people under and tossing heavy objects around.

(from “TSUNAMI” by Carlton books, 2005)
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