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The Recovery from the Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923 and
Bids for the Xll Olympic Games in Tokyo

—Historical study of “Fukko Gorin”—

Taro Obayashi*

Abstract

The Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923 striking Tokyo city was one of the largest scale disasters in
the history of Japan. This paper aims to explore how Tokyo city appealed the “Disaster recovery” at the
bids for the XII Olympic Games by analyzing historical documents. The findings are as follows.

1) On 28th October 1931, Tokyo City Assembly adopted the proposal regarding the bids for Olympic

Games in Tokyo city. At the proposal, it is mentioned that Tokyo city, completely recovered, sought
to bid the Olympic Games in 1940.

2) On 10t June 1932, Tokyo city Mayor Nagata Hidejiro sent the statement to Foreign Minister
Makoto Saito. The statement included the sentence of that Tokyo city hoped to welcome the
Olympic Games as the Imperial Capital Reconstruction Project was completed.

3) The albums, preserved and owned by IOC Olympic Studies Centre, included the preface of Mayor
Nagata, the meanings and challenges of Tokyo city for the Games, especially on the
modernization of the city and newly built sport facilities.

Even in the 1930s, the early period of sport in Japan, it is clarified that the Olympic movement and

disaster recovery (after the Great Kanto Earthquake) were deeply related.

Key Words : Disaster Recovery, Tokyo City, Jigoro Kano, Hidejiro Nagata,
International Olympic Committee

* University of Tsukuba, Faculty of Health and Sport Sciences. Address: 1-1-1 Tennodai, Tsukuba,
Ibaraki 305-8574 Japan.
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TO0KYO
SPORTS CENTER OF THE ORIENT
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TOKYO MUNICIPAL OFFICE  56¢
1934

Tokyo Sports Center of the Orient 1934 “FhiL (FEEEHT)

... From those small beginnings the progress of
Japan and of its capital was steady and rapid until
1923, when, at 11:58 o'clock on the morning of
September 1, an earthquake started fires in more
than 130 places and resulted in the destruction of
more than half of the city. ...

()

After every great fire it is the custom to say that
the calamity was not unmixed with blessings. In the
case of Tokyo this was literally true. At that time of
the conflagration the city fathers were studying a
comprehensive plan for the beautification of the city,
for widening its streets, for improving the character
of its buildings, public and otherwise. Then, the
earthquake taught valuable lessons. It showed that
modern structures of reinforced concrete were
practically immune to the shocks. Thus, while the
embers were still smouldering, orders were issued
to make sure that the rebuilt Tokyo would be more
beautiful and a safer place. The citizens were told
that, in certain districts, they could have permits to
construct temporary buildings only. Later, new
streets lines were established and permanent
building permits were issued. In some sections only
buildings of structural steel and reinforced concrete
were only permitted. The city spent more than
¥700,000,000, some of it directly, most of it in whose
land was taken to widen streets and improve the
city. The result is that the Tokyo of 1933 is a city
with wide streets and with many small areas
enclosed in squares of concrete buildings, so that no
fire in the future will be able to sweep the
metropolis from end to end as did that of 1923.
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Tokyo, Feb. 3vd, 1924
Dear Baron de Coubertin,
It is a long time since I wrote to you last. I have
often been thinking of you and our colleagues, but
my pressing duties, many and various, and my
travelling round all parts of Japan from time to
time have made me remiss in writing.
I thank you very much for your kind letter,
inquiring after my safety at the time of the recent
earthquake. As I have answered you by telegram,
although my house and villas in the wvicinity of
Tokyo suffered some damages, yet fortunately my
family and I were all safe. I was at that time
travelling in Saghalien and came back to Tokyo
after six days, experiencing many hardships on the
way. My family was also at our villa far from the
capital, where the quake was only slightly felt.
Several of my relatives, however, lost their lives and
many had their houses either destroyed or burnt.
But we must bear these calamities when we
remember the devastations in Tokyo, of which
almost all the best part was burnt down, and where
tens of thousands of people were killed in one spot.
Cities like Yokohama, Yokosuka, and Odawara were
almost wholly demolished.

(HRE)

Regretting my inability to join the coming Olympiad,
I remain, yours very sincerely,
Jigoro Kano
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