


This I$ Earthquake Country~ 

Bu~lding Code Called Necessary 
(Continued from Page 1) 

eral funds may be to have the Intensl· 
ty VIII earthquake at Memphis. 
That'll bring the funds in, but it se~ 
an awfully expensive way." 

If that Intensity VIII shocker does 
hit, Memphis, and nearly all of the 
rest of the region, will have structures 
unable to stand the lateral loading 
forces which cause buildings, bridges 
and other things to crack and shatter. 

A UNIFORM BUILDING code, 
such as Los Angeles has adopted has 
been suggested as essential in any 
high earthquake risk area, by seismo
logical observers. The Los Angeles 
code, which requires that structures 
be built by quake-resistive designs, 
was credited with saving many lives 
and buildings. 
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Locally, it has been pointed out, 
special risk factors are involved, not 
only because of the presence of the 
Mississippi River, its bridges, docks 
and transmission lines, and the densi
ty of utilities necessary in any urban 
area, but because of the unconsolidat· 
ed .alluvial soil on which much of the 
city stands. 

Suspected Earth Faults, Mississippi to Texas 

"The Bjblical contrast between 
the experiences of the man who built 
his house on a rock and the one who 
set his on the san~ still holds true~,., 
said Dr. Richter in an article which he · 
wrote for Naturalltistory in 1969. 

••one might suppose that soft and 
unconsolidated material would serve 
as a cushion to moderate tb~ effects ot 

. . . • - . is true oruy to a limit-, 
ed extent; ~her, more important fac~ 
tors are at work, and centuries of. 
observation have shown that general· 
Jy the reverse is true. Other circum· 
stances being equal, the intensity of· 
shaking and, consequently, the de-. 
structive effects are much greater on 
alluvium, beach sands, artificial fill, 
or other unconsolidated foundation 
than they are on firm rock." 

TiiE PEOPLE WHO suffered in 
the earthquakes in the region in the 
early part of the last century may 
have had some of the best resistive 
structures-log cabins. With their sin· 
gle-story design, often cross-braced 
with ceiling beams and hopefully, a 
solid fQundation of some sort, the ca
bins often had the kind of combination 
that kept them standing, historians 
have observed. 

When the danger of fire can be 
discounted, which is seldom, the sin· 
gle-story frame building is still one of 
the better quake·resistant structures, 
Dr. Followill says. 

and it is probably unwise to construct 
anything in excess of six stories." 

MEMPHIS BUILDING officials, 
"Urged by area engineers and seismolo
gists, are beginning to seek an ap
proach to the eartbquake-bullding 
code quesf:ions. 

"To date nothing has been done 
as far as requiring these (resistive 
designs)," said Frank M. Bosak, the 
city's building official. "The whole 
problem is under study now to see 
what o\1r risk factor is. 

"We are just into the initial 
stages of trying to determine what 
way to go and have been consulting 
with some people who will advise us 
as to what course of action we should 
take as far as conducting this stu~y." 

PART OF THE study, Mr. Bosak . 
said, will be to determine if the De
partment of Commerce's risk factor 
chart properly places Memphis in the 
high risk Number Three zone. 

"Right now, we don't call for any
thing other than wind bracing in the 
tall buildings," he said. "It could be a 
rather involved investigation. The risk 
factor map was based primarily on 
intensity of earthquakes and we were 
put in it (the high risk zone) because 
of a very intense earthquake in 1812. 

"We just don't have sufficient sta· 
tistical data to make an actual judg· 
ment. The question that comes to my 
mind as a building official is how 
much protection do you build into a 
building if your cycle is 50 or 100 
years (for an earthquake or destruc· 

last 25 or 30 years. There are man, 
dark areas. 

"The purpose of the study, the 
way we envision it," said Mr. Bosak. 
"is to determine what the risk ls and 
what the cost would be to guard 
against this risk. The cure may be 
much more than the disease Itself." 

IS THE LOCAL eartbqaab rfst 
really as great or greater thaD CID tbe -
West Coast?· 

Some ecJDtemporarf JptCUiatloD 
contends that the answer is yes. 'l'be 
truth ls that the question ID 1ID8Jle 
swered. 
· In Shelby County alone there have 
been at least three instances of Inten
sity V earthquakes, and a similar 
fourth ·one in West Memphis in the 
past 100 years. 

Dr. Followill says that in compar
ison of energy released ov~ the past 
200 years, the Central Mississippi Val· 
ley faults have been more active than 
those on the West Coast-primarily 
because of the great New Madrid 
quakes. In the last 100 years, however, 
more energy has been released on ·the 
West Coast. 

If the intensities of the New Mad· 
rid quakes were overrated, said Dr. 
Followill, ,then perhap~ the area ls 
safer than suspected. 

But, if experts are correct in their 
analysis, then, said Dr. Followill: • 

"I don't know if this should give 
us confidence or should panic us. Be
cause if we released more (tectonic 
energy) over the last 200 years, and 
less in the last 100 years - then we're 
due for it." 

Robert Kellett Is 11 staff member of 
The Commerc:ial Appeal 

He also recommends that any 
large structure that is "soft or weak 
horizontally is potentially fatal. With· 
out lateral-resistive-design, specially 
for the Mississippi Valley, no struc· 
tures should be taller than 20 stories, 

tive intensity) and the buiiHdfinigiil·sitioiii~~![i!!!itiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii;;;;:::=-~ 

Predicting Is Chancy 
EXPERTS IN THE earth science fields have long disagreed 

about the feasibility of earthquake prediction. Some contend that 
improved systems of detection and. monitoring of earth move-
ment will permit earthquake forcasts, similar to turbulent 
weather forecasts, in the next 10 years. sun others have envi-
soned the time when major earthquakes can be prevented-per· 
haps by setting off explosives in fracture systems to cause mi· 
nor, relieving earthquakes. 

Nearly all theories in the field of quake prediction have 
been met with varying degrees of skepticism-some of the more 
outspoken from Dr. Richter. 

SCIENTISTS WENT into 1971 with a critical eye on the 
straining earth and a theory that more tremors take place in the 
seventh year of the seven-year "wobble" cycle. · 

For some reason, the National Ocean Survey reported the 
earth's north-south axis wobbles a bit as the earth revolves in 
space every 24 hours. The motion reaches a maximum every 
seven years. 

Charles A. Whitten, chief geodesist of the NOS, said 1971 
should be a critical year. "This is the year in the seven-year 
cycle of the Earth's wobbling when the dally shift of the pole 
reaches its maximum," he said Feb. 3 and pointed out that the · 
maximum wobble coincided with major quakes in 1950, 1957, and 
1964-the year of the great Alaskan quake. 
· If anyone doubted Dr. Whitten, they were probably silent 

less than a week later when the earthquake struck the Los An
geles area. 

THE CALIFORNIA earthquake refocused attention on the 
.sometimes unsteady nature of the globe. There were renewed 
inquiries at many Memphis insurance firms about earthquake 
coverage, although insurance executives say that most build· 
ings, in addition to not being built to resist q~are not cov· 
ered by insurance. · 

In California, where earthquake insurance costs about the 
Illite as firP. insurance, one proposal was advanced for the crea
tion of a natural disaster category of lns.trance that would make 
policies more economic by spreading them to include. damage 
from tornadoes, fioods, hurricanes and other disasters. 

Although earthquakes have long been studied, most individ· 
uaJs do not know what" to do in an earthquake and most Civil 
Defense units have not made preparations for them. Dr. Follo-
wlll said: ..;, . 
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