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OVERVIEW
In 1945 President Harry S Truman learned that a weapon that could end the war quickly
was available. He decided to use that weapon. On August 6, 1945, an American B-29
bomber dropped an atomic bomb on the Japanese industrial city of Hiroshima. The result
was devastating. John Hersey interviewed many of the survivors for his classic account of the
event, portions of which follow.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• What immediate effect did the bomb have?
• What damage did the bomb do?

A

t nearly midnight, the night before the bomb was dropped, an announcer
on the city’s radio station said that about two hundred B-29s were
approaching southern Honshu and advised the population of Hiroshima to
evacuate to their designated "safe areas." Mrs. Hatsuyo Nakamura, the tailor’s
widow, who lived in the section called Nobori-cho and who had long had a
habit of doing as she was told, got her three children—a ten-year-old boy,
Toshio, an eight-year-old girl, Yaeko, and a five-year-old girl, Myeko—out of
bed and dressed them and walked with them to the military area known as the
East Parade Ground, on the northeast edge of the city. There she unrolled
some mats and the children lay down on them. They slept until about two,
when they were awakened by the roar of the planes going over Hiroshima.
As soon as the planes had passed, Mrs. Nakamura started back with her
children. They reached home a little after two-thirty and she immediately
turned on the radio, which, to her distress, was just then broadcasting a fresh
warning. When she looked at the children and saw how tired they were, and
when she thought of the number of trips they had made in past weeks, all to
no purpose, to the East Parade Grounds, she decided that in spite of the
instructions on the radio, she simply could not face starting out all over again.
She put the children in their bedrolls on the floor, lay down herself at three
o'clock, and fell asleep at once, so soundly that when planes passed over later,
she did not waken to their sound.
The siren jarred her awake at about seven. She arose, dressed quickly, and
hurried to the house of Mr. Nakamoto, the head of her Neighborhood
Association, and asked him what she should do. He said that she should remain
at home unless an urgent warning—a series of intermittent blasts of the siren—
was sounded. She returned home, lit the stove in the kitchen, set some rice to
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cook, and sat down to read that morning’s Hiroshima Chugoku. To her relief,
the all-clear sounded at eight o’clock. She heard the children stirring, so she
went and gave each of them a handful of peanuts and told them to stay on their
bedrolls, because they were tired from the night’s walk. . . .
She had not had an easy time. Her husband, Isawa, had gone into the
Army just after Myeko was born, and she had heard nothing from or of him
for a long time, until, on March 5, 1942, she received a seven-word telegram:
"Isawa died an honorable death at Singapore." She learned later that he had
died on February 15th, the day Singapore fell, and that he had been a
corporal. Isawa had been a not particularly prosperous tailor, and his only
capital was a Sankoku sewing machine. After his death, when his allotments
stopped coming, Mrs. Nakamura got out the machine and began to take in
piecework herself, and since then had supported the children, but poorly, by
sewing.
. . . Everything flashed whiter than any white she had ever seen. . . . the
reflex of a mother set her in motion toward her children. She had taken a
single step (the house was 1,350 yards, or three-quarters of a mile, from the
center of the explosion) when something picked her up and she seemed to fly
into the next room over the raised sleeping platform, pursued by parts of her
house.
Timbers fell around her as she landed, and a shower of tiles pommelled
her; everything became dark, for she was buried. The debris did not cover her
deeply. She rose up and freed herself. She heard a child cry, "Mother, help
me!," and saw her youngest—Myeko, the five-year-old—buried up to her
breast and unable to move. As Mrs. Nakamura started frantically to claw her
way toward the baby, she could see or hear nothing of her other children. . . .
On the train on the way into Hiroshima from the country, where he lived
with his mother, Dr. Terufumi Sasaki, the Red Cross Hospital surgeon,
thought over an unpleasant nightmare he had had the night before. His
mother's home was in Mukaihara, thirty miles from the city, and it took him
two hours by train and tram to reach the hospital. He had slept uneasily all
night and had wakened an hour earlier than usual, and, feeling sluggish and
slightly feverish, had debated whether to go to the hospital at all; his sense of
duty finally forced him to go, and he had started out on an earlier train than
he took most mornings. The dream had particularly frightened him because it
was so closely associated, on the surface at least, with a disturbing actuality. He
was only twenty-five years old and had just completed his training at the
Eastern Medical University, in Tsingtao, China. He was something of an
idealist and was much distressed by the inadequacy of medical facilities in the
country town where his mother lived. Quite on his own, and without a
permit, he had begun visiting a few sick people out there in the evenings, after
his eight hours at the hospital and four hours' commuting. He had recently
learned that the penalty for practicing without a permit was severe; a fellowdoctor whom he had asked about it had given him a serious scolding.
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Nevertheless, he had continued to practice. In his dream, he had been at the
bedside of a country patient when the police and the doctor he had consulted
burst into the room, seized him, dragged him outside, and beat him up
cruelly. On the train, he just about decided to give up the work in Mukaihara,
since he felt it would be impossible to get a permit, because the authorities
would hold that it would conflict with his duties at the Red Cross Hospital.
At the terminus, he caught a streetcar at once. (He later calculated that if
he had taken his customary train that morning, and if he had had to wait a few
minutes for the streetcar, as often happened, he would have been close to the
center at the time of the explosion and would surely have perished.) He arrived
at the hospital at seven-forty and reported to the chief surgeon. A few minutes
later, he went to a room on the first floor and drew blood from the arm of a
man in order to perform a Wassermann test. The laboratory containing the
incubators for the test was on the third floor. With the blood specimen in his
left hand, walking in a kind of distraction he had felt all morning, probably
because of the dream and his restless night, he started along the main corridor
on his way toward the stairs. He was one step beyond an open window when
the light of the bomb was reflected, like a gigantic photographic flash, in the
corridor. He ducked down on one knee and said to himself, as only a Japanese
would, "Sasaki, gambare! Be brave!" Just then (the building was 1,650 yards
from the center), the blast ripped through the hospital. The glasses he was
wearing flew off his face; the bottle of blood crashed against one wall; his
Japanese slippers zipped out from under his feet—but otherwise, thanks to
where he stood, he was untouched.
Dr. Sasaki shouted the name of the chief surgeon and rushed around to the
man's office and found him terribly cut by glass. The hospital was in horrible
confusion: heavy partitions and ceilings had fallen on patients, beds had
overturned, windows had blown in and cut people, blood was spattered on the
walls and floors, instruments were everywhere, many of the patients were
running about screaming, many more lay dead. (A colleague working in the
laboratory to which Dr. Sasaki had been walking was dead; Dr. Sasaki's
patient, whom he had just left and who a few moments before had been
dreadfully afraid of syphilis, was also dead.) Dr. Sasaki found himself the only
doctor in the hospital who was unhurt.
Dr. Sasaki, who believed that the enemy had hit only the building he was
in, got bandages and began to bind the wounds of those inside the hospital;
while outside, all over Hiroshima, maimed and dying citizens turned their
unsteady steps toward the Red Cross Hospital to begin an invasion that was to
make Dr. Sasaki forget his private nightmare for a long, long time.
Miss Toshiko Sasaki, the East Asia Tin Works clerk, who is not related to
Dr. Sasaki, got up at three o'clock in the morning on the day the bomb fell.
There was extra housework to do. Her eleven-month-old brother, Akio, had
come down the day before with a serious stomach upset; her mother had taken
him to the Tamura Pediatric Hospital and was staying there with him. Miss
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Sasaki, who was about twenty, had to cook breakfast for her father, a brother,
a sister, and herself, and—since the hospital, because of the war, was unable to
provide food—to prepare a whole day's meals for her mother and the baby, in
time for her father, who worked in a factory making rubber ear-plugs for
artillery crews, to take the food by on his way to the plant. When she had
finished and had cleaned and put away the cooking things, it was nearly seven.
The family lived in Koi, and she had a forty-five-minute trip to the tin works,
in the section of town called Kannon-machi. She was in charge of the
personnel records in the factory. She left Koi at seven, and as soon as she
reached the plant, she went with some of the other girls from the personnel
department to the factory auditorium. A prominent local Navy man, a former
employee, had committed suicide the day before by throwing himself under a
train—a death considered honorable enough to warrant a memorial service,
which was to be held at the tin works at ten o'clock that morning. In the large
hall, Miss Sasaki and the others made suitable preparations for the meeting.
This work took about twenty minutes.
Miss Sasaki went back to her office and sat down at her desk. She was quite
far from the windows, which were off to her left, and behind her were a couple
of tall bookcases containing all the books of the factory library, which the
personnel department had organized. She settled herself at her desk, put some
things in a drawer, and shifted papers. She thought that before she began to
make entries in her lists of new employees, discharges, and departures for the
Army, she would chat for a moment with the girl at her right. Just as she
turned her head away from the windows, the room was filled with a blinding
light. She was paralyzed by fear, fixed still in her chair for a long moment (the
plant was 1,600 yards from the center).
Everything fell, and Miss Sasaki lost consciousness. The ceiling dropped
suddenly and the wooden floor above collapsed in splinters and the people up
there came down and the roof above them gave way; but principally and first
of all, the bookcases right behind her swooped forward and the contents threw
her down, with her left leg horribly twisted and breaking underneath her.
There, in the tin factory, in the first moment of the atomic age, a human
being was crushed by books.
Source: Hersey, John. “Hiroshima,” in the New Yorker Book of War Pieces. The New Yorker Magazine, Inc.,
1946.
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