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There is no power on earth that can
protect him from being bombed.
Whatever people may tell him, the bomber will
always get through; the only defence is offense,
which means that you have to kill more
women and children more quickly
than the enemy if you want to save yourselves.


STANLEY BALDWIN, BRITISH LORD PRESIDENT,
WORLD DISARMAMENT CONFERENCE, GENEVA, 1932
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Chronology



1937


John Hersey starts apprenticeship as a journalist at Time magazine in New York City.


1938


December: German physicists Otto Hahn and Fritz Strassman discover nuclear fission.


1939


August 2: President Roosevelt receives the “Einstein Letter” warning of Nazi Germany’s efforts to create an atomic weapon.


September 1: Nazi Germany invades Poland; World War II begins.


October 21: The first meeting of the Advisory Committee on Uranium is held in Washington, DC.


1940


June 27: The National Defense Research Committee (NDRC) is created to organize US scientific resources for war including research on the atom and the fission of uranium.


1941


February 24: Physicist Glenn Seaborg discovers plutonium.


December 7: Japan attacks United States Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor, in Hawaii.


December 8: The United States declares war on Japan.


December 11: The United States declares war on Germany and Italy (Germany and Italy had declared war on the United States first).


1942


January 19: President Roosevelt approves the creation of an atomic bomb.


April 18: Lieutenant Colonel James Doolittle leads B-25 bombers from the aircraft carrier USS Hornet for the first air raid against Japan.


May 8: Imperial Japanese forces complete conquest of the Philippines.


June 4–7: American naval victory at the Battle of Midway.


August 7: Campaign to capture Guadalcanal begins.


September 17: U.S. Army Brigadier General Leslie Groves (still a colonel until September 23) is appointed head of the Manhattan Engineer District.


September 19: Oak Ridge, Tennessee, chosen as site for uranium enrichment.


October: J. Robert Oppenheimer is selected to lead the Manhattan Project’s secret weapons laboratory.


November 16: The Chicago Pile (CP-1), the world’s first experimental nuclear reactor, begins construction at the University of Chicago.


November 25: Groves approves Oppenheimer’s choice of Los Alamos to be the secret site for atomic bomb development and construction.


1943


January 14–23: The Casablanca Conference. Roosevelt vows to pursue the “unconditional surrender” of Japan.


January 16: Groves approves Hanford, Washington, as a secret site for plutonium production.


February: Major Paul Tibbets returns to the United States to begin training on the B-29.


August 17–24: Top secret summit between the US, Great Britain, and Canada at the First Quebec Conference, discussing invasion of Europe and development of an atomic bomb.


November 4: Oak Ridge’s X-10 Graphite Reactor, the world’s first full-scale reactor, reaches criticality.


1944


March: Japan reorganizes its home air defense against expected B-29 attacks.


April 4: The Twentieth Air Force is activated.


June: Operation Matterhorn—B-29s bombing Japan from mainland China.


June 6: Operation Overlord is launched, as Allied forces gain a foothold on the European continent in northern France.


June–November: Task Force 58 launches Operation Granite II to capture the Mariana and Palau Islands. It will establish B-29 air bases in Guam, Saipan, and Tinian.


September 1: Colonel Tibbets is secretly briefed on the Manhattan Project. He is selected to command the 509th Composite Group. Training begins at their new base in Wendover, Utah.


September 26: Hanford’s “B” Reactor reaches criticality. It would reach full plutonium production power in February 1945.


October 20: Liberation of the Philippines by American forces of General Douglas MacArthur begins.


October 23–26: American naval victory at the Battle of Leyte Gulf, Philippines.


October–November: B-29s arrive on Saipan and Guam.


November 24: First B-29 mission against Japan launched from the Marianas.


December 27: North Field in Tinian operational for B-29s.


1945


January 21: Major General Curtis LeMay relieves Haywood Hansell of command of XXI Bomber Command.


February 4–11: President Roosevelt meets with Churchill and Stalin at the Yalta Conference.


February 19: US Marines invade Iwo Jima.


March 9–10: B-29 low-level incendiary raid on Tokyo.


March 23: US Marines capture Iwo Jima.


April 1: Okinawa invaded by US forces.


April 7: B-29 jamming of Japanese fire-control radars employed for the first time.


April 12: President Roosevelt dies. His successor, Harry S. Truman, first learns of the Manhattan Project’s existence the next day.


May 8: “Victory in Europe” declared. John Hersey’s novel A Bell for Adano wins the Pulitzer Prize.


May: 509th Composite Group moves to Tinian Air Base.


July 16: Successful atomic bomb test at the Trinity Site in New Mexico.


July 17–August 2: President Truman meets with Stalin and Churchill in Potsdam, Germany.


July 25: General Thomas T. Handy issues order to employ atomic bombs.


July 26: Truman issues the Potsdam Declaration, warning Japan of incomprehensible destruction if they do not surrender.


August 1: Most B-29s sent on combat missions against Japan in a single day. Of 836 B-29s launched, 784 hit targets in Japan.


August 6: Atomic attack by the Enola Gay on Hiroshima.


August 8: The Soviet Union declares war on Japan.


August 9: Bockscar drops an atomic bomb (Fat Man) on Nagasaki.


August 15: Japan surrenders.


September 2: Japan formally signs the “Instrument of Surrender” aboard the USS Missouri.


November 28: General Groves testifies to a US Senate Special Committee on the effects of radiation poisoning.


1946


May: John Hersey travels to Japan and spends three weeks in Hiroshima interviewing survivors.


August 31: “Hiroshima” is published in The New Yorker magazine to critical acclaim.
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Foreword



At 8:15 a.m. on August 6, 1945, Hiroshima was instantly destroyed by a single atomic bomb. It is still unknown how many of the 350,000 people in Hiroshima were killed. The heat rays and blast from the bomb burned everything within a one-mile radius of the hypocenter and knocked down buildings. Radiation poisoned people from the inside, killing them. Those who barely survived spent their days in shacks built in the burnt-out area, suffering from ugly keloids (scars) on their skin burned by the heat rays and internal damage caused by the radiation. This was Hiroshima immediately after the bombing, when it was said that ‘no grass or trees would grow for seventy-five years.”


Ten years later, the streets of Hiroshima in my memory were no longer in ruins, but the scars left by the atomic bomb could still be seen in places. Keloids left on people’s bodies never healed, and whenever I got onto a bus, I always saw people with them. My grandmother, who looked after me as a young child, was also covered with keloids all over her upper body and was unable to straighten her arms and fingers. By the mid-1960s, when she died, people with such keloids were no longer seen.


At the same time, the landscapes of the city that hinted at the atomic bombing were disappearing one after another. This was the beginning of Hiroshima’s rebirth. In addition to people’s steady dedicated efforts and support from home and abroad, the regeneration of Hiroshima was largely supported by the Hiroshima Peace Memorial City Construction Law. This special law aimed to revitalize Hiroshima as a Peace Memorial City symbolizing lasting peace, which led to full-scale state financial support and a strong push for the development of urban infrastructure.


The first project initiated was the Peace Memorial Park, which was constructed near the hypocenter. In the park, the Atomic Bomb Dome, the Cenotaph for the Atomic Bomb Victims, and the main building of the Peace Memorial Museum are located in a straight line along a single axis running through the park in a north–south direction. This axis is known as the “Peace Axis,” and together with Peace Boulevard, which runs east–west directly across the southern end of the park, it remains the basis of urban planning in Hiroshima eighty years after the bombing and is a symbol of the rebirth of the city.


This narrative you are about to read will hopefully tell the story of how the world arrived at the nuclear age and the many dangers it still poses in the twenty-first century.


Kenji Shiga
Former director of the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum.










Prologue



Silence dominates the confined, stuffy room. A composed, elderly Japanese lady sits across from me. Her name is Michiko Kodama, and I have traveled halfway across the globe to interview her. A simple Formica table separates us, with our two coffee cups, my microphone, pad, and pen placed upon it. We are surrounded by boxes piled high, containing posters, leaflets, magazines, and badges of her organization.


We’re sitting inside the nondescript offices of the Nihon Hidankyo,1 the Confederation of A- & H-bomb Sufferers Organizations. Michiko is assistant secretary general, a picture of serenity in her royal navy suit. She indicates she is ready to start our interview. I’m momentarily surprised when she dictates her personal details for the recording and reveals she is eighty-seven years of age. Her jet-black hair and her elegant appearance and speech suggest she is younger.


As I begin the interview with formal greetings through my Japanese interpreter, her face comes to life, a warmth emanating from her gleaming smile and sparkling eyes. Those same eyes will soon dull and moisten as we discuss her memories of her childhood in Hiroshima, the city destroyed by a lone American bomber, high up in the crystal-blue sky, on the morning of August 6, 1945. The day that turned her world upside down and set in motion the end of the Greater East Asia War.2


Michiko tells me her ancient lineage is samurai but that by the twentieth century her family had modernized, taking up professional roles in banking and printing. She recalls details of her comfortable life growing up with two younger brothers and a father who ran printing businesses in and around Hiroshima Prefecture3—the vital military capital port of southwestern Honshu Island.4 Both her parents’ families were longtime residents of the city, going back decades. A quirk of fate would save her family from the atomic attack. American B-29 bombers were wreaking havoc across the country by the summer of 1945, their incendiary bombs having reduced up to sixty cities in the Home Islands to ashes. The traditional Japanese housing constructed of paper and wood proved to be the perfect kindling for the enemy’s bombs to create firestorms killing tens of thousands of civilians. The cities that so far remained untouched, including Hiroshima, were ordered by the Tokyo government to create firebreaks to stall any more conflagrations.


Like thousands of other buildings in the city, Michiko’s family house was demolished by military and volunteer teams.5 Despite vociferous protests by many of the city’s homeowners, the area’s military commander, Field Marshal Shunroku Hata,6 together with the governor of Hiroshima Prefecture, Genshin Takano, overruled civilian protests. Thousands had been forced to leave the city to find shelter elsewhere. Michiko’s family now had to relocate two miles away from their main home, which unbeknownst to them now lay only six hundred yards from what would come to be known as Ground Zero.


Michiko would now have to attend a different school closer to her new home. Although she was too young to be drafted into the Volunteer Citizen Corps,7 her sixteen-year-old cousin had been ordered to join. She was also not yet old enough to work in one of the hundreds of cellar factories, where students were busy constructing parts for military vehicles, or ordnance for rifles and artillery—a cottage industry that had developed all around Hiroshima in readiness for the expected American invasion. Her age would play a crucial part in Michiko surviving what was to come.


August 6 was a beautiful, warm, sunny morning as Michiko happily walked alongside her father to start her first day at Furuta Elementary National School among new teachers and classmates. The city bustled with life as thousands of workers traveled to their jobs via foot, bicycle, or one of the many streetcars and buses.8 The center of the city’s parks’ manicured gardens were all bursting with an array of flowers and foliage, and the dozens of wooden teahouses along the riverbanks were already doing a roaring trade with the daily commuters and military personnel. As they made their way through the streets, Michiko gazed at the long lines of soldiers and students attached to ropes like a giant tug-of-war team, hoping to spot her cousin.


Over forty-three thousand troops were now stationed in and around Hiroshima, with more arriving daily as part of the buildup to defend the country from the expected invasion. The Imperial Navy still had various ships and boats in the harbor with major storage facilities and arsenals all along the coast. The Imperial Navy task force that had launched the war against the United States at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, had embarked from these very docks. For all citizens living in and around the city, it was an inescapable fact that they were a military target for the enemy.


After perhaps thirty minutes, they reached Furuta School. Michiko’s father waved goodbye and turned for home as she walked through the metal gates into a courtyard leading to a large, two-story wooden building, already bustling with life.


“I entered the classroom. I had a bag that my mother made for me. She was very good at sewing, though she didn’t know anything about cooking. When I came into the room, I put my bag on the desk by the window. In those days, we had a disaster prevention cushion that we were supposed to wear to protect our heads. I was wondering if I should go to the playground first. Half of the school ground was free to use, but the other half was a field where potatoes were grown to help tackle the food shortage.” 9


As she studied her surroundings, she hoped her new classmates would eventually accept her as willingly as her old school friends, and worried at how her world had been turned upside down.


“Suddenly, I saw this glaring, bright light that came at me. I can’t even fully describe what the light really looked like. It was a mixture of yellow, silver, orange. In no time after I wondered what it was, the wind blasted the windows of the room, sending sharp glass shards and wooden splinters flying everywhere. They stabbed desks, chairs, walls, floors, and other places. Without knowing what had happened, I ducked under the desk. I was able to cover my right shoulder by the desk, but not the left. I realized later that shards of glass were stuck on my left shoulder.”


A new incredibly powerful weapon—which would later come to be known as Little Boy—had exploded nineteen hundred feet above Ground Zero10 with the equivalent of fifteen thousand tons of TNT.11 The heat and shock waves blasted across the city, as the temperature close to the epicenter reached several thousand degrees Celsius, almost as hot as the surface of the sun. Anything flammable burst into flame as the explosion caused hundreds of fires, which then conflagrated into an enormous firestorm, consuming everything within a mile radius. Steel building frames liquefied, the wooden teahouses and local buildings were simply reduced to ashes, while flying birds and animals burst into flames. Within minutes of the blast, nine out of ten people caught half a mile or less from the initial detonation were dead,12 many of them suffering the evaporation of their internal organs, with eyes melting in sockets and skin disintegrating. In many cases nothing remained of them but their dark shadows where they had been standing or sitting down.


Situated over two miles from the epicenter of the blast, Michiko’s school survived the initial blast, but in a city built on such flat terrain it meant the shock wave that followed had torn through with devastating effect. Traveling at over ten thousand feet per second, the heat wave smashed through brick and mortar, wood and steel with ease within a half mile, flattening practically everything in its path.


“In the [school] clinic, a teacher was treating students who had been badly cut by the glass shards and wood splinters. She helped pull the big pieces out. Everyone was covered in blood. Our health clinic had nothing significant in terms of medical equipment to treat children, no gauze, no bandages, and little sanitizer. That’s all they had. Our teacher ripped the cotton curtains down to use for bandages. There were now several teachers who gathered from other classrooms. I don’t remember any male teachers. Most of them were women, older ones, and even a pregnant one.


“The roof had been blasted off, and then the second-story ceiling came down. But the structural frame itself remained. The injured students who had received treatment went outside to make room for other students coming into the clinic. In the school ground there were air raid dugouts, where we were supposed to wait for our parents to come pick us up. But many didn’t see their parents, so they were told to stay in the dugouts. I just moved there on my own, as I didn’t have too many friends yet.


“Fortunately, my father hurriedly returned to find me and pick me up. He was relieved to see me but shocked at my appearance. With my injuries to my upper body, and to move quickly, he decided to carry me on his back. He intended to get home, but to get there we had to walk toward Ground Zero, which was the quickest route. That’s when I witnessed a living hell.


“Amid the smoke, fires and debris being blown around by the fierce winds, I could make out burned, charcoal-colored people littering the ground. Many seemed lifeless. Others staggered in all directions: a mother who had a charcoal baby, a person who was trying to pop the eyes back into their sockets, or that’s what it looked like to me. Of course, they couldn’t see where they were going, with skin hanging down from severe burns, but some asked for help and for water, grabbing my father’s arms and my legs. We shook them off as we passed by because there really wasn’t anything we could do. I’m sure my father felt helpless, too. Every time someone reached out to us, he’d clutch me and hold me tighter. These images are burned into my memory.


“I saw this one young girl about my age whose clothes and half of her face were burned. She couldn’t say anything, but her eyes were beseeching us. Our eyes locked. She was asking me, ‘Water, water. Please help me.’


“I will never forget those eyes. I looked back at her as I clung from my father’s shoulders and saw her fall to the ground. I so regretted that I couldn’t even offer her a drop of water for the last time. It was excruciating. My senses soon became numb.”


After what seemed like hours walking through the dystopian landscape that was now devoid of any familiar landmarks, Michiko and her father reached their home, or what was left of it. Thankfully her mother and younger brothers were still alive, but their new house had been severely damaged by the blast.


“Half of the tiled roof was gone, exposing the house to the sky. The overhanging balcony had protected the kitchen on the first floor, so that area was okay. Shortly after, it started raining. What would later be called ‘Black Rain.’ This was a very different rain from what I knew. It was sticky, muddy drops that now fell through into the bombed-out house. It glued itself to a chest of drawers, to the exposed floors and walls. Now I know that it contained radioactive materials, but at the time, my mother was trying to wipe them away with a bucket and a rag.”


Michiko’s father settled the children down into a sheltered corner of the ground floor of the house, out of the rain, and talked with his wife for a few short minutes before heading out again, back to the family’s original house close to Ground Zero. He needed to check on his nine siblings, who still lived close to where the bomb had detonated. Michiko would not see him again for another three days as he navigated the charred landscape searching for signs of them.


“While he was gone, that evening and the morning after, my relatives—grandfather, uncles and aunts and cousins—arrived at our house. Because we lived two miles away from Ground Zero, they thought it was safe and that they could rest there. All of them carried some injury. We didn’t have any water, electricity, or anything at the time, but we had a well. Meanwhile my mother was trying to make bandages and towels by ripping old yukata, kimono, old sheets to wipe away everyone’s blood and pus off their burned bodies. There was no sign of any official help from any medical team, the army, or local government. We were on our own.”13


As her extended family reunited at her parents’ wrecked house over the coming days, their mood reflected that of the wider city’s survivors: there was bewilderment and shock as to what type of weapon the American bombers had dropped on Hiroshima to cause such catastrophic destruction and death, mixed with ever-increasing concern that the worst was not yet over.


“I was helping my mother treat everyone and I heard some noise from the front door. I went to open it, when I saw this figure that did not [seem] to have a human form. I became really scared and felt the urge to run and find my mother. That’s when the figure called out my name: ‘Micchan, Micchan.’


“With the voice, I realized it was my cousin, Onaichan [‘Older Sister’]. She had been working outside around five yards away from Ground Zero. Her face was now burned, with severe burns to her front, stomach area, and her back.


“As soon as I realized it was her, I invited her into the back room to look after her. But that summer was hot and so her wounds soon festered. I wiped away the pus and picked maggots that started to eat her wounds. As I remember, on the morning of the third day, I went to her bedside. I was going to pick out any maggots again, but I heard her utter ‘water’ in such a small voice. I went to the well in the garden to get some water. The inside of her mouth was burned, so she couldn’t drink too much. I soaked a towel with water and held her in my arms in order to lift her head up, and I squeezed drops of water into her mouth.


“She couldn’t swallow but only drool. She then took her last breath in my arms. I felt so extremely sad. Meanwhile some of my aunts and uncles were also dying at our house.


“We had nothing, no medical supplies. The doctors and nurses at a nearby Red Cross were all hurt. The entire Hiroshima city was like that. Doctors were treating patients even when they were injured themselves. There was no help from the government. I don’t think the state was functioning. Individual residents like us who were treating the injured never received any support.


“My other cousin, ten years old at the time, was also staying at our house. When he had arrived, he seemed to have suffered only light injuries and luckily no burns. But he quickly developed severe diarrhea. At the beginning of September, he came out of the bathroom, one of several times that he had been throughout the day, and he came toward me where I was sitting facing the garden. He suddenly bled from his nose. At that moment this sight didn’t shock me too much as I sometimes suffered the same ailment.


“Just as I was looking up at him thinking this, he began to cough, which gradually became more violent and shocking. Within minutes, he had keeled over and begun to vomit blood, in bigger and bigger amounts, until he was throwing up chunks. It was horrifying. He staggered around trying to maintain his balance but then collapsed and lay motionless on the mat. My mother ran to his motionless body, trying desperately to wake him up. But it became apparent he had died. It upset the whole family. I felt so scared for weeks, as I imagined that that is going to happen to me, too. I couldn’t leave my mother’s side for a long time afterward.”


Michiko would discover much later that her original school had been destroyed. Of the four hundred students and eleven teachers of Honkowa School, all had perished.14 Like tens of thousands of others that morning, there was nothing left of them to be recovered. Reliving this memory, which she herself admits she has buried for many years, brings forth further recollections that even my interpreter struggles to recount without becoming distressed:


“Two years later, I happened to be around that neighborhood—I can’t remember why I was there. There was an older lady who walked toward me. I used to be called Micchan, but this lady grabbed my shoulders, shook them, asking, ‘Aren’t you Micchan?’ It turned out she was the mother of my best friend. She said, ‘My daughter hasn’t come home! She hasn’t come home! Why are you here!?’


“Tears were running down her face, and I shook off her hands and ran home. I don’t remember how I got home. I asked myself if I had the right to be there—if I should even be alive. It was survivor’s guilt.”


As we continue to talk for almost three hours that morning, Michiko shares her family’s story, as Japan became occupied by the victorious Allies before developing into a fledgling democracy by the start of the 1950s. The survivors of the atomic attacks on both Hiroshima and Nagasaki would struggle to rebuild their lives, forever tainted with the stigma of atomic disease. These hundreds of thousands of men, women. and children would be discriminated against as “Hibakusha” (“bomb-affected people”), suffering a lack of support from government as many succumbed to cancer-related illnesses, and those healthy enough to study and work shunned in higher education and the workplace. Even those who had legitimate reasons to travel to the United States to live with relatives and would later develop radiation-related illnesses had their pleas for medical assistance ignored.


“Even amid this type of prejudice, I met someone who wanted to marry me. I even declined him, but he insisted. His father had already died in the war. We decided to go meet his mother. I didn’t know that there would be many of his aunts and uncles waiting to talk to me. They told me that they investigated me and my background, my family history because their son wanted to marry me. They said they found nothing wrong with that but found out that I was Hibakusha. ‘We don’t want any blood of the devil tainting our family.’ The marriage was called off. I was rejected. We worked together, but that became too difficult for my boyfriend. He ended up leaving our workplace, too.


“I then made the decision to stay single for the remainder my life, and even though I had many men approach me, I declined their proposals. But eventually I met a man who knew I was also Hibakusha. Though I turned him down at first, he said he just wanted to talk, and as time progressed, we became close and then decided to marry. There were many stories I heard of Hibakusha women who married without telling their spouses and ended up getting divorced when the spouses found out. Not only were we physically in pain, but Hibakusha lived with this mental trauma, too. My husband often had to relocate for his work, so I was constantly on my guard to not admit to anyone new that I was from Hiroshima.


“I now live in Chiba close to Tokyo Bay.15 My mother died first. Although my father lived longer, he developed cancer on and off and went through several operations. When he died, his body had been devoured by two types of cancer. After many years of wondering whether I could have children, my husband and I did manage to have our daughter, who grew up healthy and cheerful. She almost never got sick. She went to school, graduated from university, and then landed a perfect job, as well as happily marrying. But in November 2010, she was diagnosed with cancer. We believed she was misdiagnosed. She went to several different doctors for treatment, some of whom asked if she had a Hibakusha in her family. I was truly shocked when she told me this. The second-generation Hibakusha does carry the DNA, the genes of Hibakusha, but the government does not recognize the need for any special, official support for them.


“In February 2011, she passed away, four months after the diagnosis.”


Through the interpreter, I asked her how she has coped over the years without her daughter. She smiled and gestured to her side.


“She’s still around here, hovering over me. I talk to her in the photo every day. Both my younger brothers died of multiple myelomas in late 2017. I have now lost my parents, my daughter, two of my brothers. Now it’s my turn next.”


I almost reach out to touch her hand. At the end of the table, like a referee overseeing a chess match, my interpreter simply stares at both of us, speechless. Silence settles on the room. Only the Tokyo rain drumming against the window disturbs the silence.










Introduction



THE GOOD WAR


The celebrations for America’s “Navy Day” on October 27, 1945, were renamed “A Tribute to Victory,” and a high-profile concert, live from the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum,1 would be broadcast by CBS Radio coast to coast. Across the US, most cities and towns were hosting their own tributes, marches, speeches, and stage shows to celebrate their military victory over Adolf Hitler’s Germany and Emperor Hirohito’s Imperial Japan. The country was coming together as one to almost close the chapter on the terrible conflict that had been won at great cost over four years since that “Day of Infamy”2 on December 7, 1941, with the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. The biggest celebration was to be held close to Hollywood, and no expense was spared to create a show that would encapsulate this homage to the heroes of America and her allies.


The show would last for hours and be hosted by cinematic legend Edward G. Robinson,3 supported by a cast of current stars, such as Henry Fonda, Judy Garland, Gregory Peck, Rita Hayworth, and Frank Sinatra. Over a hundred thousand people crammed into the stadium to watch awestruck as a huge cast of actors, complete with giant stage sets of ships, airplanes, tanks, and even parachutists recreated the key moments of America’s role in the Second World War; from Pearl Harbor, the naval victory at Midway, the US Marine Corps’s defense of Guadalcanal, the magnificence of D-Day, the heroics of the Battle of the Bulge, and of course the bloody victories achieved at Iwo Jima and Okinawa.


The crowd, many of whom were still dressed in service uniform, applauded, booed, and cheered as each pivotal moment was acted out with explosions, smoke, and Robinson’s commentary. At one point, the concert’s artistic director had outdone himself by constructing a fluorescent set of lines in the football field that burned furiously as flights of B-17 Flying Fortresses flew overhead to simulate incendiaries4 dropping down onto enemy targets.5 Many in the audience that night were themselves veterans not only of the European theater, but also of the Pacific war, still celebrating their good fortune in having escaped the trauma (and possibly death) of being part of the million-strong invasion of Japan slated for November 1945. The dropping of “the bomb” had instead brought about the enemy’s speedy surrender.


To close the evening, as the Californian sun set and a cool sea breeze swept across the masses, eighty powerful searchlight beams encircling the stadium abruptly lit up the night sky. To those who witnessed it, it was reminiscent of the prewar Nazi rallies at Nuremberg. Robinson worked his audience masterfully as they scanned the night sky. What could they see? A searchlight suddenly picked out in the distance what seemed like a floating blimp. More beams found their target as it drew closer, the familiar drone of its four jet-propellered engines getting louder. A bomber was approaching. As Robinson declared to his audience, this was the US military’s greatest weapon of the war, the B-29 bomber, the “Superfortress.”


Tens of thousands of Californians fell silent as they strained to see the iconic bomber come in low above them, while millions of Americans across the country sat glued to their radios as if it was an actual raid they were listening to. With a deafening roar, three B-29s swept over the stadium at less than three hundred feet, so low the searchlight beams reflected off the plane’s famous silver-plated fuselages, blinding those looking up at the monsters. A split second after the bombers disappeared into the night, a huge explosion wrenched the air, and the audience gasped as a giant mushroom cloud rose behind the stage where Robinson was standing.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” he boomed, raising one hand in triumph toward the rising smoke, “I give you . . . Hiroshima!”


Even on the recorded broadcast, the roar of the Coliseum was mighty.


How does one explain this exultation of what was the first-ever atomic bomb—a weapon of mass destruction—being used on human beings for the first time? This narrative will lead you on a journey of the war, mostly in the Pacific and partly in Europe. Once the United States officially joined on December 8, 1941, it culminated forty-four months later in the fateful dropping of the atomic uranium bomb—Little Boy—on the Imperial Japanese city of Hiroshima on August 6, 1945, at 8:15 a.m., followed by a second attack on the port city of Nagasaki with a plutonium-made bomb called Fat Man on August 9 at 11:02 a.m.6 The world would never be the same.


In the weeks and months after the ending of the war, the administration of Roosevelt’s successor, President Harry S. Truman, would present this new weapon, the teams, technology that had built it, and the military who had trained to deliver it as a unique coming together of the power and ingenuity that only the United States could have achieved. The American public were drip-fed news of the top secret organization code-named the Manhattan Project, its military commander General Leslie Groves, and the multinational scientific team based at Los Alamos in the desert of New Mexico and directed by the brilliant physicist Professor J. Robert Oppenheimer. All would become household names as America led the way in what seemed a new, exciting postwar world, where democracy had prevailed over totalitarianism, and the Cold War with the Soviet Union was yet to develop.


Within a year of the Tribute to Victory celebrations, many Americans would be brought to tears as they read a thirty-thousand-word article in The New Yorker magazine, describing in graphic detail what the atomic bomb had inflicted upon its victims and the health consequences for the survivors. The story was penned by the Pulitzer Prize–winning novelist and veteran war reporter John Hersey. Titled simply “Hiroshima,” it documented the personal stories of six Japanese survivors after their city had been destroyed. The atomic bomb had been celebrated as winning a vicious war against a fanatical enemy, and that tyranny had been defeated in the race to invent such a deadly weapon. Democracy had prevailed as America and her allies had fought and won the “Good War.” Hersey’s reportage in The New Yorker would forever question that mindset, not just in the United States, but right across the Western world. The New York Times would summarize the core message Hersey’s sensational scoop had given to the country: “The disasters at Hiroshima and Nagasaki were our handiwork. They were defended then, and are defended now, by the argument that they saved more lives than they took—more lives of Japanese as well as more lives of Americans. The argument may be sound, or it may be unsound. One may think it sound when he recalls Tarawa, Iwo Jima, or Okinawa. One may think it unsound when he reads Mr. Hersey.”


He had changed the country’s perceptions. A new, more dangerous era was dawning. This is the story of The Hiroshima Men.


As a historian, I have been always fascinated about the relationships between emotion, memory, and facts. The Second World War was undoubtedly the most brutal and bloody in modern history, a true global conflict compared to its predecessor, the Great War of 1914–18, which had focused primarily on the European continent. The losses from September 1, 1939, when Germany attacked Poland, until the ending of the war with the unconditional surrender of Imperial Japan on August 15, 1945, are staggering. Over fifty to fifty-six million people lost their lives directly as fighting spread across the globe, with almost twenty million added because of famines and disease they brought in their wake. From this combined total, it has been estimated that fifty-five million were civilians.7 It would be a war where the home could be and in many cases was “the front line,” and terms such as “appeasement,” “mechanized warfare,” “strategic airpower,” “firebombing,” “the Final Solution,” and “genocide” would gain international recognition. “Total war” would now be added to the list.


President Roosevelt’s administration, by breaking the Japanese diplomatic codes, knew an attack was coming. They simply didn’t know where or when. The attack by aircraft of the Imperial Japanese Navy on the United States’ Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii on December 7, 1941, would therefore come as a deadly surprise. Tension in the Pacific had been brewing for years over who was the dominant power in the region, the consequence of an economic-diplomatic confrontation over decades between Imperial Japan and the various Western colonial powers, Britain, France, Russia, the Netherlands, and the United States. At its heart: who could control East Asia and the Pacific, the abundance of natural resources it held such as rubber and petroleum, and of course the various populations within it who could be harnessed for economic growth. Much as we see with the rise of China today in the same part of the world, the United States had to contend with an economic adversary that had been growing in stature and now viewed itself as the primary power over its near neighbors and willing to use force to make it a reality.


Japan had been a feudal-based country, sealed off until the mid-nineteenth century, which was then opened to Western influence and trade at the point of naval cannons in the 1850s. Through bilateral agreements that heavily favored the colonial powers, Japan accepted Western influence, trade, and technology. By the turn of the 1940s it had rapidly transformed itself into a modern state, powered by a dynamic economy, a growing population of over seventy million, modern armed forces, and a political system wedded to the symbol of the imperial court being the highest power in the land. At the top of this pyramid, and the one source of stability for his country, was the slight, bespectacled figure of Emperor Hirohito. A divine monarch, whose key role in Japan’s military advances was deftly overlooked and spun once the war was over and America needed him as a Cold War ally.


The first of the emperors had begun their reign in 660 BC. He and his successors were believed to be arahitogami, human and at the same time a god. Hirohito was no different, and emperor worship was central to the life of the Japanese people. As schoolboy, Hisashi Yamanka, recalled when Hirohito visited his city in the mid-1930s:




Every school had to have a special little shrine, called a honden, with the photographs of the emperor and empress [that] had to be kept together with a copy of the Imperial Rescript. Every time we passed in front of this little shrine, we had to perform a deep bow. There are different degrees of bowing; from the lighter to the deeper, according to the occasion, but when it came to anything to do with the emperor, [or] his family, we had to lower our heads by forty-five degrees. When we looked in the direction of the photographs, we weren’t supposed to look at them directly, we had to bow so deeply and so long that if we wanted to see the photographs themselves our only chance was to roll our eyes upwards very briefly.


I remember when I was five years old, the emperor came and visited a military exercise in Hokkaido. A week before the emperor’s visit the police went round every household ordering any invalid lying in an upstairs room to come down to the ground floor. They said no one should be on a higher level than the emperor.8





Race would play a significant part in the breakdown of relations between Japan and the foreign powers that had brought it into the modern age—especially her two primary competitors in Asia: Great Britain and the United States. Both powers held on to the vast colonial possessions they governed with policies rooted in notions of racial superiority. When the new heir in the Meiji line, the twenty-five-year-old Emperor Hirohito, came to the throne in 1926, Japan had already suffered the indignity of witnessing the US Congress pass the Immigration Act two years earlier. This statute detailed immigrant quotas that discriminated predominantly against “genetically inferior” races: Italians, Jews from Eastern Europe, and Japanese. This was after Japan had failed to get agreement at the newly created League of Nations on its proposed amendment for equal status among the victorious powers of the Great War. Then-president Woodrow Wilson had ensured its failure by voting against it.


For the Japanese, overpopulation was a key driver of the regime’s colonial ambitions, supported by a racial doctrine of superiority. By the 1930s, the country contained seventy-three million people, a figure that made up approximately 5 percent of the world’s population. Yet the Japanese existed on just 1 percent of the globe’s landmass. The Japanese “Home Islands” consisted of Hokkaido, Honshu, Shikoku, and Kyushu,9 with an added archipelago of over fourteen thousand islands and atolls, the primary island being Okinawa. Geographically, Japan was a land of mountains and forests, with little flat terrain to feed itself and house an industrial base that could compete on the world stage. For a country that had feared further Western encroachment, future economic growth ensured security. Government demographers calculated that to compete with the great powers of China, the Soviet Union, and the United States, Japan required a much larger workforce. The population needed to expand by another third, to at least one hundred million people. The Home Islands, plus colonies in Korea and Formosa, could not hope to accommodate such an increase. Hirohito’s politicians and military looked covetously westward.10


The consequences of the Great Depression for Japan mirrored the path Germany took. The economies of both countries were devastated, and there was mass unemployment as foreign investment ground to a halt, high inflation, and an inexorable slide toward authoritarian military rule. By the early thirties, Japanese society witnessed political oppression and waves of high-profile assassinations in government, industry, and the media. Japan’s military, with the emperor’s knowledge, invaded Manchuria in northeast China in 1931, creating the puppet state of Manchukuo, with international censure (but no sanctions) resulting in Japanese diplomats walking out of the League of Nations in March 1933. Ultranationalists pushed for an ideology that ratified the emperor’s right to rule as an absolute monarch and for an official policy for Japan to expand westward, even if it set in train hostilities with the colonial powers. The peoples Japan would conquer would be brought into the “East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere”—an economic and military bloc that would shield members from Western colonization and manipulation. This was first articulated in 1940 by the Japanese prime minister, Fumimaro Konoe, and supported by Japanese intellectuals, likening it to the American Monroe Doctrine protecting US interests in South America from European intervention. For many of the Japanese-occupied states, it also meant enslavement.


By 1937, the United States and the European democracies, with colonial possessions, watched on as Japanese forces bludgeoned their way southwestward into China from their base in Manchuria, starting the Second Sino-Japanese War. In a prelude to Nazi Germany’s race war against the Soviet Union in 1941, Imperial Japanese troops committed mass atrocities as they besieged the port of Shanghai and captured the temporary capital, Nanking. Hundreds of thousands of Chinese civilians were tortured, raped, and killed. The commander of the forces taking Nanking stated:


“The struggle between Japan and China was always a fight between brothers within the ‘Asian Family’. . . . It has been my belief during all these days that we must regard this struggle as a method of making the Chinese undergo self-reflection.”11


The war would drag on for several years as Chinese nationalist and communist forces combined in a tenuous pact to fight the Japanese, with the primary support of the United States. But as a result of an overly ambitious plan, Emperor Hirohito would see hundreds of thousands of his troops bogged down in China until the end of the Second World War.


The Japanese Imperial Army’s shadow force (the “Kwantung Army,” comprising some of the country’s best units) had been spoiling for a fight on the western Mongolian border, which rubbed up against their Manchurian bases (renamed “Machukuo”). The goals of the Kwantung leadership were extreme, and to a degree at odds with their superiors in Tokyo, who were caught on the hop by their activities. Manufacturing an excuse to occupy Manchuria through the Nomonhan Incident in May 1939, by that August, what would prove to be the first combined-arms battle prior to the Second World War erupted. Soviet forces, led by General Georgy Zhukov, inflicted an embarrassing defeat on the Kwantung Army at the Battle of Halhgol.12 Soviet estimates of Japanese casualties totalled sixty thousand killed or wounded. Whatever the cost, it ended Hirohito’s ambitions of pushing westward from China. His military leadership now looked to Southeast Asia for obtaining the resources it needed to maintain its position of power.


On September 27, 1940, encouraged by Hitler’s successes across Western Europe and Benito Mussolini’s initial capture of territories in North Africa, Japan signed the Tripartite Pact with its authoritarian bedfellows in Berlin. Acknowledging each other’s spheres of influence with promises of support in times of need, the geographical imposition of such a promise was seemingly ignored. But with such powerful European allies practicing their own racial and imperial agendas, the deal gave a sheen of respectability to the Japanese leadership on the international stage as relations with the United States worsened.


In late September 1940, to prevent further US-backed foreign aid reaching Chinese nationalist forces fighting her Imperial Army, Japan agreed to a deal with the Vichy French government that it would respect its sovereignty if Japanese troops, landing by sea, could both pass through and be stationed in French Indochina. Though the French had agreed, Japanese Army commanders on the ground proceeded to send in its forces by land, sparking firefights with French troops. After a few days of fighting, the matter was settled in a cease-fire. But the damage was done. The error prompted President Roosevelt’s administration to later freeze Japanese assets on July 26, 1941, and eventually embargo all oil exports from the West to Japan on August 1. This move denied the Japanese war industry the essential supplies required to maintain its expansionist policy. Facing a stalemate in China, Japanese strategists, buoyed with an eighteen- to twenty-four-month supply of oil in reserve, gambled on a thrust south to capture Western oil, rubber, and mineral assets in Southeast Asia as Japan’s best option. Mistakenly, they believed the Americans did not have the stomach for a protracted war and the British were preoccupied with Hitler’s conquest of Europe. The plan of the military hard-liners was as daring as it was unrealistic; it was based on very little evidence or military intelligence reports. It would lead to war after December 7, 1941.


Warfare drives innovations in tactics and fighting, training one’s forces, and crucially greater strides in science and technology. Of the main belligerents, the United States, led by President Roosevelt in his third term, was a sleeping superpower. Roosevelt had guided the country out of the Great Depression throughout the 1930s, reenergizing a wound-down industrial base and gearing it up for war, while remaining on the sidelines.13 As David M. Kennedy in his seminal work The American People in World War Two concluded:




Vast reservoirs of physical productive capacity lay unused, including factories, heavy construction equipment, machine-tool stocks, electrical generating plants, trucks, locomotives, and railcars. As much as fifty per cent [sic] capacity of automobile manufacturing plants stood idle. As the war crisis now snapped the drooping American economy to attention, all those dormant resources could be swiftly directed to martial purposes[.]14





Roosevelt first pledged to be the “Arsenal of Democracy,” but also to use the United States’ manpower, industrial might, and wealth of science and technology to wage war like no empire before it. In short, American workers would put down tools for the consumer market and instead turn their energy toward outproducing all other countries in guns, tanks, ships, and planes. To achieve this, the United States had everything it needed from a continent teeming with minerals, oil, and gas. Unlike the fighting going on across Europe and the British Empire, North America remained shielded from its enemies by the barriers of the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans.15


He outlined his policy of Lend-Lease16 to the American people in his “Fireside Chat” radio broadcast from the White House on March 15, 1941. The president detailed the current threats to “freedom” and “democracy” to his audience, and then how the Lend-Lease Act would allow America to deliver vital military matériel, as well as food supplies, to the Allies (at the time primarily Great Britain) in their hour of need. Nazi Germany now occupied the western half of continental Europe, leaving Great Britain and her commonwealth to fight on alone. At the policy level, the United States was poised to orchestrate a war of machines. Its vast industrial complex was now getting on a war footing. A prewar unemployment figure of three million was soon consigned to history. In a unique and rapid expansion, Roosevelt’s administration traded armaments, vehicles, and war materials to its allies rather than expend the lives of its own people. America’s allies could shoulder the burden of fighting, while American factories poured out the necessary implements of war to fight it. Striking the right balance with the American public was key if the country was to sign up to his policies to come. As David M. Kennedy summarizes: “The choices made [by Roosevelt’s administration] in 1942 would deeply affect the course of the fighting, the shape of American society both during and after the war, and the fate of the wider post-war world.”17


Lend-Lease would see the US workforce produce 60 percent of Allied munitions and 40 percent of all the world’s arms. More than a quarter of all Britain’s war supplies came from the United States. By war’s end, the Americans provided as much as 30 percent of the Soviet Union’s military needs,18 as well as thirty-five thousand radio sets, 4.5 million tons of food, 1.5 million blankets, and fifteen million pairs of boots. After December 7, 1941, the Lend-Lease policy was never debated in Congress again. The signing of the later Anglo-American Mutual Aid Agreement in February 1942 would cement deeper relations between the UK and the US and, as we shall see further in this story, would greatly support the United States’ development of nuclear technology.19


Public support for the United States’ participation in the war after Pearl Harbor was unanimous—with the American public assuming that the government knew best on military and foreign policy questions.20 The country galvanized itself to fight major conflicts on both sides of the world, from the beaches of Normandy and France and the mountain passes of Italy to the jungles of Guadalcanal and the islands of the South Pacific. The war would activate the US government to harness the expertise of American industry and its workforce to achieve remarkable success. While human losses to the country were significant, with more than 290,000 killed in combat, the advances the United States made in science, technology, design, and supply inflicted far more damage to its enemies, particularly Imperial Japan. As John Dower outlines in War Without Mercy, “The human cost of the war for the Japanese themselves appears to be at least 2.5 million individuals—much smaller than the Chinese, and half the losses of Germany, but twenty-five times more than American combat deaths in the Pacific theatre, and eight or nine times greater than the total number of Americans killed in WWII.”21


The campaign to defeat the Japanese Imperial Navy after Pearl Harbor began with victory at the Battle of Midway in June 1942. The United States, with its Western allies and those on the Chinese mainland, would then undertake a three-and-a-half-year war of attrition as it broke through Japan’s outer perimeter that the early conquests had delivered, stretching from western Alaska to the Solomon Islands. A new “absolute zone of national defense” was established but would disintegrate in the wake of an American two-pronged assault from the South and Central Pacific, on land, sea, and in the air, stoked not just by patriotism, but by a thirst for revenge considering what was perceived as the Japaneses’ treacherous attack on December 7, 1941. The fighting across the Pacific and East Asia would mirror to some degree the barbarity of the fighting on the Eastern Front, though it was far less ideologically driven and far more defined by race. Propaganda was ramped up as the war escalated in the Pacific and East Asia, spurring genocidal Japanese repression of occupied populations, brutal treatment of military prisoners, and a fanatical defense of its territory as the Allies fought to recapture lost territory and invade the Home Islands. The bloodletting would escalate a no-holds-barred attitude by the United States and the allies to defeating the Japanese. No weapon or method of fighting would be taken off the table if it brought unconditional surrender.


The US military had for many years drafted a strategy to achieve victory in the Pacific should a war with Japan come about—primarily led by the planners of the US Navy to develop “War Plan Orange.” The concept was to achieve a decisive naval battle to destroy the Imperial Japanese Navy, to be followed by a naval blockade to bring the country to its knees. This plan had been drawn up as far back as the beginning of the twentieth century, after Japan’s naval victory over the Russian tsar’s fleet at Tsushima in May 1905. Over the ensuing decades, this plan had been incorporated into the United States Joint Chiefs strategy of fighting in multiple conflicts simultaneously: “Rainbow” plans.22 The United States’ actual strategy for fighting World War II would be distilled in “Rainbow 5”: Countering the threat of a two-ocean war against multiple enemies, the United States would be allied with Britain and France to launch offensive operations by its forces in Europe, Africa, or both. Ideally, as the Roosevelt administration was aware, the United States did not want to fight such a dual-theater war, and given a choice, it would be going eastward to Asia. As the military historian Professor Tami Davis Biddle summarized:


“I think there was a strong sense that American isolationists were not isolationist towards the Pacific. They were rather gung ho about wanting to control the Pacific and the trade routes. Roosevelt didn’t have to . . . make hard arguments about why it was important to have a large US Navy that could go into Asian waters. But I think it’s important to say that no one in the US military was anxious to be in a two-front war, and we were really hoping to be able to just kind of push the probable future conflict with Japan down the road a bit.”23


Within the framework of Rainbow 5 was a three-phase strategy to win a decisive war against Japan. Phase One envisaged the United States losing possessions to Japanese forces in the Pacific (which after the attack on Pearl Harbor would become a reality). Phase Two outlined the American counterattack by naval and army forces, which would sever and isolate Japanese lines of supply and communication. Finally, Phase Three would enforce a naval blockade of Japanese ports, the sinking of their mercantile fleet, and the bombardment of their coastal cities. This final phase made sense when measured against Japan’s lack of natural resources and dependence on food imports for its burgeoning population. As one can see, this was always a US Navy–led strategy. American military planners would be forced to allow airpower into the equation after Pearl Harbor.


As early as 1940, to compound Japan’s primary weakness of reliance on her seaborne trade routes to keep her going, the US military had pinpointed the country’s infrastructural Achilles’ heel. That September, Lieutenant Commander Henri Smith-Hutton, then the US naval attaché to Tokyo, reported back to his superiors that Japan’s “firefighting facilities were woefully inadequate. Incendiary bombs sowed widely over an area of Japanese cities would result in the destruction of [a] major portion of the cities.”24


It was a prophetic statement.


The war drove rapid innovation in aircraft design, technology, and the ordnance it could deliver upon the enemy. The culmination of such a policy (not just for the United States but for Great Britain, too) was the heavy bomber and the mass destruction it unleashed, whether through incendiary bombs or the atomic bomb. As The Hiroshima Men will detail, the prewar article of faith of how to defeat the enemy by targeting his industrial capacity to make war was ramped up, especially in Washington, DC. The result would be a speedier end to the fighting, but as Horatio Bond concludes in Fire and the Air War, the devastation that American bombers rained down on Japan was catastrophic:


“If one needs to be reminded that civilians were the real sufferers, he need only recall that the number of Japanese civilian casualties in the Japanese Homeland, inflicted entirely by your air force during a six-month period, was nearly twice the Japanese military casualties inflicted on our combined Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines during a 45-month period.”25


The American technology that produced a variety of four-engine, long-range bombers, and the deadly payloads of incendiary and high-explosive cannisters they would carry, reduced wide swaths of Japanese and German cities to rubble and ashes. As a microcosm of her industrial strength, more than two million American workers enlisted into the country’s aircraft industry. Aircraft plants in Seattle, San Diego, Wichita, and Willow Run would turn out almost three hundred thousand airplanes between 1940 and 1945.26 It would be the arrival into the war of the B-29 Superfortress that would fulfill the government and military’s stated aim of forcing unconditional surrender on Japan.


Arguably the greatest weapon of the Second World War, the bomber pushed the frontiers of design, engineering, and technology in rapid time. As Jacob Vander Meulen summarizes in his excellent book Building the B-29, it was the vehicle from which the United States would deliver the knockout blow in indiscriminately firebombing the Japanese population in 1945.


“To take a 1945 military accountant’s view of ‘total war,’ the B-29 program against Japan paid off brutally but handsomely. Taking the costs of bombing Japan with B-29s as a whole comparing then with the estimate of the total damage they caused produced the following: To drop one ton of bombs on Japan required 3.4 years of work by one American man or woman. To undo the damage one ton of bombs, a man and woman in Japan would have to work for 50 years.”27


Yet despite this wholesale destruction, the Japanese leadership would finally submit only once an even more destructive force was unleashed, which would change the postwar world forever and which we are living with today.


Before these aircraft could unleash their firepower on the Japanese Home Islands, American forces and her allies would need to fight their way, step by bloody step, across the South and Central Pacific to get within striking distance. This would entail three and a half years of savage combat as the United States Navy, Marines, and Army28 ground down the Japanese defensive perimeter while systematically destroying the Japanese merchant fleet, isolating the country from vital economic resources to continue the war and starving its population. The battles for Guadalcanal, New Guinea, Tarawa, the Marianas Islands, and Iwo Jima, culminating in the pivotal capture of Okinawa, inflicted devastating casualties on the enemy. Such was the level of Japanese fanaticism, the destruction inflicted by waves of kamikaze aircraft and mass suicides of the civilian population, that their dehumanization in the American and Allied press was reinforced. Media reports of their tactics had already hardened public opinion before the attack on Pearl Harbor. Once hostilities in the Pacific commenced, early reports of Japanese brutality against captured Allied forces and civilians in Singapore, Hong Kong, the Philippines, and Burma only served to weaponize Western bias. The stigma of taking civilian lives vanished during the Second World War, with all sides unconstrained in their targeting of them. For the United States, this unwritten policy would evolve into weapons of mass destruction being used for the first time to end the war in the Pacific.


The two atomic bombs—the uranium-made Little Boy and the plutonium Fat Man—dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, respectively, brought a brutal conflict to a sudden end on August 15. President Truman’s announcement caught most Americans by surprise when they believed the fighting would last considerably longer and entail significantly more losses. The Japanese empire’s acceptance of unconditional surrender was a unique moment in history. Despite having close to two and a half million troops in readiness, a civilian population of millions conditioned to fight to the death, and thousands of kamikaze naval and air units prepared to inflict maximum casualties on the American invaders, they chose to surrender. It was the only time in modern history that a major industrial nation chose to do this without a single enemy soldier occupying its territory.


According to a November 30, 1945, Fortune survey, 17 percent of those Americans polled thought the bomb shortened the war by two to five months; 35.6 percent said from six months to a year; and 17.6 percent declared that without the bomb, the war would have lasted over a year.29 The poll further indicated that 8.4 percent believed the bomb did not shorten the war at all, while 9.9 percent said it shortened the war by one month or less. But the initial feel-good effect the use of the bomb brought to an American public relieved the war was over would dissipate a year later thanks to John Hersey.


The atomic attack on Hiroshima marked the culmination of a new and terrifying way of humanity waging war within the prewar agreements drawn up in the Geneva Convention. In both the European and Pacific theaters, “total war” targeted civilian populations deemed as being on the front line. But whereas cities might be destroyed through traditional means of both artillery and aerial strikes, that could take days, weeks, and months of urban combat. The cities of Nanking in eastern China, Stalingrad in southern Russia, and Manila in the Philippines—all witnessed bloody fighting that drew in civilian populations and inflicted hundreds of thousands of casualties. Although in many cases these deaths would be called atrocities, one might argue they were achieved through traditional or acceptable methods—whether by bomb, shell, bullet, or bayonet.


For their respective populations, the harsh reprisals for Germany’s surprise attack on the Soviet Union and Japan’s on Pearl Harbor were justified. Hitler’s armies inflicted almost twenty million civilian casualties as they overran and destroyed approximately seventy-eight thousand cities, towns, and villages. Their ideological war of extermination would be repaid in full by Joseph Stalin’s Red Army as its armored forces battered their way into Central Europe, culminating in the mass rape of women as they captured Berlin. To an American audience, the Japanese were no better, if not worse. Across the Pacific and mainland China, Emperor Hirohito’s forces had employed an almost medieval capacity for rape, murder, savagery, and destruction. Men, women, and children were indiscriminately killed by the countless millions driven by a racist Japanese ideology of supremacy.


The underlying message from Allied media was to portray the conflict as akin to a “holy war” against the “Jap.”30 As US naval and army units battled their way toward mainland Japan, racial undertones would become more explicit as the fighting intensified and enemy tactics became suicidally ferocious. Allied mass media portrayed their opponent as a bucktoothed savage, striking out of the shadows, showing little mercy to those it captured. Their demonization began on the front line, with reports of American troops taking trophies of enemy skulls, teeth, and bones, as well as mailing them back home to family and friends. Even President Roosevelt was given a trophy of a letter opener made from a Japanese soldier’s arm.31 Militarily, US forces realized that nothing was off the table in terms of waging and winning the war.32


The use of incendiary bombs and napalm during the Second World War sped up the rate of destruction and death, which I will argue paved the way, or morally prepared the United States and her allies, to push the envelope further in what was scientifically possible to quicken victory, no matter the cost in human life.33 The apocalyptic destruction inflicted upon Hiroshima one sunny morning occurred in the blink of an eye, instantly killing over eighty thousand men, women, and children and leaving tens of thousands more to endure slow deaths from radiation poisoning. Consequently, every day since August 5, 1945, the repercussions and fears of what a nuclear global conflict might do to our world are still being examined and discussed.


The Hiroshima Men will reflect the personal experiences of key figures during the decade of 1936–46, as well as analyzing the experiences of diverse characters from science, politics, the military, and the media whose lives were inextricably linked by what happened before, during, and after the dropping of the world’s first atomic bomb. All these men would be intimately involved with either the air war over Japan, the development of the world’s first atomic weapon, its detonation over the Japanese city, or the subsequent postwar revelation of what its true cost to humanity might be. This story is based not only on archive research, but on access to unpublished family papers, the thoughts of a range of experts and writers, and some unique, heartrending eyewitness interviews recorded in the United States and Japan. It will navigate a journey across continents, secret government meetings, breakthroughs in engineering, design, science laboratories, and test sites amid a global war. All these paths would lead to Hiroshima.


This is that story.










Part I




THE RACE FOR URANIUM











Chapter One



FISSION




atom


/ˈatəm/


noun


1. the smallest particle of a chemical element that can exist.


OXFORD DICTIONARY





Fission, the basis for any atomic bomb, which had been actively sought after for almost fifty years, was finally discovered, by accident, at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Chemistry in Berlin. Otto Hahn1 and Fritz Strassman’s research paper, published in December 1938, finally identified uranium-235 (U-235) as the key element that needed to be cultivated and enriched to create nuclear fission powerful enough to be used as a revolutionary energy source.


Uranium (the heaviest naturally occurring element in the periodic table) was so atomically fragile that if a neutron was fired at it, it would break up like a drop of water hitting the surface. More significantly, each uranium atom would break into two further neutrons, which in turn would strike more nuclei, thus creating a chain reaction in a process called “fission.” This released a billion times more energy than a conventional chemical reaction. The result of their experiment proved that Albert Einstein’s E=mc2 equation was achievable. By breaking up the uranium nuclei, the loss of its mass from the splitting process would convert into kinetic energy, which could in turn be converted into heat. But it also, as a by-product, gave off more neutrons.


Hahn and Strassmann also concluded that the energy released when fission occurred in uranium caused several neutrons to “boil off,” that is, break off into two main fragments as they flew apart. The German physicists wondered, given the right set of circumstances, could these secondary neutrons collide with yet more atoms and so release more neutrons? If they did, then the process would repeat ad nauseam, releasing more energy. Beginning with a single uranium nucleus, fission could not only produce significant amounts of energy but could also lead to a reaction creating ever-increasing energy, ultimately resulting in a chain reaction. Therefore, it was logical to assume that a controlled, self-sustaining reaction would generate heat, which, if allowed to go unchecked, would explode.


Hahn and Strassmann’s findings were tested and reviewed by Hanh’s former colleague Lise Meitner, a Jewish physicist who had fled Nazi Germany and was based in Sweden. Together with her nephew Otto Frisch, they confirmed what the German scientists had stumbled upon. The startling news spread rapidly throughout the scientific community. Their discovery had been years in the making. Many physicists around the world had researched the theory for years, among them James Chadwick, who had discovered the neutron at the Cavendish Laboratory at Cambridge University in February 1932, the Italian physicist Enrico Fermi, and the Hungarian Leo Szilard, who had conceived the theory of a chain reaction while crossing a London street in 1933. Many other scientists had come up with partial ideas and theories that explained segments of what Hahn and Strassmann had discovered.


Meitner and Frisch informed the great Danish physicist Niels Bohr, one of the world’s great theoreticians, who since 1933 had helped scientists who were either Jewish or political opponents of the Nazis flee the country and set up in New York and elsewhere. Bohr confirmed the validity of the findings while sailing to New York City, arriving on January 16, 1939. Ten days later Bohr, accompanied by Enrico Fermi, whose own research five years previously had put him on the same track, traveled to Washington, DC, to present the news to an audience of European émigré scientists and members of the American scientific community. The news dominated the nuclear physics community, made more ominous as war loomed in Europe.


American scientists and university faculties worked closely with both Fermi and Bohr to build on the work Hahn and Strassmann had published. Bohr would focus on the theory of fission, while Fermi and Szilard, now working at Columbia University in New York, investigated with an American team the possibility of producing a nuclear chain reaction. By March 1940, American scientists had demonstrated conclusively that uranium-235 would fission with slow neutrons, not the more abundant uranium-238. The former was reactive, while the latter was docile. To make a modern-day analogy, it would be as if the Covid virus (neutron) struck and U-238 was the vaccinated host (i.e., no reaction), while the U-235 host would suffer a serious reaction that became more volatile if allowed to multiply. For a chain reaction to work using U-235, one would need a great deal of it. Bohr concluded so much effort would be required in terms of facilities required, a suitably trained workforce, huge amounts of natural uranium, and money to finance it all, building a bomb was simply not possible or worth the effort. The British chemist Sir Henry Tizard, the chairman of the Committee for the Scientific Survey of Air Warfare (CSSAW), analyzed the same scenario as Bohr and concluded to the British military that the chances of success were a hundred thousand to one.2


Despite the pessimism about success, the possibility of an atomic explosion still scared both European and American scientists alike, primarily because of Adolf Hitler. Europe looked to be plunging back into war within a matter of weeks. Germany was now threatening Poland, with Britain and France guaranteeing her borders. Émigré physicists living in the States, such as Fermi and Szilard, and his fellow Hungarian Jews, Eugene Wigner and Edward Teller, were adamant that the normal process of free-flowing communication within the science world now had to stop. They convinced most within the American and British scientific community to voluntarily withhold future publication of information that might aid a Nazi atomic bomb program. Not until late 1940, when European scientists had succeeded in enlisting government interest and support, did publication on nuclear research generally cease.


By then, two more European refugees, who had washed up on the shores of Great Britain, would shine a light on how to take a nuclear bomb off the mathematics blackboard and turn it into a reality.










Chapter Two



CONVINCING THE COMMANDER IN CHIEF




I am therefore addressing this urgent appeal to every Government, which may be engaged in hostilities, publicly to affirm its determination that its armed forces shall in no event and under no circumstances undertake bombardment from the air of civilian populations or unfortified cities. . . .1


PRESIDENT FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT2





October 11, 1939


What was keeping him?


Dr. Alexander Sachs had been pacing the same line along the carpet of the White House’s State Dining Room for over an hour waiting to be called in to see the president since he had arrived at 7 a.m. The ex–investment banker had now worked in Franklin Roosevelt’s National Recovery Administration for three years, met with him many times, and overseen key components of his boss’s campaign to get the American economy back on track. Roosevelt, Sachs knew, respected and admired his capacity to handle big briefs, come up with answers, and get the job done. Yet here he was, pacing outside the Family Dining Room, working himself up into a state of panic, wishing yet not wanting to make a final plea to his president to listen to his concerns.


The fear that had kept him up all the previous night in his bed at the Carlton Hotel was still palpable. White House servants watched him warily, wondering what was causing this usually calm official to be acting so out of character. Oblivious to the onlookers, Sachs clasped his hands together again around the bulging manila envelope, staring up at the ceiling, almost speaking out loud as he rehearsed the lines he would say, slowly pacing up and down, up and down.


The previous meeting with the president the day before had not gone well. Sachs knew he had faltered in not arguing his case coherently and speedily enough. Roosevelt was known not to suffer fools, nor would he patiently sit through monotone seminars from his officials when there was work to be done and decisions to be made and a pile of paperwork stacked in his in tray to sign. But this issue needed to be fully aired and a decision made, Sachs knew, and he was thus determined to deliver a full report on a matter of national security—the threat to the country of a devastating new discovery that, if turned into a weapon, could theoretically destroy whole cities. This had been the message dictated to him by men far more aware of the danger than himself, one of whom was a world-renowned physicist who had brought news of worrying events in Germany.


The race to rearm had been well underway across Europe since the middle of the 1930s. As the decade now ended, Western Europe teetered on the brink as Hitler’s forces stormed eastward into Poland on September 1, with Britain and France declaring war two days later. Hitler’s allies in the Tripartite Pact, Italy and Japan, watched and waited, while the Soviet Union, cosignatory of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact, supplied Hitler’s armored columns and took a chunk of eastern Poland in the bargain. The United States, still attached to isolationism, clung to its neutrality. Arguments raged in both the US Congress and Senate as to which side to show leniency to without being dragged into the cauldron. The news Alexander Sachs was about to deliver to his president, at the second time of asking, would ramp up the stakes even more.


The door swung open as a worried face familiar to Sachs stared intently back at him. Roosevelt’s chief of staff, Harry Hopkins, was of similar age and build to Sachs, had the same receding hairline, and liked to dress in the same style of three-piece gray wool suits. The men were on familiar terms with each other, but there was no bonhomie that morning. Hopkins was still irked by Sachs’s lackluster performance the day before. After much lobbying, he had carefully orchestrated his colleague’s meeting with the president. Alas, Sachs’s delivery had bordered on the comical as he stumbled through his words and looked like a man drowning in his brief until Roosevelt had simply lost patience and ended the meeting. Once Hopkins was alone with the president, Roosevelt admonished him for suggesting the meeting in the first place. As Hopkins’s pallor whitened (his stomach cancer had been increasing in severity lately), Roosevelt eased off, mindful not to push him too hard. It was then that Sachs’s head reappeared around the Oval Office door requesting to return the next morning and complete his presentation. He reminded both men that what he had to say was of national importance. Having vented his frustration, and with Hopkins remaining silent, Roosevelt nodded in acquiescence. Now the White House chief of staff ushered Sachs into the dining room, closed the door, and left him alone with the most powerful man in the world.


Roosevelt was sitting in his wheelchair by a dining table laid elaborately for one, ready to take breakfast. A steward stood beside him, a steaming silver jug in his white-gloved hands, ready to serve the president his morning coffee.


“What bright idea have you got now?” Roosevelt asked as he wafted his napkin across his lap. “How much time would you like to explain it today?”


It was sarcastic, but not brutal enough for Sachs to turn tail and walk out. He had waited many weeks to deliver this message.


“This won’t take long, Mr. President.”


Sachs moved toward the dining table, took the padded manila envelope from under his arm, and deftly placed it at the edge of the dining table, within easy reach of Roosevelt’s grasp. The president picked it up and slowly read through the two-page letter and several pages of statistics and analysis that he knew had been signed off on by a man he knew to be a genius in his field—Albert Einstein.


The letter, though written months before, still commanded attention. Einstein and his fellow physicists, in two succinct pages, set out the danger the United States was now facing: their enemies, primarily the Nazis, had perfected the process of enriching uranium to create Uranium-235, an incredibly powerful source of energy that might soon enable them to create a superweapon—a bomb capable of immense destruction. The administration needed to take the threat seriously and step up to the challenge. The country had the people and technology to win this arms race, but it must act now. The president needed to set up a department to turn this theory into reality. There was still time.
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