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For Rachel and Evie

—E. S.



Foreword by D. Watkins

I thought I hated history.

That idea makes me cringe. What makes me cringe even more is that I know thousands of children in this country probably feel the same way because of the way we were educated. I’m Black. I grew up in Baltimore, which is a Black city. I attended Black schools where the history of all Americans wasn’t properly taught or acknowledged.

For example, this is how Black history was taught back when I was coming up: We started as slaves, and then Lincoln freed us, so that Rosa Parks could sit and then get kicked out the “white only” section of a bus, which made Dr. King march, and then Michael Jackson moonwalked on TV, setting up Michael Jordan for the free throw dunk that ended racism.

The few Black accomplishments mentioned are sparsely sprinkled throughout twelve years of schooling that beat you over the head with a curriculum about how Christopher Columbus discovered America, even though people were already there, the brave earlier settlers, and how amazing the Founding Fathers were. Some students bought into the rhetoric and even grew to be mildly patriotic, mainly because our teachers always forgot to explain how racist the Founding Fathers were whom they praised. I’m sure our classes would have been a lot more interesting if we knew what our Founders really thought about people of color. A few examples in their own words:

• “[Indians and wolves are] both being beasts of prey tho’ they differ in shape.”

—George Washington

• “[Blacks are] inhabitants, but as debased by servitude below the equal level of free inhabitants, which regards the slave as divested of two-fifths of the man.”

—James Madison

• “Blacks smelled bad and were physically unattractive, required less sleep, were dumb, cowardly and incapable of feeling grief, advance it therefore as a suspicion only; that blacks whether originally a distinct race or made distinct by time and circumstances are inferior to the whites in the endowments of body and mind.”

—Thomas Jefferson

Our current system and culture allows these guys to be heroes. Many public schools don’t dive that deep into history, so I never got to learn about the toxic racism of people like James Madison and Thomas Jefferson. The same system also never taught me that enslaved Africans and African Americans went on to become just as, if not more, important than the Founders. My people have done so much for this country, only to be reduced to mere footnotes on the heel of history. That’s why so many of us thought the subject wasn’t important. Luckily, rap music exposed us to heroic figures like Malcom X, Angela Davis, Assata Shakur, and the Black Panthers, challenging many listeners to do our own research and learn what this country is truly about.

The Untold History of the United States teaches lessons, as the title implies, that have not been so much “untold” as “untaught.” America has a funny way of muffling important parts of our country’s development—important figures and events that all citizens and prospective citizens need to know about. I could have benefited tremendously from this series when I was a child. It would have given me a better understanding of my country; how it began and how it still operates. We had nothing like this growing up, but I’m thankful that we have this tool to pass on now.

Had I read books like this when I was in school, I might have learned that America would not be America without Black people and how free slave labor allowed this country to rise to power. I might have learned about how Blacks were used as guinea pigs in experiments that led to many of the advancements in modern medicine. Or about how for years, ignorant people have run home on the weekends to watch their favorite Negroes score touchdowns and dunk basketballs without knowing or caring much for their history of oppression.

America needed people like me. I never knew it. Only years later, after reading and studying history, did I learn that without my people there would be no Elvis, Beatles, or Beach Boys, since they stole and mimicked Black music. Then there’s the traffic light, potato chips, the gas mask, the mailbox, the blood bank, the carbon filament for light bulbs, the pacemaker control unit, the fireproof safe, the telegraph, the home video game console, the imaging X-ray spectrometer, mobile refrigeration, the elevator, the mop, the almanac, the car phone, ice cream, the lawn mower, the fire extinguisher, the ironing board, and air-conditioning units—all of which wouldn’t exist without African Americans. The list goes on and on. When I discovered these secrets, I felt different. I realized that I didn’t hate history at all because I was included. My people were a part of the story.

Winston Churchill said, “History is written by the victors.” And for too long those powerful victors have been snuffing out our history. This volume speaks truth to their power and goes far beyond, giving voice to all of us who were impacted by the Cold War’s oppressive policies and culture. It is a model for how our history should be written in these uncertain and perilous times.

•  •  •

D. Watkins is an editor at large for Salon. He is also a professor at the University of Baltimore and founder of the BMORE Writers Project. Watkins is the author of the New York Times bestsellers The Beast Side: Living (and Dying) While Black in America and The Cook Up: A Crack Rock Memoir.



Introduction

In 1945, the world changed dramatically. With the end of World War II, the bloodiest war in human history, people around the world reflected on new realities. The war had claimed at least 60 million lives, left much of Europe and Asia in tatters, and forever changed the global balance of power. Twenty-seven million perished in the Soviet Union alone and well over 10 million in China. While Europeans and Asians dug out of the rubble and struggled to repair unimaginable physical, psychological, and social wounds, Americans buried 415,000 soldiers and pondered their country’s new role as a global superpower. How would the United States handle the grave responsibilities associated with that new role? And how would Americans grapple with the burden of being the first country in history to use atomic weapons?

At the time, Americans were divided between two fundamentally different visions of the role the United States should play in the postwar world. Some Americans believed in US hegemony—that is, they believed the United States should lead and dominate the world. Henry Luce, the wealthy publisher of Time, Life, and Fortune magazines, was one of those Americans. He called the twentieth century the “American Century.”

In 1941, Luce wrote, “We must accept whole-heartedly our duty and our opportunity as the most powerful and vital nation in the world, and in consequence to exert upon the world the full impact of our new influence, for such purposes as we see fit and by such means we see fit.”

President Franklin Roosevelt’s former vice president Henry Wallace, who served as President Harry Truman’s secretary of commerce until Truman fired him in September 1946, sharply disagreed with Luce. In 1942, he spoke out against Luce’s nationalist vision: “No nation will have the God-given right to exploit other nations,” Wallace declared. “There must be neither military nor economic imperialism.”

Many Americans agreed with Wallace. They shared his utopian vision for a “Century of the Common Man.” They didn’t believe that one nation should dominate the world. They believed in independence, freedom, equality, and peaceful coexistence for all people, regardless of nationality. They also believed that an international body should control and soon abolish atomic weapons so that they would never again be used.

On September 2, 1945, Japan formally surrendered to the Allied forces on the deck of the USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay. Americans cheered Japan’s surrender. Headlines blared the news. PEACE! IT’S OVER! screamed the Charlotte Observer. The Saipan Beacon announced, JAPS QUIT—WAR ENDS! Ticker-tape parades cascaded down the avenues of American cities. Bells tolled and music played as people danced in the streets.

In the middle of New York City’s Times Square, a jubilant sailor dipped a young nurse into a kiss. “You can imagine how people felt,” recalled the nurse, Edith Shain, sixty years later. “They were just elated. Someone grabbed me and kissed me, and I let him because he fought for his country.”

All of the excitement, though, masked a strange pall hanging over the nation. Thoughts of the burned-out ruins of Hiroshima and Nagasaki had become seared in people’s minds. Many wondered what the next war might look like now that humans had developed and unleashed atomic power. They were concerned that other countries might build similar weapons and use them against the United States. CBS newsman Edward R. Murrow observed, “Seldom, if ever, has a war ended leaving the victors with such a sense of uncertainty and fear, with such a realization that the future is obscure and that survival is not assured.” In such an uncertain world, at such a crucial time, would Henry Luce’s vision for American dominance of the world win out? Or would the world heed Henry Wallace’s call for international cooperation and peaceful coexistence?


The Cold War


When President Roosevelt died on April 12, 1945, tension and distrust that had existed between the United States and the Soviet Union before World War II reemerged. During the war, Roosevelt had been committed to a friendly relationship between the two countries. Now, President Truman’s decision to drop atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki convinced Soviet premier Joseph Stalin that the United States would do anything to get its way. The Soviet Union then sped up the construction of its own atomic bombs. The race to build bigger and more powerful nuclear weapons became known as the “nuclear arms race.”

From 1945 to 1991, both the United States and the Soviet Union convinced, coerced, or bullied other countries to join sides. They spied on each other, supported and paid for wars against their enemies, and threatened each other repeatedly with nuclear war. This period, the most dangerous in human history, became known as the “Cold War.”

This book is about the Cold War. But the story that it tells is very different from what you might read in a typical American history textbook. Most textbooks explain that the Cold War was a struggle between the United States, with its system of free-market capitalism, and the Soviet Union, with its system of communism. This is certainly true, but it doesn’t come close to telling the whole story. Decisions made and actions taken by the United States and the Soviet Union between 1945 and 1962 forever altered the world in which we all live. Those decisions impacted people’s lives from the centers of Moscow and Washington, DC, to the farthest reaches of the globe. Countries, cities, communities, villages, and tiny islands forever changed as a result of the Cold War.

Some textbooks focus only on the political conflicts between the two nations while glossing over the impact that the Cold War had on ordinary men, women, and children. This book tells their stories. It focuses specifically on how the decisions made by the United States during the Cold War impacted people’s lives around the world. How did decisions made in Washington change the ways children played, the ways families lived, and the ways people interacted with one another across the globe?

To be sure, the Soviet Union also ruthlessly imposed its will upon Eastern Europe throughout the Cold War. Those accounts have been written about in many other books, and we encourage you to read them. One of the most important lessons we hope you will learn from this book is that in order to even begin to understand history, we should understand as many different perspectives as we can.

During the Cold War, the United States was responsible for contaminating remote Pacific islands with radiation from nuclear testing. It supported dictatorships that grievously oppressed their citizens. It waged wars against its communist foes. It transferred vast amounts of wealth from the poor of the earth to the rich. It also planned and attempted assassinations against leaders like Cuba’s Fidel Castro, who stood firmly in the way of American objectives. Were those decisions the best ones that could have been made?

By 1962, the United States and the Soviet Union and the rest of the world came to the utter brink of nuclear war during the Cuban Missile Crisis—a confrontation that included what historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. called “the most dangerous moment in human history.” If leaders had made different decisions between 1945 and 1962—if they had made an effort to understand and empathize with their adversaries—might the world have avoided that most dangerous of moments?

This book prompts us all to ask many hard questions about the actions taken in our names and the decisions made by the elected officials of prior generations. Armed with knowledge about those leaders and their actions, along with stories of how those in prior generations resisted destructive behaviors and sought to make a better world, young Americans can correct the mistakes of the past and create a more peaceful, equitable future for all.

•  •  •

Note: This book is roughly chronological. It runs from 1945 to 1962. However, so that we can tell these stories thoroughly, you will notice that at some points the narrative seems to go “back in time” to other periods before 1945. This approach allows us to explore how people and ideas evolve over many years.
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PART ONE


Atomic Fallout




1


Hiroshima: Imagination and Reality

When Americans found out that the United States had dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945, many recoiled in horror. Others made light of the atomic bomb and its destructive power. Since photos and film footage from Hiroshima were still censored by the government, most Americans could not visualize the destruction that atomic bombs could do. As American cities had never been bombed, it was incredibly difficult for people to imagine what such devastation would look like. Americans read newspaper stories that described the bomb as the biggest ever dropped, more powerful than 20,000 tons of TNT.

Without actual photos depicting the damage at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, comedians, journalists, artists, and even bartenders let their imaginations run wild. Referring to Hiroshima, one radio announcer remarked that after the atomic bomb, the city “looked like Ebbets Field after a game between the Giants and the Dodgers.” Bartenders in Washington, DC, invented the “Atomic Cocktail,” an incredibly strong green-tinted drink that went “boom” when you drank it. General Mills sold “Atomic ‘Bomb’ Rings” for a breakfast cereal box top and fifteen cents. Ads for the rings urged people to “look into the ‘sealed atom chamber’ in ‘the gleaming aluminum warhead . . . [and] see genuine atoms SPLIT to smithereens!’ ”1 General Mills was bombarded with orders from 750,000 kids. Atomic pistols, atomic robots, atomic chemistry sets, uranium board games, PEZ candy space guns, and model nuclear reactors lined toy store shelves across the country.2 Royal Tot Manufacturing Company of New York produced a “safe, harmless, cap shooting, giant atomic bomb.” Children could buy just one bomb or an entire arsenal.3

Influenced by toy companies, radio shows, and conversations at the dinner table, kids across the country played atomic cops and robbers, pretended they were pilots of atomic spaceships, played atomic arcade games, and threw radioactive snowballs at their friends. At the playground in New York’s Washington Square, Life magazine observed that children were making up new atomic games:

We watched a military man of seven or eight [years old] climb onto a seesaw, gather a number of his staff officers around him, and explain the changed situation. “Look,” he said, “I’m an atomic bomb. I just go ‘boom.’ Once. Like this.” He raised his arms, puffed out his cheeks, jumped down from the seesaw, and went “Boom!” Then he led his army away, leaving Manhattan in ruins behind them.

While the kids played, their parents worried. A distressed mother in Pelham Manor, New York, wrote a letter to radio commentator H. V. Kaltenborn:

Since [Hiroshima] I have hardly been able to smile, the future seems so utterly grim for our two boys. Most of the time I have been in tears or near-tears, and fleeting but torturing regrets that I have brought children into the world to face such a dreadful thing as this have shivered through me. It seems that it will be for them all their lives like living on a keg of dynamite which may go off at any moment, and which undoubtedly will go off before their lives have progressed very far.4

As many in the United States wondered and fretted about what it might be like to experience an atomic blast, those in Hiroshima and Nagasaki were living through an actual nuclear nightmare. Americans were about to learn much more about that hell.


John Hersey’s Hiroshima


Subscribers to New Yorker magazine woke up on Saturday morning, August 31, 1946, to find in their mailboxes what would become the twentieth century’s most important work of journalism. The cover illustration featured the delights of everyday life: people strolling through a beautiful park, a relaxing game of badminton, swimmers splashing in a lake while others danced on the beach.5 But it masked the painful truths inside, revealed in just one long article simply titled “Hiroshima.”

The article’s young author, John Hersey, was born in Tianjin (formerly known as Tientsin), China, to missionary parents who worked for the YMCA. He learned Chinese before he learned English. In 1924, Hersey moved with his family back to the United States, and they settled in Briarcliff Manor, New York. After graduating from Yale and traveling to study at Clare College in England, he was sure he wanted to be a journalist.
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John Hersey, Pulitzer Prize–winning investigative journalist and author of Hiroshima.



Eight years of working with talented authors like the legendary Sinclair Lewis made Hersey an incredibly gifted writer. He wrote extensively about World War II as it unfolded for Time and Life magazines, and he won a Pulitzer Prize in 1945 for his novel A Bell for Adano. Hersey had realized his dream, to become a well-respected journalist and write stories that would change the world. Now, he would tackle Hiroshima for the New Yorker.

In August 1946, when Hersey’s Hiroshima was published, most Americans still could not relate to the horrors that the Japanese had faced just a year earlier. Hersey decided that his role as a journalist was to tell the whole story about what really happened there in a steady, matter-of-fact way. Recalling the detailed research Lewis had conducted on each of his characters, Hersey knew that his writing would be much more powerful if it described what happened to the actual victims. What did Hiroshima look like through their eyes?


August 6, 1945


Hersey spent three months in the devastated city listening, learning, and observing. He saw people’s shadows permanently emblazoned on concrete by the blast. He visited hospitals and interviewed doctors and nurses who had seen the most horrific injuries. He talked to children who were dying of leukemia and other radiation-related diseases. Hersey admitted that while he was there, he was “terrified all the time. If I felt [terrified] coming there eight months later, what must the feelings of the people who were there at the time have been?”6 Gazing out over the Ota River, Hersey wondered: How could one bomb possibly cause such unimaginable death and destruction?
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This map shows the horrific destruction caused by the atomic bomb in Hiroshima. The bomb detonated directly above the city’s center, igniting a firestorm that extended roughly 1.5 miles in every direction.



After interviewing close to forty survivors, Hersey chose to write about six of them: Miss Toshiko Sasaki, a secretary at the East Asia Tin Works; Masakazu Fujii and Terufumi Sasaki, two doctors; Father William Kleinsorge, a German priest; Mrs. Hatsuyo Nakamura, a seamstress; and Kiyoshi Tanimoto, pastor of Hiroshima’s Methodist Church.7 His writing was as a journalist’s should be—sober, unemotional, and very detailed.

Hersey painstakingly described how each of his subjects experienced August 6, 1945. At 8:15 a.m., as Mrs. Nakamura gazed out her window at her neighbor’s house, suddenly:

Everything flashed whiter than any white she had ever seen. She did not notice what happened to the man next door; the reflex of a mother set her in motion toward her children. She had taken a single step . . . 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 Dr. Fujii read the morning paper on the front porch of his small hospital, he saw the atomic flash.

Startled, he began to rise to his feet. In that moment . . . the hospital leaned behind his rising and, with a terrible ripping noise, toppled into the river. The Doctor, still in the act of getting to his feet, was thrown forward and around and over; he was buffeted and gripped; he lost track of everything, because things were so speeded up; he felt the water.

Father Kleinsorge saw the atomic flash as he ate breakfast with the other priests in their mission. Stunned and confused, he “had time for [only] one thought: A bomb had fallen directly on us. Then, for a few seconds, he went out of his mind.”

He never knew how he got out of the house. The next things he was conscious of were that he was wandering around in the mission’s vegetable garden in his underwear, bleeding slightly from small cuts along his left flank; that all the buildings round about had fallen down except the Jesuits’ mission house, which had long before been braced and double-braced by a priest named Gropper, who was terrified of earthquakes; that the day had turned dark; and that Murata-san, the housekeeper, was nearby, crying over and over, “Shi Jesusu, awaremi tamai!” Our Lord Jesus, have pity on us.8

Hersey ended his article with the testimony of ten-year-old Toshio Nakamura:

“The day before the bomb, I went for a swim. In the morning, I was eating peanuts. I saw a light. I was knocked to little sister’s sleeping place. When we were saved, I could only see as far as the tram. My mother and I started to pack our things. The neighbors were walking around burned and bleeding. Hataya-san told me to run away with her. I said I wanted to wait for my mother. We went to the park. A whirlwind came. At night a gas tank burned and I saw the reflection in the river. We stayed in the park one night. Next day I went to Taiko Bridge and met my girl friends Kikuki and Murakami. They were looking for their mothers. But Kikuki’s mother was wounded and Murakami’s mother, alas, was dead.”

Once word got out about Hersey’s article, copies of the New Yorker flew off newsstand shelves. The ABC network broadcast it over the radio. For four straight nights, Americans sat in their living rooms and listened to the gut-wrenching stories narrated by Paul Robeson and three other prominent actors. Albert Einstein requested a thousand copies to share with his friends and colleagues. A college student wrote to the New Yorker, “I had never thought of the people in the bombed cities as individuals.”9


Sadako’s Cranes10


Over 200,000 individuals died when the United States dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Many more suffered long after from exposure to the devastating radiation. Sadako Sasaki was one of them.

Sadako was two years old in 1945 when the Enola Gay flew over Hiroshima. She grew up as the city struggled to rebuild. By 1955, Sadako had become an outgoing and creative twelve-year-old. She was very athletic—one of the strongest members of her school’s track team. She routinely won races against her classmates. On race days, she forgot about everything else and gave each race her all.
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Sadako.



One bitter cold day, Sadako was practicing sprints on the field behind the school. All of a sudden, a strange and disorienting sensation came over her. She fell to the grass, unable to move any further. A teacher ran over to help. Sadako tried to get back on her feet, but her legs would not support her body.

Her father took her to the Red Cross Hospital. Sadako’s whole family was there waiting for her. After the doctor examined her, he asked to speak to her parents in private. From outside the room, Sadako heard her mother’s anguished cry, “Leukemia! But that’s impossible!” Sadako covered her ears in denial. She couldn’t possibly have leukemia. She was perfectly healthy.

Over the next few months, Sadako became weaker and weaker. The radiation from the atomic bomb had caused her disease, which sapped all of her energy and caused terrible headaches. Her bones felt like they were knives, cutting her from within. Eventually, she was confined to her bed in the hospital.

One day, Sadako’s friend Chizuko visited her in the hospital. Chizuko was determined to cheer up her friend and make her feel better. She pulled a piece of origami paper out of her bag and began folding it again and again. Finally, Chizuko had contorted the single piece of paper into a beautiful crane. Sadako asked Chizuko how the crane was supposed to make her well again. Chizuko responded, “Don’t you remember that old story about the crane? It’s supposed to live for a thousand years. If a sick person folds one thousand paper cranes, the gods will grant her wish and make her healthy again.”

The two friends sat together on Sadako’s bed, folding crane after crane. Maybe, just maybe, the gods would listen and make her healthy again. At first, the cranes were uneven, but as the girls practiced, they became more and more precise. Chizuko lined up the cranes on a small table. Ultimately, they made so many that Sadako’s brother offered to hang them on strings from the ceiling.


Kokeshi


By July 1955, Sadako had made over 600 paper cranes. But she was not getting better. As she drifted in and out of sleep, she asked her parents, “When I die, will you put my favorite bean cakes on the altar for my spirit?” Her mother couldn’t answer. She just reached out and held her daughter’s hand. Her father insisted, “That will not happen for many, many years. Don’t give up now, Sadako chan. You have to make only a few hundred more cranes.”

In mid-October, Sadako couldn’t remember if it was day or night. She couldn’t talk, she could only listen. She heard her mother cry and desperately wanted to comfort her, but she could not seem to muster the strength. She tried to fold another crane, but her fingers couldn’t make the motions. Her doctor came in and told her, “It’s time to rest. You can make more birds tomorrow.” Seeing the hundreds of colorful paper cranes floating above her head gave her comfort. Sadako nodded and fell asleep.

Sadako passed away on October 25, 1955. She had made 644 cranes. Her friends folded another 356 and buried them with her. They gathered up Sadako’s journal entries and compiled them into a book called Kokeshi, which made its way around Japan. Children across the country read Sadako’s story and raised money to build a statue in her honor.
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In 1958, a statue of Sadako Sasaki was unveiled in Hiroshima’s Peace Memorial Park. Children across Japan raised money for its construction. Every year, people from around the world drape the statue in bands of paper cranes to remember Sadako and her bravery.



In 1958, three years after her death, the statue was erected in Hiroshima’s Peace Memorial Park. Today, Sadako stands proudly and strongly on a pinnacle of stone. In her hands is a wide golden crane, which she appears to be releasing into the world. Perhaps the world, sick with the disease of war, will learn from Sadako’s example. As countries raced to build bigger and more powerful nuclear weapons in history’s bloodiest century, how many more Sadakos would there be before people woke up to the terrible human consequences of war from the air?



2


Maiden Voyage1


Through such unimaginable pain and suffering, many in Hiroshima and Nagasaki believed that their lives would improve and their cities would emerge from the ashes of war.

On a hot and humid day in August 1953, a train pulled into Hiroshima station carrying Norman Cousins, an American journalist and antiwar activist. Waiting for him was Reverend Kiyoshi Tanimoto, one of the people John Hersey had spotlighted in the New Yorker. Since 1949, Tanimoto and Cousins had been writing letters back and forth about the people of Hiroshima and how they were coping with such an unimaginable situation.

Tanimoto earnestly grabbed his visitor’s bag and led Cousins to his hotel. On the way there, Tanimoto told Cousins about the “Hiroshima Maidens,” a group of sixty young women his church had been supporting since that fateful day eight years earlier.

Young children at the time of the bombing in 1945, the Maidens had all been badly burned, disfigured, or otherwise disabled by the atomic bomb’s blast and heat. As they grew into their preteen and teenage years, they became alienated from their peers who had not suffered such horrible injuries. Many people in Hiroshima and across Japan shunned and resented those with physical disabilities. While others their age were going out on dates and spending time with friends, the Maidens became lonelier and lonelier. Some of them even found it difficult to go outside during daylight hours for fear of being judged or ridiculed. Though some of them had part-time jobs, most of them spent the majority of their time at home.
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This girl sits at her school desk in July 1946. She will bear the scars of the atom bombing of Hiroshima as long as she lives.



The young women found friends in one another. They laughed together, dreamed together, confided in one another. They fantasized about being born into a world with no war, a world that did not have the capability to cause such human anguish. They thought wistfully about what it might be like to have their skin swept clean of deformities once again.

At Nagarekawa Church, Reverend Tanimoto gave the Maidens a space free from all of the anxiety and the pain of the outside world. The building itself was a small structure made out of brick and cement plaster. It had suffered great blast damage from the bomb. Tanimoto worked with his parishioners for years to rebuild it. As for so many other construction projects under way across the city, the goal was to rebuild the church stronger and safer than before. A new city’s spirit of hopefulness rose from the ashes.


Doctors’ Donations


Cousins accompanied Tanimoto to Nagarekawa. They walked through the church’s simple wood doors, descended a flight of stairs, and entered a large basement multipurpose room. Waiting for them on rows of wooden benches were the Maidens, who had been anticipating the American journalist’s visit with conflicted emotions. Most of them had never met an American before. What would he be like? Why was he coming to visit them? Were all Americans as vicious as the ones who had dropped the bomb on their city?

Gradually, the young women warmed up to Cousins once they realized he was there to listen to their stories. Through an interpreter, they told Cousins about their experiences and their dreams. They had read in magazines and newspapers about new American developments in plastic surgery. During World War II, nine military plastic surgery clinics opened in the United States to help treat the facial burns of disfigured veterans.2 No such clinics existed at the time in Japan. The Maidens shared their biggest hope with Cousins: that one day, they might travel to the United States to undergo facial reconstructive surgery. To them, surgery was the only hope of being able to lead normal lives.

As the Maidens spoke passionately about their dreams of traveling to the United States, Cousins listened with excitement, but also with caution. Could he figure out a way to bring them? He would have to involve others. Plastic surgery was expensive. Where would the money come from? Bursting with emotion, Cousins told them that he had no idea if what they were asking for could happen. However, he promised to look into the possibility when he returned home and to write to Tanimoto with his findings.

Cousins was incredibly moved by the stories he heard in the basement of Nagarekawa Church. Immediately upon his return to the United States, he began contacting people about the Maidens’ dream. He asked everyone he knew for ideas. The young women would need funds for travel, lodging, hospital stays, and, of course, the surgeries themselves. Cousins went from foundation to foundation asking for money. Foundation after foundation turned him down. They worried about who might be responsible if one of the Maidens died in surgery. They wondered why they should help one small group of Hiroshima victims when there were so many others in need. They worried that their help might be perceived as giving comfort to the Japanese, who were still thought of as the enemy by millions of Americans.

After six months, Cousins was exhausted and dejected. What would he tell the Maidens? He had made it his mission to bring them to the United States. He couldn’t just throw in the towel and tell them that he’d failed. In desperation, he shared the idea with his personal doctor, William M. Hitzig. Dr. Hitzig happened to be on the board of New York’s Mount Sinai Hospital. At Mount Sinai, Dr. Hitzig shared the Maidens’ story with Dr. Arthur Barsky, one of the country’s most accomplished plastic surgeons. To Cousins’s great joy, Dr. Barsky and his staff agreed to take responsibility for the operations. Even more, the hospital agreed to donate the operating rooms and beds completely free of charge. This was no small expense, for some young women had to endure four or five operations, which caused them to be in the hospital for four to six months. The entire group would need to live in the United States for at least a year.

To work out living arrangements for the Maidens when they weren’t in the hospital, Cousins contacted the American Friends Service Committee, a Quaker group whose members work for social justice, human rights, and peace around the world. The committee arranged for the Maidens to stay with American families. There, they would participate in family activities, share household chores, and learn skills that would help them take control over their lives when they returned to Hiroshima.

The Maidens waited in anticipation as Cousins arranged for their travel, the surgeons cleared their schedules, and the families prepared their homes. Finally, in April 1955, Dr. Barsky and Dr. Hitzig flew to Tokyo to meet with a group of Japanese surgeons, who would also be traveling to the United States. The Japanese doctors were eager to learn more about American plastic surgery practices. Barsky and Hitzig each gave up a month’s salary so that they could visit the Maidens and determine which ones would benefit the most from surgery.

Barsky and Hitzig were not prepared for the barrage of Japanese press waiting for them upon landing in the Japanese capital. Why did American surgeons care about these deformed children from Hiroshima? Who was paying for the trip? Was the United States bringing the Maidens over as a propaganda tool? Would they be paraded across the country so Americans could gawk at them, as people would at animals in a zoo? Cousins explained that he, along with the doctors, happened to be in a position to help and wanted to do so. Then the doctors explained that they were doing it out of the goodness of their hearts and that it was not paid for in any way by the government. The reporters seemed satisfied and eventually wrote positive articles about the trip.

Cousins and the doctors traveled from Tokyo to Hiroshima. They met with the Maidens and immediately explained that of the forty-three who were eligible for the trip, only twenty-five could go. Sadly, the others would remain in Hiroshima. The men felt terribly guilty about that. They knew they needed to be up front with the Maidens—to treat them with dignity, respect, and honesty. They feared that the young women would be resentful or that they would pit themselves in competition with the others. Instead, the Maidens were positive, mature, strong, and hopeful. Regardless of whether or not they were going to be able to go themselves, they were happy for the entire group.

The American and Japanese doctors examined all forty-three Maidens in local hospitals. They then met with one another to determine which girls would make the best surgery candidates.

The night before the doctors made their final decisions, the Maidens attended a special service at Nagarekawa Church. The air was thick with great anticipation, hope, and anxiety. The young women stepped to the altar, one by one, to offer prayers. They prayed that Cousins and the doctors would feel no guilt over having to decide among them. Then they prayed that their friends who couldn’t go would feel no anguish about being left behind.

The doctors wrote personal letters to all forty-three Maidens. Some of them found out that they were about to embark on the journey of a lifetime. Others received the news that they would be left behind. The doctors asked those who were chosen to make a special effort to lift the spirits of the others—and to comfort them with the knowledge that the American doctors would not forget about them.


Repentance Rather Than Hatred


Just after 9:00 a.m. on May 8, 1955, a US Air Force C-34 transport plane descended through the clouds as it made its final approach to Travis Air Force Base near San Francisco. The plane landed gently and taxied to a stop near a large hangar. Ground crews pushed a heavy wheeled staircase up to the plane. The door opened, and down the stairs came the twenty-five Hiroshima Maidens, looking remarkably fresh for having just traveled all the way from Japan by way of Hawaii. Michiko Sako, who represented the entire group of young women, told the reporters who had congregated next to the plane that the “stunning effect of the Hiroshima bombing must have been similar to that felt by the survivors of Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor.”3


[image: images]
The Hiroshima Maidens pose for a photograph shortly after they arrive in Hawaii.



Later that day, after the Maidens had an opportunity to eat and freshen up at the base, they headed back up the staircase into the plane and eagerly anticipated the final leg of their fantastic 6,700-mile journey to Long Island’s Mitchel Air Force Base. They had made it all the way across the world, completing a journey that few people their age had ever taken.

Though they were exhausted, a few of the young women shared their impressions with newspaper reporters who wanted to write stories about the remarkable trip. Toyoko Minowa, sporting a wide smile, declared, “I feel at home here in New York and don’t feel like I came to a foreign country. People are so nice and friendly to us. I feel that the people with whom we fought in war ten years ago are now our friends.” Michiko Sako told New York Times reporters, “We in Hiroshima had a terrible destruction upon us, but we should have repentance rather than hatred . . . [When the city was bombed], we began to hate war.”

Their Quaker hosts met the Maidens at the base and drove them to their homes away from home, where they rested for two weeks before their operations began. During those two weeks, they had the opportunity to sightsee, meet friends, and adjust to life in the United States. Their hosts were afraid that their guests would become homesick or have trouble adjusting, but the opposite happened—the Maidens soaked up every moment. They adapted remarkably well to exotic American foods, routines, and rhythms of life. One host father reflected, “So far, no homesickness. And they love American food, especially frankfurters. We’ve gone sight-seeing together—to the United Nations, to the museums, and to places in New England. We’ve gone to concerts and baseball games. My wife and I couldn’t be more grateful. I don’t know how we’re going to part with them.” Another host father echoed those feelings: “The girls couldn’t be more cheerful or more delightful as guests. ‘Guests’ really isn’t the word for it. They’re really members of the family.”


[image: images]
Hiroshima Maiden Shigeko Sasamori exchanges gifts with her American host and newfound friend.




Full Hearts


The young women brought hope and joy into their new homes. “If you asked me what I expect to remember most about their visit to our home,” a host mother remarked, “I should say it was the laughter they brought with them and shared with us. We had feared we might have to make a special effort to keep things from becoming too grim or restrained in the presence of disfigured persons. But these girls have a warmth about them and a gift for laughter that created an entirely different and certainly much more welcome atmosphere than the one we anticipated.” The strong bond that developed between the Maidens and their host families resulted in lifelong friendships.

The surgeries were complicated and intense. Doctors couldn’t simply cut out the burned sections of skin and sew them up again. They had to spend many hours taking skin from healthy parts of the body and transplanting it to the parts that had been burned or disfigured. Together, the Maidens endured 129 operations in just the first six months of their visit. They endured hundreds more over the next year. Doctors tried the best they could to get rid of wide facial scars and to rebuild their hands, arms, and legs.

Most of the Maidens handled the operations very well and went on to live productive and inspiring lives. After ten surgeries, Suzue Oshima still exhibited a few facial scars. However, her fingers and hands were no longer disfigured. She was now able to move them freely. On the plane back to Hiroshima, Suzue set her hair in curlers and helped others style theirs. With money that her Quaker hosts donated, Suzue went on to open her own beauty shop named Darien, after the Connecticut town where she lived for eighteen months.
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