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What has kept the world safe from the bomb since 1945 has been the memory of what happened at Hiroshima.

—JOHN HERSEY







Introduction

John Hersey later claimed that he had not intended to write an exposé. Yet, in the summer of 1946, he revealed one of the deadliest and most consequential government cover-ups of modern times. The New Yorker magazine devoted its entire August 31, 1946, issue to Hersey’s “Hiroshima,” in which he reported to Americans and the world the full, ghastly realities of atomic warfare in that city, featuring testimonies from six of the only humans in history to survive nuclear attack.

The U.S. government had dropped a nearly 10,000-pound uranium bomb—which had been dubbed “Little Boy” and scribbled with profane messages to the Japanese emperor—on Hiroshima a year earlier, at 8:15 a.m. on August 6, 1945. None of the bomb’s creators even knew for certain if the then experimental weapon would work: Little Boy was the first nuclear weapon to be used in warfare, and Hiroshima’s citizens were chosen as its unfortunate guinea pigs. When Little Boy exploded above the city, tens of thousands of people were burned to death, crushed or buried alive by collapsing buildings, or bludgeoned by flying debris. Those directly under the bomb’s hypocenter were incinerated, instantaneously erased from existence. Many blast survivors—supposedly the lucky ones—suffered from agonizing radiation poisoning and died by the hundreds in the months that followed.

The city of Hiroshima initially estimated that more than 42,000 civilians had died from the bombing. Within a year, that estimate would rise to 100,000. It has since been calculated that as many as 280,000 people may have died by the end of 1945 from effects of the bomb, although the exact number will never be known. In the decades since, human remains have been regularly uncovered in the city’s ground, and are still uncovered today. “You dig two feet and there are bones,” says Hiroshima Prefecture governor Hidehiko Yuzaki. “We’re living on that. Not only near the epicenter [of the blast], but across the city.”

It was a massacre of biblical proportions. Even today—seventy-five years after the bombing—the name Hiroshima conjures up images of fiery nuclear holocaust and sends chills down spines around the world.

However, until Hersey’s story appeared in the New Yorker, the U.S. government had astonishingly managed to hide the magnitude of what happened in Hiroshima immediately after the bombing, and successfully covered up the bomb’s long-term deadly radiological effects. U.S. officials in Washington, D.C., and occupation officials in Japan suppressed, contained, and spun reports from the ground in Hiroshima and Nagasaki—which had been attacked by the United States with the plutonium bomb “Fat Man” on August 9, 1945—until the story all but disappeared from the headlines and the public’s consciousness.

At first, the government appeared to be forthright about its new weapon. When U.S. president Harry S. Truman announced to the world that an atomic bomb had just been dropped on Hiroshima, he pledged that if the Japanese did not surrender, they could “expect a rain of ruin from the air, the like of which has never been seen on this earth.” Little Boy had packed an explosive payload equivalent to more than 20,000 tons of TNT, the president revealed, and was by far the largest bomb ever used in the history of warfare. Reporters and editors given text of this presidential announcement in advance received the news with disbelief. Young Walter Cronkite—then a United Press war reporter based in Europe—upon receiving a bulletin from Paris about the bomb, thought that “clearly… those French operators [had] made a mistake,” he recalled later. “So I changed the figure to 20 tons.” Soon, as updates to the story came in, “my mistake became abundantly clear.”

Also, it seemed at first that the press was adequately reporting on the fates of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. As the implications of the world’s entrance into the atomic age began to sink in, it became apparent to editors and reporters everywhere that the atomic bomb was not just one of the biggest stories of the war but among the biggest news stories in history. After millennia of contriving increasingly horrible and efficient killing machines, humans had finally invented the means with which to extinguish their entire civilization. Humankind was “stealing God’s stuff,” as E. B. White wrote in the New Yorker.

Yet it would take many months—and the bravery of one young American reporter and his editors—before the world learned what had actually transpired beneath those roiling mushroom clouds. “What happened at Hiroshima is not yet known,” reported the New York Times on August 7, 1945. “An impenetrable cloud of dust and smoke masked the target area from reconnaissance planes.” In many respects, the impenetrable cloud didn’t truly lift until Hersey got into Hiroshima in May 1946 and, weeks later, managed to publish an account of his findings there. Even though the New York Times was the only publication that had a reporter accompany the Nagasaki atomic bombing run and had maintained a bureau in Tokyo since the Japanese surrender, Times reporter (and later managing editor) Arthur Gelb stated that “most of us were unaware, at first, of the extent of the devastation caused by the bombs. John Hersey’s excruciatingly detailed account… finally brought home to Americans the magnitude of the event.”

Media coverage of the bombings had been initially widespread and intensive, but details of the aftermath were actually scarce from the beginning, thanks to U.S. government and military efforts to control information about their handiwork in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The United States—which had just won a painfully earned moral and military victory over the Axis powers—was not eager to “get the reputation for outdoing Hitler in atrocities,” as the country’s secretary of war put it. Right away, officials in Washington, D.C., and newly arrived occupation forces in Japan went into overdrive to contain the story of the human cost of their new weapon. The Japanese media was forbidden by occupation authorities to write or air stories about Hiroshima or Nagasaki, lest they “disturb public tranquility.” As foreign reporters began to get into the country, Hiroshima and Nagasaki were immediately put off-limits to them. The few journalists attempting to report on the atomic cities in the weeks immediately following the bombings were threatened with expulsion from Japan, harassed by U.S. officials, and accused of spreading Japanese propaganda, dispensed by a defeated enemy attempting to cultivate international sympathy after years of aggression and their own outsized atrocities.

On the home front, U.S. government officials corralled the population into thinking of the atom bomb as a conventional superbomb, painting it in terms of TNT and denying its radioactive aftermath. “It was just the same as getting a bigger gun than the other fellow had to win a war and that’s what it was used for,” said President Truman. “Nothing else but an artillery weapon.” When it was eventually conceded that bomb-induced radiation poisoning was real, its horrors were downplayed. (It could even be a “very pleasant way to die,” stated Lieutenant General Leslie R. Groves, head of the Manhattan Project, which had created the bombs in just three years.)

The American public was allowed to see images of the mushroom clouds and hear triumphant eyewitness descriptions from the American bombers themselves, but reports containing testimonies from below the clouds were virtually nonexistent. Images of Hiroshima’s and Nagasaki’s devastated landscapes were also released to newspapers and magazines by U.S. forces. However, while sobering, the post-atomic landscape photographs failed to register deeply enough with readers who had been inundated with images of decimated cities—London, Warsaw, Manila, Dresden, Chungking, among scores of others—on a daily basis for more than half a decade. Hersey himself acknowledged that post-bomb landscape photos could only get a limited emotional response; ruins, he thought, could be “spectacular; but… impersonal, as rubble so often is.” What the American public did not see: photos of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki hospitals ringed by the corpses of blast survivors who had staggered there seeking medical help and died in agony on the front steps. (Most of the doctors and nurses had been killed or wounded anyway.)Nor did they see images of the crematoriums burning the remains of thousands of anonymous victims, or pictures of scorched women and children, their hair falling out in fistfuls.

The published images of Hiroshima’s demolished landscape gravely undersold the reality of atomic aftermath. Usually a picture is worth a thousand words, but in this case it would take Hersey’s 30,000 words to reveal and drive home the truth about America’s new mega-weapon. The Japanese, of course, didn’t need Hersey to educate them about the effects of Little Boy and Fat Man, but American readers were shocked when they were, at last, properly introduced to the nuclear bombs that had been detonated in their name.



Fallout is the backstory of how John Hersey got the full story about atomic aftermath when no other journalist could, and how “Hiroshima” became—and remains—one of the most important works of journalism ever created. Over the past seven decades, Hersey’s “Hiroshima” has not, of course, prevented dangerous nuclear arms races; nor have its revelations solved the problems of the atomic age, just as the Washington Post’s Watergate reporting did not solve the problem of government corruption.

But as the document of record—read over the years by millions around the world—graphically showing what nuclear warfare truly looks like, and what atomic bombs do to humans, “Hiroshima” has played a major role in preventing nuclear war since the end of World War II. In 1946, Hersey’s story was the first truly effective, internationally heeded warning about the existential threat that nuclear arms posed to civilization. It has since helped motivate generations of activists and leaders to work to prevent nuclear war, which would likely end the brief human experiment on earth. We know what atomic apocalypse would look like because John Hersey showed us. Since the release of “Hiroshima,” no leader or party could threaten nuclear action without an absolute knowledge of the horrific results of such an attack. That is, unless that act was one conducted amidst willful ignorance—or nihilistic brutality.

Casualty statistics can be numbing. While the initial lack of comprehension in the United States over Hiroshima’s fate was largely due to the government’s active suppression of information from the ground there, it did not help that much of the population was suffering from atrocity exhaustion by the end of the war. By 1946, Americans had been witnesses—along with the rest of the world—to carnage on an unprecedented scale. World War II remains the deadliest conflict in human history. The National WWII Museum estimates that, worldwide, 15 million combatants died, along with some 45 million civilians—although there may have been as many as 50 million civilian casualties among the Chinese alone. Russia puts its losses at 26.6 million dead; the United States lost more than 407,000 military servicemen and women. Every day during the war, gruesome death toll statistics were announced in American publications from fronts around the globe. The more zeros attached to a statistic, the more unfathomable it was. Somewhere along the way, the numbers seemed to stop representing the bodies of actual people; the human element became divorced from the tallies.

In “Hiroshima,” Hersey informed his readers that 100,000 had died thus far in that atomic city as the result of the bombing. Yet had he presented this number and his other findings in a straightforward news story, “Hiroshima” likely would not have had such a visceral and enduring impact. As one of Hersey’s journalist contemporaries, Lewis Gannett of the New York Herald Tribune, put it, “When headlines say a hundred thousand people are killed, whether in battle, by earthquake, flood, or atom bomb, the human mind refuses to react to mathematics.” In the immediate aftermath of the bombings, Americans were given varying estimates of Hiroshima and Nagasaki casualties—all of them grotesquely high, especially when one remembered that a single bomb was responsible for all of that death—but to no avail.

“You swallowed statistics, gasped in awe,” Gannett wrote, “and, turning away to discuss the price of lamb chops, forgot. But if you read what Mr. Hersey writes, you won’t forget.”

For Hersey, driving home the gruesome reality behind those impersonal numbers was essential. Since 1939 he had covered various battlefronts and seen the savagery of which humans of all nationalities were capable once they stopped seeing their enemies and captives as fellow human beings. The best chance that mankind had for survival—especially now that warfare had gone nuclear, Hersey felt—was if people could be made to see the humanity in each other again.

This was a tall order. To create a work that would help restore a shared sense of humanity, Hersey would not only have to get behind those dangerously anesthetizing stats but also tackle the virulent, reductive racism that had given rise to wartime genocides and atrocities around the globe. Humanizing the Japanese for an American audience would be especially controversial and difficult. Hatred and suspicion toward the Japanese ran deep in this country after Pearl Harbor. “American pride [had] dissolved overnight into American rage and hysteria,” Hersey recalled later. Approximately 117,000 people of Japanese descent had been detained in internment camps in the United States during the war. Hollywood had long been hard at work churning out propaganda and feature films warning of the subhuman yellow peril from the east. News about cruelties inflicted on American prisoners of war during the 1942 Bataan Death March, Japanese atrocities committed against civilians in China, and the savage battles over atolls in the Pacific had horrified Americans and reinforced the idea that all Japanese were bestial and fanatical.

In his speech announcing the Hiroshima bombing, President Truman had spoken for many Americans when he stated that, with the atomic attack, the Japanese “have been repaid many fold” for their own attack on Pearl Harbor four years earlier. The citizens of Hiroshima and Nagasaki had gotten what they deserved; it was as simple as that. One poll conducted in mid-August revealed that 85 percent of those surveyed endorsed the bombs’ use, and in a different poll around that time 23 percent of those surveyed regretted that the United States didn’t get a chance to use “many more of the bombs before Japan had a chance to surrender.” Hersey had seen firsthand in Asia and the Pacific evidence of Japanese barbarity and tenacity in battle. Still, he was determined to make sure Americans could see themselves in the citizens of Hiroshima.

“If our concept of… civilization was to mean anything,” he stated, “we had to acknowledge the humanity of even our misled and murderous enemies.”

When he got into Japan, and then into Hiroshima—no small feat in an occupied country closely controlled by General Douglas MacArthur and his forces—Hersey managed to interview dozens of blast survivors. Among them: a struggling Japanese widow with three young children; a young Japanese female clerk; two Japanese medics; a young German priest; and a Japanese pastor. In his story for the New Yorker, Hersey recounted—in minute, painful detail—the day of the bombing from each of these six survivors’ point of view.

“They still wondered why they lived when so many others died,” Hersey wrote. That day and since, each had seen “more death than he ever thought he would see.”

Through their eyes, Hersey also made Americans see more death than they ever thought they would see—and a new, uniquely awful version of death at that. As people read “Hiroshima,” they visualized New York or Detroit or Seattle in Hiroshima’s stead, and imagined their own families and friends and children enduring the same hell on earth. Just as Hersey had managed to access Hiroshima itself against the odds, he had successfully breached the fatigue—and tribal barriers—and broken them down. Almost miraculously, he had managed to trigger empathy.

The simplicity of his approach—premised on portraying six relatable people whose lives were violently upended at the same moment—mirrored the basic power of the tiny, mighty atom itself.



The U.S. government’s attempt to suppress information about Hiroshima had been almost ridiculous, Hersey felt; equally absurd was the government’s bid to retain its initial nuclear monopoly. Sooner or later (and likely sooner, he thought) other countries were bound to figure out the physics, and it was only a matter of time before the truth about Hiroshima and Nagasaki got out. Yet, before he had personally gotten into Japan—ten months after the bombings—the American media had already essentially given up on trying to break the story of Hiroshima in a significant way, essentially giving Hersey an unlikely monopoly on the story.

Hersey’s article had been released into a frenetic news landscape, with hundreds of stories and international developments vying for reporters’ and the public’s attention. The American press corps was in relentless pursuit of the next scoop, obsessed with getting the edge on the next big story. Dozens of foreign correspondents had been dispatched by their news organizations to Tokyo since the Japanese surrender a year earlier. Occupation authorities had indeed largely managed to squelch the few bold early attempts to cover Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and they closely monitored and controlled Japan-based reporters after that point. Yet, as time went on, many of Hersey’s reporter colleagues had started to lose interest in reporting on Hiroshima’s fate anyway; it started to seem like yesterday’s news, and they directed their attention to other stories. Back home, their editors were quietly asked to submit press reports about nuclear matters to the War Department; failure to do so could compromise national security, they were advised. They largely complied.

The New Yorker’s founder and editor, Harold Ross, had directed his wartime writers to find consequential, hiding-in-plain-sight stories ignored by other reporters. Hersey took note, and when the New Yorker released “Hiroshima,” the story not only had the feel of an exposé, but it appeared to be the scoop of the century. (The story had certainly been treated that way in-house at the magazine: Ross and his managing editor, William Shawn, kept the “Hiroshima” project strictly under wraps—going to almost absurdly dramatic lengths to keep it secret even from the magazine’s own staffers—until just before the article’s release.) When Hersey’s story came out, the media reaction was frenzied: “Hiroshima” made front-page news around the world and was covered on more than five hundred radio stations in the United States alone—even though Hersey’s feat revealed that every other press outlet had actually missed the huge story that they had seemed to cover so diligently.

The public relations fallout created by “Hiroshima” also embarrassed the U.S. government, which scrambled to contain the damage. But once “Hiroshima” ran in the New Yorker, the genie could not be put back into the bottle. Now that the cover-up was blown, the reality of nuclear aftermath was a matter of permanent, policy-influencing international record. Hersey had made it impossible for Americans to avert their eyes and, as physicist Albert Einstein put it, “escape into easy comforts” again.

That said, the Manhattan Project’s General Leslie Groves—who had played a central early role in distorting and hiding information about Hiroshima and the weapon he’d helped create—did play a surprising role in bringing “Hiroshima” to the masses. And the U.S. government and military would find their own unlikely and cynical utility in the article once it had been published. While Hersey’s article had indeed embarrassed the United States, some government figures realized that it wasn’t entirely a bad thing that “Hiroshima” had showcased, to great effect, the devastating power of the United States’ new weapon—a most unwelcome reminder to America’s rivals, who were still years away from developing their own nuclear weapons. (To that end, the Soviets deeply resented “Hiroshima” and its author; their hostility became increasingly vehement over time. Actions were taken in Russia to debunk Hersey’s revelations, smear Hersey himself, and downplay the might of America’s new bombs.) In retrospect, the “Hiroshima” story reveals much about the U.S. government’s internal conflict over how much to showcase about the atomic bomb and how much to hide about it at all costs.

Whatever import “Hiroshima” took on in various realms, Hersey and his editors at the New Yorker always saw the article as a document of conscience. Also released almost immediately in book form around the world and in many languages, “Hiroshima”—with its continued ability to engulf readers emotionally—has sold millions of copies and long acted as a pillar of deterrence. Years later, Hersey would comment on the role that such eyewitness testimonies had played in keeping subsequent generations of leaders from incinerating the planet. It “has not been deterrence, in the sense of fear of specific weapons,” he said, “so much as it’s been memory. The memory of what happened at Hiroshima.”



Most journalistic works have short shelf lives. Yet “Hiroshima” is dated in only one respect: the story’s hell-wreaking main character, Little Boy, was already considered primitive by the time Hersey wrote his 1946 story just months after the bomb’s detonation. The United States had already begun developing the hydrogen bomb, which would prove many times more powerful than the atomic bombs dropped on Japan. Today’s nuclear arsenals include hundreds of bombs vastly more powerful than Little Boy or Fat Man. (The most powerful nuclear device—called the Tsar Bomba, detonated by the Soviets in 1961—was reportedly 1,570 times more powerful than the yield of the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki combined, and ten times more powerful than all of the conventional weapons exploded during World War II.) It is estimated that the world’s current combined inventory of nuclear arms includes more than 13,500 warheads. Should war break out today, the prognosis for civilization’s survival is grim; as Einstein said after the Japan bombings: “I do not know how the Third World War will be fought, but I can tell you what they will use in the Fourth—rocks.”

Recently, climate change has been dominating headlines and conversations as the existential threat to human survival; yet nuclear weapons continue to pose the other great existential threat—and that threat is accelerating. Climate change promises to rework the world violently yet gradually. Nuclear war could spell instantaneous global destruction, with little or no advance warning. Hersey had, in the 1980s, worried about “slippage”—a hair-trigger mistake or misinterpretation between two nuclear powers that could lead to an immediate, irreversible nuclear confrontation. If such “slippage” occurred now, leaders could, in a matter of minutes, incite events that would wipe out all life on earth.

Long-standing barriers to such nuclear conflagrations are weakening. Leaders of nuclear-armed nations are once again accelerating production on and modernizing their nuclear arsenals. International treaties restricting such escalation are being abandoned. North Korea has been provocatively testing missiles while the United States occasionally rattles its saber in reply—but essentially looks the other way; Turkey is now vying to join the nuclear club. The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, a nuclear watchdog group, has reset its Doomsday Clock—which gauges the world’s proximity to the possibility of nuclear war—to “100 seconds to midnight,” with midnight meaning nuclear apocalypse. The clock has never been that close to midnight—not even in 1953, “the most dangerous year of the Cold War,” says Dr. William J. Perry, former U.S. secretary of defense and chair of the Bulletin’s board of sponsors. “The world is in an even more dangerous position today; the possibility of nuclear catastrophe is greater. And nothing is being done to reduce the dangers.”

Experts maintain that climate change is contributing to this dangerous nuclear landscape, and civil wars sparked in part by environmental upheaval are a factor in forcing refugee movements in record numbers, exacerbating tensions among nations. To make matters even worse, the sort of virulent nationalism and racism that helped set the stage for World War II—and which Hersey had worked so hard to break down with “Hiroshima”—is flaring up around the world. Much of this racism is on display and escalating on social media. Americans are proving far from immune to this trend of dehumanization; for example, many have indicated that they would now be willing to inflict extreme mass casualties on civilians of an enemy state via preemptive nuclear attack. A recent survey of 3,000 Americans revealed that a third of those surveyed supported such a strike, even if that meant a million North Korean civilians would die as in the attack. “It’s our best chance of eliminating North Koreans,” stated one strike supporter. The purpose of the strike, according to another: “to end North Korea.”

In 1946, Hersey wrote that his protagonists did not yet understand why they had survived the Hiroshima bombing while tens of thousands of others around them had perished. Part of the reason, Hersey felt, was to warn future generations about the cruel impact of a bomb that continues to kill long after it is detonated, and to help ensure that nuclear weapons are never used again. He hoped that his documentation of Hiroshima’s fate would continue to serve as a deterrent. But if the lesson of Hiroshima was ignored or forgotten, he warned, continued human existence was indeed a “Big If.”






Chapter One The Picture Does Not Tell the Whole Story

LIMBO

New York City, May 8, 1945. Victory in Europe Day, or V-E Day. German forces in Europe had just surrendered unconditionally to the Allies. Hitler had killed himself a week earlier. After years of bloodshed and destruction, the war in Europe was over at last.

A quarter of a million of people crowded into Times Square. Over a thousand tons of paper—ripped newsprint, torn telephone book pages, anything shreddable—showered down from windows in the surrounding buildings into the streets below. On Wall Street, a blizzard of ticker tape swirled in the air. Boats on the Hudson and East Rivers blew their horns, which mingled with the cheering on land to produce a joyous, deafening cacophony.

John Hersey had more than one reason to celebrate that day. Not only was he likely exulting along with other New Yorkers about the end of hostilities in Europe—which he had covered on various fronts as a war correspondent—but he also received some very good personal news. He and his friend Richard Lauterbach, a correspondent for Time and Life magazines, were playing tennis at Rip’s Tennis Courts in midtown Manhattan, near the East River, tucked away from the Times Square revelries. One of the court staffers came out of the club shed onto the court and hollered at Hersey.

“I just heard on the radio that you won the Pulitzer Prize,” he said.

Hersey didn’t believe it. After a beat, he turned to his friend on the court.

“Lauterbach, you bastard, you’re trying to pull a fast one on me,” he told him. “I know it!”

Lauterbach apparently didn’t try to dissuade Hersey that he was being pranked. The men played out the rest of the set. When, later that day, Hersey returned home to his Park Avenue apartment, where he lived with his wife and their three young children, he discovered that he actually had won a Pulitzer Prize for his 1944 novel, A Bell for Adano.

Even before this accolade, Hersey—just thirty years old when he won the Prize—had already had an enviable career. A respected international correspondent for Time magazine throughout the war, he was also a war hero. The secretary of the navy had personally sent him a note of commendation after Hersey had helped evacuate wounded Marines while on assignment covering a battle between Japanese and Allied forces in the Solomon Islands. (“I should have sent it back,” Hersey later said. “My alacrity in helping to get the wounded out was my way of taking the quickest possible exit from that hellhole.”) Before A Bell for Adano was published in 1944, he had already authored two other well-received books: Men on Bataan (1942), a biography of General Douglas MacArthur and his forces, who had since been painfully fighting their way, island by island, up through the Pacific toward Japan; and Into the Valley (1943), which depicted the bloody dogfight he’d survived on Guadalcanal. Even before earning Hersey the Pulitzer, A Bell of Adano—which depicted a Sicily-based American major who tries to help locals find a replacement for the seven-hundred-year-old town bell that had been melted down for bullets by Fascists—had already been adapted into both a movie and a Broadway play.

Once the Pulitzer was bestowed upon him, Hersey’s literary star rose even higher. Critics compared him to Hemingway. He and his wife, Frances Ann—a wealthy, educated Southern-born-and-raised beauty who had been presented at the Court of St. James’s in London—were leading a glamorous life. The film version of A Bell for Adano was released just weeks after V-E Day, in June. There was an invitation to the White House; powerful gossip columnist Walter Winchell mentioned him in his column.

Despite the fanfare, however, Hersey maintained a relatively low profile and an attractive sense of humility. For years, friends and colleagues would cite that humbleness as one of his defining characteristics and puzzle over its origin. After all, he had been almost excessively celebrated throughout his life. Enrolled as a scholarship student at The Hotchkiss School—a posh Connecticut boarding school—he was, in his senior year, voted “most popular member of the class” and also the “most influential.” When he moved on to Yale University, he was tapped for the exclusive Skull and Bones society, which boasted presidents, diplomats, and publishing moguls among its alums.

The humility may have come from his early background: Hersey had been born in China to American missionaries. While not religious himself, his reserve and pronounced moral compass were likely rooted in that upbringing, along with his staunch aversion to self-promotion. Amidst the acclaim of his early career, Hersey would find personal attention “hollow,” one of his sons would recall later, and developed an early antipathy to “flogging his wares.” As Hersey’s career developed, he always preferred instead to “let his works speak for themselves,” added one of his daughters. He lived in the spotlight and yet he seemed—to the public, anyway—something of a cipher. This suited him just fine.

Despite his celebrity that summer, Hersey was at a professional crossroads. He had recently returned to the United States from Moscow, where he had opened the Time bureau in 1944 after covering various theaters of war for that magazine since 1939. It had been a frustrating, complicated assignment. Hersey had been at loggerheads not only with his Soviet hosts but also with his boss, Time Inc. cofounder and editor Henry Luce. The Soviets had confined and monitored Hersey and the other Western correspondents based in Moscow; he and his fellow reporters had, Hersey remembered, spent most of their time drinking at the Metropol hotel while trying “to catch a glimpse of the war, which was several hundred miles away.”

Luce, for his part, despised the Soviets—then wartime allies of the United States—and communism. In his opinion the twentieth century belonged rightfully to America, democracy, and free enterprise. He and his top editor in New York rarely printed anything that Hersey wrote from the Russian capital, and when they did, they rewrote and edited Hersey’s stories so egregiously that Hersey grew angry and threatened to quit; at one point he reportedly told Luce to his face that “there was as much truthful reporting in Pravda”—then the mouthpiece of the Soviet government—as there was in Time. This relationship deterioration was a regrettable development for Luce, who—despite muzzling the Russia dispatches—had actually hoped to groom Hersey for a leadership role in Time Inc.’s expanding and influential magazine empire.

The Time boss had long been somewhat narcissistically fixated on Hersey. The two men shared bizarrely similar backgrounds: like Hersey, Luce had been born in China to American missionary parents (making them “mishkids,” as Hersey put it); and like Hersey, he had been educated as a scholarship student at Hotchkiss and Yale. The one nominal digression in their educational résumés: Luce had undertaken postgraduate studies at Oxford University, and Hersey at Cambridge.

For Hersey, Luce had seemed, at first, a “walking wonder of possibilities,” although he later downgraded the nature of the relationship to “quasi-parental.” When he made it clear that he intended to quit, Luce panicked and tried to lure Hersey home to begin training him for Time’s managing editorship. The eleventh-hour seduction attempt failed. Hersey resigned on July 11, 1945, and returned to New York.

As the summer of 1945 stretched before him, Hersey was evaluating his options. He was now a freelancer instead of heir apparent to a publishing empire. Many of his journalist friends and colleagues remained overseas, covering the winding down of Hitler’s defeated killing machine and the aftermath of the European conflict. The Pacific war continued to rage, and a feeling of queasy anxiety quickly settled back over New York City. Even during the V-E Day celebrations there, the shadow of still-undefeated Japan soured the festivities. Some revelers had tried to put a good face on the specter, carrying signs proclaiming:

“On to Tokyo!”

“On to Japan!”

“Two down, One to Go!”

The prognosis for beating Japan was at once encouraging and grim. That country’s navy had been devastated; the Allies had gained territorial footholds from which they could conduct air raids over the Japanese mainland. Late that winter, a firebombing air raid over Tokyo had burned 16 square miles of the Japanese capital in a single night. Yet the Japanese showed no apparent sign of surrendering. Hersey, like many other Americans, feared that a Japanese land invasion would be necessary, with horrific casualties on both sides.

“I had been under fire in skirmishes against the Japanese, and had come to know how very tenacious and how very dedicated they were,” he said.

The U.S. War Department had announced that it would begin diverting veterans of the European campaigns to the Pacific. Many of Hersey’s fellow war correspondents now flocked to cover the Pacific campaigns as well, and embedded with Allied forces there. Among them was Bill Lawrence of the New York Times, who had been posted in Moscow with Hersey. Lawrence wrote to his editors and to Hersey about his different assignments, keeping them in the loop from afar. He and Hersey had been drinking buddies in Russia; Lawrence was a “bear of a man, lusty, the darling of the Katinkas” who had once passed out at a banquet in Leningrad and had to be dragged feetfirst out of the hall.

Lawrence’s new assignment—covering the Allied invasion of Okinawa—was far more sobering. The fighting had been slow and excruciating, he reported back to New York; on the island he had witnessed U.S. aircraft spraying cave-filled hills with napalm and igniting the areas in what “the G.I.s called… ‘Jap Barbecues.’ ” Otherwise, the fighting would have involved cave-to-cave, hand-to-hand combat. In Lawrence’s opinion, the war with the Japanese was bound to last for years, and he saw no evidence that the will of Japanese soldiers was weakening. The U.S. military was preparing for an amphibious assault on Japan for the fall of 1945.

“Few of us in the Pacific knew… that our war was about to end,” Lawrence later recalled. By mid-July, back in the United States, the first atomic bomb in history had been successfully—and secretly—detonated in the New Mexico desert; the bombs ultimately destined for Hiroshima and Nagasaki were being prepared.

A NEW AND MOST CRUEL BOMB

On August 6, 1945, Hersey was in Cold Spring Harbor, New York, when he heard President Truman announce on the radio that the United States had used an atomic bomb on Hiroshima. This new weapon, the president declared, drew its terrible power from the basic powers of the universe. “The force from which the sun draws its power has been loosed against those who brought war to the Far East,” he said. If the Japanese did not submit unconditionally to the surrender terms already issued by Allied leaders the previous month at the Potsdam Conference, they could expect obliteration. More atomic bombs were in development, Truman advised, including even more powerful versions. The United States would continue to drop them, one after another, he said, until Japan capitulated.

Unlike Bill Lawrence, Hersey actually had heard about atomic bombs while still at Time magazine, so the news wasn’t as bewildering to him as it was for almost everyone else. Most of the country and world had been kept in the dark about the $2 billion nuclear undertaking to create these nuclear weapons. Tens of thousands of people had worked on the Manhattan Project in covert locations across the United States without knowing exactly what they were constructing. American pilots had trained in Utah and the Pacific for a bombing mission whose details and goal were unknown to them: they had not “the slightest inkling of the nature of their job,” recalled one observer at Tinian, the Pacific island base from which the Hiroshima bombardment team had taken off. “All of them had been asked to volunteer for an organization that was ‘going to do something different.’ That was all.” President Truman hadn’t even known about the project until the death of his predecessor, President Franklin D. Roosevelt, in April 1945, a mere three months before the first bomb was successfully tested in New Mexico.

Upon hearing the news about Hiroshima, Hersey was immediately overwhelmed by a sense of despair. It wasn’t a feeling of guilt—or even, at first, compassion for Hiroshima’s victims—but rather an overarching fear about the world’s future. It was instantly clear to him that humanity had suddenly entered a terrifying new chapter. Yet he also felt relieved: the Hiroshima bomb—as horrible as it must have been, and as worrisome in its implications—would likely end the war at last.

His relief disintegrated three days later when the United States dropped a second atomic bomb on Japan, this time on the port city of Nagasaki. Hersey was appalled. This second nuclear attack was an indefensible excess, in his opinion, a “totally criminal” action that resulted in tens of thousands of unnecessary deaths.

“We gave the Japanese a demonstration that was terrible,” he later recalled, adding that he felt “sure that one bomb would have brought the Japanese surrender.” The incendiary raids on cities in Japan—and Germany—had already seemed morally reprehensible to him, but the atomic bomb had just added “a terrifying factor of efficiency” to humanity’s ability to inflict mass casualties in warfare.

Publications around the world began to print photographs of the ghoulish mushroom clouds that had appeared over Hiroshima and Nagasaki. A New York Times reporter who had accompanied the Nagasaki bombing run described the cloud emerging from that obliterated city as a “living totem pole, carved with many grotesque masks grimacing at the earth.” From the vast mushroom cloud emerged a smaller mushroom cloud, “as though the decapitated monster was growing a new head.” The bombing crew could still see the cloud from 200 miles away.

Now the world was waiting to hear and see what Hiroshima and Nagasaki looked like on the ground. “An impenetrable cloud of dust and smoke masked the target area from reconnaissance planes,” the New York Times reported on August 7, and therefore “what happened at Hiroshima is not yet known. The War Department said it ‘as yet was unable to make an accurate report.’ ”

Allied correspondents and editors awaited the initial reports on the fate of those in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Those based in the Pacific monitored Japanese press and radio stations for any dispatches describing the fate of the atomic cities. But the Japanese media had been instructed by Japanese intelligence to downplay the attacks. (“Hiroshima was attacked by incendiary bombs,” read one article in Asahi Shimbun, one of Japan’s largest newspapers. “It seems that some damage was caused to the city and its vicinity.”) The initial response in the publications was so subdued that U.S. officials worried that the Japanese had not yet fully comprehended their situation.

That said, there was at least one Tokyo radio report, heard at the American base at Guam, stating that not one but several “parachute-borne atomic bombs” had been dropped on Hiroshima. The report was picked up by the United Press wire service and created confusion about whether Washington’s announcement or the enemy report was correct. The Japanese radio announcer added that “by employing a new weapon destined to massacre innocent civilians, the Americans have opened the eyes of the world to their sadistic nature.”

Then, on August 15, an even more astonishing announcement was broadcast. Japan’s Emperor Hirohito—considered a living god by his subjects, most of whom had never before heard him speak—informed his nation that, due to a “new and most cruel bomb” being used against the nation, Japan was surrendering to the Allies. (The surrender was billed as unconditional, but Hirohito was being permitted to remain in position as emperor—a concession previously denied by the Allied powers.) If the Japanese continued to fight, the emperor continued, not only did the country face obliteration but the conflict could quite possibly lead “to [the] total extinction of human civilization.”

Celebrations erupted around the world. The Victory over Japan Day, or V-J Day, celebrations in New York City dwarfed the V-E Day celebrations of May. Two million people jammed into Times Square and the surrounding streets this time. When the New York Times ran the words “Official—Truman announces Japanese surrender” across its electric zipper sign on the Times Tower there, “the victory roar… beat upon the eardrums until it numbed the senses,” recalled one Times correspondent. The party was “instantaneous and wild,” and the “metropolis exploded its emotions with atomic force.” This time the joy had a harder edge to it. Nearly a thousand people were treated for injuries incurred in the celebrations. Fourteen thousand police plus air raid wardens, more than a thousand Navy shore patrolmen, and four companies of military police were called in to suppress “over-exuberance.” Some revelers grew hysterical in the streets; others sobbed openly. Thousands crowded into churches and synagogues for services. American flags hung in store windows across the city and fluttered from balconies and fire escapes and cars; once again, shredded paper swirled like smoke in the air and piled up knee-high in the streets. Sailors and Army men fanned out in the streets, grabbing and kissing girls. More than a dozen effigies of Emperor Hirohito were strung up on light poles around the city and later cut down and burned; small boys toted handwritten placards proclaiming, “HANG THE EMPEROR.” The next day the delirium began all over again.

Few seemed to share Hersey’s qualms and distress about the means by which the Americans had brought the war to an end at last. A poll conducted the day after V-J Day revealed that the vast majority of those surveyed approved of the nuclear attacks on Japan. Nearly a quarter of those polled in a separate August survey stated that they wished the United States had been able to use even more atomic bombs on Japan before the emperor had surrendered.

THE FIRST-INS

American leaders immediately urged the public to look ahead instead of reflecting on the war. On the evening of V-J Day, New York City mayor Fiorello La Guardia broadcast a radio speech: it was indeed a moment for joy and rejoicing, but there was a great deal of work ahead, he said. Having “defeated and destroyed forever the Nazis, the Fascists, and now the Japs,” he said, “we must live up to all that this means.” The tasks of reconstructing and instilling democracy in Europe, and bringing postwar order to the United States, needed to begin “within an hour or two.”

Many Americans, ecstatic but exhausted, were glad to leave behind the war’s horrors and focus on the future. Yet not everyone was ready to move on so quickly from the final days and acts of the war. As the days and weeks went on, there was still little information published in the mainstream American press about the aftermath in Hiroshima and Nagasaki—mostly because Western journalists had not yet been able to get into Japan. Yet the Japanese media had now begun reporting freely on the aftermath of the bombings, and disturbing reports began to filter over to the United States about lingering radiation killing off survivors of the blasts. The timing could not have been worse: U.S. forces were converging upon the Japanese islands, preparing to move tens of thousands of occupation troops into the country—including the atomic cities.

Then, on August 31, 1945—more than three weeks after the Hiroshima bombing—the New York Times ran an account by the first Western journalist to get into that city. Former United Press (UP) journalist Leslie Nakashima—who had before the war possessed both American and Japanese citizenship and been stranded in Japan for the duration of the conflict—had gotten into Hiroshima on August 22 to search for his Japanese mother amid the ruins. (She had been on the outskirts of the city when the bomb was dropped, and survived.) On August 27, UP, a wire service (whose name later became UPI), had run and distributed his eyewitness account of what he had seen there. The city of 300,000 had vanished, Nakashima reported. Not a single building had been left standing intact; Hiroshima was a horrific landscape of rubble and ash.

In his original UP story, Nakashima also reported that Little Boy had not finished its handiwork on August 6. Blast survivors “continu[e] to die daily from burns suffered from the bomb’s ultra-violet rays,” he reported, adding that “the majority of the cases [at surviving hospitals] are held to be hopeless.” Many of the survivors he saw had been burned beyond recognition. Wild rumors were now circulating there about the true nature of the American bomb: that the uranium it had given off had seeped into Hiroshima’s ground; that the city would be uninhabitable for the next seventy-five years; that the radiation poisoning being suffered by blast survivors came from “inhalation of the bomb’s gas.” Nakashima reported that he personally had “inhaled uranium” and had since been suffering from exhaustion and total loss of appetite.

Four days later, buried on its fourth page, the New York Times ran an abbreviated version of Nakashima’s UP account—omitting nearly all references to radiation and uranium poisoning, and adding an editor’s note stating that “United States scientists say the atomic bomb will not have any lingering after-effects in the devastated area.” The heavily edited story now indicated that victims were dying solely of burns and injuries incurred from the blast, not radiation poisoning. Also, immediately below this story, the Times ran an item headlined “Japanese Reports Doubted,” in which the head of the Manhattan Project, Lieutenant General Leslie Groves, was described as contending that “Japanese reports of death from radioactive effects of atomic bombing are pure propaganda.”

“I think our best answer to anyone who doubts this is that we did not start the war,” General Groves added, “and if they don’t like the way we ended it, to remember who started it.”

Yet a few days later, in early September, another harrowing initial press report emerged. Now that the U.S. occupation forces were entering Japan, scores of foreign reporters were getting in too. Several tough accredited Allied war correspondents now vied for the first major breakthrough story from the ground in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Australian war reporter Wilfred Burchett, of London’s Daily Express, managed to make it into Hiroshima, even though Western correspondents had been forbidden by occupation authorities to travel throughout the country. Burchett had come into Japan on a Marine-laden U.S. freighter from Okinawa and promptly boarded a train to the atomic city, which looked to him like it had been not just bombed but steamrolled. The Daily Express ran his findings under a banner headline proclaiming “THE ATOMIC PLAGUE.”

This was his “warning to the world,” Burchett wrote, about the true nature of the bomb. (What he had seen, as he later put it, was not just the end of World War II but “the fate of cities all over the world in the first hours of a World War III.”) The physical devastation had been just staggering, unfathomable. Not only had the entire city been pulverized, the Japanese reports about radiation poisoning were not lies or propaganda after all. He had personally witnessed evidence to the contrary. Thirty days after the bombing, people in Hiroshima were still dying “mysteriously and horribly”—including people who had been uninjured by the blast. Their hair was falling out; they were bleeding from their ears, noses, and mouths. Helpless doctors were administering vitamin A injections, only to see their patients’ flesh rot away from the injection holes; in every case, the victim died, Burchett reported. Doctors had no idea what was causing the “plague” but suspected that “it is given off by the poisonous gas still issuing from the earth soaked with radioactivity by the split uranium atom.” The newspaper ran an aerial shot of the devastated city, with a caveat heading: “THE PICTURE THAT DOES NOT TELL THE WHOLE STORY.”

That same day—September 5—the New York Times reversed course and ran its own story from the ground in Hiroshima—this time on its front page and written by Hersey’s friend, Bill Lawrence. Hiroshima was indeed the world’s “WORST DAMAGED CITY,” the headline proclaimed. Lawrence reported that he had “never looked upon such scenes of destruction.” In the air hung “the awful, sickening odor of death.” He confirmed Burchett’s account that blast survivors were indeed suffering from an awful affliction; the bomb had mysterious, terrifying, lingering effects after all. Symptoms included soaring fevers, dramatic hair loss, near-total loss of white blood corpuscles, and lost appetites, and most of the victims “vomited blood and finally died.”

But then the Times and Lawrence appeared to quickly backtrack. Less than a week after his “Worst Damaged City” story was published, Lawrence had a new article out, with the section header “FOE SEEKS TO WIN SYMPATHY.”

In the story, Lawrence wrote that he was now convinced that “horrible as the bomb undoubtedly is, the Japanese are exaggerating its effects… in an effort to win sympathy for themselves in an attempt to make the American people forget the long record of cold-blooded Japanese bestiality.” It was a bewildering retreat. Something was clearly going on behind the scenes.

THE RIGHT KIND OF PUBLICITY

If Hersey had been distressed at the time of the bombings, the initial press reports out of Hiroshima only made him more uneasy and upset. Not long after Bill Lawrence’s f irst Hiroshima report appeared in the New York Times, Hersey received a letter from him. Despite the horrors he had just witnessed and reported on, Lawrence was giddy over his initial aftermath scoop.

“Most of it has landed on [page one] of the New York Times, a newspaper which you may read from time to time,” he bragged to Hersey. “The atomic bomb was all that everybody said it was,” he went on, “except I don’t think that it leaves any lingering radio activity. At least I hope not. At least I hope it doesn’t make everybody sterile. At least I hope it doesn’t make me that way.”

Lawrence told Hersey that he had accessed Hiroshima not as an independent reporter, as Wilfred Burchett had, but rather as part of a government junket, staged by an air force press relations officer. That July, just ahead of the Japan bombings, a select group of newspaper and radio correspondents and still and newsreel photographers had been urgently summoned to the Pentagon. Lawrence was among the chosen, along with correspondents from the Associated Press, United Press, the New York Times, NBC, CBS, and ABC, among other outlets.

At the Pentagon, they had been greeted by Lieutenant Colonel John Reagan “Tex” McCrary, a reporter turned public relations officer for the U.S. Army Air Force. Reporters would later recall Lieutenant Colonel McCrary—born on a Texas ranch called Wildcat Farm—as dynamic and jaunty. The consummate showman, McCrary would later become a radio and television personality, and help pioneer the morning talk show format.

Lieutenant Colonel McCrary informed the gathered reporters that they had been selected for the greatest assignment of the war. (“What, another?” one reporter scoffed.) He had been instructed by his superiors to showcase to reporters the air force’s handiwork during the war, but there was, reporters were told, another story that they had been selected to cover: an “earth-shaking event which would change the course of history, [something that] was ultra-ultra secret” and would take place in the Pacific. Apparently it had been decided that some publicity for America’s new bomb—the right sort of highly controlled publicity—was necessary. The story of the bomb’s extreme destructiveness—and therefore the United States’ new, powerful status as creator and sole possessor of the bomb—needed to be showcased to its allies and adversaries alike.

McCrary had not been involved in the Manhattan Project beyond having asked General Groves if he could go on the Hiroshima bombing mission. (His request was declined.) His own mission was to be more of a luxe conflict-aftermath sightseeing tour for the reporters. The McCrary junket would take place on two gleaming Boeing B-17 Flying Fortresses—which McCrary had dubbed the Headliner (whose name was painted in black capital letters across the plane’s nose) and the Dateliner—which had been outfitted with plush seats, desks, lamps, and then state-of-the-art long-range radio transmitters. Above Lieutenant Colonel McCrary’s desk hung a CENSORED stamp.

The junket had begun in Europe, so the reporters could survey the bomb damage in Europe’s cities. They could then eventually “compare it with the damage in Japan after we defeat[ed] Japan,” recalled one reporter, and therefore emphasize its comparative magnitude. The junket had just started making its way to Asia when, on August 6, they got the news of the Hiroshima bombing along with the rest of the world. By the end of the month, the Headliner and the Dateliner had converged upon Japan as part of the first wave of the press corps. Lieutenant Colonel McCrary had the planes flown over Nagasaki so the reporters could behold the devastation from above. They were encouraged to transmit their first impressions back to their news outlets right away.

“I ad-libbed my report to the Times into a microphone as our aircraft circled Nagasaki, and my military censor, Lieutenant Colonel Hubert Schneider, an intelligence officer based on Guam, sat close beside me to listen,” Bill Lawrence recalled later. “Colonel Schneider actually assisted me in framing the report by providing military intelligence descriptions of Nagasaki’s appearance before it had been hit.”

McCrary’s goal at Nagasaki had been to get the press to report on the atomic bombing without getting too graphic or revealing too much about the aftermath. Even when the junket was taken into devastated Hiroshima and Nagasaki a few days later, the correspondents were allowed only a few hours on the ground in each place. They were horrified by what they saw. Hiroshima was a decimated “death laboratory” littered with the corpses of “human guinea pigs,” recalled one McCrary junketeer later. As they walked through rubble and ashes of the city, the McCrary reporters actually ran into Australian correspondent Wilfred Burchett of the Daily Express, who had then been typing his “Atomic Plague” article furiously on his portable Hermes typewriter in the middle of the smoldering ruins. Burchett was contemptuous of this group of “housetrained reporters” who were simply “being rewarded for [their] faithful rewrites of the Washington headquarters communiqués” with the promise of the greatest scoop in history: a first look at the results of America’s new war-winning weapon. What they had actually been selected for, Burchett later wrote, was participation in a cover-up of outsized proportions.

When describing his junket experience in his letter to Hersey, Bill Lawrence left quite a bit out. He did not mention that when they reboarded the Headliner to file their Hiroshima reports, Lieutenant Colonel McCrary instructed the reporters to downplay the grotesque details of what they had seen there, as Americans were “not ready for it back home.” Nor did Bill Lawrence tell Hersey in the letter that when the junketeers got back to Tokyo, General MacArthur—now Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers and effectively Japan’s new emperor—and his officers were quickly clamping down on both the Japanese and foreign media. Enraged by the McCrary mission, General MacArthur was said to be threatening to court-martial the entire entourage. Despite the onboard censoring, some of those initial published reports filed by the McCrary junketeers via the Headliner’s transmitter—including Bill Lawrence’s first article for the New York Times—had flagrantly crossed the line from good bomb PR into bad PR. Even worse, Wilfred Burchett’s independent “Atomic Plague” story for the Daily Express had also just broken and was creating a worldwide outcry. (It had been a miracle that Burchett had gotten his story out in the first place: the article had had to be transmitted from Hiroshima to a Burchett colleague in Tokyo via a Morse code handset.)

U.S. government officials in both Tokyo and Washington, D.C., realized that the press and the story needed to be managed—immediately. U.S. forces in Japan quickly declared the atomic cities off-limits to reporters and corralled them into what Burchett called a “press ghetto” in Yokohama, a landing point for U.S. forces. Occupation authorities stationed sentries on the bridges over the river running between Yokohama and Tokyo. They found other ways to punish Wilfred Burchett when he returned to Tokyo from Hiroshima. Hospitalized after exhibiting what appeared to be symptoms of radiation poisoning, Burchett brought along his camera, whose film was full of images of Hiroshima’s devastation; it went mysteriously missing during his hospital stay. When he emerged, he found that “General MacArthur had withdrawn my press accreditation,” he recalled later. “I was to be expelled from Japan for having gone ‘beyond the boundaries of “his” occupation zone without permission.’ ”

Now installed and getting organized in Tokyo, General MacArthur’s censors had wised up fast, and a few days later they managed to shut down what would have been yet another damaging report from a third foreign reporter. A pugnacious American war correspondent named George Weller—Time magazine had once described him as the “much machine-gunned George Weller”—had separately made his way into Nagasaki, and had been attempting to report to his newspaper, the Chicago Daily News, on the devastation there.

Weller had zero respect for General MacArthur’s restrictions and censors. “I had a right to be in Nagasaki, closed or not,” Weller said later. “Four weeks after the two bombs, with no riots or resistance in Japan, it seemed reasonable that MacArthur should lift his snuffer from the two cities.… I was not going to be stifled.” If Lieutenant Colonel McCrary had warned that Americans weren’t ready for the truth about Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Weller believed exactly the opposite. What the United States badly needed, he thought, was “a long cold bath of reality”—not just its government, but its citizens.

Like Wilfred Burchett, Weller had managed to sneak away from General MacArthur’s occupation troops and had even impersonated an American colonel to get local Japanese police to protect and assist him in his reporting. Once on the ground in Nagasaki, he had remained there for days, and during that time wrote 10,000 words describing, in graphic detail, a sinister “Disease X” ravaging blast survivors. (Ironically, like Burchett, he encountered the McCrary press junket when it dipped in and out of Nagasaki. To Weller, the reporters looked “like yacht passengers who have stopped to buy basketry on an island.”) Still posing as a colonel, he had conscripted the services of Japanese Kempeitai, or military police, to transport his copy up to Tokyo for transmission back to the United States. The censors in Tokyo were apparently not as naïve as his messengers, for Weller’s dispatches were apparently intercepted, rejected, and then “lost.”

All of this information would come out much later. But in the meantime, all that Bill Lawrence’s letter told Hersey on September 10 was that the McCrary junket had been quite a “party,” a “fabulous trip.” He would be back in the States soon. At the moment, however, he was still sitting on the panel-walled Headliner B-17 as he wrote the missive to Hersey, enjoying a view of Mount Fuji.

“I have been having the time of my life,” he said to Hersey. “Jealous, bud?”

Whether Hersey was jealous of Lawrence’s Hiroshima access and coverage at the time is unknown. But even during those early weeks after the bombing, he knew that something was deeply awry in the story of Hiroshima as it was presented to the public. “As a journalist,” he later recalled, he would have “no choice but to write about the world that was born [when the first bomb was dropped on Hiroshima].” It was just a matter of time.






Chapter Two Scoop the World

THE HAYSEED AND THE HUNCH MAN

As one might expect, the New York Times headquarters at 229 West Forty-Third Street was an impressive affair. Times Square itself had taken its name from the newspaper’s nearby original building, once the second tallest in the city. The newspaper’s new building exuded power and gravitas. The limestone and terra-cotta “chateauesque” structure boasted eleven floors. And as the Times operation continued to grow, the newspaper’s owners added floors, wings, and extensions, making it, the Times declared, “the greatest and completest newspaper workshop in the world.”

Just up the street from the Times flagship stood the headquarters of quite a different publishing operation: that of the New Yorker magazine. Unlike the powerhouse publishing operations nearby, the New Yorker’s offices—spread out over a few floors of 25 West Forty-Third Street—were ramshackle by anyone’s standards. “Squalor had come to be something that members of the staff took considerable pride in,” said one longtime New Yorker contributor. “It was as if the magazine, having decided that it could not afford to be beautiful, had decided to be as ugly as possible.” Plaster would occasionally fall out of the ceiling; paint peels curlicued on the walls; staff writers and editors labored in offices that resembled “bleak little ill-painted cells” lining the main corridor.

Standing in the elevator lobby was a brazier stuffed with cigarette butts and wadded-up rejection slips: many writers and artists aspired to become New Yorker contributors but didn’t make the cut. Brilliance and a certain sort of shrewdness were de rigueur here. Nor was the magazine meant to be read by just anyone: the New Yorker’s founder and editor, Harold Ross, would panic when his readership exceeded 300,000. (“Too many people,” he once said. “We must be doing something wrong.”) From the beginning he had pledged that his magazine—originally founded as a humor publication—would cater solely to urban sophisticates. The provincial sensibilities of the “old lady in Dubuque,” as Ross had put it when launching the New Yorker in 1925, would be diligently ignored.

Now that Hersey was free from Time magazine and Henry Luce, he could write for any publication. He wanted the New Yorker, and luckily the New Yorker wanted him too. Hersey knew it would probably make Luce furious when he discovered that his mishkid successor was swapping him out for the New Yorker: the Time Inc. boss and Harold Ross hated each other. Luce’s obvious hyper-patriotic agenda repulsed Ross, as did the “Timesstyle” in which Luce’s editors required the magazine’s correspondents to write. The style was stagy and hokey, Hersey admitted, and often featured idiosyncratic backward sentences. For the New Yorker’s wits, both Luce and Timesstyle were perfect targets for satire—something in which Ross and his own writers specialized. (“Backward ran sentences until reeled the mind,” wrote one New Yorker contributor in a gleeful Time send-up. “Where it all will end, knows God!”)

Hersey had actually published his first story in the New Yorker a year earlier, when he was still on Luce’s payroll: a profile on a young naval lieutenant named John Fitzgerald Kennedy and his recent ordeal in the Solomon Islands, in which a Japanese destroyer had charged his PT boat and cut it in half, killing two of his men. Kennedy, skipper of the PT boat, had spearheaded the rescue of his crew, personally towing the most injured men to a nearby deserted island.

Kennedy just happened to be the former paramour of Hersey’s wife, Frances Ann. She and Kennedy had remained friendly after they parted ways romantically, and one evening in February 1944 the Herseys and Kennedy had met up at a chic Manhattan nightclub, where Kennedy told them his story. Right away, Hersey informed Kennedy that he wanted to do an in-depth article about his experience. (“He was then, Kennedy, son of [former] Ambassador [Joseph] Kennedy, and in that sense, he was a newsworthy figure,” Hersey later recalled. But, he added, “it was quite clear that it was a good story, whether he was a Kennedy or not.”) Having now accrued five years of war reporting experience, Hersey had become fascinated by and practiced in writing stories about survival and human tenacity under extreme duress. He had first brought the Kennedy profile to editors at Life magazine, also a Luce publication. To Hersey’s surprise, they rejected it.

This ultimately turned out to be another regrettable decision on Team Luce’s part, for it gave Hersey the bridge to what would become his new publication. He was given permission to shop the story around, and so brought it to William Shawn, Harold Ross’s deputy editor at the New Yorker. Shawn immediately seized the opportunity. He had, in fact, “been trying for two years to get a story out of Hersey,” Ross reported to Kennedy’s father, Joseph Kennedy, and had therefore been “in a glow of satisfaction at having finally got one.”

The New Yorker was down to a bare-bones wartime staff at that point; many writers, artists, and editors at the magazine had been drafted or had enlisted. Ross and Shawn were putting in six- and seven-day weeks, overseeing all aspects of the nonfiction stories in the magazine. (Ross complained to one writer that he was “up to [his] nipples in hot water.”) It was Hersey’s first experience with working with one of the most colorful odd-couple teams in the industry. Ross especially intrigued and amused him. “He had a wide countryman’s mouth, his complexion was as coarse as the face of the moon, and he wore his hair on his biggish head cropped to about two inches in length, so it stood up in all directions,” Hersey recalled later. It seemed wonderfully ironic to Hersey that “the editor of a sophisticated city-slicker magazine—a man who, late at night, was always given the most elite table in the back room at the Stork Club, then the smartest night spot in town—should look like a hayseed, an absolute rube.”

Ross was an extravagant personality with a talent for profanity. He occasionally brandished a knitting needle as a pointer during meetings, after which writers were often dismissed with a wave of the hand and a brisk utterance: “All right… God bless you.” He often defaced his writers’ drafts with dozens of queries and edits written on the margins. (The Ross editing experience could be like “being stung to death by an army of gnats,” one New Yorker writer recalled.) When Hersey submitted the Kennedy story to the editors at the New Yorker, his draft was returned to him covered with more than fifty Ross edits in the margins.

“Interrogatory howls of outrage,” Hersey recalled. “I had put it toward the end of his ordeal [that] Kennedy, encountering some natives, had given them a coconut, on which he ‘wrote a message.’ ‘With what, for God’s sake?’ Ross’s note asked. ‘Blood?’ ”

William Shawn, on the other hand, was introverted to the point of near invisibility. “I am there, but I am not there,” he told his New Yorker writer and mistress, Lillian Ross. He was so diminutive that to some he resembled an elf. When the U.S. government made ominous noises about the possibility of drafting Shawn as well, Ross had fended off the effort, describing his deputy to a White House official as “thirty-seven, flat-footed, stoop-shouldered, a pill eater, hopeless for any service more deadly than behind a typewriter.”

Shawn’s demeanor could, apparently, verge on holiness. “He was extraordinarily charismatic in a paradoxical way,” recalled one New Yorker editor. “He seemed extremely shy, extremely deferential, and yet he had this extraordinary power. People would break into tears when they sat down to talk with him. He had a… strange presence.” His writers described his all-encompassing compassion as almost unfathomable. To him, “every human being [was] as valuable as ever other human being… every life was sacred,” recalled Lillian Ross, who was incredulous that Shawn truly believed in the value of every human life.

“Even Hitler?” she asked him.

“Even Hitler,” Shawn replied.

Despite their differences in temperament, Ross and Shawn were a perfect editorial team, incisive and shrewd. Both were unabashed, relentless perfectionists; both had a near mania for accuracy. In their youths, each had ditched their respective school classrooms for newsrooms.

The Second World War had brought out the deeply competitive news hound in each of them. Ross had long instructed Shawn that “we don’t cover the news; we parallel the news”; yet, when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, this approach went out the window. In the months and years that followed, the New Yorker dispatched correspondents to fronts around the world. The magazine had been born and raised to cover the “world of speakeasies, nightclubs, and chorus girls”—yet Ross had always, from the early years of the magazine, also craved gravitas. When the war came, he had a choice. He could try to maintain the original hijinks tenor of his magazine, now suddenly totally out of step with the times (“Nobody feels funny now,” he complained to his ex-wife and New Yorker cofounder, Jane Grant), or he could take advantage of “the greatest journalistic opportunity in history,” as Shawn later put it. They chose to chase the historic opportunity.

In wartime mode, William Shawn had become the “hunch man,” sending his reporters to remote locations without knowing exactly what the resulting story would be—just that there would be one. And Ross had gotten quite good at getting exclusives even out of journalist-flooded, war-devastated landscapes. In 1945, New Yorker correspondent Janet Flanner reported from the ruins of Cologne, Germany—yet another city “pulverised by bombs”—on atrocities inflicted there by Germans upon their prisoners. Although other war correspondents had been with Flanner in Cologne, she alone got this hiding-in-plain-sight story. Her resulting series was so penetrating and effective that Ross grew giddy with competitive pride.

“How simple it is to scoop the world, even if a flock of other journalists have the same facts and the same opportunities,” he told Flanner.

Yet the giddiness only went so far. Many huge, important war stories were simply going untold, Ross fretted, either out of journalistic obliviousness, a demoralizing overabundance of atrocity stories, a limited bandwidth among readers to absorb such stories, or all of the above. The war would be over and “any number of real atrocity stories” were likely to be overlooked and forgotten, he told Flanner.

“Unless the New Yorker gets around to doing something,” he added.

For the most part, the team at the New Yorker carried on their native attitude of defiance. “We published what pleased us” without caring who else they pleased, claimed Shawn. That said, Ross and Shawn played by the wartime rules set up for press by the U.S. government, sometimes going above and beyond in their cooperation with the military. They dutifully submitted their stories to the War Department for mandatory censorship—including Hersey’s Kennedy profile (which was quickly cleared, with only minor changes). They flatteringly profiled Allied soldiers and military personalities. The New Yorker was distributed to U.S. armed forces around the world in “pony” editions—small, condensed versions of the actual magazine. Ross and Shawn even published some works submitted by War Department public relations officers, likely to keep relations nice and cozy. For Ross, cultivating and maintaining access at all levels was crucial.

For Hersey, working with Ross and Shawn had been revelatory. Despite being put through the Rossian wringer, it had been a “very important experience” for him—one that had made him first realize that it was time to move on from Time and Luce. As an editor, Shawn had proved a writer whisperer who “had [a] genius,” Hersey recalled, “for helping me find the word that I would most naturally use.”

Hersey’s Kennedy story, “Survival,” ran in the June 17, 1944, issue. Joseph Kennedy made no effort to mask his disappointment that the story had gone to the New Yorker: for him, the magazine was too small, too niche—an assessment that rankled Ross, who saw his wartime magazine as a scrappy underdog competing against powerhouse news-gathering outlets.

“We have long had a feeling here that we are kicked around a great deal by the big fellows, or [on] behalf of the big fellows,” he told the elder Kennedy, adding—when Kennedy pushed him to release the article to a magazine with a larger publication—that “we are not disposed to lay down now.”

Joseph Kennedy ultimately harangued Ross into allowing the story to be reprinted in Reader’s Digest, a large-circulation magazine that Ross also found time to revile. Kennedy commissioned 100,000 copies of “Survival” to be distributed throughout Massachusetts’s Eleventh Congressional District during his son’s 1946 run for the House of Representatives; the article would be distributed in bulk during subsequent John F. Kennedy election campaigns as well, displaying his credentials as a war hero. Hersey’s reporting has been widely credited with helping to launch the thirty-fifth American president’s political career. However, in first bringing Hersey to the New Yorker, “Survival” had ultimately played a vital role in launching two seismic careers at once.

WHAT HAPPENED TO THE HUMAN BEINGS

In late fall 1945, Hersey and Shawn had lunch. It likely wasn’t a glamorous affair; “[Shawn’s] idea of a power lunch was orange juice and cereal in the Rose Room at the Algonquin Hotel,” long the regular gathering place for some of the New Yorker’s most vicious and brilliant contributors.

Hersey had written a couple of military-friendly pieces for Ross and Shawn since the Kennedy profile, including a piece on a literacy program in the Army and a story on a U.S. Army division that had returned from Europe and was being redeployed for occupation in Japan. He had decided it was time for him to begin overseas reporting again and was planning a major, monthslong trip to Asia. He would start in the country of his birth, China, to report on the aftermath of the war there and then try to get into occupied Japan.

At lunch, as Hersey and Shawn went through possible story ideas, they discussed Hiroshima. The New York Times, the only news outlet to have an eyewitness reporter on the Nagasaki bombing run, would boast to advertisers that it had scooped the world on the story of the atomic bomb and the dawn of the atomic age; it remained, as one New Yorker writer put, “the biggest news story in the history of the world.” But for Hersey and Shawn, something essential was missing from the reporting. They identified what had seemed so disturbing and incomplete about the coverage so far.

“Most of the reporting up to that time had to do with the power of the bomb and how much damage it had done in the city,” Hersey later recalled. While it seemed like the coverage had been comprehensive, most of the information had dealt with landscape and building destruction. Months had now passed since the nuclear bombing of Hiroshima, and still very little had been published on how the atomic bomb had affected its human victims. Scores of seasoned, ambitious foreign correspondents were now based in Tokyo—and yet no one had yet followed up those alarming first dispatches from Hiroshima with a major, comprehensive story on the fallout there.

Famed Life photographers Alfred Eisenstaedt and J. R. Eyerman had by then both traveled to and photographed Hiroshima, but the images published in their magazine were fairly sanitized. (Eisenstaedt took one now-published heartbreaking portrait of a Japanese mother and toddler amidst the charred ruins, but it never ran in Life’s national edition.) A spread of Eyerman’s photos did include two rare pictures of Japanese A-bomb victims, yet their wounds appeared negligible; the caption on one picture reminded readers that their burns evoked those received by American soldiers at Pearl Harbor. Other published Eyerman pictures featured little Japanese girls sporting sun hats and parasols; another featured Japanese soldiers reclining around what appeared to be a relatively intact train station. The message: post-bomb life in Hiroshima wasn’t so apocalyptic after all.

Furthermore, what limited coverage there had been was now tapering off. Other stories had since edged out front-page Hiroshima and Nagasaki headlines. When Americans opened their newspapers each morning, they instead saw news of the homecomings of American troops, the reconstruction of Europe, the Nuremberg trials of war criminals in Germany, and, of course, the escalating antagonism between the United States and the Soviet Union, among other international developments.

It is unclear whether Hersey and Shawn knew the extent of the restrictions that had been imposed on Tokyo-based reporters, but they likely had some idea. The American journalism world was then very close-knit, and many of Hersey’s correspondent friends had been posted to Japan to cover the occupation. He knew Eisenstaedt from Time Inc., for instance; the photographer had taken Hersey’s photograph during the height of the author’s A Bell for Adano fame.

In any case, it was clear that the U.S. government had been put on the defensive after the initial Hiroshima press reports came out, during the chaotic first days of the occupation. Both in Washington, D.C., and in General MacArthur’s Tokyo, U.S. officials had immediately gone into overdrive to contain and spin the story of the A-bomb aftermath.

Right after the Tex McCrary junket reports and Wilfred Burchett’s “Atomic Plague” story came out, editors of American publications—Ross and Shawn likely among them—had received a confidential September 14 letter from the War Department, on behalf of President Truman, asking them to restrict information in their publications about the atom bomb. The War Department was quick to state that this was not an extension of wartime censorship, which was officially slated to end that fall. Rather, the War Department directive said, it was simply a request that newspaper and magazine editors submit any material relating to nuclear matters to the War Department for review. It was an issue of “the highest national security” lest proprietary information about the bomb fall into foreign hands.

Starting around that time, there had also been a hastily assembled offense of government press conferences meant to set the press straight and the American conscience at ease. Even before the occupation had officially begun, Charles Ross, press secretary to President Truman, had sent the War Department a memo suggesting a media event at the site of the July 16 bomb test in New Mexico to show the public that there was no long-term radiation damage there, and absolutely nothing to worry about when it came to post-bomb aftermath. “This might be a good thing to do in view of continuing propaganda from Japan,” he wrote.

On September 9, Manhattan Project leaders General Leslie Groves and J. Robert Oppenheimer personally gave a tour of the New Mexico bomb testing site to a group of around thirty journalists. Even though the reporters were assured that there was barely any residual surface radiation, they all wore special white protective shoe covers, just to “make certain that some of the radioactive material still present in the ground might not stick to our soles,” one reported.

“The Japanese claim that people died from radiations,” General Groves told the reporters. “If this is true, the number was very small.”

The attending journalists toed the line. One New York Times correspondent, William Laurence—who also happened to be on the War Department payroll and had been “on loan from the Times to the atomic bomb project” since the previous April, as the Times put it in personnel records—reported that “the Japanese are still continuing their propaganda aimed at creating the impression that we won the war unfairly, and thus attempting to create sympathy for themselves and milder terms.” In the meantime, he went on, the New Mexico ground on which he had personally stood “gave mute testimony” that the “Tokyo Tales” of death by radiation were indeed fiction. Their Geiger counters had revealed that “radiations on the surface had dwindled to a minute quantity.”

The U.S. government and the Manhattan Project principals actually had not known in advance what the full effects of their experimental weapons would be, and they now hustled to make private investigations in the “death laboratories” of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. They urgently needed to find out whether radioactivity was indeed lingering in the atomic cities and how it was affecting humans—not because the United States intended to help treat Japanese bombing victims, but rather because those cities were about to be occupied by American troops.

Just before giving his nothing-to-see-here New Mexico press event that September, General Groves had hurriedly dispatched Brigadier General Thomas F. Farrell, his Manhattan Project deputy, to Japan to survey the aftermath in Hiroshima. On September 8, General Farrell and a team of Manhattan Project scientists arrived in the city to make what one reporter later described as a “spot check” inspection. (Upon seeing the damage in Hiroshima, one attending American physicist thought that, to the average beholder, it looked like the handiwork of a thousand B-29s, but that the United States had instead “simply used a labor-saving device.”) From Washington, the pressure on General Farrell was intense, recalled a member of his team; General Groves continuously bombarded Farrell with indignant cables from afar, demanding updates.

In Hiroshima, the team was able to calculate the height at which the bomb had detonated. “The bomb had burst at precisely the spot we wanted it to, high over Hiroshima,” recalled one Manhattan Project physicist. They therefore concluded that “there had been a minimum of radioactivity in the city,” as most of it had been absorbed back into the atmosphere. Based on the Farrell team’s brief investigation, General Groves announced to the press that very few Japanese had actually died from exposure to radiation and that Hiroshima was essentially radiation-free.

“You could live there forever,” he said.

Once back in Tokyo, General Farrell held his own press conference at the Imperial Hotel to present his atomic city findings. He did concede that a few Japanese were now dying due to gamma ray exposure received from the blast on August 6, but that the reporting on Hiroshima had been exaggerated. The conference was going well until the Daily Express’s Wilfred Burchett materialized, having just arrived from his own “Atomic Plague” reporting trip to Hiroshima. He was dirty, exhausted, and sick. When he confronted the briefing officer, in front of a full room of reporters, about what he had seen in Hiroshima, he was told that “those I had seen in the hospital were victims of blast and burn, normal after any big explosion.” When Burchett pushed him further on the strange illnesses now befalling blast survivors, he was told, “I’m afraid you’ve fallen victim to Japanese propaganda.” (Hersey’s friend Bill Lawrence was present at the conference too. In his subsequent story for the New York Times, he did not report the dramatic Burchett exchange, and the headline of his story read, “No Radioactivity in Hiroshima Ruin.” Much of the story instead directed attention away from the victims and back to the physical destruction: 68,000 buildings had been destroyed, he reported.)

In the months that followed these early-autumn press conferences, General Groves continued his own PR campaign, an all-out effort to rebrand his nuclear creation as a merciful weapon. Summoned by Congress that November to testify about use of the bombs on Japan and their aftereffects, the general eventually conceded that radiation had been responsible for some of the deaths in the atomic cities, but informed the Senate Special Committee on Atomic Energy that doctors had assured him that radiation poisoning “is a very pleasant way to die.” During fall visits to Manhattan Project labs and industrial contractors, General Groves gave speeches in which he told his audiences that there was no need for guilty consciences over the atomic bombings. He personally had no qualms, he told audiences.

“It is not an inhuman weapon,” he told one audience. “I have no apologies for its use.”

For Hersey and Shawn, it was time to get behind the scenes. The government junkets, conferences, speeches, and suppressed reporting were having the desired effect: across the United States, protests and alarm had been subdued to a manageable murmur. The idea of the atomic bomb as a reasonable mainstay weapon in the national arsenal—and a nuclear future in general—was becoming acceptable to the increasingly apathetic public. Many if not most Americans had moved on from Hiroshima and Nagasaki before the stories about what had happened in these cities had ever been told in full. To the New Yorker team, the true meaning of what had happened in Hiroshima—and the awful implications of those atomic bombings for the world—clearly had not sunk in.

Hersey and Shawn decided that Hersey would try to get into Japan and write about “what happened not to buildings but to human beings.” They didn’t know the exact angle yet, but they knew it had to be done. If the press corps in Tokyo either would not or could not undertake the story, the New Yorker would try. Here was one fewer wartime atrocity story that would not go ignored, as Ross had feared. Ross and Shawn had already been prepared to run another such story earlier that year, when New Yorker reporter Joel Sayre crossed into Germany with Allied troops and planned to do a story on the decimation of Cologne from the point of view of the civilians living there during the bombing campaign. That story did not come to fruition—but its approach could be used for a Hiroshima investigation.

It was time to learn and reveal the reality of the bombs that had been detonated in the name of the country, democracy, and decency itself. It was also time to put individual faces and fates to the Hiroshima and Nagasaki casualties at last. Sterile statistics and interchangeable photographs of rubble had become the enemy of such truth telling; dehumanization of the Japanese victims was allowing Americans to be lulled into complacency about the weapon.

Throughout World War II, Hersey had seen how dehumanization had enabled the worst acts of the war. He had personally witnessed the “wanton savagery” of air attacks on civilians in Rome and evidence of Nazi atrocities at concentration camps. During the war, he, too, had seen the Japanese as an animalistic enemy, but even while under Japanese fire at Guadalcanal he had tried to remember that it was a man shooting at him—a son, possibly a husband, maybe a father.

“I had long hated the idea [of the Japanese],” he wrote shortly after the experience. The idea of the enemy was infinitely hateable, he stated. “But I did not hate this individual. Was he from Hakone, perhaps Hokkaido? What food was in his knapsack? What private hopes had his conscription snatched from him?”

The war—culminating in the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki—had revealed to Hersey the “depravity of man” and his ability to completely degrade fellow human beings. He had come to realize that “[if] civilization was to mean anything, we had to acknowledge the humanity of even our misled and murderous enemies.”

He began to plan his trip.

THE TROJAN HORSE

For Hersey and the New Yorker team, there was likely never any question of Hersey trying to sneak into Japan to make his Hiroshima investigation. Even Wilfred Burchett and George Weller had had to accompany Allied military forces into the country as accredited war correspondents. Of course, those reporters had been able to take advantage of the chaos of the early days of the occupation to break loose from their respective military units, but even then the control of General MacArthur (Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers, or SCAP, an acronym which also referred to his occupation administration) over the foreign war correspondents had been stringent enough that both Burchett and Weller had to conjure up elaborate schemes to get away from their public relations officer (PRO) minders. Burchett had been slated to cover, along with most of the rest of the accredited foreign press corps, the Japanese surrender ceremony aboard the USS Missouri on September 2; when his PROs came to collect him for the event, he pretended to be crippled with diarrhea and was left behind to “recover.” He made it to Hiroshima, via train, only with the help of a sympathetic editor from the Japanese press agency Domei and a Hiroshima-based Domei fixer—which were, a year later, completely under SCAP’s control and restrictions. Even though Burchett had succeeded in getting his “Atomic Plague” story out, his camera film had been apparently confiscated and his accreditation revoked.

George Weller had given his PRO the slip by sneaking away from his military base under cover of darkness; he then escaped the base in a small motorboat and taken no fewer than four trains to Nagasaki—all while impersonating an American colonel to those Japanese he encountered. Even though Weller, too, got his story, SCAP’s censorship operation back in Tokyo was already airtight by the time he tried to transmit his copy back to the United States.

If General Groves had been scrambling back in the States to contain the Hiroshima story, these journalists felt from the beginning that General MacArthur would likely have an additional personal reason for vigorously suppressing reporting on the bombed cities and downplaying the bomb in general: “[jealousy] of the fact that ‘his war’ of four years had been won by two bombs prepared without his knowledge and dropped without his command,” as George Weller put it. In his opinion, General MacArthur had “determined to do his best to erase from history—or at least blur as well as censorship could—the important human lessons of radiation’s effect on civilian populations.”

Now, months later, SCAP wielded near-total control over who could enter Japan; anyone wishing to enter had to apply to General MacArthur’s forces for admission clearance. SCAP kept close tabs on all journalists to whom it granted entry: its Tokyo press office kept records on reporters’ whereabouts, their political dispositions, their attitudes toward the occupation, and even their health. Nearly every day General MacArthur received briefings about the current press corps, with summaries of articles—favorable or critical—pertaining to the Pacific theater. There were also monthly summaries compiled on the general activities of publications, including Hersey’s former employer, Time Inc. Once admitted to Japan, journalists had to be given permission to travel throughout the country as well, and they were allotted only limited time on their permissible forays.

Occupation troops had been stationed throughout the country. That past fall, around 27,000 occupation troops had moved into Nagasaki, and approximately 40,000 into Hiroshima. Most of the Hiroshima troops were housed in camps on the city’s outskirts, but in Nagasaki a larger number had set up camp in the city, even in buildings near ground zero.

None of this portended an easy reporting landscape for Hersey. But for him and the New Yorker editors, there was one snippet of promising news: SCAP was apparently now letting some reporters make trips to Hiroshima and Nagasaki, as shown by the Life magazine features. At least Hersey would have a shot at accessing Hiroshima—that is, if he was admitted by SCAP to Japan in the first place. General MacArthur detested some correspondents and hated certain publications. (The New York Herald Tribune, the Chicago Sun, and the San Francisco Chronicle embodied “downright quackery and dishonesty,” in the general’s opinion.)

For the most part, Hersey’s wartime record made him a viable candidate for clearance—and, from the New Yorker’s point of view, the perfect Trojan horse reporter. He had played by the rules throughout the war; his body of work largely belied a dutifully patriotic reporter. (George Weller had, by comparison, been butting heads with General MacArthur’s PROs and raging against the general’s “iron curtain of censorship” for years.) Hersey was also a commended war hero. He had written glowing profiles on the military’s rank and file. His second book, Men on Bataan, had been a flattering portrait of General MacArthur himself, created in close consultation with and approved by the War Department. (Hersey would later wish he could take Men on Bataan out of print, calling it “too adulatory” of General MacArthur, but the book was certain to be an asset in Hersey’s bid to gain access to the general’s Pacific kingdom.)

There was the chance that Hersey’s tenure as a Time reporter in Moscow might prompt questions about his political loyalties, raising the proverbial red flag for SCAP officials. Another possible sticking point: Hersey’s third book, A Bell for Adano—which contained a veiled portrait of U.S. general George S. Patton as an unhinged, destructive megalomaniac—showed that Hersey was not above rebuking the United States when he believed it fell short of the ideals for which the country professed to stand, and a willingness to show that America was not morally infallible after all. (General Patton had become “a cruel and despotic officer” who had “lost his marbles in Sicily,” Hersey later stated. “Seemed to me being just the thing we were fighting our war against.”)

All in all, however, Hersey’s chances appeared good. Before Christmas 1945, Hersey took a transport ship across the Pacific and arrived in Shanghai. On December 30, he sent Shawn a cable: he had successfully gotten accredited to U.S. Naval Group China. This was an encouraging sign. The Trojan horse had arrived at the gate.






Chapter Three MacArthur’s Closed Kingdom

BIKINI

Despite his noble goals with the Hiroshima story, Hersey had, during the war, harbored his own prejudices against the Japanese. They were an “animal adversary,” he stated in one wartime article for Life; they were “stunted physically,” he wrote in another. Alongside another Hersey article ran a photograph of him wearing some helmet netting lifted off a dead Japanese soldier. In his book Into the Valley, which detailed his ordeal covering the bloody and disastrous Guadalcanal skirmish, he referred to the Japanese fanning across the island as “a swarm of intelligent little animals.”

He was certainly not the only U.S. reporter to see the Japanese this way. One correspondent, Russell Brines—an Associated Press reporter who had arrived with General MacArthur’s troops the previous August and stayed on as the AP’s Tokyo bureau chief—fretted that “maybe the Japanese aren’t human” when first entering the country, a factor that might make them unpredictable and dangerous under occupation. (When considering human reactions to radioactivity in Hiroshima, General Groves privately wondered whether there was a “difference between Japanese blood and others” that was making Japanese atomic city residents weirdly susceptible to the bomb’s long-term effects.)

Hersey later admitted that he was ashamed of the way he had portrayed the Japanese in some of his wartime dispatches and writings. “Like other Americans, I had reacted badly to the humiliations of Pearl Harbor and Bataan,” he said. In 1937 he had been “horrified… by accounts and pictures of the orgiastic Japanese rape of Nanking.” In 1939, Hersey had gone to China to report on the war there for Time. “I had seen with my own eyes the arrogance and cruelty of the Japanese occupation of the city where I was born,” he recalled. At the time, China was under relentless bombardment by the Japanese, who, it seemed to Hersey, had no strategy other than indiscriminately killing as many Chinese as possible. During his visit to Chungking, the Chinese capital, the Japanese air raids on the city “started huge, uncontrollable fires, and thousands burned to death after every attack.” Millions of Chinese ultimately died in the war.

Now, in 1946, Hersey was back in China. Over the next few months he would use Shanghai as his base of operations but travel to several cities and regions, from Peiping (Beijing) to Manchuria. He filed a series of stories to the New Yorker editors about China in the immediate aftermath of the war and the emerging battle between that country’s government and Chinese Communists. He also posited to Shawn the possibility of reporting from Nanking, which would have made a demoralizing bookend to the post-atrocity coverage he was about to do in Hiroshima. This story didn’t happen, but, regardless, Shawn was finding Hersey’s China work brilliant. “You are doing wonders out there,” he cabled the reporter.

At one point, in late March, Hersey feared that his Hiroshima story might be in jeopardy. The Joint Army-Navy Task Force Number One was in the process of planning more atomic bomb tests, this time at Bikini Atoll in the Marshall Islands. Members of the press were being invited to witness atomic detonations. The operation’s declared purpose was to investigate the effect of nuclear weapons on naval warships. The experiments were to include the explosion of an atomic bomb over an assortment of target ships and boats, and another to be detonated ninety feet underwater. There was another reason behind the tests, some of the attending journalists privately concluded: “We had a monopoly on the Bomb [and] were hardly adverse to demonstrating what it could do,” recalled one reporter, who pointed out that representatives of nations from around the world—including media from the Soviet Union, the United States’ emerging adversary—were also invited to attend.

Hersey cabled Shawn from Shanghai, concerned that the tests would detract from the story they had envisioned. The New Yorker’s editors were among those approached by the task force about sending a correspondent to Bikini, with government transport available, but Shawn coolly declined the offer and instructed Hersey to proceed to Hiroshima as planned.

“The more time that passes,” he informed Hersey, “the more convinced we are that [the] piece has wonderful possibilities. No one has even touched it.”

If anything, the Bikini tests would ultimately make Hersey’s Hiroshima assignment more urgent. The first bomb was successfully exploded over its target fleet of over ninety ships, sinking five. Dozens of journalists and photographers observed the event from a War Department ship, where there was “mirthless jesting about the possible effect of the Bikini bombs on visiting genitals.” Watching the explosions from fourteen miles away, wearing welder’s glasses to protect their eyes, some of the journalists found the bombing anticlimactic. Journalist Norman Cousins of the Saturday Review of Literature was on board. One of his fellow correspondents turned to him, unimpressed by the spectacle.

“I was just thinking,” he said, “that the next war’s not going to be so bad after all.”

Another journalist scoffed that “the sound of the bomb… was like the sound of a discreet belch at the other end of the bar.” There had been no chilled spines or curdled blood at all, reported another.

The newsmen aboard “recorded their petulant resentment at being cheated,” recalled Clark Lee of the International News Service. “They underwrote the atom bomb’s results… and the outcome was that many of the public decided that the reports of atomic-bomb destruction at Hiroshima and Nagasaki had been exaggerated.”

One of the few journalists who discerned the true significance of the Bikini tests was William “Atomic Bill” Laurence, the veteran science correspondent for the New York Times who had, in spring 1945, been conscripted by General Groves to be the so-called official historian of the secret Manhattan Project. (McCrary junketeer and Hersey’s friend Bill Lawrence had been given the nickname “Non-Atomic Bill” to differentiate the two Times reporters.) Atomic Bill—a “small, dark man… with a flattened nose and a wild shock of hair,” as one reporter put it—had effectively functioned as a General Groves propagandist, helping to create the War Department’s official statements announcing the Japan bombings while on loan to the government from the Times. That previous fall, Atomic Bill had informed Times readers that the Japanese had been exaggerating reports of bomb-related radiation; their reports, he wrote, had been just a “foe’s propaganda at work.”

Unlike many of the other Bikini junketeers, Atomic Bill now recognized that the Bikini tests showed that the United States’ nuclear prowess was advancing quickly and that the weapons were becoming even more dangerous. In an article that bordered on alarmist—especially for Atomic Bill, the ultimate Groves lapdog—he reported in the Times that the second bomb detonated at Bikini had actually been the “greatest explosion ever felt on earth,” this time packing a probable payload of at least 50,000 tons of TNT, some two and a half times the power of the bomb that had devastated Hiroshima. This time there had been lingering radiation, he stated: the tests had left behind a “churning mass of radioactive water” in the lagoon surrounded by the atolls. The spray kicked up by the blast doused all of the surrounding ships with radioactivity.

Yet many Americans were as nonplussed, even disappointed, by the tests as some of the Bikini reporters had been. The tests did less damage than expected, declared 53 percent of Americans surveyed in a subsequent poll. It was just further evidence, they thought, that the initial hysteria about the Japan bombs had been unwarranted.

THE SICKBED EPIPHANY

Hersey was determined to get into Japan by the second week of May. He applied to SCAP in Tokyo for permission to enter the country. Even though Japan remained on strict lockdown, there had been at least one positive development for Hersey while he was in China: by April 1946 the United States had largely moved military personnel out of Hiroshima, which would hopefully make it a little easier for him to maneuver on the ground. However, there were still American military police stationed there, so he would have to proceed cleverly and cautiously if he hoped to achieve his reporting mission in the city.

Toward the end of April, Hersey came down with the flu while on a side assignment to Manchuria. He was on board one of six U.S. Landing Ships, Tank (or LSTs) that were “helping to give the New 22nd Division of China’s new Sixth Army a ‘lift’ from Shanghai to north China” to fight the Communists there—an operation overseen by the U.S. military. When Hersey got sick, he was transferred to a destroyer back to Shanghai.

It turned out to be a fortuitous flu. As he convalesced onboard, crew members brought Hersey a few books from the ship’s library, including The Bridge of San Luis Rey by Thornton Wilder. The 1927 book detailed the lives of five people in Peru who were killed when a rope suspension bridge over a canyon broke with all five on it. Wilder’s account tracked the lead-up to the accident and how these protagonists all found their way to that tragic moment.

As Hersey read feverishly in his bunk, he realized that this would be an effective way to tackle Hiroshima as a subject. Back in New York City, he and William Shawn had agreed that his goal was telling the story from the victims’ point of view, but Wilder’s work had just given Hersey an especially poignant, sharp way of telling the “terribly complicated story” and making it engrossing. Once on the ground in Hiroshima, he would try to track down a small number of victims whose paths crossed each other’s as they came to their own “moment of shared disaster.”

It was an ingenious, subversive approach. Too often, reporters had fallen back on grandiose pseudo-biblical language to describe the power of the bombs. Atomic Bill Laurence of the New York Times was especially guilty of this: he had just described one of the Bikini tests’ mushroom cloud as a continent made “when the earth was young”; it had then, he wrote, mutated into a “a giant tree, a tree with many branches bearing many invisible fruits—alpha particles, beta rays, neutrons—fruits deadly to man, invisible to the eye, the fruits of the tree of knowledge, which man must eat at his peril.” If anything, descriptions like this one had made the atomic bombs and their fallout seem even more abstract to readers. Even Atomic Bill conceded that he and others had failed to describe effectively the hugeness and significance of the bomb.

“The human mind,” he decided, “is simply not conditioned to think in such dimensions.”

It was time for someone to describe the bomb in terms that the human mind could grasp. As Hersey finished The Bridge of San Luis Rey, he realized that emphasizing minutiae, not grandeur, was the way to drive the point home. Not everyone could comprehend how the atomic bomb worked or visualize an all-out, end-of-days nuclear world war. But practically anyone could comprehend a story about a handful of regular people—mothers, fathers, grade school children, doctors, clerks—going about their daily routines when catastrophe struck. Hersey would take readers into the victims’ kitchens, on their streetcar commutes, into their offices, back on that sunny summer morning of August 6, 1945, and show what befell them.

“My hope was that the reader would be able to become the characters enough to suffer some of the pain, some of the disaster,” he said later.

It was simply a question of scale. Hersey would dial it down from God’s eye level to a human vantage point.

OCCUPATIONAIRES

On May 13, Hersey received a cable from the SCAP press office in Tokyo:

NO OBJECTION ON ENTRANCE OF

JOHN HERSEY AS CORRESPONDENT

He was in. Hersey wired Shawn from the Shanghai press office, informing the editor that he was now just waiting on military transport into Japan. A week later Hersey got another Army cable informing him that he was “hereby invited and authorized to proceed via first available transportation” from Shanghai to Tokyo.

On May 22, Hersey boarded a U.S. military plane out of Shanghai. His plane flew out over the Pacific and landed on Guam, where he boarded a naval air flight to Tokyo. Just over a year earlier, his friend Non-Atomic Bill Lawrence had circled the city in a B-29 while covering a 350-plane firebomb attack on Tokyo by U.S. forces. Japanese searchlights swept across the sky, the bright beams of light cutting through the heavy smoke hanging over the capital. The crew on Lawrence’s plane dropped napalm bombs on the city below. “The incendiaries dropped by the airplanes ahead of us looked like millions of fireflies as they neared the ground,” he recalled later. Within seconds, huge swaths of Tokyo had burst into flames below. The fire spread to structures on the palace grounds of Emperor Hirohito.

A year later the flames had long since been extinguished but miles upon miles of charred carnage remained. Hersey had last been in Tokyo for Life magazine in 1940, profiling Ambassador Joseph Grew, prewar American emissary to Japan. The city had then been a vibrant metropolis, densely packed with traditional wooden Japanese buildings—perfect kindling for the Allies’ firebombs.

“In Tokyo streets, hawkers [sung] their wares,” Hersey reported. “Japanese jazz, a curious marriage of Western orchestration and Eastern harmonics, [could] be heard everywhere blaring from shop doors.”

Most of those shops had likely since burned and Tokyo’s streets were still in shambles. The city still resembled “an ashtray filled with the cigarette butts of buildings,” as reporter George Weller had described it. Twisted steel building frames jutted up from the earth; in other places, only gaping foundations marked where structures had once stood. Japanese survivors dwelled in a sea of canvas tents and crude metal-walled shacks erected on top of the rubble. Everywhere hung the smell of burning charcoal, frying fish, and human feces.

The occupation was now in full swing. Yokohama, the nearby naval port and an entry point for occupation troops, had become a garrison town filled with Quonset huts and military installations; the road between this city and Tokyo was choked with Army trucks and jeeps driving alongside Japanese handcarts, bicycles, and oxcarts. In Tokyo, U.S. troops—or “occupationaires,” as they called themselves—had moved into former Imperial Japanese Army barracks or surviving downtown office buildings. The capital’s streets “flowed with unrelieved khaki and olive drab [uniforms],” recalled AP reporter Russell Brines. “The air was filled with nervous, impermanent intensity.”

In Tokyo, General MacArthur had established his general headquarters in the fortresslike Dai-ichi Life Insurance Company building, right across the street from the Imperial Palace, where the Japanese emperor still lived. It was not a subtle statement. The supreme commander lived nearby in the American embassy, guarded by American soldiers “and so many Japanese police they seemed to sleep in the trees,” recalled Brines. One occupationaire, an American doctor, recalled that seeing MacArthur’s motorcade wind through the city was like beholding a modern Caesar. The Japanese people had been adequately subjugated, he also observed.

“When I walk down the street, my five-feet-ten-inches puts me head high over Japs who more or less crouch as they walk,” the doctor commented. “The Japs are said to be a proud people, but they certainly behave like humble creatures now.”

Hersey, who stood over six feet tall, was especially conspicuous in postwar Japan. (He was, noted one Japanese doctor, “one of the tallest men I have ever seen anywhere.”) If he had intended to keep a low profile once he arrived, that plan was blown. His presence was immediately noted and even announced in local media. The Nippon Times reported that “one of America’s outstanding man-of-letters” had arrived in Tokyo. He was, the story noted breathlessly, “tall, handsome, [and] youthful looking,” as well as modest and polite.

As for the purpose of his visit: “[A]fter having spent several weeks in China on assignment,” the Nippon Times reported, the Pulitzer Prize–winning author and journalist was apparently just “passing through Tokyo en route to the States.”

AN INROAD PRESENTS ITSELF

Five months earlier, in January 1946, an Army filmmaker named Lieutenant Herbert Sussan had been given a daunting assignment. During the war he had been based in Culver City, California, working on propaganda films and radio broadcasts for the U.S. Army Air Corps’ First Motion Picture Unit. After the war ended, he was reassigned to Tokyo, and found himself part of a small unit of U.S. military filmmakers headed by Lieutenant Colonel Daniel A. McGovern, whose mission was to document for the U.S. government the effects of American bombing on more than twenty Japanese cities, including Hiroshima and Nagasaki. When the team entered Nagasaki, Lieutenant Sussan was shocked.

“We knew that Nagasaki had been hit pretty bad but nobody prepared us before we went in,” he recalled later. “I could not believe what one bomb, what one little bomb could do. These huge factories—it was as if an enormous hand had reached down from the sky and pushed them all away.”

Hiroshima had been even more difficult for him to behold: its rivers and bridges reminded him of New York City, his hometown. His unit took 90,000 feet of raw footage of the atomic cities on color film stock, including disturbing shots of burned, perishing blast survivors.

In late May, Lieutenant Sussan was in the field and got a message from Lieutenant Colonel McGovern instructing him to get transport back to Tokyo for a meeting. Lieutenant Sussan dutifully materialized for the meeting at the new Tokyo Correspondents Club, founded by foreign journalists the previous fall. After having eventually been released from their Yokohama “press ghetto” by General MacArthur’s forces, the fleet of journalists had made their way back into the capital to start reporting on the occupation. SCAP officials had taken up all the rooms in the remaining hotels and buildings, so the press corps found and rented a battered but habitable five-story redbrick building as their own general headquarters. It was filthy, its windows were broken, and it stood in a narrow lane surrounded by roofless, derelict office buildings, but it became home to nearly every Western journalist assigned to Tokyo. If the rooms were crammed to capacity, correspondents could sleep in the ramshackle “ball room” behind paper screens. At one point an enterprising reporter set up a little gun shop in the lobby; he divided his time between overseeing this stall and an on-site dice table. If the club was in equal parts “a makeshift bordello, inefficient gaming-house, and a black market center,” as one correspondent put it, it was also a crucial hub for networking with SCAP officers, a meeting place where leaks and tips were quietly given.

When Lieutenant Sussan arrived at the club that day in late May, Lieutenant Colonel McGovern met him there and introduced him to John Hersey.

“[He’s a] writer from New York who wants to do something on Hiroshima,” Lieutenant Colonel McGovern told Lieutenant Sussan.

The three men sat down for lunch together. Over the meal, Lieutenant Sussan later recalled, he and Lieutenant Colonel McGovern told Hersey about their time in the atomic cities. The filmmakers’ Hiroshima footage had been sent back to Washington, D.C., and would be classified for decades; Lieutenant Sussan had been told by the head of the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey that the film was to be “limited strictly to government use.” (In Lieutenant Colonel McGovern’s opinion, the U.S. government “didn’t want that material out because they were sorry for their sins.”) Yet Lieutenant Sussan was eager to spread the word about what they had seen and filmed.

“If people could only see this devastation, this holocaust, it would be the greatest argument for peace the world has ever seen,” Lieutenant Sussan later stated. The full extent of the story “had to be told… I remember thinking, ‘This kind of weapon cannot exist on earth and people live on earth too.’ ”

He had personally pushed to take a good deal footage of atomic bomb victims rather than just landscape devastation footage, in order to have a record of the bombs’ full effects on humans.

The filmmakers gave Hersey some Hiroshima contacts; they also told him about a group of Hiroshima-based priests who had witnessed and survived the blast and were still living in the flattened city.

Hersey had already read a report written by a Japan-based German Jesuit priest named Father Johannes Siemes, who had been on the outskirts of Hiroshima on the day of the bombing and had written an eyewitness account for a magazine called Jesuit Missions. In February 1946, Time magazine had run an abbreviated version of the translated account in its Pacific pony edition, distributed to U.S. military troops throughout that theater. Hersey also obtained a longer version of the testimony.

In this account, Father Siemes had recounted in graphic detail what it had been like when Little Boy exploded over Hiroshima at 8:15 a.m.—“The whole valley is filled by a garish light… I am sprayed with fragments of glass”—and the horrible scenes that had followed. After making his way through the burning city in an attempt to rescue some of his fellow priests, Father Siemes found two of his colleagues, both gravely injured. (The Japanese secretary of their mission had also survived, Father Siemes wrote, but went mad in the aftermath and apparently committed suicide by running into the flames of the inferno then consuming the city center.) The two injured priests had taken refuge in the city’s Asano Park, where Father Siemes found them; they might have died there if not for the efforts of a Japanese Protestant minister—“our rescuing angel”—who materialized and helped evacuate them in a boat.

It is unclear whether Lieutenant Colonel McGovern and Lieutenant Sussan had crossed paths with the specific survivors from Father Siemes account, but at least Hersey now knew that members of this community of eyewitnesses were still alive and in Hiroshima. These priests, Hersey felt, could be his inroad to the story.

THE ARMY CONTROLS THE FOOD HERE

The Tokyo Correspondents Club was within walking distance of SCAP’s press relations office. The office had been set up in the former Radio Tokyo building, near General MacArthur’s headquarters at the Dai-ichi Insurance Company building. The wartime camouflage coat of jet-black paint still covered the six-story structure; inside, its rooms and hallways reeked of fish, recalled one American correspondent with disgust. On the second floor, a large newsroom with offices and desks had been set up for reporters from news organizations accredited to SCAP. Hersey was told that he could wire communications and copy back to his home offices from the Radio Tokyo building. It was a ritual that always took place under the beady eyes of General MacArthur’s public relations officers, whose primary duty was to shield MacArthur and the occupation from criticism. To that end, William Shawn had instructed Hersey that he should write the story back in the States.

Hersey now had to apply to SCAP’s general headquarters for permission to travel to the southern part of the country. While SCAP had had “no objection” to Hersey’s entrance to Japan, he would have to maintain a diplomatic demeanor if he was going to navigate around the occupation apparatus to get access to Hiroshima. The Army kept “a tight grip on all living under it,” reported AP Tokyo bureau chief Russell Brines. Everyone under its jurisdiction, Americans and Japanese alike, had even the smallest details of their lives regulated: “They were told how much to eat, how much gasoline to use and how many cigarettes to smoke.”

Coverage that displeased SCAP’s public relations officers could result in revoked accreditation or expulsion from the country, but the press officers had also been finding additional, unsubtle ways to keep the press under control. That past fall, General MacArthur’s head of public relations, Brigadier General LeGrande A. Diller—known to correspondents as “Killer” Diller—had ensured that reporters attempting to cover a meeting between Emperor Hirohito and General MacArthur were met with bayonets, and then barred reports from being published about the incident. Pressed about his motives, General Diller replied, “Call it whimsy if you like.” Afterward he informed the press corps that he was only “going to get tougher” and advised them that he had many ways of keeping them in line.

“Don’t forget the Army controls the food here,” he told them.

Correspondents who crossed up the PRO and General MacArthur could also suddenly find that they were denied gasoline to run their vehicles. In addition, SCAP public relations officers would call editors back in the States to complain about reporters and demand substitutes. Killer Diller was eventually replaced by Brigadier General Frayne Baker, who was only marginally less hostile. General Baker told the Tokyo-based correspondents that they could be court-martialed for publishing classified material under the Articles of War because the United States and Japan technically were still at war. (At that moment, he informed them that SCAP officers could declare any information classified that it liked.)

Not even Hersey’s war hero status would exempt him from close scrutiny—and SCAP was not the only U.S. government operation monitoring him. Tokyo-based Federal Bureau of Investigation officials were alerted to Hersey’s arrival and relayed this information to the FBI director in Washington, D.C., with a request that the Tokyo office be furnished with further information about him. It is unclear if this was standard procedure, or whether Hersey’s Moscow background had triggered the report request.

Further complicating Hersey’s mission was the fact that even though some foreign journalists and photographers had been allowed to travel to Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the atomic cities were still a restricted topic. Under a press code issued by SCAP, the Japanese were hardly allowed to mention the bombings in poetry journals, much less mainstream publications, radio broadcasts, or scientific journals. Japanese reporters, photographers, and filmmakers who had been dispatched to the atomic cities in various capacities usually had their materials confiscated or hid them indefinitely for fear of having them taken or destroyed.

Hersey would have to tread lightly or risk being suppressed like his forerunner reporters Wilfred Burchett and George Weller—or worse.

YESTERDAY’S NEWS

Luckily for SCAP and U.S. government officials back in Washington, D.C., by the time Hersey came to Tokyo, few reporters were still vying to cover Hiroshima in any meaningful way. Likely most of them were simply too daunted to brave SCAP’s restrictions, obstacles, and threats. Yet, just as members of the press had internalized racist propaganda against the Japanese during the war, many correspondents and editors in the months since the bombing also seem to have accepted in varying degrees the government line that the nuclear aftermath had been overly hyped.

Now that SCAP was clearing select journalists to visit Hiroshima and Nagasaki again, the stories they reported that spring depicted Japanese residents who appeared to have resumed near-normal lives. In February another official press tour had been taken to Hiroshima, this time to show journalists how quickly the city was recovering from the bombing. Lindesay Parrott, Tokyo bureau chief of the New York Times, reported in that newspaper that houses were being built and vegetable gardens being planted in the ruins. Visitors now had to “remind themselves as they surveyed the ruins that Hiroshima was the spot where atomic warfare stuck its first blow.” Its residents had been surprisingly sullen, he added—except for those who ostentatiously paraded their bomb injuries for the correspondents.

“They seemed rather proud of such distinguished attention,” Parrott stated, adding that all of the bomb-related injuries were now healing.

The message was clear: the emergency was over; there was nothing left to see here. Hiroshima and Nagasaki were yesterday’s news. Joseph Julian, a radio reporter who had been to the city, told his boss that he wanted to do a series of broadcasts on Hiroshima and was discouraged.

“No one wants to hear about Hiroshima anymore,” Julian was told. “It’s old stuff.”

Like the Bikini bomb test junketeers, the occupation press corps was becoming blasé and had long since turned their attention to new stories. Japan had become the land of limitless next scoops, and fewer journalists were interested in covering the aftermath of the last war. When Hersey arrived in Tokyo, many of his colleagues were busily covering the war crimes trials of General Hideki Tojo, former prime minister of wartime Japan, and his fellow defendants. The other big story being monitored: the threat of growing communism in Japan and the cultivation of the Japanese as a potential ally against the Soviet Union. Cold War rhetoric was heating up; former British prime minister Winston Churchill had just famously declared that the Soviets had erected an “iron curtain” across Europe. (“Nobody knows what Soviet Russia and its Communist international organization intends to do in the immediate future, or what are the limits, if any, to their expansive and proselytizing tendencies,” he said, and cited the many countries over which Moscow was now laying claim.)

Japan was being given a rapid makeover from enemy state to eastern theater foothold for the United States against the USSR. (“Those Japs are going to be our allies in the next war,” Hersey was told by an American intelligence officer. “I’ll bet money on it.”)

When Hersey applied to SCAP General Headquarters for clearance to travel to Hiroshima, there may have been some bemusement about why a reporter of his stature was asking to visit the site of the nearly year-old story. Yet the perception that the press corps was so subdued and distracted at this point—and that the story had been so successfully contained—probably worked to Hersey’s advantage. Just two days after arriving in Tokyo, on May 24, he was informed by GHQ that he had been “authorized and invited to proceed by rail” to Hiroshima Prefecture.

Hersey immediately cabled Shawn, advising him that he was proceeding to Hiroshima. GHQ had given him a mere fourteen days on the ground. Once there, he would have to work fast.






Chapter Four Six Survivors

KILLING FIELDS, PLAYING FIELDS

In 1946, the 420-mile train journey from Tokyo to Hiroshima Prefecture could still be a nearly twenty-four-hour ordeal in a packed railway car. One occupationaire commented that Tokyo’s central train station was always filled with a “seething mass of people” and that “the air was heavy with thick, fleshy odor.” The “coaches for Japs,” he added scornfully, “with their close packing of humanity, have smells of all types that pervade the depot stations.”

As for Hiroshima’s train station, not much of it was left. Yet, because it stood slightly on the outskirts of the city, Hiroshima’s decimated center could not immediately be seen by arriving travelers. Occupationaire rubberneckers who were taking the train through Hiroshima without disembarking sometimes complained about the “lack of A-bomb destruction,” said one observer at the time.

Still, only the most cynical aftermath-tourist could be wholly dissatisfied by the scene at Hiroshima’s station. Nearly a year after the bombing, the platform remained surrounded by splintered shells of former houses and buildings. A choppy sea of rubble—shattered wood planks, roof tiles, severed chunks of metal—spread out for miles around the station’s platform. Blackened, shorn trees and charred telephone poles jutted from the earth.

When Hersey arrived in Hiroshima, temperatures were climbing; during the summer, the “ruins were terribly hot,” recalled one blast survivor, who added that Hiroshima had few roofs or even walls to create shade. A “strange, unidentifiable odor” permeated the air, recalled another reporter who came to the city around the same time.

Hersey was stunned upon first beholding the city. He simply could not comprehend how so much damage had been done “by one instrument in one instant.” The firebomb aftermath he’d just seen in Tokyo hadn’t necessarily rattled him. “I’d seen damage like that in Europe and elsewhere,” he said later. In any case, Tokyo’s devastation had been achieved by waves of attacks by hundreds of planes. But Hiroshima terrified Hersey from the moment he arrived; the fact that a single bomb had caused this destruction would torment him throughout the duration of his assignment.

All along, Hersey had been aware of the irony that “a magazine of humor, and light pieces, and cartoons [was] suddenly devoting itself to something so terrible,” as he put it. But now that he was on the ground, staring down the staggering devastation, post-bomb Hiroshima was no longer a horrible abstraction, a covered-up story to be broken in the pages of the New Yorker. Here, spread out in front of Hersey, were miles of jagged misery and three-dimensional evidence that humans—after centuries of contriving increasingly efficient ways to exterminate masses of other humans—had finally invented the means with which to decimate their entire civilization. Hersey worried that he wouldn’t be able to bear the assignment after all, and resolved to do it as fast as he could.

Hiroshima had, over the last ten months, been attempting to rebuild, but reconstruction materials were scarce. Many survivors had tried to erect huts upon the ruins of their former homes. There were “teeming jungles of dwelling places, incredibly ugly… in a welter of ashes and rubble,” recalled one reporter. Most of the makeshift homes were tin shanties, cobbled together from materials salvaged from the ruins. Makeshift signs had been nailed to the remnants of collapsed and burned former homes, detailing the whereabouts of its evacuated survivors or the fates of their now-dead previous occupants.

As residents attempted to clear lots to build new homes, they continued to uncover bodies and severed limbs. Around the time Hersey was there, in June, a concerted cleanup campaign in one district alone had unearthed 1,000 bodies.

The city’s surviving population was starving. The American occupiers had brought into Japan shipments of corn, flour, powdered milk, and chocolate, but “supplies from the outside [to Hiroshima] were irregular,” recalled another reporter in a diary he kept at the time. “The people here feel forgotten,” he added. After Little Boy had destroyed the city, a typhoon and floods swept through the area and ruined the crops that had withstood the bombing. Some residents tried planting small gardens in the ruins next to their shanties. Vegetation was growing again in the atomic city: weeds, grass, and flowers were pushing almost aggressively through the rubble. The bomb had not only left certain plant roots alive underground, it had apparently “stimulated them,” Hersey observed, with apparent revulsion. He noted that the aptly named panic grass and feverfew were among the plants finding the landscape most hospitable.

Getting around the city remained a challenge. At 8:14 a.m. on August 6, 1945, the city center streetcars had been filled with morning commuters. By 8:16 a.m. the streetcars in the city’s center were distorted wreckages, filled with scores of blackened corpses. Some trams had been rehabilitated and were now chugging again through the partially cleared streets. A few residents pedaled on bicycles with tires improvised from all sorts of salvaged materials. Horse-drawn hearses still toted bodies away from the Hiroshima Red Cross hospital—which had, Hersey noted, managed to put up a new brick façade, even though the conditions inside remained remedial at best. (One visiting American doctor called the hospital conditions “absolutely horrible,” adding that he would “sooner die than rot in one of [its] rooms.”) Despite having been declared safe by General Groves and his team, several square miles were reportedly still roped off due to possible radioactivity.

The remains of a steel tower still stood at Hiroshima’s ground zero. A sign affixed to it declared:

Center of Impact

The site was a shrine of sorts for the Japanese, but countless occupationaires had been making their way to ground zero for photo ops. A Planning Conference had been considering the creation of a monument to “International Amity,” but for the moment, ground zero was being treated more or less as a theme park by visiting troops. Some grew almost giddy over all of the “bomb souvenirs” on offer in the ruins; not even the fear of possible residual radioactivity kept collectors away. “[The] treasure area involved hundreds of acres [containing] plenty of curios and family treasures mixed with the rubble,” recalled one visitor, who scored several broken porcelain cups that he intended to use as ashtrays. (Others had much bigger hauls, he noted, but he was only an “amateur scrounger.”) Despite having been fairly picked over, he added, there were still plenty of objects to choose from. He was certain that “a small fortune could be made” by selling them in America.

Occupation forces found other ways to turn the killing fields into playing fields—literally, in one case. Six months earlier, Marines stationed in Nagasaki cleared a space in that city’s bomb debris to create a football field, where they played a New Year’s Day “Atom Bowl,” complete with a Marine band and goal posts made from salvaged scrap wood. They had also conscripted Japanese girls to act as cheerleaders. “We thought it would be totally appropriate,” recalled one player years later, and that they’d felt “it would be great for publicity.”

WHAT IT’S REALLY LIKE IN HEAVEN

Hiroshima offered few housing options, but Hersey found shelter at an American military police boardinghouse in Ujina, near the Hiroshima port. Situated about three miles away from the bomb’s hypocenter, the municipality of Ujina had sustained less damage than areas closer to ground zero, allowing occupation forces to use intact buildings there. During World War II and previous conflicts, Japanese soldiers had been dispatched from the port to military theaters throughout Asia.

It would not be the first time Hersey lived with the U.S. military while researching a potentially damaging story. He had spent much of the war as an accredited war correspondent attached to various military units; those arrangements had not precluded him from scrutinizing the missions and personnel he was covering—nor from subsequently turning out critical assessments of them, as demonstrated in his withering General Patton portrait in A Bell for Adano. In any case, it was in Hersey’s best interest to keep collegial relations with the Hiroshima-based U.S. officials, who would prove crucial in terms of procuring necessities, such as a jeep and gasoline. Hersey had been instructed in his invitational travel order that he would have to secure his own “subsistence,” and if he planned to eat while in Hiroshima, he was more likely to get fed by the Americans than by the Japanese.

Hersey immediately began to scope out his protagonists, starting with the Jesuit priests he had read about in the Father Siemes testimony and heard about from Lieutenant Colonel McGovern and Lieutenant Sussan. Locating Hiroshima’s resident Catholics was not difficult: the priests had been among the only Hiroshima residents who could afford building materials and had already begun reconstructing their small campus. First, they had cleared the ruins of their old mission compound and had erected barracks on the site. The logs piled up on the church’s land plot for the planned mission buildings inspired envy in Hiroshima’s less fortunate residents.

Hersey was already familiar with the head of the mission—Father Superior Hugo Lassalle, a German—whose ordeal had been recounted in the Father Siemes testimony reprinted in Time magazine’s Pacific pony edition. Father Lassalle had been at the Society of Jesus’s Central Mission and Parish House compound in Hiroshima’s Noboricho neighborhood when the city was bombed. He currently resided, along with the other priests who had returned to rebuild their church, in a small one-room barracks structure made from galvanized iron sheets and wooden boards. The space was currently serving as a temporary church, reception room, and the priests’ home. At night they slept on straw tatami mats on the floor; a piece of plywood at the front of the house served as a makeshift altar. Father Lassalle and his colleagues were subsisting on rice and Japanese white radishes.

Father Lassalle’s floppy pale hair and oversized ears gave him an amiable appearance. Even among the ruins, he exuded determination and optimism. Having studied philosophy and theology in the United Kingdom before coming to Japan in 1929, he spoke English. When Hersey found and approached him about speaking with him for his article, Father Lassalle agreed.

On August 6, Father Lassalle recounted, he had been standing at the window of his second-floor room when the bomb’s flash seared across the city. He managed to dart away from the window, which suddenly blew in. Shattered glass fragments speared his entire back and tore into his left leg; blood poured from the wounds.

“This is the end of me,” Father Lassalle recalled thinking. “Now I will know what it’s really like in heaven.”

It was not, however, the end of Father Lassalle. Miraculously, even though the compound was a mere 1,400 yards from ground zero, the mission house’s framework held fast; the structure had been reinforced by an earthquake-fearing priest in the order named Brother Gropper. No one else on the premises had died, either, although most had been pierced by broken glass and battered by splintered, flying furniture. Rather than discovering what heaven was really like, Father Lassalle quickly discovered that he and his colleagues had been ushered straight into hell on earth.

All of the other compound’s buildings had collapsed, including a Catholic kindergarten near the front of the property. Children screamed from under the ruins. Father Lassalle and the other priests—including one who had received a serious head wound that was spurting blood-—rushed to dig them out. They were finally “freed with the greatest effort.”

In the immediate neighborhood, shocked, blood-covered survivors began to make their way into the street, which was littered with the debris of collapsed houses, fallen live wires, scalded telephone poles, and bodies. The priests tried to administer aid to as many people as possible until huge walls of fire started to rage toward the mission. As the priests fled the inferno, they heard neighbors and parishioners—trapped in the rubble of their collapsed homes—screaming in agony and calling for help. There was no way to rescue them; they had to be “left to their fate.” They would all burn to death as the fires consumed the area.

DESCENT INTO HELL

Father Lassalle introduced Hersey to another German priest who had been with him that day: Father Wilhelm Kleinsorge, thirty-nine, who also spoke English and agreed to be interviewed. Father Kleinsorge had been very ill since the bombing. He had sustained only minimal injuries when Little Boy exploded, yet somehow Father Kleinsorge’s small wounds had refused to heal over time, and he had been plagued by fever, nausea, diarrhea, and plummeting white blood cell counts. Around two weeks after the bombing, “I became extremely tired, and eventually I couldn’t stand up,” he later recalled. He made his way to a hospital in Tokyo, where “they told me it was very bad,” and that his “bone marrow [had been] damaged by the radiation from the bomb.” He returned to Hiroshima, where he had since been regularly in and out of the hospital.

Father Kleinsorge had blacked out when Little Boy exploded, but he remembered what happened beforehand and afterward in excruciating detail. When the bomb went off, he told Hersey, he was in a third-floor room at the mission house, reading a magazine, Stimmen der Zeit (Voices of the Times), in his underwear. Suddenly he saw a searing flash. At that point he blacked out. When he came to, he found himself staggering around outside in the mission’s garden. Black smoke blotted out the sky above; all the buildings around him had collapsed. The other priests emerged from the house. Father Hubert Schiffer, the priest with the head wound, was bleeding so profusely that the others worried he would die.

Quickly the fires drew closer. If the priests lingered much longer at the house, “the oncoming flames [would have left] almost no way open” for them to escape. They were about to leave when they saw the diocese secretary, Mr. Fukai, standing and sobbing in his window on the house’s second floor.

Hersey knew the broad strokes of the story of Mr. Fukai’s grim fate from Father Siemes’s testimony as well. Father Kleinsorge now filled in the details. He told Hersey how he had personally run back inside the house to retrieve Mr. Fukai. In hysterics, Mr. Fukai refused to leave the building, telling Father Kleinsorge that he could not bear to survive the destruction of his fatherland. Father Kleinsorge had to drag Mr. Fukai out of the house on his back and forcibly carry him away. Yet as the group of priests made their way through the streets, trying to navigate through the walls of flames and crushed buildings, Mr. Fukai managed to break away from them and run back toward the flames. He had not been seen or heard from since.

Father Kleinsorge and the other exhausted priests took refuge in Asano Park, a riverside estate. Hours earlier, the park had been an elaborate Japanese garden; it was now a backdrop for unspeakable horrors. Hundreds of other survivors were also making made their way there; the dead and the dying covered the grounds. Some had been so badly burned that their faces appeared blurred, like smeared paintings. Bomb-induced winds were tearing across the city, and a violent whirlwind emerged near the park; it began tearing up surviving trees in its path and twirling them in the air. It then moved into the river, forming a water spout 100 meters high. As the storm moved away, it swept terrified refugees into the water.

A group of priests from Father Siemes’s novitiate, a little more than a mile outside the town, had heard that the city center priests were taking refuge in Asano Park and had come to find them, makeshift stretchers in hand. Father Siemes’s team were appalled by the scene that awaited them in the city.

“As far as the eye could reach, [Hiroshima] is a waste of ashes and ruin,” Father Siemes said. “The banks of the river [were] covered with dead and wounded, and the rising waters [of the city’s rivers] have here and there covered some of the corpses.” Survivors dragged themselves under burned-out cars and trams, seeking shelter from the fires. “Frightfully injured forms beckon[ed] to us and then collapsed. Hiroshima’s broad main street was littered with naked, charred cadavers.

Even more horrific experiences were in store for Father Kleinsorge, who remained in Asano Park after the other priests had been carried out to safety. As he left the gardens to search for fresh water, he had to step over dozens of festering, blistered, and peeling human bodies. He found a working tap nearby. While ferrying water back to the park, he encountered a large group of Japanese soldiers, all desperate for a drink. Their eyes had melted away in their sockets; the liquid had run in rivulets down their faces, which were burned beyond recognition.

Father Kleinsorge eventually made his way to Father Siemes’s novitiate with the other priests. The mission took in fifty refugees but had few supplies to tend their wounds and feed them. As the days passed, Father Kleinsorge started to develop soaring fevers and was sent to Tokyo’s International Catholic Hospital. His doctor told the priest that he could expect to go home in a couple of weeks. But then, when the doctor went into the hallway, Father Kleinsorge overheard him say to someone else that he expected the priest to die.

“All these bomb people die,” he told the hospital’s Mother Superior. “They go along for a couple of weeks and then they die.”

RESCUING ANGEL

As the two men spoke, Hersey clearly earned Father Kleinsorge’s trust and faith, for the priest not only agreed to introduce Hersey to other blast survivors—or hibakusha (“atomic bomb–affected people”)—but also offered to act as a translator for him.

The Father Siemes testimony that Hersey had read also mentioned an unnamed Japanese Protestant minister, a “rescuing angel” who had helped evacuate the wounded Catholic priests from Asano Park. This gentleman, Father Kleinsorge told Hersey, was Reverend Kiyoshi Tanimoto, Methodist pastor from Hiroshima.

Fortune continued to favor Hersey, for Reverend Tanimoto, thirty-six, also spoke English, having studied in the United States: he had graduated from the Candler School of Theology at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, a year before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Father Kleinsorge offered to bring Hersey to meet him.

Like the Jesuit priests, Reverend Tanimoto had returned to live among the ruins and was determined to rebuild his own church—which had, along with his home, collapsed and burned on the day of the bombing. He was currently renting a leaking house in the Ushita section of Hiroshima—a less-damaged suburb in the northern part of the city—for himself; his wife, Chisa; and their infant daughter, Koko. On the house’s front wall he had nailed a handmade sign:

Temporary hall and parsonage, Hiroshima Nazarekawa,

Japan Church of Christ

Chisa Tanimoto greeted Hersey and Father Kleinsorge. Reverend Tanimoto was not at home, she told them. He was out trying to secure materials for reconstructing his church and was conducting services for surviving residents around the city. Hersey left his business card.

Reverend Tanimoto was exhausted when he returned home that night. Like Father Kleinsorge, he had been chronically ill since August. The high fevers, bed-soaking night sweats, diarrhea, and total debilitation had begun a few weeks after the explosion of the bomb.

“I [have] contracted the atom disease,” he had recorded in his diary that previous fall.

His rented house stood near the office of a doctor, who administered vitamin shots to the pastor but could do little to alleviate his suffering. Reverend Tanimoto’s family feared that he would die. Scores of other blast survivors around them had died in agony after losing their hair, vomiting blood, and developing frightening red-black blotches on their skin. Fortunately, Reverend Tanimoto had managed to persevere. Unfortunately, his painful symptoms did as well.

That evening Chisa handed him Hersey’s business card. “Father Kleinsorge of the Catholic Church has brought [the] gentleman of this card,” she told her husband. Reverend Tanimoto examined it. Next to his name, Hersey had scribbled “Life” and “The New Yorker.” Reverend Tanimoto was familiar with both publications. Chisa explained that Hersey had hoped to interview the pastor about his experience on the day of the bombing, and that the journalist would return the following day.

“Entirely ignorant of his being a prominent rising American writer, I felt no particular interest in his visit,” Reverend Tanimoto recalled later. “Up to that time, I had actually met a few American reporters and then offered them the material of my experience in the atomic bomb detonation. I had never heard from them thereafter and, therefore, I was rather losing interest in meeting a news correspondent.”

Still, something about Hersey’s card made Reverend Tanimoto think again. He respected both Life and the New Yorker. Perhaps this reporter would be different. And after all, Hersey had gone through all the trouble to seek him out. Responding to his kindness was the polite thing to do, Reverend Tanimoto reasoned.

The pastor had to go out again the following day, so he decided to write Hersey a letter instead, giving an overview of his ordeal the previous August. Despite his exhaustion, Reverend Tanimoto sat up in his bed until 3:00 a.m. writing Hersey a ten-page missive in English, detailing the horrific scenes he had witnessed the day the bomb had been dropped. If Hersey was interested, Reverend Tanimoto ventured, he could personally take the reporter to the places he described. With the letter, which he brought to Father Kleinsorge early the next morning, he included a hand-drawn map of the city indicating some of these locations.

Father Kleinsorge arranged for the two men to meet at the Jesuit priests’ temporary headquarters. That Saturday morning, June 1 at 9:00 a.m., Hersey arrived to interview Reverend Tanimoto. Hersey was wearing his military-issue war correspondent’s uniform, but “unlike a soldier,” thought Reverend Tanimoto, “[Hersey] had about him the refinement of a literary man.”

“I’ve read your [letter],” Reverend Tanimoto recalled Hersey saying, “and I think it’s quite moving.” Hersey explained that he wanted to tell the story of the bombing of Hiroshima not from a scientific point of view but rather “from the standpoint of humanity.”

Reverend Tanimoto began to talk. “[Hersey] listened to me intently,” he observed, “and showed such sympathies that I spoke to him quite frankly.”

THE CHARON OF HIROSHIMA

The pastor had gotten up at 5:00 a.m. on August 6, 1945. Exhausted from another night of air raid warnings, he made himself a breakfast of soybean powder and rice bran mixed with water; substantial food had long been scarce in the city. There had been air raid alarms in Hiroshima nearly every night for weeks. The city’s residents were confused about why they had thus far been spared the heavy bombing that had decimated Japan’s other major industrial cities, but lately they’d started hearing “fantastic rumors that the enemy had something special in mind for [the] city,” as Father Siemes put it. The city had been lined with fire prevention lanes in case American B-29s made firebombing raids like the ones that had been pulverizing Tokyo.

Fearful of possible raids, Chisa and baby Koko had been spending nights at a friend’s house in a neighborhood removed from the city center. Reverend Tanimoto had started moving treasured objects from his church to the summer house of a wealthy manufacturer two miles away for safekeeping. He had already carted a stash of clocks, Bibles, church records, and altar objects to the residence, and even the church piano and organ. In his pushcart on the morning of August 6 was a heavy cabinet. Together with a friend, he’d hauled the piece of furniture two miles away from the city center and up a hill toward the safe house.

At 8:15 a.m., as Reverend Tanimoto stood in front of the porch of the summer house, he saw a “sharp flash of light streak out of a dim, brown cloud… [A] strong blast of wind filled the air.” In terror, he fell to the ground between two rocks as splintered wood and glass rained down on him. An earthen storehouse had stood between him and the blast. When he raised his head, he saw that the summer house had collapsed and the houses around him were on fire.

Neither he nor his friend had been injured. Reverend Tanimoto climbed a nearby hill and saw that the city below was engulfed in flames. Black clouds swirled violently above the city center. A line of stunned, blood-covered survivors began staggering out of the city, heading up the hillside road.

“Most of the people were naked,” Reverend Tanimoto recalled. “Skin from faces and hands, arms and breasts was stripping off or hanging loose… It seemed like a procession of ghosts.”

Terrified about the fate of his little family and his parishioners, Reverend Tanimoto ran toward the city. All of the houses along the way had been heavily damaged but were still partly standing. However, as he got within one kilometer of the city center, the buildings “were all flat on the ground as if they had been merely toy buildings crushed by a hammer.” He heard “painful cries of ‘Tasukete! Help!’ from under smashed houses.” He ran toward his own now-demolished neighborhood, Noboricho, but furious fires blocked most of the ways in. Hundreds of bodies and dying people lay in the streets, all about to be consumed by the flames. Reverend Tanimoto came across a stash of cushions and, after soaking them in a water tank, covered himself with them and plunged through the fires, growing totally disoriented amidst the inferno. He finally managed to get into his neighborhood, only to be greeted by a sudden whirlwind.

“Red hot iron sheets and burning boards were spiraling in the air,” he later recounted. The whirlwind lifted the pastor some seven or eight feet off the ground as though he were swimming through the air. It abruptly dropped him on the ground, knocking the breath out of him. Suddenly he heard enormous explosions nearby: gasoline tanks were exploding.

Astonishingly, Reverend Tanimoto found Chisa in a line of refugees staggering away from the city center. In her arms, she was carrying Koko, who had also survived: “[Chisa] was in a blood-stained chemise,… her hair was hanging about her shoulders, and she had a ghostlike appearance.” She had returned with the baby to the parsonage that morning; when the bomb went off, she was holding Koko and standing in the front doorway, talking with another church member. The building immediately collapsed on top of them, burying them under a pile of heavy wood and rubble.

Crushed under the weight of the wood, Chisa had lain unconscious with Koko pressed to her chest. The baby’s cries finally brought her back to consciousness, and “she struggled with all her strength in order to save her baby,” Reverend Tanimoto said. Her arms were pinned to her sides, but she managed to free one and scratch out a hole in the debris. Soon it was just big enough to push Koko through, and eventually, miraculously, Chisa managed to drag herself out as well. They emerged just in time: fire was closing in. They fled in the direction of Asano Park, where the Catholic priests had also evacuated, and encountered Reverend Tanimoto on their way there.

The pastor was shocked by the scene in the park. Among the refugees he found there was his next-door neighbor, a young woman named Mrs. Kamai. Reverend Tanimoto’s own baby had survived; Mrs. Kamai, however, was clinging to her dead infant daughter, who had choked to death on dirt when they were trapped in the debris of their collapsed home. She would not surrender the child’s body for days, even after it began to decompose in the summer heat.

The pastor decided to try to bring more refugees across the river to Asano Park. He saw a small boat beached on the rocks, only to discover that it was filled with five corpses whom he had to drag out, apologizing to each man and praying as he did so. Pushing the boat with a pole, he began to transport gravely wounded survivors to the opposite bank like Charon ferrying the souls of the deceased across the river Styx. As he tried to pull one man into the boat, he saw with horror that “the skin of his hand slipped off as if it were a glove.”

“I had no more human feelings,” he stated. “Slowly pushing aside the dead [bodies in the river], I propelled my boat.”

In the park, Reverend Tanimoto encountered Father Kleinsorge and the other Catholic priests, his neighbors in Noboricho. They had taken refuge under some bushes, except for Father Kleinsorge, who was distributing water to survivors. When Father Siemes and his priests arrived, Reverend Tanimoto helped them transport the wounded priests by boat upstream to a point where their colleagues could carry them to safety on litters. After nightfall it had become difficult in the darkness to keep from stepping and slipping on the bodies covering the ground. The river tide rose and swept away more corpses—and drowned others who were still alive but too weak to move away from the water.

Around midnight Reverend Tanimoto lay down briefly in the park. A severely burned young girl lay nearby; she was a student who had been requisitioned that day, along with her schoolmates, to help tear down houses to make way for fire lanes. She shivered in misery.

“Mother, I’m cold,” she whimpered. “Mother, I’m cold.”

No one that day had any inkling of what had hit them, the pastor noted, or even knew what an atomic bomb was—with a few exceptions. The deputy director of the Hiroshima’s Red Cross Hospital, Dr. Fumio Shigeto, had taken a picture of the destruction and run down into the hospital’s dark room to develop his film. To his surprise, he found that it had already been exposed—a first clue that this weapon had had unusual qualities.

After Hersey and Reverend Tanimoto had talked for about three hours, they walked out of the house and into the neighborhood. The two men went to the site of Reverend Tanimoto’s former church, still in ruins. He was having far less luck than the Catholics in securing rebuilding resources. Hersey had brought along a camera, and he asked Reverend Tanimoto if he could take pictures. Hopefully he would have more luck getting his film out of Japan than Wilfred Burchett, whose Hiroshima film had gone missing under suspicious circumstances after his “Atomic Plague” story was released in the Daily Express.

Like Father Kleinsorge, Reverend Tanimoto agreed to make further introductions for Hersey among Hiroshima’s blast survivors. Even though Hersey had been a stranger to Reverend Tanimoto just hours earlier—a reporter from the nation that had just destroyed the pastor’s city, and defeated and occupied his country—Tanimoto had the peculiar feeling that he had been speaking with “an acquaintance I had missed for years.”

TEN THOUSAND PATIENTS

In the days that followed, Father Kleinsorge and Reverend Tanimoto approached survivors they knew, asking them if they would be willing to speak with Hersey. Day after day Hersey listened to their accounts, internalizing all that they had been through and seen, taking notes throughout. He may have used shorthand, which he had learned when briefly serving as an assistant to writer Sinclair Lewis. Others recalled Hersey simply listening to their testimonies and taking the information in.

Hersey seemed to lose track of the number of people he ultimately spoke with. His later estimates would range between twenty-five and fifty survivor interviews. Each story contained its unique horrors. He held fast to the example of The Bridge of San Luis Rey as a way of choosing his subjects: all of them had to have overlapped on the day that Little Boy had torn apart their city and lives. Gradually, the short list suggested itself. In addition to Father Kleinsorge and Reverend Tanimoto, Hersey ultimately chose two Japanese doctors, a young female Japanese clerk, and a Japanese widow, mother to three young children.

Mrs. Hatsuyo Nakamura had been a neighbor of the Jesuit priests and Reverend Tanimoto in Noboricho. Her husband, a tailor, had been drafted into the Japanese army and died in Singapore in 1942. Since then Mrs. Nakamura had been supporting their three young children by taking in sewing jobs, which she completed on her dead husband’s sewing machine. The children—one son and two daughters—were ten, eight, and five years old the day the bomb fell. The youngest—a little girl named Myeko—had attended the Catholic kindergarten at the Society of Jesus mission.

When Hersey was introduced to her, Mrs. Nakamura was also living once again in Noboricho. She had been poor for years, but had, since the bombing, learned the true meaning of destitution. She was dwelling in a one-room shack with a dirt floor; holes in the walls had been stuffed with paper and cardboard. Meager meals were eaten from plates and utensils salvaged from the same ruins that were being gleefully pillaged for souvenirs by occupationaires. After clearing a patch of rubble, she had scratched a vegetable garden into the earth near the shack. Like Father Kleinsorge and Reverend Tanimoto, Mrs. Nakamura had been badly afflicted by what Reverend Tanimoto had called the “atom disease”: all of her hair had fallen out after the bomb, and she had nearly wasted away from post-bomb diarrhea and vomiting.

Mrs. Nakamura’s shack was so tiny that it could barely contain Hersey when he came to interview her. “He sat on the floor… with his feet propped up in front of him, and it seemed as though his legs filled the entire room,” she later related.

He was gentle and friendly, and put her at ease as she recounted the day of the bombing. The moment that the bomb exploded, she told him, she was in her kitchen cooking rice and looking out her window. Her three children were still sleeping on bedrolls in the next room, exhausted after a false-alarm air raid evacuation in the middle of the night. When the bomb went off, she was catapulted into the next room as tiles and timbers fell on her from above.

Her three children were buried in debris. Mrs. Nakamura frantically dug them out. They were stunned but not injured. When the Nakamuras managed to make their way into the street, they were bewildered and terrified by the suddenly black sky, the smashed houses, and soaring fires around them. They ran through the chaos to Asano Park. On the way they saw Myeko’s smashed kindergarten and also glimpsed Father Kleinsorge, stunned and bloodied outside the Catholic mission.

Once at the park, the entire family began throwing up. They drank river water and threw up again, and continued to vomit uncontrollably. The Nakamuras had been among the first arrivals. The death scene there quickly unfolded before them as disfigured blast survivors filed into the park and died by the scores in front of them. Then the terrifying whirlwind tore through the area.

At one point a Japanese naval launch passed by, from which an announcement was broadcast: a naval hospital ship would be coming soon. Mrs. Nakamura was briefly reassured: a doctor would be there before long to treat her children. But this naval ship never materialized, and most of Hiroshima’s doctors and nurses were dead or gravely wounded: 270 of the city’s 300 doctors had died in the blast or were injured; of 1,780 nurses, 1,654 had been killed or injured. Most of the surviving doctors had suffered serious wounds: one physician, from the partially burned Hiroshima Communications Hospital, tended countless patients despite having been slashed by more than 150 shards at the moment of detonation.

The surviving medics were confused by the prevalence of diarrhea and vomiting among the thousands of people converging upon the few medical facilities that were still standing. Had the bomb released a poison gas or perhaps some deadly microorganisms? wondered one, who erroneously concluded at first that he was seeing scores of cases of bacillary dysentery. In any case, the hopelessly outnumbered medical workers were soon unable to treat any condition: their supplies of bandages, drugs, and clean water were quickly spent.

Through Father Kleinsorge and Reverend Tanimoto, Hersey was introduced to the only medic from Hiroshima’s Red Cross Hospital who had survived the blast unscathed. Dr. Terufumi Sasaki, a young member of the surgical staff, had been on-site when the bomb went off and witnessed the bomb’s physical effects in the immediate aftermath of the explosion. His medical observations about the bomb’s effects would be crucial to Hersey, and it was imperative that Hersey get all the medical terminology exactly right in his report. To that end, the reporter questioned the multilingual Dr. Sasaki with the help of three Japanese interpreters; they also spoke in German, with the help of Father Kleinsorge; as well as in Mandarin, for Dr. Sasaki had trained in China; and in English.

Dr. Sasaki, who was in his mid-twenties, told Hersey that he had been walking down the hospital’s main corridor when he saw the flash. Ceilings suddenly collapsed; beds were sent flying. Blood was splattered across the walls. Shattered glass and the bodies of dead patients and medics covered the floors. Dr. Sasaki’s glasses were blown off his face; he took a pair off the face of an injured nurse. He immediately gathered all of the unbroken and unburied supplies he could find and began bandaging the wounded hospital staffers and patients.

Blast survivors began to stream in from outside. Soon they crowded the rooms, hallways, stairwells, front steps, bathrooms, and stood or lay by the hundreds around the building. Ten thousand casualties had eventually converged upon the Red Cross Hospital, with its six hundred already full beds and one uninjured doctor. A doctor at the Hiroshima Communications Hospital similarly recalled that people “came as an avalanche and overran the hospital” and that they were “packed, like rice in sushi, into every nook and cranny… [Cleaning] the rooms and corridors of urine, feces, and vomitus [became] impossible.” Outside, the front steps to that hospital became slick with excrement. Soon there would be the smell of decomposing dead bodies as well, for there was no one on hand to clear them. The hospitals quickly became ringed by hundreds of corpses.

Dr. Sasaki worked for nearly seventy-two hours straight. Eventually another doctor and twelve nurses arrived from another city, but the medical team was still overwhelmed by the task of caring for so many victims. By the end of the third day, many of the patients Dr. Sasaki had attended to earlier were dead.

THE DOCTOR WHO DIDN’T COME

Not all of the survivors whom Hersey would profile acted as selflessly on the day of the bombing. He was also introduced to another Hiroshima doctor, one who had felt too injured in the bombing to help the dying masses. Dr. Masakazu Fujii, the proprietor of a small, single-doctor private hospital in Hiroshima, had been a neighbor of Father Kleinsorge and the other Catholic priests. Only a few days before the bombing, he had given them a first aid kit.

After the bombing, Dr. Fujii opened a new private practice in a Hiroshima suburb. By the time Hersey met him, the doctor had hung a sign outside his new practice, announcing:

M. Fujii, M.D.

Medical & Venereal

Hersey noted that the sign had been written in English, as Dr. Fujii had become solicitous of the American occupationaires. His small private hospital had been destroyed in the bombing, but in the bomb’s aftermath, Dr. Fujii had more than his share of desperately ill patients and was able to reestablish himself quickly.

When Hersey came to speak with Dr. Fujii, the doctor did not understand at first that Hersey was a reporter. Many Americans had come to Hiroshima to interview blast survivors in recent months. “Some were doctors; others were investigators for the American or Japanese government,” he later noted. “I thought Mr. Hersey was one of them.” Hersey gave him his calling card, but the doctor did not recognize that the publications listed on them were American magazines.

The doctor spoke with Hersey for three hours, with the help of Father Kleinsorge. Dr. Fujii immediately felt admiration for the reporter.

“When he was here speaking to me, and when I looked at him, I said to myself, ‘This young man is the type of American the great President Lincoln must have been,’ ” the doctor recalled. “He even [looked] like the pictures of Lincoln I have seen in the history books… and he [was] so understanding and sympathetic.”

On the morning of August 6, 1945, Dr. Fujii, like Father Kleinsorge, had been reading a newspaper in his underwear—in Dr. Fujii’s case on the porch of his hospital, which had been built out over one of Hiroshima’s seven rivers. When the bomb went off, he was plunged into the water, the wreckage of his hospital crushing down on top of him. Instead of drowning, however, Dr. Fujii was suspended between two timbers—“like a morsel suspended between two huge chopsticks,” as Hersey would put it—with his head above the water. The prospect of being submerged when the tide came in seemed to imbue the doctor with sudden strength: despite his broken collarbone and likely fractured ribs, he was able to free himself. Two of the nurses from his hospital were also suspended in the timber like flies in a spider’s web. With help from survivors on the bank, Dr. Fujii was able to free them. His other staff, patients, and a niece who was staying with him had perished in the hospital.

Nearby, as the injured Catholic priests emerged bloodied and bewildered from their mission, they tried to reach Dr. Fujii’s hospital before fleeing to Asano Park. Dr. Fujii’s hospital was only about six blocks away, but the soaring fires had engulfed the streets in-between. As the flames swept toward his demolished hospital building, Dr. Fujii and the nurses plunged back into the river. There they waited for the conflagration to die down, until the tides rose and the waves became choppy. Although injured, the small group managed to make its way upstream and took refuge on a bank near Asano Park.

Throughout that afternoon and night, amidst the Asano Park death scene, Reverend Tanimoto grew angry about the lack of emergency medical care for the wounded and dying. He left the park at one point and accosted a Japanese army medical unit working at another evacuation site, trying unsuccessfully to get an army doctor to come back with him to the park. Meanwhile, Dr. Fujii quietly left the bank where he’d been resting and ultimately made his way to a friend’s summer house in a village outside of town, where he recuperated.

The Catholic priests at Asano Park were, at least, able to bandage themselves with the supplies that Dr. Fujii had given them earlier that week.

CRUSHED BY BOOKS IN THE ATOMIC AGE

Dr. Sasaki, Father Kleinsorge, and Reverend Tanimoto all confessed to Hersey that, after a certain point on the day of the bombing, after witnessing so much horror, they had simply gone numb, shut down emotionally. As Hersey heard harrowing account after account, he, too, may have become overwhelmed and hit his saturation point. One particular testimony, however, stood out for Hersey in its irony.

Before the bombing, Miss Toshiko Sasaki, twenty, had lived with her family in a Hiroshima suburb and commuted to her job as a clerk at the East Asia Tin Works in the city. When Hersey met Miss Sasaki, she was still recovering from bomb injuries at the Red Cross Hospital. After her ordeal—not only had she been hospitalized for months but her parents and infant brother had died in the bombing—she took counsel and received solace from Father Kleinsorge, who saw in her a candidate for conversion. Miss Sasaki had fallen into despair. On top of her other troubles, Miss Sasaki had also been rejected by her fiancé. He had been drafted to China during the war but had since returned alive. Yet now he apparently wanted to get out of the engagement. Many atomic bomb survivors had been deemed defective after the disaster and treated as pariahs.

Despite her physical pain and depression, Miss Sasaki also agreed to tell Hersey her story. The morning of August 6, she had just arrived at the tin works and sat down at her desk when the blinding flash came.

The ceiling caved in; several tall bookcases pitched forward and dumped all of their heavy books upon Miss Sasaki. One of the shelving units fell on top of the pile, further crushing her. She was trapped beneath them, her left leg twisted and badly broken. Unlike Mrs. Nakamura or Dr. Fujii, she could not free herself from the pile of volumes, plaster, and splintered wood, and languished there, in excruciating pain, drifting in and out of consciousness for hours.

A man eventually appeared and was able to pull some of her colleagues out of the rubble, but he couldn’t get Miss Sasaki out and abandoned her there. She was later extracted by several other men, who left her sitting in the tin works courtyard in the rain. She was then deposited by another “helper” in a nearby makeshift shelter made from a sheet of corrugated iron against a courtyard wall. Her lower left leg had been pulverized and dangled from the knee. The pain was horrific. Soon two other disfigured survivors had also been wedged into the shelter, including a man whose face had been terribly burned. The “three grotesques,” as Hersey would later describe them, were left there alone to fester and starve for forty-eight hours.

Eventually they were discovered. Miss Sasaki was transported by truck to an Imperial Japanese Army relief station. Her leg was by then enormously swollen and filled with pus, and although she was eventually shuffled among other army hospitals and temporary aid stations, no doctor could set the breaks—although one team of doctors eventually affixed it to splints.

Miss Sasaki eventually came under Dr. Terufumi Sasaki’s care. By the time Hersey met her, she had healed considerably and could hobble on crutches, but her left leg—having never been set properly in those early weeks—was now three inches shorter than her right leg. She had been having arguments with Father Kleinsorge over the curious nature of his God. He was supposed to be merciful, she said. So why did He allow such extreme suffering? Father Kleinsorge’s answers must have been convincing: that summer, in 1946, Miss Sasaki decided to convert to Catholicism.

LEAVING SILENTLY

Hersey had now identified his six protagonists. Through them he could tell the story of the bomb’s true human cost at last. He acknowledged that his short list was “by no means representative of a cross section of Hiroshima’s population,” yet he felt that “the kinds of consequences of the bombing that they suffered were probably fairly true of the way the shadow fell on everyone.”

After about two weeks on the ground, Hersey prepared to return to Tokyo, then to fly back to the United States to write his story. Some of the military police officers he stayed with knew that he was meeting and talking with bomb survivors, but they apparently made no attempt to interfere. Perhaps by then they were simply used to SCAP-approved reporters coming through the area to observe the devastation, speak with survivors, and then leave quietly. Just a few weeks after Hersey left Hiroshima, another small group of reporters came in jeeps to survey the damage now that the first anniversary of the bombing was imminent. The correspondents gawked at the destruction, as the previous reporters had, and even interviewed an unnamed doctor at Dr. Sasaki’s Red Cross Hospital who’d been on-site the day of the bombing. But no groundbreaking or even faintly revelatory reporting resulted from this trip. Back in Tokyo, the occupation press corps was still closely monitoring the Japanese war crime trials that were in progress and busily debating whether the Japanese emperor should have been put on trial as well and “hanged by the neck until dead.”

Hersey was still on track to “scoop the world,” as Harold Ross had put it.

As Hersey stood on the platform of Hiroshima’s train station, he thought about Miss Sasaki, pitifully broken in the ruins of the tin factory. How ironic, he thought, that she had been crushed by books in the first seconds of the atomic age. He would have to write a line to that effect in his story, he decided.

After Hersey left the city, Miss Sasaki and the five other survivors returned to their daily lives in their violently rearranged new world. Reverend Tanimoto began to prepare memorial services that would take place on the grim anniversary of the bombing. Dr. Fujii saw his private clients and entertained occupationaires, plying them with whiskey. Father Kleinsorge’s health declined again, and he checked back into a hospital in Tokyo, this time for a month. Mrs. Nakamura’s hair was growing back again; her five-year-old was back in school, for the Catholics had managed to reopen a kindergarten; her other children were back at primary school, which had to be held outside due to the lack of intact buildings in the neighborhood. Dr. Sasaki continued his work at the hospital.

The ruins of Hiroshima baked in the summer heat. None of the six interviewees had any idea that, in just a matter of weeks, their names and stories would become known around the world.






Chapter Five Some Events at Hiroshima

A DELIBERATE SUPPRESSION OF HORROR

While Hersey was doing his final interviews in the bombed city, Harold Ross and William Shawn were half a world away both geographically and metaphorically. Their latest issue featured a profile on a hot dog–loving New York–based meat tycoon and a story on the Astoria Stakes, cushioned by cartoons and ads for Elizabeth Arden face cream, Coca-Cola, Underwood tinned deviled ham, and Lincoln Continental Cabriolets. Nothing in the magazine—now fully back in peacetime mode—foreshadowed the story that they would soon run.

On June 12, Shawn received a cable from Hersey, sent from Tokyo. The Hiroshima information had been successfully gathered, Hersey reported; he was leaving later that day and would be home in New York in about five days.

Hersey was given a seat on an interminable Air Training Command flight from Tokyo to the United States, with a stop in Guam and then another layover at Hickam Field, the principal U.S. Army airfield on Hawaii. Hickam stood adjacent to the U.S. Naval Station Pearl Harbor, on the island of Oahu, and had been attacked during the 1941 Japanese assault on Pearl Harbor. Hickam’s hangars, barracks, and chapel, among other facilities, had been bombed. Like the Hiroshima bombing mission, Japan’s Pearl Harbor attack had been a surprise morning offensive. Thirty-five men died instantly when a Japanese bomb hit the Hickam Field mess hall during breakfast. The layover at the base was a grimly appropriate bookend to Hersey’s trip.

Finally, the ATC plane landed in San Francisco. From there Hersey made his way back to the East Coast. The deadline pressure was on: his story would run in the New Yorker to commemorate the August 6 anniversary of the Hiroshima bombing. He was used to writing articles and books in a “white heat,” as he would later put it, but this would be a complicated, nerve-racking write, given the contentiousness of his material and Ross and Shawn’s rigorous editing process. Plus, there was the possibility of competitive stories coming out in other publications around the anniversary.

Hersey began to write. At the top of a sheet of paper, in pencil, he jotted down a possible title for the story: “Some Experiences at Hiroshima.” He crossed it out. He tried another: “Some Adventures at Hiroshima.” That didn’t work either. Nor did “The ‘Original Child’ Bomb”—a rough translation, Hersey was told, of the initial Japanese term (genshi bakudan) for the new weapon that had been unleashed against them. He settled on the provisional title “Some Events at Hiroshima.”

Now that Hersey had his survivor testimonies in hand, he gamed out his approach to make his story as engrossing as possible. He felt that the article would have to read like a novel. “Journalism allows its readers to witness history,” he later said. “Fiction gives readers an opportunity to live it.”

His goal with the Hiroshima story was “to have the reader enter into the characters, become the characters, and suffer with them.” Readers would have many excuses to put the magazine down quickly: the material might be too graphic and disturbing; they might have fraught consciences about the bombing itself; the story might seem preachy. Overcoming willful avoidance was one of Hersey’s several high-stakes challenges. He needed to create something that readers simply could not put down. If his article read like an engrossing albeit horrifying thriller, he might have a shot at commanding the public’s attention.

In the spirit of The Bridge of San Luis Rey, Hersey planned to interweave the day-of-bombing narratives of Father Kleinsorge, Mrs. Nakamura, Reverend Tanimoto, Dr. Sasaki, Dr. Fujii, and Miss Sasaki, using cliff-hangers throughout the article. He also decided to present the survivors’ stories in a subdued but unflinching manner. In the past, Hersey’s journalism for Time Inc. could be stylized and laced with pronouncements, with a tendency toward omniscience. All of that would be left behind with this article.

“My choice was to be deliberately quiet in the piece,” Hersey later stated. This intentional “suppression of horror,” he added, would create “an effect far more morally disturbing [than] would have been achieved had I shouted or screamed my outrage.”

The writing would be stripped down, an almost clinical presentation of the action and facts—the opposite stylistic approach from the New York Times’ “Atomic Bill” Laurence, who was at that moment preparing to release his own (military-approved) book, Dawn Over Zero, about the evolution of the nuclear bomb and his experience as General Groves’s anointed in-house historian. At the moment the first bomb was detonated in New Mexico, Laurence wrote, “the hills said yes and the mountains chimed in yes. It was as if the earth had spoken and the suddenly iridescent clouds and sky had joined in one affirmative answer. Atomic energy—yes. It was like the grand finale of a mighty symphony of the elements, fascinating and terrifying, uplifting and crushing, ominous, devastating, full of great promise and great forebodings.”

Enough of that. Pencil in hand, Hersey sat down and wrote—in tidy, calm penmanship—a draft of what would become one of the most famous, simple ledes in journalism history:


At exactly fifteen minutes past eight in the morning, on August 6, 1945, Japanese time, at the moment when the atomic bomb flashed above Hiroshima, Miss Toshiko Sasaki, a clerk in the personnel department of the East Asia Tin Works, had just sat down at her place in the plant office and was turning her head to speak to the girl at the next desk.



He detailed where each of his six interviewees had been at the exact moment of detonation, and and added that they did not know why they had been spared when thousands of others had died. “And now,” he wrote, “each knows that in the act of survival he lived a dozen lives and saw more death than he ever thought he would see.”

In granular detail, Hersey then lay out the moments in each survivor’s morning routine, leading up to the bombing, and what happened to each immediately after the bomb exploded. (Hersey initially titled his first chapter “The Flash” and then later changed it to “A Noiseless Flash,” remembering that none of his protagonists had actually recalled hearing an explosion; the blinding flash was the detonation detail that each remembered.)

He told of Reverend Tanimoto beholding the ghoulish procession of bloodied, shocked blast survivors streaming out of the city; of Father Kleinsorge and Dr. Fujii reading newspapers in their underwear at their respective homes when Little Boy rained death upon the city; of Dr. Sasaki’s arrival at the hospital that morning (he had come in earlier than usual; had he taken his usual train and streetcar, he likely would have been standing near ground zero when the bomb went off), and of the horrific death scene at the Red Cross Hospital.

Hersey wrote of Mrs. Nakamura and Miss Sasaki tending to their families in the early hours of the morning, and of Mrs. Nakamura’s desperate search for her children in the ruins of her collapsed house. He wrote of Miss Sasaki’s ordeal at the tin works when the ceiling and bookshelves fell upon her. Hersey ended this initial section with the line he had thought of while standing on the Hiroshima train station platform: “There in the tin factory was a situation for the first moment of the atomic age: a person crushed by books.”

He began the second chapter, which he titled “The Fire,” and here the reader would truly become immersed in the horror wrought by the bomb. In this section, in nearly deadpan language, Hersey documented Reverend Tanimoto’s descent into the inferno to try to find his family and neighbors; the heartbreaking fate of Mr. Fukai, the mission secretary who had committed suicide by running back into the flames engulfing the city; the Nakamura family’s flight to Asano Park. He wrote about Dr. Fujii finding himself trapped between two beams of his collapsed porch, partly immersed in the rising waters of the Kyo (or Kyobashi) River. He recounted Dr. Sasaki’s ordeal at the Red Cross Hospital: the thousands of walking wounded converging upon the building, overwhelming the young surgeon until he became, Hersey wrote, “an automaton, mechanically wiping, daubing, winding, wiping, daubing, winding.”

In a third chapter—which Hersey originally titled “With Full Tears in Their Eyes” and then retitled “Details Are Being Investigated”—he recounted the horrific first night that followed the bombing at Asano Park, where several of his protagonists had by then overlapped amidst the aftermath. Here he reported on Reverend Tanimoto’s grim ferrying work and the burned skin that slipped off when he tried to lift a blast survivor by the hand into the punt.

When the Americans then bombed Nagasaki, Hersey reported, it would actually be days before Hiroshima’s blast survivors knew that another Japanese city had suffered a comparable nuclear attack, for news about the bomb was then still being suppressed by the Japanese government.

THE REAL EFFECTS

In the fourth and final section of his draft, Hersey reported on the extended aftermath of the bomb in Hiroshima. Although his article was primarily built from these six testimonies, Hersey also had to provide information about the atomic bomb and its radioactive aftereffects on Hiroshima’s environment and the human body. Hersey had obtained a cache of post-bomb Japanese scientific studies to draw from, including a damage report compiled by the city of Hiroshima, a botanical study on the effect of the bomb on Hiroshima’s plants and trees, and a clinical investigation of the “Atomic Bomb Disease” created by a medical clinic at Kyushu Imperial University, which detailed the symptoms and causes of the radiation sickness ravaging survivors. He even had copies of Father Kleinsorge’s blood count records. Hersey intended to make it clear that Japanese investigations and findings about the atomic bomb and its aftermath had been concealed by SCAP and officials in Washington, D.C.

“General MacArthur’s headquarters systematically censored all mention of the bomb from Japanese scientific publications,” he wrote, “but it could not censor the minds of men.”

Even though the results of the various investigations had been suppressed, they had since become well-known among Japanese scientists, doctors, and officials, he reported; these communities had known far more than the American population all along, which was intentionally being kept in the dark. He recognized that the suppression of facts about the bomb likely had to do, at least in part, with retaining its nuclear monopoly for as long as possible.

“[But] trying to keep security on atomic fission is as fruitless as trying to keep a blanket of secrecy on the law of gravity,” he wrote angrily. “And all the senators and all the generals in America cannot suppress what happened at Hiroshima and Nagasaki any more than they can hide many other things with presumptive military significance, such as the Mississippi River and the Rocky Mountains.”

Provisionally titled “The Real Effects,” Hersey’s fourth and final section depicted the fates of Father Kleinsorge and the other Catholic priests, Reverend Tanimoto, Drs. Fujii and Sasaki, Mrs. Nakamura and her children, and Miss Sasaki in the days, weeks, and months following August 6, 1945. Hersey unsparingly portrayed their unhealing injuries, their poverty, and their struggles with incapacitating radiation sickness. Dr. Fujii, Hersey wrote, seemed to have been spared the worst of the latter affliction; the doctor himself conjectured that his hospital—which had fallen on top of him—may have shielded him from radiation emitted by the bomb. But Father Kleinsorge, Reverend Tanimoto, and Mrs. Nakamura had suffered horribly from various radiation-related symptoms, including fevers, vomiting, and malaise. Within a month of the bomb, Hersey wrote, Mrs. Nakamura was wracked with illness. Swaths of her hair had begun falling out just a couple of weeks after the bombing. Around that time, Father Kleinsorge had become too exhausted to move; his cuts had refused to heal, prompting the rector of his novitiate to accuse him of tampering with the wounds. Why else would they have worsened so?

Even the most aggressive efforts by Hersey’s reporter forerunners, like Wilfred Burchett and George Weller, to describe the menace of “Atomic Plague” and “Disease X” had been rendered only in broad strokes. Hersey now intended to reveal in detail the stages of the “atom bomb disease” plaguing blast survivors and show how the weapon continued to kill indefinitely after detonation. He carefully pulled and paraphrased information from the Japanese studies and interviews he had done on the ground. Japanese doctors had quickly concluded, he wrote, that this was a new, man-made illness generated by an assault on the body of neutrons, beta particles, and gamma rays, which decimated and dissolved the body’s cells.

The symptoms—as experienced by several of Hersey’s protagonists—included nausea, headache, diarrhea, malaise, and fevers that could reach 106 degrees Fahrenheit, followed by sudden hair loss and blood disorders: bleeding gums, plummeting white blood cell counts, infection-prone wounds that wouldn’t heal, and purplish-red spots on the skin. The severity of the symptoms appeared directly related to the amount of radiation each victim had received when the bomb detonated. For anyone reading Hersey’s story, there would no longer be any question that the atomic bomb was not a conventional weapon, and that radiation sickness was not a “very pleasant way to die,” as General Groves had put it.

Also drawing on the Japanese investigations, Hersey reported that blast survivors’ reproductive processes had been affected by the radiation: there were reported incidences of bomb-related sterility, miscarriages, halted menstrual cycles—“as if nature were protecting man against his own ingenuity,” he concluded.

There was also the question of casualties. Nearly a year after the bombing, still no one knew how many people had died in the Hiroshima blast and its aftermath. Hersey had different estimates to evaluate. One of his sources—a study conducted by the city of Hiroshima—stated that more than 78,000 civilians had died by November 30, 1945, with nearly 14,000 still missing; these statistics did not include members of the Japanese military. However, no one in Hiroshima’s government knew for sure how remotely accurate these numbers were, Hersey wrote. Another Japanese report in Hersey’s possession cited a figure of 270,000 dead and wounded. (The U.S. government, by that time, had estimated Hiroshima’s death toll to be between 70,000 and 80,000 but acknowledged that “the exact number of dead and injured will never be known.”) As more bodies continued to be uncovered over the months, Hiroshima officials told Hersey that they were estimating that around 100,000 people had died in the bombing. This is the figure Hersey chose to cite in his story.

Ironically, less than two weeks after Hersey arrived back in America, the U.S. government released a U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey report detailing the United States’ own findings on the damage to Japan during its entire wartime bombing campaign. President Harry Truman had requested the study months earlier, on the day of the Japanese surrender. Hersey got a copy of it. The survey’s declared purpose: to create a “fairly full account of just what the atomic bombs did at Hiroshima and Nagasaki” and set the record straight about what the survey’s authors cited as other, distorted accounts.

Another purpose of the survey, the report frankly admitted, was to study the effects of the atomic bombs on people and urban areas and apply lessons learned to “problems of defense.” The U.S. government was already looking ahead to a time when it no longer enjoyed nuclear hegemony and was finding utility in studying Hiroshima’s human guinea pigs. “What if the target for the bomb had been an American city?” the survey authors asked. “The danger is real.” Luckily, in studying Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the surveyors had learned some lessons that the United States could heed to cut down potential loss of life and property in the event of nuclear attack. For example, too few Hiroshima and Nagasaki residents had had access to underground shelters and been duly incinerated; therefore, the takeaway here was that U.S. cities would need a system of carefully built fallout shelters.

Furthermore, the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey report went on, the fate of the atomic cities had demonstrated the “value of decentralization” in the atomic age. Because so many of Hiroshima’s medical facilities had been based in the city center, they had been “crippled or wiped out by the explosion.” American urban planners might now want to consider “wise zoning” and a “reshaping and partial dispersal of the national centers of activity” lest the same fate befall U.S. cities and citizens. The experience of the people of Hiroshima and Nagasaki had been most helpful in terms of making these new needs apparent. (The report’s authors also admitted that “our understanding of radiation casualties is not complete”; further studies of the blast survivors would be needed—and were indeed forthcoming.)

Upon reading the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey report, Hersey grew even more incensed and poured his frustration into his article. He reported that the government was still withholding information, such as height of the bomb burst and the amount of uranium used; he also added that additional, secret parts of the report had not been released to the public.

The closing part of Hersey’s story, however, belonged to his protagonists and the challenge of survival and starting anew in their demolished world. Nearly a year later, the six had varying attitudes toward the bomb and the Americans. Mrs. Nakamura and Dr. Fujii had become resigned. Father Kleinsorge and the priests were still debating the ethics of the bomb’s use. Dr. Sasaki was far less philosophical about it: he told Hersey that the Americans who had dropped the bomb should, like the Japanese high command currently on trial in Tokyo, also be tried for war crimes and hanged.

Initially, Reverend Tanimoto was given the last word in the article as he mulled over other, possibly positive uses for atomic energy. This did not ultimately strike the darkly poignant note Hersey desired, for he would eventually rewrite the story’s last sentences, giving the final word to Toshio Nakamura, Mrs. Nakamura’s young son, who was ten years old at the time of the bombing. Hersey recounted Toshio’s childlike recollections of the fateful event: The day before, he’d been eating peanuts. After the strange light had flashed, his neighbors were bloody. He and his family escaped to the park, where they saw the whirlwind. He came across two of his young friends, who were looking for their mothers.

“But Kikuki’s mother was wounded,” Hersey wrote, “and Murakami’s mother, alas, was dead.”

IT’S GOT TO RUN ALL AT ONCE

Hersey’s article sprawled to around 30,000 words. The New Yorker’s editors had originally planned to run the story in several installments as a “A Reporter at Large” serial. But upon reviewing it all, Shawn realized quickly that the serialization plan was a no-go.

“Look, we just can’t,” he told Hersey.

Keeping track of the ensemble of protagonists from installment to installment was too complicated; the story would lose its pace and impact. Squandering this important reporting in that way would be unacceptable, Shawn felt. The editor was clearly as ambitious for the story as Hersey was—if not more so. Rather than having Hersey cut the article down into a shorter, less monumental report, Shawn saw an opportunity to do something that would actually make the article even more provocative.

“This can’t be serialized,” he told Harold Ross. “It’s got to run all at once.”

It would easily be the longest single-issue article that had ever run in the New Yorker. Furthermore, Shawn told Ross, he should consider excluding all of the other material in the issue featuring Hersey’s story: the “Talk of the Town” pieces, the fiction, the other articles and profiles—and, of course, the urbane cartoons, which would seem the height of crassness when juxtaposed with details about Hiroshima’s charred corpses.

Ross was taken aback by the suggestion, which would amount to “an unprecedented editorial splurge in his or any other magazine,” as one longtime New Yorker contributor later put it. At first Ross protested that Hersey’s story, if run all at once, might prove too jarring. Yes, they wanted to shake things up with this story, but Ross worried that their peacetime readership might not be prepared for such an undiluted dose of atrocity reporting. Plus, he added, they might feel “cheated” out of their favorite regular features. Even during the darkest years of the war, after all, the New Yorker had run its cartoons, its “Goings on About Town” section, and its “Talk of the Town” items.

The proposal prompted an editorial existential crisis for Ross akin to the one he had experienced over the magazine’s identity and direction in the lead-up to the war. But the attack on Pearl Harbor had resolved any qualms Ross had had about turning the New Yorker from a humor magazine into a platform for serious conflict journalism.

Since the Japanese surrender, Ross had been struggling with how—and whether—to resume the magazine’s amusing pre-war tenor after “having gone heavyweight to a considerable extent during the war,” as he put it. He thought the magazine’s war reporting had been essential and stupendous. Now he had the opportunity to run one of the biggest and most essential stories of the war, and roll it out spectacularly. But the Hiroshima story was already going to be extremely controversial even if they ran it over several issues; running it in a single issue would be akin to putting movie premiere searchlights on it. The one-issue question was testing the editors’ resolve in advance. Ross fretted about the situation to longtime New Yorker writer and editor E. B. White.

“Hersey has written 30,000 words on the bombing of Hiroshima (which I can now pronounce in a new and fancy way),” he told White. “[It’s] one hell of a story, and we are wondering what to do about it.” Shawn was pushing hard to print the story and nothing else in one issue, Ross said: “He wants to wake people up and says we are the people with a chance to do it, and probably the only people that will do it.”

After torturing himself about the decision for the better part of a week—during which time Shawn continued to lobby for the cause in his gently relentless way—Ross decided to seek guidance from his magazine’s own DNA. He reached for the very first issue of the New Yorker, published on February 21, 1925, and read on pages one and two, the magazine’s original statement of purpose—the one in which Ross had famously impugned the “old lady in Dubuque.”

The New Yorker, he had written twenty-one years earlier, was going to be “gay, humorous, [and] satirical.” But he also announced that the magazine was starting off “with a declaration of serious purpose” and that it would “publish facts that it will have to go behind the scenes to get.” It also pledged to “try conscientiously to keep its readers informed.” The 1924 New Yorker prospectus that Ross had written to announce the imminent publication of the magazine, and from which he’d drawn the language of the first issue’s statement of purpose, further added that the New Yorker would “present the truth and the whole truth without fear.” This was exactly what Ross needed to convince him that Shawn was right. He called Shawn and Hersey at their homes and informed them that they would indeed be devoting an entire issue to Hersey’s full account.

A few weeks later, in confidence to New Yorker writer Rebecca West, Ross made the agonizing decision-making process sound more cavalier. “After a couple of days more of reflection,” he said, “we got into an evangelical mood and decided to throw out all the other text in the issue, and make a gesture that might impress people.” The Hiroshima issue, he added, was certainly going to be distinctive.

“I don’t know what people will think,” he told West, “but a lot of readers are going to be startled.”

THE GREATEST STRAIN EVER IMPOSED ON A MAGAZINE STORY

Over the next ten days Hersey and the two editors sequestered themselves in Ross’s corner office to edit the story. It was an austere space, adorned almost solely by dictionaries, a bare, smoldering radiator, and a tilting hat rack. Other flourishes usually included Ross’s sloppy briefcase, a bottle of his ulcer medicine, and a copy of Who’s Who. Now the desk and table were covered with pages of rewrites of Hersey’s magnum opus. Starting each day at 10:00 a.m., the team edited and rewrote until 2:00 a.m. under the gaze of unpublished James Thurber drawings staring down from Ross’s walls.

Ross and Shawn had decided that the Hersey project must be kept top secret—even from the in-house New Yorker team. With the exception of Ross’s secretary and perhaps another secretarial assistant, and the magazine’s senior layout man and production manager, no one at the New Yorker was told about the explosive single-story issue the Hersey team was preparing. The project was their own journalistic version of the Manhattan Project. The staff and contributors knew that some major, clandestine editorial operation was going down behind Ross’s locked office door—the New Yorker headquarters was tiny, after all, and secrets could be kept only so secret—but no one knew exactly what. (They would all be “gobsmacked” when they found out weeks later, said one Ross biographer.)

As Hersey, Shawn, and Ross worked furiously on the story, much of the rest of the New Yorker’s team was reportedly kept busy working on a “dummy” issue that they thought would be going to press. The hoodwinking was necessary, the editors felt. “There would have been no way to keep it quiet otherwise,” recalled Ross biographer Thomas Kunkel. “At the New Yorker, they were always working on several issues at one time: the A issue, the B issue, the C issue, and so on; if one of them had just evaporated, everyone would have known.” Stories and copy were being approved but secretly stashed aside for later; contributors were baffled and eventually disgruntled that no layout proofs containing their stories and artwork materialized.

Nor was the New Yorker’s business office let in on the secret. The staff there just assumed that the weekly advertisements would run alongside the usual cartoons, short pieces, and features. Advertisers were, by extension, also kept in the dark: the makers of Chesterfield cigarettes, Perma-Lift brassieres, Lux toilet soap, and Old Overholt rye whiskey would just have to find out along with everyone else in the world that their ads would be run alongside Hersey’s grisly story of nuclear apocalypse. Maintaining the big subterfuge may have been difficult for Ross but easier for Shawn. “Ross could never keep a secret for long,” recalled longtime New Yorker writer Brendan Gill, “but Shawn relishes keeping them and will go to his grave in happy possession of many thousands of confidences.”

Ross had liked Hersey’s first draft. It was, in his estimation, “a very fine piece beyond any question” and had “practically everything.” He felt it was poised to become the definitive piece on the dropping of the bomb. That said, he prepared an onslaught of queries and edits. There were scores of Rossian notes in the margins of the proofs. Even Ross admitted that he may have “read it over-zealously.”

The article’s title—at that stage it was still being called “Some Events at Hiroshima”—was dissatisfying to the founding editor and needed to be changed. Ross also thought Hersey needed to add in some sort of breakdown of how the 100,000 people had died: “How many were killed by being hit by hard objects, how many by burns, how many by concussion, or shock, or whatever it was.” (Shawn may have struggled with the story’s more ghoulish medical passages: he apparently had “a strong aversion to clinical details that concern the human body, especially when they concern blood,” according to Brendan Gill, who added that Ross, on the other hand, as “a measure of his radical unlikeness to [Shawn,] enjoyed reading and talking about diseases.”)

Ross also pointed out that the reader lost all sense of time while reading the article: Hersey would need to plug in the hour or minute from time to time so the reader could orient himself. There was also “trouble with these Jap quotes.” Hersey needed to follow each Japanese word he cited with its English translation. In addition, Ross demanded an even greater level of detail from Hersey.

These were just some of the overarching edits. The specifics got very specific. In part one, Hersey had written that one of the German priests had taken refuge during the blast in a strong doorway. Ross’s response: “I don’t see how a doorway can be said to have strength; a doorway is a hole, a space.” Hersey clearly meant a doorframe, Ross went on—and he ought to know: after all, “as an old air raid and San Francisco earthquake veteran, I know that the idea is that you stand in a doorway and that nothing can fall straight down on you.” He objected to Hersey referring to the pole with which Reverend Tanimoto had steered his boat as “slender.” First of all, “could one row a boat with a bamboo pole[?]” Ross asked Hersey. He believed Hersey when “he said this Jap did it, but I wouldn’t trifle with my luck by making it a slender pole.” Ross also couldn’t resist some commentary on Hersey’s story and characters. He was incredulous upon learning of the Jesuit priests’ leisurely morning activities just before the bomb went off.

“I’ll be damned if it isn’t amazing that… these Society of Jesus gents… all went back to bed after breakfast,” he wrote. “I’ve been suspicious of these religious men all along, and envious. Ah to be a member of the Society of Jesus.”

The editing even kept Ross awake at night. He was tormented in the early hours by a sentence about a pile of tangled bicycles, which Hersey had described as having been made “lopsided” in the bombing. He subsequently regaled Hersey and Shawn on the subject: How could something that was two-dimensional be lopsided? Ross demanded to know. Hersey and Shawn both went to their homes that night and tried to think of an alternative word. Hersey settled on “crumpled.” When he arrived at the New Yorker offices the next morning, Shawn had already written the same word down on the proof. For Hersey, this was further evidence of Shawn’s editing ESP. He was, Hersey believed, “a kind of editorial Zelig” who had the ability “to think in the vocabulary of the writer he’s editing.”

Even if Shawn was the resident editorial diplomat, he was equally unremitting in the quest for accuracy. Future generations of the magazine’s writers would see in Hersey’s story all of the hallmarks of Shawn’s editing. “If you’re from the New Yorker, you can tell where Shawn had gone over it heavily,” says longtime New Yorker staff writer Adam Gopnik. “He had an understated, empirical, punctiliousness combined with a certain kind of sober moral indignation.”

The team missed the August 6 anniversary. The article was now scheduled to take up the entire August 31 issue. They needn’t have worried about competitive anniversary reporting. On August 7 the New York Times ran, on its thirteenth page, a short item about Hiroshima titled, “Japan Notes Atom Anniversary; Hiroshima Holds Civic Festival.” (In the article, Times reporter Lindesay Parrott informed readers that “few signs have as yet been found of permanent injury caused by rays to those who survived,” citing a reportedly just-released and unnamed Japanese survey.) The editors at Time magazine waited nearly two weeks before running a minuscule anniversary item headlined, “Japan: A Time to Dance.” The unsigned story noted that “thousands of [Hiroshima] citizens carried on as if the first anniversary of the atomic bomb were Rodeo Day in the Texas Panhandle.” They had, Time reported, flocked to movie houses, held a “bangup ritual lantern dance” at a Shinto shrine, and “stampeded in the city’s makeshift department stores to take advantage of bargain sales in Hiroshima-made products.”

Gradually, painstakingly, Ross, Shawn, and Hersey tightened the story. Hersey’s draft copy was tweaked into final form, including an updated version of the work’s soon-to-be most famous lines: of Miss Sasaki’s ordeal, he rewrote, “There, in the tin factory, in the first moment of the atomic age, a human being was crushed by books.” Mrs. Nakamura’s son was given the final say in the article instead of Reverend Tanimoto’s subdued musings about the peaceable applications of atomic energy. The 100,000 death toll figure was added to the first section, to remind readers immediately of the extent of the wrath inflicted by a single, primitive nuclear bomb.

Despite the glib tenor of some of Ross’s correspondence during the edits, the team had given the story an intense going-over, even by the strict standards of the magazine. They needed to tear apart the article, to analyze it from every angle, and scrutinize every word because, as Ross told Hersey, it was poised to become “the most sensational one of the generation.” The New Yorker had as much at stake in the story’s publication as Hersey. Factual or editorial missteps would be disastrous for both parties.

“Hiroshima,” as the team had retitled the story, was about to become a landmark in the magazine’s history—and could become a turning point in the nation’s history as well. Most Americans still wholeheartedly approved of the use of the atomic bombs on Japan; they continued to luxuriate in what they saw as America’s morally unqualified victory and still held sacred the idea that the Japanese had had it coming. They had little or no idea what it had been like to suffer the nuclear attacks, nor did they understand the longstanding effects of these still-experimental weapons.

In Hersey’s “Hiroshima,” Americans were about to be confronted with the realities of the wrathful, Godlike military actions conducted covertly in their name, and what the future of warfare might look like. Although the article never directly questioned the use of the atomic bombs, it would inevitably swerve a glaring spotlight back onto those who had created and used them—from President Truman to Oppenheimer to General Groves—and it would certainly expose the extent to which those principals had covered up the less savory aspects of their handiwork.

Therefore, “Hiroshima” had to be flawless. After all, as Ross told Hersey, it was “going to bear the greatest strain ever imposed on a magazine story.”

RESTRICTED DATA

During the war, the editors at the New Yorker had submitted their war stories for clearance to the War Department along with everyone else. They rarely if ever got any significant blowback or changes from the War Department’s public relations team; correspondences among the magazine’s editors and censors were cordial. Submitted articles were usually returned by the War Department’s press officers to the editors promptly with desired changes noted, or else approved with a “no objection to publication” designation.

An executive order officially terminating the wartime Office of Censorship had been signed on September 28, 1945. Yet, in the months that followed, the New Yorker’s editors had continued to submit for clearance story drafts that touched on nuclear matters to comply with the government’s confidential order issued that previous fall, requiring that such material be submitted to the War Department review in the interest of national security. Just a few months earlier, in May 1946—while Hersey was still waiting in China for SCAP clearance to travel to Japan—the New Yorker had submitted to the War Department a proposed story by correspondent Daniel Lang, in which he had interviewed Dr. Philip Morrison, a Manhattan Project physicist who had accompanied General Thomas Farrell on his “spot check” of Hiroshima the previous summer. The New Yorker editor who submitted the story thanked the public relations officer for his expedition “in the matter of censoring” and for “this and past favors you have done us.” The story was quickly cleared and ran when Hersey was still on the ground in Hiroshima.

But then—as Ross, Shawn, and Hersey were hunkered down, editing “Hiroshima” in the New Yorker offices—something happened that created for the team a significantly more perilous legal landscape: on August 1, President Truman signed into law the Atomic Energy Act. Among its other provisions, the act established a “restricted data” standard that included “all data concerning the manufacture or utilization of atomic weapons, the production of fissionable material, or the use of fissionable material in the production of power.” Anyone who had access to what was deemed restricted data—whether he had gotten that information lawfully or not—and communicated, transmitted, or disseminated that data “with any reason to believe that such data” could be used to harm the United States could face imprisonment and substantial fines. If it could be proved that that the individual was actively attempting or conspiring “to injure the United States” or to “secure an advantage to any foreign nation,” he or she could even “be punished by death or imprisonment for life.”

In “Hiroshima,” Hersey had steered clear of material that had previously been cited as classified by the U.S. government: the height of the bomb’s detonation, the size of the resulting fireball, and so on. (He did, of course, point out in his draft that such information was being withheld from the American public.) That this information was restricted was now well-known throughout the industry; the specifics had been detailed to editors in the past year and had also been included in list form in the guidelines distributed to the journalists witnessing the Bikini tests.

However, the Atomic Energy Act did not provide a specific list of what information might now be considered restricted. Ross contacted their lawyer, Milton Greenstein, the day that President Truman signed the act into law.

“Should we submit [“Hiroshima”] to censorship?” he asked. “Mr. Shawn and I don’t want to, but we don’t know whether the law is that we shall do so.” He added that all of Hersey’s information “has come from Japanese sources”—which was not strictly accurate—and that “the Army supplied none of it.” Could Greenstein “find out where we stand, please?”

The lawyer evaluated the new law and Hersey’s manuscript.

“ ‘Data’ is not defined,” he confirmed to the editors, “but I believe that as used in the act it refers to scientific and technical matters.” He did not believe that anything in “Hiroshima” could be considered restricted, and, “of course, we are not publishing anything in the article ‘with intent to injure the United States.’ ” That said, Greenstein added that “there may be a few observations reported by Hersey which might be called scientific.” If they were in doubt about whether some information could fall into the restricted category, he continued, they “probably ought not to ‘disseminate’ it.”

The New Yorker team now found itself in a hell of a quandary. They could defang the story or kill it entirely, or they could run it as it was and risk severe legal penalties. If “Hiroshima” indeed contained information that the U.S. government might now be able to classify as restricted, prosecutors would still have to prove that Hersey and the New Yorker intended to harm the United States or aid its enemies—a difficult case to make. Yet, with this new act, the government would be in a stronger position to claim that the New Yorker had knowingly put the country at risk by revealing dangerous information, resulting in a public relations disaster for the magazine at the very least. Even if the team couldn’t be successfully prosecuted for any alleged transgressions, there could be a backlash against and boycott of the magazine and its advertisers. The consequences could “even be enough to close the publication,” as one censorship historian put it.

How the New Yorker team ultimately arrived at its decision about submitting the story for government vetting is unclear, but at some point in that first week of August, Ross and Shawn made what must have been a painful choice. They submitted “Hiroshima” for review to the War Department—and not just to any public relations officer there, but to General Leslie Groves himself.

The editors did not disclose to General Groves their plan to showcase “Hiroshima” so dramatically in a single issue. The submission appears to have been casually presented, as if it were just another in a long line of war-related New Yorker stories. Shawn simply categorized it as a “four-part article on the bombing of Hiroshima” to the general.

The team waited for his reply.

CHANGING THE ARTICLE A LITTLE

At first glance, the submission of the “Hiroshima” manuscript to the War Department for clearance may seem akin to sending Hersey’s magnum opus straight to the guillotine. Yet, if Ross and Shawn decided that government clearance of the story had become a necessary evil, General Groves might have actually been an unlikely loophole, and the submission a calculated gamble on the editors’ part.

Even though General Groves had tried in the early months to cover up the full effects of the bomb—especially radiation sickness—a year later new considerations and circumstances had apparently altered the general’s attitude toward public perception of the bombs. While at first he had tried to depict the bomb as relatively humane, his lack of repentance about its severity had become a matter of public record. “As I look at the pictures of our men coming home from Japanese prisons and hear second-hand accounts and first-hand accounts of the experiences of the men who made the march from Bataan, I am not particularly worried about how hard this weapon hit the Japanese,” he stated.

The New Yorker editors might have reasoned that even if General Groves ended up excising some of the draft’s technical information about the bombing in the professed interest of maintaining national security, perhaps the rest of the story—the experiences of Hersey’s six protagonists—had a shot at remaining intact, given the general’s indifference to the suffering of his former adversaries. From a perverse point of view, the eyewitness accounts within “Hiroshima” could even be seen as an advertisement for the effectiveness of the weapon whose creation General Groves had spearheaded—and he had become increasingly concerned with receiving credit for his role in creating the war-winning weapon.

The New Yorker editors and Hersey also knew from the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey report that the U.S. government was now starting to see utility in studying Hiroshima’s bombing victims, as their experience during the bombing and in the aftermath was starting to prove instructive in preparing the U.S. military, the government, and medical researchers for a possible nuclear attack against America someday. General Groves felt that the United States needed to build out its nuclear arsenal. The United States could only hold on to its atomic monopoly for so long; even though General Groves believed that the Soviets—now America’s great Cold War adversary—might still be five to twenty years away from getting their own atomic bomb, he was already seeing the need to seek public support for creating mightier versions and greater stockpiles of nuclear weapons.

“If there was only some way to make America sense now its true peril some 15 or 20 years hence in a world of unrestricted atomic bombs,” he had written in a memo earlier that year. Atomic weapons were now a permanent part of the world, and, he concluded, “we must have the best, the biggest and the most.”

As one of the general’s emerging goals was to generate public support for the United States maintaining its nuclear superiority, perhaps Ross and Shawn reasoned that General Groves might see a story like “Hiroshima” as an asset to help him make his case. If readers were able to imagine their hometowns of Houston or Akron or New York in Hiroshima’s stead—as Hersey, Shawn, and Ross had hoped—they might indeed cry out for a ban on nuclear weapons and revile the figures who’d conjured them into existence in the first place. Or, instead, they might suddenly start to see an urgent need for the United States to maintain its nuclear supremacy and call for the country to add rapidly to its nuclear arsenal, as General Groves hoped. (And until the Soviets did get the bomb themselves, “Hiroshima” might also serve to remind them of the terrible disadvantage at which they currently found themselves. In this respect, “Hiroshima” might certainly serve as a handy bit of PR for the United States.)

At 3:20 p.m. on August 7, the general called Shawn at the New Yorker’s offices. He was greenlighting the story, he told the editor. However, the general continued, he wanted to discuss “changing the article a little”—just a couple of alterations in different places—adding that his edits “would not hurt the article.” Could he send one of his public relations officers to the New Yorker to discuss the changes in person?

Shawn agreed. Arrangements were made for one of General Groves’s public relations officers to come to the New Yorker the next morning. The details of the subsequent meeting are unknown. Neither the New Yorker’s surviving records, nor Hersey’s records, nor General Groves’s records indicate exactly which information the general wanted cut or changed. Dated, incremental drafts of Hersey’s story are missing from the New Yorker’s archive and his own papers at Yale, and no documents indicating the desired changes appear to exist among the general’s records. Yet certain contentious parts of the first draft of “Hiroshima,” which has survived, did not make it into the published version.

In the final, post–War Department meeting version of the article, gone was Hersey’s line about Americans being willfully kept in the dark about the exact height of the bomb’s detonation and the weight of uranium used; gone was his indignant line that “trying to keep security on atomic fission is as fruitless as trying to keep a blanket of secrecy on the law of gravity.” (Probably predictably, also cut was Hersey’s original line that “all the senators and all the generals in America cannot suppress what happened at Hiroshima and Nagasaki.”) No longer did the article criticize the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey report; nor did it state any longer that classified, unpublished parts of that report existed. However, some new lines had made their way in, including the fact that a bomb “ten times as powerful—or twenty—could be developed.”

Some other surprising elements stayed in, such as Hersey’s line about General MacArthur systematically suppressing mention of the bomb in Japanese publications. (Perhaps this wasn’t so surprising after all: there was little love lost between General Groves and General MacArthur.) Hersey’s depictions of the radiation illness plaguing several of his protagonists remained intact in the published version as well, but this was because the article implied that the patients had incurred their radiation exposure at the moment of the blast, instead of via residual radiation—still an extremely touchy subject for General Groves and the U.S. government, which had been at pains to deny the existence of lingering radioactivity in the atomic cities. (Plus, the public U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey report had publicly acknowledged that radiation emitted from the bomb had also killed some blast victims, perhaps paving the way for lenience when it came to Hersey’s account.)

If General Groves had been bothered by Hersey’s disturbing descriptions of the Japanese soldiers with their liquefied eyeballs streaming down their faces, he didn’t ask for that passage—or similarly ghoulish ones—to be stricken. After all, he—like President Truman—believed that the Japanese had simply been repaid in kind.

Shawn submitted another version of “Hiroshima” to General Groves “to look over” on August 15 and made an entreaty for final input the following day. Apparently he got it—along with the general’s blessing—for the August 31, 1946, issue went into final production. Luckily for him and the New Yorker team, General Groves appeared to have overlooked Hersey’s most unsettling revelations: the fact that the United States had unleashed destruction and suffering upon a largely civilian population on a scale unprecedented in human history and then tried to cover up the human cost of its new weapon. Whatever concessions the New Yorker’s editorial team had had to make, for them, “Hiroshima” had survived the review process to become a document of conscience and an urgent warning about the future of civilization in the atomic age.

PRIDE——AND HOPE

“Hiroshima” had survived its near-death experience largely unscathed. The essence of what Hersey and Shawn had originally wanted to achieve—a subversive, harrowing account of the bomb seen through its victims’ eyes—had been preserved. Now that the New Yorker editors had the almost final version in hand, they prepared to present it to the world.

The magazine’s covers were usually selected and assigned months in advance. The one slated to adorn the August 31 issue was an illustration by artist Charles E. Martin, who had, during the war, worked for the Office of War Information, creating leaflets to be dropped behind enemy lines. For this August cover, however, Martin had created a carefree scene in an unnamed park in which sunbathers reclined next to a lake, smiling, eyes closed; revelers played golf, croquet, and tennis, and rode horses and bicycles; and one gentlemen fished contentedly while smoking a pipe. Here was America at leisure again.

The editors chose to keep Martin’s summery picture on the “Hiroshima” issue. After reading the story inside, this bucolic scene would likely take on unnerving connotations for readers: perhaps this was a sleepwalking, apathetic America that had indeed “escape[d] into easy comforts,” as Albert Einstein had put it just months earlier, while ignoring the perils of the atomic age. Or it could have been seen as echoing the obliviousness of Hiroshima’s residents as they went about their daily routines on the morning of August 6, 1945, just before 8:15 a.m. (Some of the story’s readers might have found the cover scene especially sinister after realizing that a comparable public park in Hersey’s story—Asano Park—had ended up serving as an evacuation site for blast survivors, and within twenty-four hours was littered with scalded corpses.)

The editors did, however, grow concerned about the lack of advance warning to readers about the graphic contents of the magazine. “My God, how would a guy feel, buying the magazine intending to sit in a barber’s chair and read it!” someone brought up. (At that time, New Yorker covers did not have text describing the issues’ contents; nor did the magazine have a table of contents inside.) Some sort of visual alert would have to be quickly conjured up. Ross was able to order white paper bands that would encircle the 40,000 New York newsstand copies with a warning that the issue contained a disturbing story.

Other than the cover illustration, the white paper magazine belt, and a small, hand-drawn, map-like illustration of Hiroshima depicting its fan-like shape intercut by rivers, “Hiroshima” would be adorned by no visuals. (The team had attempted an illustration of a mushroom cloud to accompany the story, but it was deemed a distracting failure.) Previously released Hiroshima photographs had failed to convey the horror there. The imagery would come instead from Hersey’s words. Photographs of the six survivors—taken by Hersey—would be made available to other publications via Acme Newspictures, Inc., a photo agency. Hersey had agreed that the New Yorker could allow other publications to reprint “Hiroshima,” but only if those publications agreed to run the story in its entirety. Furthermore, he made it clear to the team that he did not want to benefit financially from any income resulting from syndication.

“Like other Americans, I felt some guilt about the bomb and about profiteering on it, and I decided to give away the income from the first re-prints,” he later said.

It was decided that he would give reprint proceeds to the American Red Cross. In a conference call, the magazine’s treasurer, R. Hawley Truax—now in on the “Hiroshima” project—suggested that the team advertise this donation. Hersey, Ross, and Shawn agreed.

As the project was still largely under wraps within the New Yorker office, Shawn and Ross personally ferried the article proofs by train to their press in Connecticut.

“I feel as weak as if my aunt had run away with the ice man,” Ross said. “And of course as proud.”

Shawn, as usual, was more reverential. Upon delivering to Hersey a final mock-up of the issue, he included a note.

“Dear John,” he wrote. “A rough copy of the issue, which I send to you with gratitude and unlimited admiration—and with hope.”






Chapter Six Detonation

THIS IS THE STORY OF WHAT WOULD HAPPEN TO YOU

On the morning of Thursday, August 29, 1946, tens of thousands of copies of the New Yorker arrived at newsstands, landed on welcome mats, and nestled in mailboxes across the country. Readers would have the long Labor Day weekend to read and react to “Hiroshima.”

The morning of the issue’s release, Lillian Ross, then a new reporter at the New Yorker, was summoned to William Shawn’s small spare office. His desk was, she recalled later, a wooden table topped with tidily stacked long galley proofs and a cup filled with sharpened black pencils. Looking tense, the editor asked Ross to go to Grand Central Terminal and see if people were lining up at the newsstands to buy the white-banded issue.

“I hurried over there,” Ross recalled later, “and found no line, no crowd. I returned to Bill and hesitantly gave him my report.”

Shawn’s disappointment was palpable. “I thought that the entire town would be in an uproar,” he lamented. “I thought they would be paying attention.”

His dismay would not last long. As the day progressed, the reaction turned from tepid to “explosive,” as Hersey later stated. Readers opening the issue and beholding the article were greeted by a short editor’s note in boldface on the first page of “Hiroshima”:


TO OUR READERS: The New Yorker this week devotes its entire editorial space to an article on the almost complete obliteration of a city by one atomic bomb, and what happened to the people of that city. It does so in the conviction that few of us have yet comprehended the all but incredible destructive power of this weapon, and that everyone might well take time to consider the terrible implications of its use.

—THE EDITORS



Word of mouth about the story was bound to be considerable, but Ross and Shawn were leaving nothing to chance. After weeks of secrecy, it was time for the big reveal. The day before, the editors had dispatched copies of the story to editors at nine major New York newspapers and three international wire services. Along with the article, they had included a letter from the editors stating that the magazine had “broken a precedent of twenty-one years standing” in devoting the issue solely to one story, adding that Hersey’s article was “a terrifically important one.”

In case any of the recipients was inclined to dismiss a story on Hiroshima as old hat, Ross and Shawn highlighted several of Hersey’s newsy findings, including the recently reported casualty count of 100,000 dead, the apparent silence of the explosion, and how the Japanese scientists had first figured out what sort of weapon had hit the city. The New Yorker editors did not mention, however, that the story would be the first to depict the Japanese victims as ordinary human beings—or human beings at all—a then-revolutionary approach to the subject of the atomic bombings; nor did they call attention to how Hersey had revealed that the true story of the Hiroshima bombing had long been covered up. Their editor colleagues around the world would glean this on their own.

Anxiety levels were high at the New Yorker offices in the lead-up to the story’s release. Ross later told another editor that the “Hiroshima” team had “gone out confidently,” but that he privately worried at the eleventh hour that they may have “gone out on the limb” after all. Hersey left New York City altogether after finishing the proofs, heading to the tiny town of Blowing Rock, North Carolina, at the crest of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Perhaps he anticipated outsize blowback from the article’s release; his reasons for departing have not been recorded, although the action was consistent with what became his lifelong refusal to publicize his own works. His absence on the eve of the release of “Hiroshima”—poised to become the most controversial work of whistleblowing journalism in recent memory—was met with confusion by some members of the press. Some were disdainful of the move (Hersey had “ducked out of town,” reported Newsweek); others were a little more understanding (the response to the article was bound to be so overwhelming that Hersey had had to leave, explained another publication). In any case, Blowing Rock was a somewhat ironic choice of outpost, given Hersey’s subject matter: the town was known for its omnipresent winds, which often blew vertically upward and could be strong enough to catapult objects straight up into the sky.

The news organizations that received early copies of “Hiroshima” immediately took the bait; several raced to get out the first story about Hersey’s reporting coup. The New York Herald Tribune won. “We managed to blaze the Hersey trail first,” one proud Herald Tribune editor informed Ross. The paper ran three immediate stories on “Hiroshima,” starting the morning of the issue’s release with a fervent story from Herald Tribune columnist Lewis Gannett.

“Hiroshima” was the best reporting to come out of the war, Gannett announced, and it was about to commandeer the national conversation about what had happened in Hiroshima and about nuclear arms. Everyone would be talking about it for a long time, he added—even those who didn’t read it. And those who did read it would never forget it.

“You smell the city of the dead,” he wrote. “You live not so much in agony as in stunned bewilderment.”

The world had indeed been dazed, exhausted, and sickened after experiencing the horrors of the war, the Tribune’s editorial board added in a separate editorial, which had made it nearly impossible when the bombings happened to impress upon humanity the true scope and implications of the new weapon. Plus, the editorial continued, the “old paradox which renders man capable to being deeply moved by the sufferings of individuals, but leaves him dulled by suffering in the mass, has hitherto blocked an appreciation of atomic terror.” But finally, the editorial continued, Hersey had brought home the truth, making “the tragedy of Hiroshima real as nothing else published… has done.”

Scores of newspapers and publications from across the country immediately contacted the New Yorker with reprint and interview requests. Editors from more than thirty states quickly asked to excerpt “Hiroshima” or run it in its entirety. (Among those publications was an Albuquerque newspaper, for whom the story was close to home: its office stood just over a hundred miles north of the Los Alamos atomic test bomb site.) “We are hearing from all over the world, and Christ knows what,” Ross reported to Gannett. His gamble was paying off: he now had definitive reason to believe that “Hiroshima” would become the most widely reprinted work of journalism of his time.

Even publications unable to reproduce the whole 30,000-word story began running front-page banner stories and urgent editorials about its revelations. The coverage quickly grew so intense that it almost seemed as though Hiroshima’s bombing had happened the day before, not a year earlier. Editors reminded readers again and again that Hersey’s story could easily have unfolded anywhere in the USA, and that the six survivors could just as well be residents of Cleveland or San Francisco.

“It is what might, and probably would, happen to you and millions of other civilians if there were another war,” stated an editorial in the Indianapolis News, which ran coverage of Hersey’s story with a banner headline blaring, “HIROSHIMA—DEATH OF A CITY.”

Editors and columnists across the country also now suddenly decried the silence and secrecy that had shrouded the nuclear aftermath in Hiroshima and Nagasaki in the wake of the bombs. “This article is the first attempt to inform the world of men what really happened there,” stated another editorial in California’s Monterey Peninsula Herald. “Hiroshima,” it continued, had clearly revealed that there had been elaborate efforts made by government “to conceal from the American people the full story.” After the war, the Germans had professed that they hadn’t known what happened in their concentration camps, the editorial pointed out; Americans were now in a comparable position and looked like “amoral fools.” Hiroshima had not been treated as a crime because it was a victor’s handiwork. Americans immediately needed to be told everything that had happened in this tremendous event and could “tolerate no [more] concealment.” The country’s moral stature was at stake.

HEADIER THAN HELL

At lunchtime on publication day, Ross got a call from a New York Times editor who breezily informed him that the New Yorker team had done a “swell job” with the Hiroshima story. That same day the Times had run a small item about the “Hiroshima” issue that merely informed readers that the New Yorker had devoted its entire issue to Hersey’s story and noted that the magazine’s famous cartoons were conspicuously absent.

Yet if Ross and Shawn worried that the New York Times would handle “Hiroshima” and its significance glibly, the next day the Times editors published an astonishing, solemn editorial about the article. Hersey’s story appeared to have deeply jolted editors there.

“Every American who has permitted himself to make jokes about atom bombs, or who has come to regard them as just one sensational phenomenon that can now be accepted as part of civilization, like the airplane and the gasoline engine… ought to read Mr. Hersey,” the editorial read. The Times editorial board then took issue with the decision to drop the bombs in the first place. “The disasters at Hiroshima and Nagasaki were our handiwork,” the Times editorial stated. “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.”

Now that Hersey had revealed the catastrophic reality of atomic bombs, the Times asked, could Americans ever drop another? If individual readers were still on the fence about this, the editorial continued, they should read Hersey’s article, which was not just about the death and destruction of people and cities, but of the human conscience itself.

“History is history,” the Times concluded. “It cannot be undone. [But] the future is still ours to help make.”

This particular editorial was the stuff of nightmares for the U.S. government and military, a high-level public rebuke to their monthslong campaign to characterize the Japan bombs as humane and life-saving. Even though Hersey had never directly questioned the arguments behind the use of the bombs, the Times editorial showed that “Hiroshima” had made the first true chink in the government’s contention that the bombs had been necessary. The New York Times had, up to that point, served as a largely reliable wartime ally for the government, especially given the amount of space the newspaper had devoted to “Atomic Bill” Laurence’s War Department–sanctioned reporting on the bomb over the past year.

That the Times was essentially treating “Hiroshima” as a bolt from the blue was equally astonishing, given that Atomic Bill had been the sole media witness to the bombing of Nagasaki and the Manhattan Project’s in-house historian, and that another Times correspondent—“Non-Atomic” Bill Lawrence—had been among the first Western reporters on the ground in both atomic cities. Furthermore, the Times had maintained a Tokyo bureau since the occupation had begun a year earlier.

It was becoming clear that Hersey, Ross, and Shawn had truly pulled off the scoop-in-plain-sight. The “flock of other journalists” had squandered bountiful opportunities when it came to reporting on Hiroshima. Now their own shortcomings were being revealed along with the government’s suppression of the facts.

Yet if other editors and reporters were privately kicking themselves, most were outwardly gracious. Many promoted the work of the upstart magazine that had upstaged and outed them. Editors and reporters around the world commended Ross, Shawn, and Hersey for their courage; one New York Times editor even contacted Ross and called him a genius, adding, “I bow, deeply.” A CBS anchor told Shawn that if an article like “Hiroshima” couldn’t save the world, nothing could.

Some journalists did admit their professional jealousy to the New Yorker team—including one from London’s Daily Express, which had run Wilfred Burchett’s bellwether “Atomic Plague” story a year earlier. Over at the Life magazine offices in nearby Rockefeller Center, some of the envy was tinged with admiration; some of it was sullen. As one Life writer got into an elevator at the offices, carrying a copy of a white-banded New Yorker, another writer spotted it.

“Quite a stunt of John’s, huh?” he said. “Pretty good trick. Wish I had had it.”

Harold Ross was now headier than hell, as he remarked to one editor. “The story is kicking up more fuss than any other magazine story I ever heard of, and I think the excitement has only started,” he told New Yorker writer Kay Boyle. He added to New Yorker writer Janet Flanner that “Hiroshima” was having a bigger success than any other magazine story published during his lifetime. To publisher Blanche Knopf he reported that he hadn’t been so satisfied in years. “Hiroshima” was breaking ever bigger than he had hoped.

The magazine’s employees and contributors—most of whom had learned about the “Hiroshima” issue at the same time as the rest of the world—now did newsstand sales reconnaissance work for their bosses around the city. The issue was selling out everywhere, they reported back to Ross and Shawn. One newsstand in Grand Central Terminal had posted a sign proclaiming “No More New Yorkers” to ward off inquirers. Another newsstand owner reported that “people rush up and say, ‘You got that Nagasaki thing?’ ” He had saved a copy for himself; demand was so high for the issue that he thought he “could probably get a buck for this copy right now.” (The magazine retailed for 15 cents.)

Within days, a low-grade black market emerged for the August 31, 1946, issue of the New Yorker. A friend informed Hersey that he had been trying to track down a copy in vain but finally found one at a secondhand bookstore; the magazine was offered to him for $6—and that was a bargain, he was informed.

A more solemn report also came in: one New Yorker contributor saw a group of Japanese American soldiers buying copies at Grand Central. The soldiers paid for the magazines, and there, amidst the bustle of rushing commuters and blaring train announcements, they sat down together and read the issue in silence.

NOW WRITE UP THE MASSACRE OF NANKING

Hersey and the New Yorker editors were awash in praise from their fellow journalists and editors. Now it was time to gauge the initial reaction from readers across the country. A deluge of Hiroshima correspondence, from practically every region of the United States, large cities and small towns alike, now arrived daily at the New Yorker offices. Editorial assistant Louis Forster had been tasked with keeping track of all of it; he noted how many people were “for” or “against” the story and reported the results regularly back to the editors.

The majority of letter writers approved of the story—which had been far from a foregone conclusion, given the widespread American support for the atomic bombings. Many of the letters indicated that Hersey and “Hiroshima” had jolted many people awake on the subject. The article was apparently changing minds fast—or at least making people very uneasy about their stance on the bomb as a necessary evil. Even George R. Caron, the tail gunner on the Enola Gay—the plane from which Little Boy had been dropped on Hiroshima—had called the New Yorker offices to ask for a copy.

Most people had a “4th of July attitude… in regards to the atom bomb” before Hersey’s story came out, one reader wrote in. Now such celebratory bombast would be harder to defend; nor would it be easy to sanction use of the bomb again in the future. One reader wrote that he was ashamed that his tax dollars had helped commission the Hiroshima bombing. Others were having a hard time processing the fact that their country—once deemed righteous in victory—had levied this attack on a largely civilian population.

“As I read, I had to constantly remind myself that we perpetrated this monstrous tragedy,” wrote one reader. “We Americans.”

If some now felt pity for Hersey’s six blast survivors and Hiroshima’s other victims, a greater number expressed deep anxiety about the threat nuclear warfare now posed to all humans. One reader reported that he had finished the story at midnight; the rest of the night had been “fitful” and nightmare-filled. Another wrote of his fear of the “unprecedented danger of self-destruction.” Hersey’s plan to have his readers visualize themselves in the stead of his six protagonists was working—even if many readers were not feeling remorse for the bombings so much as fearing for their own welfare. Yet even this selfish sort of empathy could be useful if that sense of self-preservation could compel readers to action. Most correspondents stated that they thought the article was a contribution to the public good. One Pennsylvania-based woman even sent a check to the New Yorker office to help offset the cost of an immediate reprint of the issue. (It was returned to her, with thanks.)

However, other readers immediately canceled their subscriptions to the New Yorker. Some wrote in and decried the story as antipatriotic Communist propaganda, designed to undercut the United States in its moment of victory. Others called “Hiroshima” pro-Japanese propaganda. It was clearly biased, wrote one reader. It was in “very bad taste,” wrote another.

“Wonderful—marvelous,” read one letter. “Now write up the massacre of Nanking.”

Not all editors and columnists praised the story, either. The New York Daily News came out swinging, calling “Hiroshima” a stunt and “propaganda aimed at persuading us to stop making atom bombs, to destroy those we’ve got stockpiled, and to give our technical bomb secrets away prematurely, especially to Russia.” The Japanese certainly would have used it against the U.S., the newspaper contended, if that country had gotten the weapon first.

“Had we lost the race,” the editorial continued, “Japanese and German reporters might now be writing tragic masterpieces about what the bomb did to a lot of San Franciscans, Chicagoans, Washingtonians, or New Yorkers.”

The editor of politics magazine announced that he’d found “Hiroshima” so boring that he’d stopped reading it halfway through. The reader was made to feel no pity or horror for them at all, he added. Another politics contributer, Mary McCarthy, called Hersey’s story a prime example of opportunistic catastrophe journalism, whose author had exploited “the marvelous and true-life narratives of incredible escapes.”

Interview requests avalanched in from both friendly and hostile publications. As Hersey remained hundreds of miles away, sequestered in the Blue Ridge Mountains, interviewers instead descended upon Harold Ross. The New Yorker itself was now in the spotlight: readers were intrigued and bemused by the story of how this small, idiosyncratic humor publication—deemed too “inessential” by the government during the war to merit a higher paper quota—had gotten the blockbuster story of the war. “Notoriously the editors of The New Yorker are a hardboiled group,” wrote one publication, which made it all the more extraordinary that they had been compelled to make magazine history with such a grave human interest war story. Newsweek ran a three-page behind-the-scenes “Hiroshima” story, detailing the top-secret project, from the decision to run the article in a single issue to Ross and Shawn’s feeding of the text to the printers themselves.

Ross’s office also received several phone calls from a young woman at Time magazine, Hersey’s former editorial home base, requesting an interview. Ross was wary—this was, after all, his rival Henry Luce’s publication, which Hersey had jilted—but he relented in the name of generating publicity for the story. The woman materialized at the New Yorker offices with a Time writer at her side. The ensuing interview was far from friendly. The Time duo grilled Ross unpleasantly about the workings of the office and about Hersey’s time on the ground in Hiroshima.

“The two of them put on the God damnedest show I have ever seen in journalism,” Ross later reported to Hersey. “The bastards were out to be mean… I am convinced that [the writer] was sneering most of the time.” Shortly thereafter, Time ran its coverage of “Hiroshima,” and it was everything Ross had suspected it would be.

“At 21 years of age, the New Yorker was feeling grown-up and responsible,” the story began. The amateur hour New Yorker editors had basically stumbled into landing Hersey’s scoop—which was reduced by the Time team to a “doomsday documentary”—and had turned it into an attention-seeking stunt. The New Yorker editors had only run the story, the Time story cynically asserted, because the magazine was in the summer doldrums. Ross was characterized as juvenile, profane, and opportunistic.

“Editor Ross, admitting to have gotten a little religion [during the ‘Hiroshima’ project],” concluded the Time write-up, “announced that he was ready to do it again if something as good came along.”

If Hersey—once Luce’s Time Inc. heir apparent—had thought that his seven years at that company might have earned him a more sympathetic review, he had been wrong. For Luce, Hersey was the ingrate prodigal son who had yet to make his repentant return home. The publisher was so enraged that Hersey had written the Hiroshima story for the New Yorker that he had Hersey’s portrait removed from Time Inc.’s gallery of honor.

I COVERED IT UP

As the days passed, the sensation caused by “Hiroshima” continued to grow, propelled not just by the feverish coverage by newspapers and magazines but also by a relentless stream of radio reports. ABC Radio Network’s director of public affairs, Robert Saudek, read the article and immediately contacted the New Yorker about airing a radio adaptation. It would be “done straight,” he promised; Hersey would be given approval of the scripts. There would be no acting, no music, no effects, and no commercials—just a straightforward reading of the article, with six different actors—who would remain unidentified until the end of the final installment—reading the story of each of the six “Hiroshima” protagonists. Saudek’s offer was accepted.

Joseph Julian, the actor chosen to read the parts about Reverend Tanimoto, had been dispatched soon after the bombing to Hiroshima as a Red Cross radio reporter, and had even met and interviewed Tanimoto himself long before Hersey had set foot in the city. (About being chosen to read Reverend Tanimoto’s parts, Julian later stated, “I welcomed any opportunity available to render Hiroshima human, to counteract its being compressed into a paragraph of cold statistics.” After seeing the bombed city, he recalled, “I knew the full meaning of the expression, ‘the end of the world.’ ”) Journalist George Hicks—who had recorded a famous D-Day radio report from the decks of the USS Ancon—was selected as the announcer for the series Hiroshima, launched on ABC at 9:30 p.m. on Monday, September 9.

“This chronicle of suffering and destruction is not presented in defense of an enemy,” listeners were assured. Rather, it was being “broadcast as a warning that what happened to the people of Hiroshima, a year ago, could next happen anywhere.”

The radio version of “Hiroshima” was read on-air for four consecutive nights. The telephone switchboards were swamped after the broadcasts, Saudek reported to Hersey. He told the New Yorker team that, to the best of his knowledge, Hiroshima had received the highest rating of any public interest broadcast. (When Saudek and ABC were later given a Peabody Award for the program, the Peabody committee applauded Hersey and the New Yorker for “their scoop of the year.”) The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) also aired the adaptation of “Hiroshima” several weeks later, and approximately five hundred other U.S. radio stations covered the article in the days that immediately followed its release.

Many radio commentators called Hiroshima a cautionary tale and continued to warn that soon no one, anywhere, would be exempt from the threat of nuclear warfare. “As I read Mr. Hersey’s account, it was all too easy… to change the Japanese names to American names,” said New York–based radio commentator Bill Leonard. “All too easy to change the flimsy buildings of Hiroshima to the sturdy buildings of New York.” He advised his listeners to read the article “and then maybe read it again. Because this is New York too.”

One of the country’s most influential commentators, Raymond Swing—whose show was carried on 135 stations nationwide—reminded his listeners that for most Americans the atomic bomb had been an abstraction and that Hersey’s article brought home what these American nuclear strikes had done to fellow human beings. When America no longer enjoyed its current atomic dominance, “not a few of us in this country can expect to go through the incredible tortures that befell the figures in John Hersey’s article in the New Yorker.” On another show, husband-and-wife radio team Ed and Pegeen Fitzgerald predicted that the article would put an end to atomic bomb humor.

“I will never joke about it again,” Ed pledged.

“I will never, either,” Pegeen replied.

Most listeners tuning into one particular Hiroshima radio show likely had no idea that one of the hosts had played a part in the government’s initial Hiroshima cover-up. Lieutenant Colonel Tex McCrary of the U.S. Army Air Corps—the organizer of the first government press junket that had visited Hiroshima and Nagasaki a year earlier—had left behind the Headliner, the Dateliner, and military service. He had since moved to New York and become co-host of an NBC morning radio show, Hi Jinx, with his model-actress wife, Jinx Falkenburg. (Their showbiz nicknames: “Mr. Brains” and “Mrs. Beauty.”)

Since his tour of post-bomb Hiroshima and Nagasaki, McCrary had privately grappled with what he had seen in those cities. The implications of the atom bomb’s debut continued to trouble him. Bigger and more terrible versions of Little Boy and Fat Man would inevitably be built, he recognized, threatening civilization as he knew it. Yet, when discussing “Hiroshima” and Hersey on his radio show, he was evasive about his early role in suppressing reportage that would have helped reveal the extent of the devastation wreaked by the Japan bombs.

“You know, Tex,” Falkenburg said to McCrary on their September 4 show, “when you told me the other day about the article John Hersey wrote in The New Yorker, and when I heard that every copy sold off the newsstands a day after publication, I couldn’t understand it. Why all this sudden interest in something that happened a year ago? Hiroshima is an old story now.”

“In one sense, yes, Jinx,” McCrary replied. “[But] when you realize that atomic power is not yet conquered or in chains, you know that Hiroshima is not an old story. It was never newer than now… the story of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the story of the once top-secret Manhattan Project, is still as newsworthy as destiny itself.”

He gave an abbreviated account of his own experience of seeing Hiroshima with those newsmen he had hastily escorted through the ruins: they were hardened American war correspondents, he stated, but they had all been shocked by what they’d seen. It had been a terrible day for all of them.

However, McCrary did not mention the “censored” stamp that had hung in his junket planes or his role in tempering the whole truth about the nuclear aftermath in Hiroshima. McCrary also did not discuss the near-total suppression of reporters in General MacArthur’s Japan or the threat of expulsion or imprisonment those reporters had faced for bomb reporting that displeased the government. Rather, McCrary explained to his listeners, Hersey had gotten the Hiroshima scoop instead of these early-arriving junket journalists because Hersey was simply “more than a reporter” and had managed to tell it better.

Later, though, McCrary did finally admit that he had obstructed the junket reporters from writing fully about what they had seen in the bombed city.

“I covered it up, and John Hersey uncovered it,” he stated. “That’s the difference between a P.R. man and a reporter.”

AN IMMEDIATE PLACE IN HISTORY

During the war, Hollywood had gone into overdrive creating films that portrayed the Japanese as the “yellow peril.” Now, many of its executives tried to capitalize on the success of “Hiroshima.” Upon the article’s release, the New York Daily News sourly reported that movie executives “had come swarming around [Hersey], their fists congested with offers.” Fists congested or not, the inquiring Hollywood execs were rebuffed. Hersey—along with the rest of his team at the New Yorker—had decided that there were to be no radio dramatizations, and that “for the time being, disposition of movie and dramatic rights is not subject to discussion.” Producers, agents, and studio executives had indeed conveyed their admiration and been asking after the film rights; within a couple of weeks Hersey had been approached with several offers.

Hersey was quickly becoming as well-known as the actors who might have been tapped to star in a major film production of “Hiroshima.” If he had been famous before “Hiroshima” as a Pulitzer Prize–winning author, his fame had now jolted to another level. Many publications ran profiles and photos of Hersey alongside their “Hiroshima” coverage. By late fall, he was notified that he had been designated by the Celebrity Information and Research Service, Inc., as one of the “Ten Outstanding Celebrities of 1946,” along with Army chief of staff and former U.S. supreme commander General Dwight D. Eisenhower, singer Bing Crosby, and actors Laurence Olivier, Joan Crawford, and Ingrid Bergman. (When Hollywood gossip columnist Louella Parsons did a radio broadcast announcing the lineup, Ross snickered to Hersey and Shawn that “Miss Parsons did not attempt to pronounce ‘Hiroshima.’ ”)

Some of the New Yorker readers who sent cables and letters to the magazine called for Hersey to win another Pulitzer Prize for his Hiroshima reporting. Atomic Bill Laurence of the New York Times had just won a Pulitzer Prize in reporting, for his government-sanctioned “eye-witness account of the atom-bombing of Nagasaki and his subsequent ten articles on the development, production, and significance of the atomic bomb.” Ross had disappointing news for fans who hoped that “Hiroshima” would be similarly honored: Hersey wasn’t eligible, he informed them, because the reporting Pulitzer was only awarded to newspaper stories.

The Library of Congress immediately made a bid to get the first draft of “Hiroshima.” Upon the article’s release, the director of acquisitions told Hersey that it was one of the notable documents of modern times. Even if Hersey had declined to promote the article upon its release, he was apparently legacy-minded enough to pledge the first draft of “Hiroshima”—along with his notes—to the library of his alma mater, Yale University, whose representatives were so excited that they issued a press release announcing the acquisition. (The gift initially rankled Harold Ross when he found out about it. “How did [Hersey] get this [draft], may I ask?” he quizzed an officer manager. It’s unclear if he got his answer.)

“Hiroshima” had already created more of a stir than any article before it, and its posterity was about to be secured in book form. Even before the August 31 issue had been finalized, Ross had sent proofs of the article to Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., which had published Hersey’s books A Bell for Adano, Men on Bataan, and Into the Valley. “That book ought to sell like hell,” Ross told Alfred Knopf, who prepared to rush out to the “widest market possible” a first printing of 50,000 copies to be released on November 1. Another deal had also been immediately set in place with the Book-of-the-Month Club, which was also working fast to release it simultaneously with the Knopf edition. The Book-of-the-Month Club gave the book a huge platform, sending out an announcement about Hiroshima to nearly a million of its members. It was, the club asserted, “destined to be the most widely read book of our generation.”

“It is hard to conceive of anything being written that could be of more importance to the human race,” it added.

In England, Penguin Books also prepared to publish a quarter of a million copies of its own edition of Hiroshima. When released, it sold out within weeks. Hersey’s story was becoming a global phenomenon: it had been serialized in newspapers around the world and—as darkly noted by Knopf, and much to the New Yorker’s annoyance—it had been pirated by newspapers around the world. A China-based editor, Randall Gould, wrote to Hersey to tell him that he had seen the story appear in the Shanghai Evening Post. It would have been impossible to arrange official permissions for the reprint there, Gould said, “because as you know there is no copyright here. China likes to steal things.” Regardless, he offered his congratulations.

Hiroshima, Gould told Hersey, had “put you in History.”






Chapter Seven Aftermath

AN IMAGE PROBLEM

General MacArthur’s SCAP offices had approved Hersey’s entrance into Japan and given him access to Hiroshima. FBI officials in both Tokyo and Washington had known of his presence in the country. Hersey had stayed with U.S. military police while in Hiroshima. General Groves had complete pre-publication knowledge of the contents of the article. Even so, “Hiroshima” blindsided officials at the very highest levels of government. They quickly and painfully discovered, along with the press, that the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were not yesterday’s news; nor had their efforts at spinning and supressing that news succeeded after all.

“We all exhausted ourselves” reading the article, McGeorge Bundy, former assistant to U.S. secretary of war Henry L. Stimson, admitted later.

“Hiroshima” undid over a year of work on two continents to cover up the truth about the aftermath of the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. General Groves’s right-hand man, General Thomas F. Farrell—who had first inspected those cities for residual radiation a year earlier and declared both safe for incoming occupation troops—was incensed by Hersey’s story, apparently unaware that his own wartime boss had greenlighted it.

“America forgets so quickly,” General Farrell wrote in a letter to Bernard Baruch, the U.S. representative to the United Nations Atomic Energy Commission. Farrell said he was “much more moved by starved American soldiers who had been continually beaten by baseball bats than I was by the wounded Japanese in Hiroshima.”

Baruch personally knew Ross and Shawn and New Yorker publisher Raoul Fleischmann; General Farrell now urged him to tell the magazine’s principals to run a similar article on six Allied prisoners of war. These POWs should be able to describe their brutal treatment by their Japanese captors and be allowed to give their thoughts on the use of the atomic bombs.

General Groves made no public statement about his unlikely role in bringing “Hiroshima” to the masses. He did, however, find immediate practical applications for Hersey’s article. Not long after the issue came out, William Shawn received a letter from a War Department public relations officer informing him that General Groves had just mentioned Hersey and “Hiroshima” in a speech to the Command and General Staff School at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. Among the general’s topics that day: the future of nuclear warfare and the United States’ need for preparedness for possible atomic war with new enemies. The Army needed to ready itself for a new role if the United States were ever attacked with nuclear weapons; American ground forces now needed to study the nuclear attacks on Japan to learn how to “aid and control the populations of our own atomically bombed cities.”

“The catastrophe of an atomic attack, I am afraid, has never fully been brought home to us,” General Groves stated.

To that end, he declared, all present ought to read John Hersey’s “Hiroshima.” In fact, the article should, in his opinion, be required reading for all American officers, for its depiction of nuclear aftermath would be an invaluable tool in helping to prepare a highly trained and equipped military response to future attacks. (The press officer who flagged the speech to Shawn also informed the editor that there was enormous demand for the story within the military.)

On the other side of the Pacific, General MacArthur also found comparable uses for the article. His immediate reaction upon reading “Hiroshima” is unknown; it was surely lost on no one in Washington, D.C., that SCAP’s GHQ had given Hersey access to Hiroshima in the first place. Embarrassingly for the U.S. government, to the rest of the world—for whom “Hiroshima” had all of the qualities of a total exposé—it likely looked as though Hersey had sneaked into the country and gotten the story undetected, right under SCAP’s nose.

Yet like his competitor General Groves, General MacArthur himself evinced no public embarrassment or indignation about the story. In due course, the New Yorker was contacted by another War Department public relations officer with a request: Could Hersey be persuaded to release rights to “Hiroshima” for a special edition of the article?

“It is my understanding,” the officer wrote, “that General MacArthur plans to reproduce the piece to be used for instructional purposes within the Army in the Far East Theater.”

Despite the instructional military utility General MacArthur and General Groves were finding in Hersey’s story, on the whole the U.S. government—victor over fascism and tyranny—suddenly had a serious post-“Hiroshima” image problem. The transition from global savior to genocidal superpower was an unwelcome reversal. Hersey’s readers around the world were now reevaluating America’s superior moral stature and demanding to know why these revelations had taken more than a year to come out. If something of this enormity had been successfully hidden from the public, what else was being hidden? What other information about these new weapons was the U.S. government concealing, and had Hersey been accurate when he wrote in “Hiroshima” that more powerful, terrifying versions of it were being developed?

The livid “Hiroshima”-inspired editorials kept coming. A couple of weeks after the story’s release, Saturday Review of Literature columnist Norman Cousins wrote a scathing column in response to Hersey’s story that particularly incensed senior members of the government.

“Do we know… that many thousands of human beings in Japan will die of cancer during the next few years because of radioactivity released by the bomb?” he wrote. In reality, the atomic bomb was a death ray and its use on humans a crime, he stated. Furthermore, the United States had all but guaranteed use of atomic weapons in the next war—without considering that America’s own population was especially vulnerable to extreme damage, given its dense population centers. Hersey and the New Yorker had provided a crucial wake-up call, but Americans were facing a full-blown crisis, Cousins wrote, and everyone in the country needed to acknowledge and address the Pandora’s box that the U.S. had opened that previous summer.

The avalanche of damaging criticism started to pile in from important figures outside the press as well. Fleet Admiral William F. “Bull” Halsey Jr., commander of the Third Fleet in the Pacific, stated in a news conference that the dropping of the bomb had been an unnecessary experiment and a military mistake.

“Why reveal a weapon like that to the world when it wasn’t necessary?” he said. “[The U.S.] had this toy and they wanted to try it out, so they dropped it. It killed a lot of Japs, but the Japs had put out a lot of peace feelers through Russia long before.”

Some of the scientists who had built “this toy” had also been publicly confessing their misgivings about their role in creating it. Before the bombs had even been dropped on Japan, a group of senior Manhattan Project scientists had privately lobbied against deploying them and begged the U.S. government instead to make a demonstration of the bomb’s might. In using the atomic bomb to attack Japan, the United States “would sacrifice public support throughout the world, [and] precipitate the race of armaments,” they warned. Not long after the bombs had been dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the Manhattan Project’s J. Robert Oppenheimer—dubbed “father of the atomic bomb”—announced his own feelings of conflict.

“If atomic bombs are to be added as new weapons to the arsenals of a warring world, or to the arsenals of nations preparing for war,” he said in a speech, “then the time will come when mankind will curse the names of Los Alamos and of Hiroshima.”

Physicist Albert Einstein—whose formula, E=mc2, gave researchers a way to quantify the vast potential energy that would be released in a nuclear explosion—had long been trying to sound the alarm about the dangers posed by nuclear weapons. Just before the war he had alerted President Franklin D. Roosevelt to Germany’s alarming efforts to create an atomic bomb. Einstein had been uninvolved in the Manhattan Project and disavowed any personal fatherhood of the bomb; the creation of nuclear weapons posited, in his opinion, a catastrophic threat to the survival of humanity. He had fearfully predicted that, after the war, countries across the globe would race to become nuclear powers, which could lead to even more horrific destruction.

“Today, the physicists who participated in forging the most formidable and dangerous weapon of all times are harassed by an equal feeling of responsibility, not to say guilt,” Einstein had said in a post-Hiroshima and -Nagasaki speech at New York’s Hotel Astor, just around the corner from the New Yorker offices. Just weeks before “Hiroshima” hit newsstands, Einstein had told the New York Times that rockets could now carry atomic bombs, making virtually every center of population on earth vulnerable to devastating nuclear attack. He called on Americans to immediately halt their everyday activities to consider the implications of Hiroshima and the start of the atomic age.

“To the village square we must carry the facts of atomic energy,” he said. “From there must come America’s voice… We cannot leave it to generals, Senators, and diplomats.”

Einstein now contacted the New Yorker’s publisher, Raoul Fleischmann, about “Hiroshima.” He expressed his deep admiration for the work and requested a thousand reprints of the story to distribute to leading scientists around the world. His request was fulfilled.

“Mr. Hersey has given a true picture of the appalling effect on human beings… subjected to the unprecedented destruction achieved by the explosion in their midst of one atomic bomb,” Einstein wrote in the cover letter he sent out with his copies of “Hiroshima.” He added, “This picture has implications for the future of mankind which must deeply concern all responsible men and women.”

For certain U.S. officials and unrepentant Manhattan Project principals, these waves of criticism were as damaging as those initial press reports out of Japan in the earliest days of the occupation. Immediate action needed to be taken to contain and spin the story—again.

STRAIGHTENING OUT THE RECORD

Harvard president and Manhattan Project advisor James B. Conant had just returned from a nearly monthlong holiday in New Hampshire’s White Mountains when he read Hersey’s story. “Hiroshima” alarmed him greatly. The article was turning public opinion against the bomb and its creators—not to mention that it was undermining Americans’ belief in their leadership. It had not only exposed how much the government had withheld from the U.S. public and eroded the country’s moral standing, it could—contrary to General Groves’s hopes—jeopardize public support for future nuclear arsenal building and preparedness.

Conant, a chemist, had a deep history of advancing the science of warfare. During World War I, he had helped spearhead production of poison gas. During World War II, he had been tapped by President Roosevelt as a lead scientist to help helm the Manhattan Project. (Some had dubbed him a “Grand Duke” of the Project). Now, in the autumn of 1946, he was growing disgusted by his fellow scientists professing guilt about their part in creating the bomb. (“I wept as I read John Hersey’s New Yorker account,” admitted one Manhattan Project scientist. The story had filled him with shame when he recalled the “whoopee spirit” with which the Manhattan Project principals had reacted to news of the Hiroshima bombing a year earlier.) Conant, on the other hand, was unrepentant about urging the use of nuclear weapons on Japan.

“War is ethically totally different from peace,” he later stated.

Conant quickly wrote a letter to Harvey H. Bundy (McGeorge Bundy’s father), who had been special assistant on atomic matters to Secretary of War Henry Stimson. There had been a lot of dangerous “Monday morning quarterbacking” about the Japan bombings lately, Conant wrote. To that end, he enclosed a clip of the incensed Saturday Review of Literature “Hiroshima”-inspired editorial by Norman Cousins. All of this concern about the Japan bombings was just sentimentality, Conant told Bundy, and even though he was convinced that “all this talk” was only a minority position, it was, unfortunately, a vocal minority.

“It seems to me of great importance,” Conant maintained, “to have a statement of fact… clarifying what actually happened with regard to the decision to use the bomb against the Japanese.”

If something wasn’t done to counter the bad publicity being put out by this “group of so-called intellectuals”—i.e., writers like Hersey and Cousins—they might influence the opinions and impressions of the next generation, and distort history.

All of the bad Hiroshima press was also disturbing President Harry Truman. The president had grown especially irritated by allegations that the United States had bombed Hiroshima and Nagasaki recklessly and without elaborate consideration.

“The Japanese were given fair warning, and were offered the terms which they finally accepted, well in advance of the dropping of the bomb,” he wrote to physicist Karl T. Compton, a member of the government’s Interim Committee—a committee that had been formed to advise President Truman on military use of nuclear weapons, and which had recommended the atomic attacks on Japan. “I imagine the bomb caused them to accept the terms,” Truman added.

Yet the White House remained publicly silent on the subject of Hersey’s “Hiroshima,” perhaps in an effort to downplay its significance, and much to Harold Ross’s annoyance. Then the New Yorker editor read an item in the New York Post stating that President Truman had been quizzed about whether he’d read the Hersey story that was creating such a furor.

“I never read The New Yorker,” the president was quoted as saying. “Just makes me mad.”

Ross decided to kick the hornet’s nest. He sent a letter—and eventually three copies of the “Hiroshima” issue—to the president’s press secretary, Charles G. Ross, and urged him to call President Truman’s attention to the story. Charles Ross replied cordially enough—he personally was a longtime fan of the New Yorker, he stated—but was coy on the question of whether the president had read or was aware of Hersey’s story.

“The President may or may not have read the Hersey article,” Charles Ross wrote. “I will see that he gets the magazines you have sent me.”

President Truman, like Conant, had also come to the conclusion that the record on the atomic bombs had to be quickly set straight again. The national—and international—conversation needed to be steered away from Hersey’s images of the charred human remains and young families suffering from radiation sickness. The government’s official talking points had to be reasserted: The atomic bombs dropped on Japan had shortened the war. The Japan atomic bombs had saved lives on both sides. Japan would never have otherwise surrendered without a protracted, bloody fight to the last man.

President Truman quietly approached former secretary of war Henry L. Stimson—who had retired just weeks after the Japan-U.S. surrender ceremony in September 1945—about pulling together some sort of public statement. “I have asked… Stimson to assemble the facts and get them into record form,” he wrote to Karl Compton.

James Conant had also concluded that there was “no one who could do this better than Mr. Stimson,” and had approached the former war secretary separately. Stimson was then working on his memoirs on his Long Island estate. Conant went to Stimson’s house and, over lunch, campaigned for the former statesman to undertake the reset statement—which, Conant felt, should be issued in article form like “Hiroshima.” It could not look like a patent attempt to direct attention away from the atomic bombs’ cruel aftereffects nor a scrambling bid to reclaim the postwar moral high ground. It had to exude calm authority, courtesy of a trusted figure who was magnanimously, even indulgently, quelling a bit of unnecessary hysteria.

“The statement should be largely factual and not an attempt to argue too much as to the military necessity for the bomb,” Conant advised.

Stimson was a savvy choice to commandeer the Hiroshima conversation and serve as a national balm. Since 1943 he had served as the president’s senior advisor on the military employment of atomic energy, and had helped select Hiroshima as a target for the bomb. He projected the image of calm reassurance and was described once by the New York Times as displaying “an integrity that to his friends sometimes bordered on the painful.”

Stimson agreed to undertake the task, but with deep private reservations. He had been selected as the “victim” by Conant to combat all of the negative press, he told a friend. Another friend of his later recalled that Stimson had “[lain] awake at night before the decision [to drop the bomb] thinking about the consequences of dropping it on a civilian target, a city of that size.” Stimson had already fretted over the earlier firebombing of Tokyo: “I did not want to have the United States get the reputation for outdoing Hitler in atrocities,” he admitted. Conant’s request prompted him to some anguished soul-searching.

Once the project was set in motion, “the old-boy War Department network went to work” on drafting the rebuttal, as one Conant biographer put it. Input and language was solicited from Harvey Bundy, former Stimson aide George L. Harrison, and War Department historian Rudolph A. Winnacker, among others. Harvey Bundy’s son McGeorge served as Stimson’s aide on the project.

On November 6, General Leslie Groves sailed in with comments for the retort article. The statement was, he wrote, “a splendid description of the entire project in very condensed form.” Such an article was necessary now more than ever, he told his former colleagues, and made efforts to emphasize his own outsized role in the whole matter of the bomb-dropping decision. It is unclear whether General Groves revealed to the others on the Stimson statement team that he had personally cleared Hersey’s article for publication.

It was suggested that the team approach Henry Luce’s Life magazine about running the Stimson article. This publication had an enormous circulation, but Conant proposed Harper’s magazine, which had more gravitas. Harper’s had also given serious attention to “Hiroshima,” calling it a “staggering report,” and had even defended Hersey against the few negative reviews it received. When approached by the Stimson team, however, the magazine agreed to feature the Stimson article—now titled “The Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb”—as its cover story for February 1947.

Up through the final edits, Conant appeared to be consulting the John Hersey editorial playbook, instructing his coauthors to steer away from emotional entreaties and hyperbolic language and to stick to an apparent “mere recital of facts.” They should “eliminate all sections in which the secretary appears to be arguing his case or justifying his decision,” he directed. “It will be very hard for anyone on the other side to challenge this article if [it] deals almost entirely with the facts.”

When Conant saw the final article in an advance copy of Harper’s, he was pleased with the team’s handiwork. It was exactly right, he told Stimson, adding that they could not have allowed “the propaganda against the use of the atomic bomb… to grow unchecked.”

Regardless, Stimson had an eleventh-hour attack of nerves as the article was being finalized.

“I have rarely been connected with a paper about which I have so much doubt at the last moment,” Stimson told a friend. “I think the full enumeration of the steps in the tragedy will excite horror among friends who heretofore thought me a kindly-minded Christian gentleman but who will, after reading this, feel that I am cold blooded and cruel.”

A subsequent letter from President Truman may have soothed the appointed soother, or at least steeled him. “I think you know the facts of the whole situation better than anybody,” he told Stimson, reminding him that he was being charged with “straighten[ing] out the record on it.” Stimson replied that he hoped the story would counter that “rather difficult class of the community” that had been making so much trouble for them.

Thus fortified, Stimson personally sent a copy of the draft to Hersey’s rejected mentor, Henry Luce, who could likely be relied upon to promote it with particular zeal.

WE DESERVE SOME SORT OF MEDAL

If Conant and Stimson and their team had followed the New Yorker’s example with its deadpan, just-the-facts approach in their article, the Harper’s editors took the opposite strategy from Harold Ross and William Shawn in creating its Stimson issue cover. The Stimson article was teased in large black letters against an arresting red-and-white background:

Henry L. Stimson

FORMER SECRETARY OF WAR

Explains Why We Used

The Atomic Bomb

As with Hersey’s article, “The Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb” by Stimson and company created its own media sensation. If “Hiroshima” had shredded American consciences raw, the Stimson article was a welcome, albeit narcotic, salve. Many Americans had craved official reassurance after Hersey had turned the spotlight on the fact that their government and military had perpetrated a nuclear holocaust and tried to whitewash the results.

The Stimson story in Harper’s delivered new and improved variations of the government’s official themes, laced with seeming admissions and revelations of its own. Yes, the atomic bombs levied in their name had been devastating, Stimson conceded. But they had been absolutely necessary—“our least abhorrent choice” when it came to ending the war with Japan. In Stimson’s retelling, the nuclear option was once again depicted as humane. Unlike General Groves, he didn’t attempt to convince Americans that radiation poisoning was a “very pleasant way to die,” but he maintained that the bomb had saved the Japanese from themselves. He and other decision makers had reasoned that the extreme shock delivered by the bombs seemed the surest way to compel the Japanese to surrender, and in the process “save[d] many times the number of lives, both American and Japanese, that it… cost.” It had also spared the Japanese further fire raids and relieved them of the “strangling blockade” imposed on the islands by Allied forces.

In a reductive counterplay, Stimson did not mention Hersey by name, nor any of those who had written outraged or anguished editorials in response to “Hiroshima.” Rather, he made it sound as though the national outcry had been more of a muted objection. “In recent months there has been much comment about the decision to use atomic bombs” on Japan, he stated in a garden party tone, adding that his own comments were intended to address the concerns of “all who may be interested.”

One of the highlights of Hersey’s “Hiroshima” had been the statistic of 100,000 Japanese killed by the bomb. Stimson now offered up a few newsy counter-statistics of his own. In July 1945, Stimson stated, U.S. intelligence had projected that the Japanese Army was still 5,000,000 strong and had available 5,000 suicide aircraft. He reminded readers that Japan’s military men belonged “to a race which had already amply demonstrated its ability to fight literally to the death.” He had been informed, he said, that a land invasion “might be expected to cost over a million casualties, to American forces alone.” (Even though President Truman had been provided with July 1945 military documents predicting that a full-fledged invasion might result in 40,000 American military deaths and 150,000 wounded, the 1 million casualties number was reiterated throughout the piece.) Stimson did not address Admiral Halsey’s public statement that the “Japs had put out a lot of peace feelers” and had already been trying to surrender via entreaties made to the Soviets, who at the time had been official allies to the Americans.)

Why hadn’t the United States simply given a demonstration of the bomb in some uninhabited area to compel surrender? The idea had been “discarded as impractical,” Stimson said. Because its makers were not yet fully familiar with the weapon they had created, he wrote, they had not even known whether it would detonate when dropped from a plane, and “nothing would have been more damaging to our effort to obtain surrender than a warning or a demonstration followed by a dud.”

And anyway, the U.S. hadn’t had a lot of bombs to spare for such demonstrations, Stimson explained. The Japanese needed to think there was an unlimited supply, and that after Nagasaki the United States could continue to drop one atomic bomb after another until the country was obliterated. The “dread of many more” incoming bombs was what demoralized the Japanese into capitulating. In reality, in August 1945, the U.S. had only had two workable bombs, Stimson stated, which they dispensed on Hiroshima and Nagasaki—but luckily the bluff had worked. In this sense, the atom bomb not only proved to be “a weapon of terrible destruction” but also a “psychological weapon.”

Ultimately, the U.S. decision had been the right one, he asserted: “All of the evidence I have seen indicates that the controlling factor in the final Japanese decision to accept our terms of surrender was the atomic bomb.” He did not mention that even the publicly available part of the government’s own U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey stated that “it cannot be said… that the atomic bomb convinced the leaders who effected the peace of the necessity of surrender” and added that the decision to surrender had actually been put into place in May—three months before the bombs were dropped.

The Stimson article essentially sidestepped the agonies inflicted on victims in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and did not even acknowledge the radioactive qualities of the atomic bombs other than stating that they had “a revolutionary character” and a “generally unfamiliar nature.” Stimson wrote that, in his mind and in the minds of those who had helped build it, the atom bomb had been “as legitimate as any other of the deadly explosive weapons of modern war.” In fact, it had been seen as such a casualty preventer that “no man in our position and subject to our responsibilities, holding in his hands a weapon of such possibilities for accomplishing this purpose and saving those lives, could have failed to use it and afterwards looked his countrymen in the face.”

As the Stimson story was considered the first official account of the deliberations behind the use of the bombs, hundreds of the news outlets that had covered “Hiroshima” now raced to cover the Stimson story. President Truman commended Stimson on his job, telling him that he had done “very well” with the record straightening. The authors of the story also congratulated Stimson—and themselves.

“We deserve some sort of medal,” McGeorge Bundy wrote to Stimson, “for reducing these particular chatters to silence.”

THE INERADICABLE FACTS

The Stimson article did not silence all of the “chatters,” however. Nor did it snuff out protests, erase images of Hiroshima’s obliteration, or quell widespread anxiety and horror over the prospect of future nuclear conflict. On the contrary, the influence of “Hiroshima” continued to spread after the retort in Harper’s came out. Many readers did find relief and reason in the Harper’s explanations. But for others the Stimson statement did nothing to address the urgent questions that had been raised during the lead-up to its release. Nor did it address the depth of the government’s cover-up about the bombs and their effects.

Publications that a year earlier likely could have been relied upon to accept and promote the Stimson report were now more guarded in their responses. This new caution indicated the beginning of a rift between the wartime partners: the press might have acted as a team player with the government and military during the war, but it was now growing more judgmental of those teammates a year later.

Henry Luce’s Time and Life declined to give significant coverage to the Stimson story after all, beyond an item in Time’s “National Affairs” section summarizing the main points Stimson had made in his story. The New York Times afforded Atomic Bill Laurence his usual front-page space to cover this latest development in the nuclear saga, but he did so with uncharacteristic restraint and without pseudo-biblical commentary. The Times editorial board itself grappled with the assertions made in the Stimson account. The newspaper’s editors accepted the Stimson article’s assertions that the atomic bomb had not been created or used on a whim, and agreed with the former war secretary that the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombs had caused the Japanese to surrender.

Yet the Times noted that there were sure to be more questions and objections about whether the government had indeed given the Japanese fair warning, as President Truman maintained, having never given a demonstration of the bomb before using it on Hiroshima, and chided Stimson for justifying the bombs’ use based on the practical results alone. Doing so was no different from “the German military thesis that necessity knows no law,” the editorial read, or “that the most brutal war is the most merciful because it ends more quickly, and that the end justifies the means.”

For the government, the New York Times had once again offered up a disturbing bellwether. The newspaper had not only indicated a new editorial aloofness; it also made clear that the Stimson retort had failed to address the painful revelations of Hersey’s “Hiroshima”—namely, the horrific human cost exacted by the weapon and the fact that the aftermath reality had been covered up by its perpetrators. The United States had used an experimental radioactive mega-weapon that was still causing its civilian victims to die months after its detonation. This was now, thanks to Hersey and his team, an undisputed, ineradicable fact. Stimson had conceded in his article that the Hiroshima bomb had “brought death to over a hundred thousand Japanese.” He wrote that he did not wish to “gloss over it,” but had done precisely that.

“The face of war is the face of death,” Stimson stated, “[and] death is an inevitable part of every order that a wartime leader gives.”

Part of the Stimson article gloss was its effort to return the story of Hiroshima to the realm of sterile statistics. Hiroshima was, in this retelling, the site of just another nameless, faceless, interchangeable, and unavoidable 100,000 casualties. Such is the nature of modern war, he asserted.

“[I]n Mr. Stimson’s view,” noted the New York Times editorial, “it is necessary to indict, not the weapons, but rather war itself.”

But the post-bomb and post-“Hiroshima” anxiety and outrage had everything to do with the new weapons themselves: what they did to human beings, what they did to entire cities, their lingering lethalness, and what they portended for humanity’s future. Stimson’s article did not mention the words “radioactivity” or “radiation” once, but after Hersey’s “Hiroshima” there would never again, despite best efforts to the contrary, be a successful return to the portrayal of the atomic bomb as a conventional weapon. No longer could reports of atomic bomb radiation poisoning be dismissed as “Japanese propaganda” or “Tokyo tales.” That effort on spin had failed too; this aspect of the story of the bomb had now permanently gotten away from the government.

If Stimson, Conant, President Truman, and General Groves regarded “the face of war” as an anonymous abstraction, for millions of Hersey’s readers, the face of atomic war had now been connected with actual human faces: those belonging to a struggling widow and her three children, a young clerk, two doctors, a priest, and a pastor. Photographs of those six faces of war covered the back of the book now selling out around the globe. Hiroshima had become a shadow that would forever cast doubt on the official justifications for the bombings.

Hersey’s book continued to sell out around the world. Just two weeks after the Stimson article was released in Harper’s, Hersey and the New Yorker editors were informed that Penguin Books in the United Kingdom had sold out of its quarter million first printing within weeks and was preparing to release a new printing of 1 million copies. A year after Knopf first released the book in the United States, the publisher issued a press release summarizing the book’s worldwide reach: “Besides [the Knopf] American edition, and the British Empire’s Penguin Books edition, ‘Hiroshima’ has appeared in eleven languages: Swedish, Danish, Norwegian, Finnish, Dutch, French, Czech, German, Italian, Hungarian, and Portuguese, and is scheduled to appear before long in Polish, in Spanish, and Hebrew. It is also likely that the book will appear in the Bengali and Marathi languages of India.” There was even a Braille edition.

In the fall of 1946, James Conant had fretted that the post-“Hiroshima” criticism would influence the country’s entire next generation of historians and leaders, and his fears were immediately realized. Hersey’s book was not only deemed an instant classic by booksellers and critics but also quickly made its way into college curriculums—including some of the Ivy League universities in the Harvard president’s community. (Upon learning that “Hiroshima” was being made into a textbook edition for use in high schools, Ross wrote to Hersey and Shawn, “Christ knows what we have wrought. It will make a better text book than they had in high schools when I was there, at that.”) Hiroshima had become the document of record about the true human cost of nuclear war, and was destined to remain so for decades.

THE DOUBLE AGENT

There were two notable absences on Knopf’s brag list of countries where Hiroshima had been published. When “Hiroshima” was first released, the New York Herald Tribune had predicted that—despite the story’s global reach—there would be millions of people who would never be able to read Hersey’s account, thanks to repressive regimes around the world and the censorship they imposed on their populations.

The editorial was clearly implicating Russia. Every week, the Cold War was escalating further. Two months after “Hiroshima” was released by the New Yorker, the Soviet foreign minister, Vyacheslav M. Molotov, gave the United States a dramatic dressing-down in a speech to the General Assembly of the United Nations. He chided America’s “imperialist” and “expansionist plans” and informed the Americans that the Soviet people had not just “shed their invaluable blood in streams to pave the way for new claimants to world domination.” Furthermore, Molotov had accused the United States of selfishness in its “monopolistic possession of the atomic bomb.” That atomic monopoly, Molotov warned, could not last long.

Soviet leader Joseph Stalin had indeed accelerated the Soviet Union’s own atom bomb development program immediately after the United States had tested its first atom bomb in July 1945. With the Japan bombings, President Truman wanted to shock the Soviets, “to show who was boss,” thought Molotov. To him and other Soviet leaders, the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombs “were not aimed at Japan but rather at the Soviet Union,” Molotov contended. “They said, bear in mind you don’t have an atomic bomb and we do, and this is what the consequences will be like if you make the wrong move.”

The issue of trying to get “Hiroshima” released in the Soviet Union had come up in the New Yorker offices even though Hersey, Shawn, and Ross knew that their article would likely be interpreted as a propagandistic threat by the Soviets. Some American editorials immediately drew attention to this fact: the New York Herald Tribune predicted that the Soviets would see Hersey’s article as an “attempt to intimidate them.”

The Soviets had actually gotten into Hiroshima to inspect the aftermath of the atomic bombing sooner than the Americans: the Soviet Union had not declared war on Japan until August 8, 1945—two days after the bombing of Hiroshima—and that country had maintained an embassy in Tokyo during the war. On August 23, Mikhail Ivanov, consul at the Soviet embassy in Tokyo, went to Hiroshima to inspect the aftermath. A quiet report on the horrific devastation and aftereffects of the bomb was quickly prepared and submitted to Stalin and other Soviet leaders. It was official: the Soviets were now at a terrible disadvantage vis-à-vis the United States. The Soviet government quickly suppressed press accounts about this devastating weapon, because, as one British Moscow-based correspondent noted, it had become clear in that city that “the bomb constituted a threat to the Soviet Union.” If a story like “Hiroshima” were to be released in Russia, it would undermine that government’s efforts to downplay the power that America now wielded over that country—and the world.

Still, the possibility of having the story published in Russia proved a tantalizing challenge to the New Yorker team, still giddy over its international triumph. They had just achieved a seemingly impossible feat together; perhaps they’d do it again. After some discussion, they decided that the team would contact Andrei Gromyko, the Soviet Union’s ambassador to the United Nations, about the possibility of getting “Hiroshima” translated into Russian and distributed in that country. The outreach to Gromyko would have to be worded with delicacy, in hopes of setting the Russians’ minds “relatively at ease as to possible propagandistic tendencies in the article,” Hersey thought. (He likely suspected that nothing about “Hiroshima” would set the Russians’ minds at ease, however. He himself had written, during his tenure as a Moscow correspondent for Time magazine, that “not a word is written in Russia which is not a weapon.”)

Hersey, Ross, Shawn, and the New Yorker’s publisher, Raoul Fleischmann, spent a week drafting an entreaty to Gromyko, whose nicknames around New York included “Mr. Nyet,” “Grim Grom,” and “Old Stoneface.” Their proposal was predictably met with stony silence. Furthermore, just months after their outreach to the Soviet ambassador, the New Yorker team would learn the reality of how Hersey and his story were regarded in Moscow—and just how naïve their bid for Russian translation and distribution had been in the first place.

Not long after Hersey’s trip, a Soviet journalist named Oskar Kurganov arrived in Japan, dispatched by Pravda, the USSR’s most prominent daily newspaper and the official mouthpiece of the Communist Party. He had toured the country, including a trip to Nagasaki. (He later likened his SCAP minders on this trip to the “American version of the Gestapo.”) Upon his return to Russia, Kurganov wrote and released a book—Amerikantsy v Iaponii, or Americans in Japan—describing his Japan tour. Scenes such as those reported in “Hiroshima” had, according to Kurganov, been wildly exaggerated. Nothing like “atomic fever” existed. He reported that he had quizzed Nagasaki medics about the supposed affliction; they allegedly told him that they’d never seen a single case of it in that city. Kurganov also claimed to have interviewed a man who had survived the blast just by sheltering in a shallow ditch; this interviewee had even had his head exposed to the blast and sustained no injuries, just a “little fright.” Kurganov stated that he personally was convinced that there was no such thing as radiation poisoning and that “no such ‘atomic tragedies,’ as were described to us by Americans, took place in Nagasaki.”

The Kurganov book was a telling “Russian reply to the picture of destruction painted by John Hersey in ‘Hiroshima,’ ” as one Moscow-based Western reporter noted. It was, in fact, essentially the Russian anti-“Hiroshima.” Kurganov’s message to Soviet readers: they need not fear the atomic bomb any more than America’s other bombs; the United States had been lying about its new weapons and had no significant military advantage after all.

At the same time, Pravda released an article directly attacking Hersey. His “Hiroshima” was nothing more than an American scare tactic, a fiction that “relishes the torments of six people after the explosion of the atomic bomb,” the story stated, which added that Hersey’s motive was to “spread panic.” (The article also stated that the book had sold over 7 million copies, implying that Hersey—a capitalist writer—must be getting quite rich off the sufferings he depicted.) In another Soviet publication, Hersey was called an American spy who embodied his country’s “military spirit” and had helped to inflict upon the world a “propaganda of aggression, strongly reminiscent of similar manifestations in Nazi Germany.”

Hersey and “Hiroshima” were now Cold War pawns. One country’s maverick whistle-blower was another’s virulent propagandist. If there was a silver lining for the U.S. government during the furor following the initial release of “Hiroshima” in the New Yorker, it may have been the knowledge that Hersey’s story would cause great discomfort to their Soviet adversaries.

In the Soviet Union, any journalist who somehow managed to embarrass the government likely could expect to face dire consequences. It does not appear that the U.S. government or military interrogated or attempted to discredit Hersey or his reporting, nor tried to impugn the reported testimonies of the six “Hiroshima” protagonists. Theirs seems to have been a tactic of trying to downplay the story or attribute remorse over the human cost of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombs to oversentimentality. That said, even if there had been any real effort to discredit “Hiroshima,” Hersey and the New Yorker editors had an ace up their sleeve: they could have simply revealed that General Groves and his aides had read and provided input on the story, then cleared it for publication.

However, several years later, in 1950—with the Cold War in full swing and Senator Joseph McCarthy fanning fears of a domestic “Red Scare”—FBI director J. Edgar Hoover assigned field agents to research, monitor, and interview Hersey, on whom the Bureau had already been keeping a file. The official reason given for this investigation: in 1941, Hersey’s brother had been involved with an organization cited by the House Un-American Activities Committee as a Communist front. During their investigation, sources told FBI investigators that, during his Moscow posting for Time, Hersey had been “obviously and quite openly favorable to the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics” and that, once back in the U.S., he became involved with or made financial contributions to organizations with Communist links or sympathies. (This included a $10 contribution to the American Civil Liberties Union.) Of special interest to the FBI was a May 18, 1945, lecture Hersey gave at Yale in which he called for a “strong and lasting” friendship between the United States and the Soviet Union.

Hersey and his family had since moved to suburban Connecticut; FBI officials came to interview him at his home. He was questioned about his 1946 Japan trip to probe his relationships with other reporters there who may have had Communist sympathies.

Hersey was apparently not flagged for further interrogation; nor were any charges brought against him. It is probably unsurprising that Hersey’s loyalties and background would be questioned in that charged political landscape, especially given his willingness to report blockbuster stories damaging to the U.S. government’s reputation. Yet it is ironic that the FBI investigated Hersey as a possible pro-Russia Communist sympathizer, given that, in the Soviet Union, he had been branded a militaristic American spy determined to sow fear in Russia and around the world.

A FINE SPIRIT OF CHRISTIAN BROTHERHOOD

The second notable country in which “Hiroshima” was banned: Japan. Even if General MacArthur intended to use “Hiroshima” as training material among his own Pacific theater forces, Hersey was informed by a Tokyo-based Life photojournalist that SCAP was blocking both the article and the book version from being reprinted or distributed in Japan, or translated into Japanese.

Even though millions of readers around the world now knew their names, Hersey’s six protagonists had to wait months before they could read the story. Hersey tried to mastermind ways to get copies of the New Yorker’s “Hiroshima” issue to Reverend Tanimoto, Miss Sasaki, Dr. Fujii, Mrs. Nakamura, Father Kleinsorge, and Dr. Sasaki. The New Yorker team sought guidance from the New York chapter of Jesuit Missions, an international Jesuit organization, and were told by a reverend there to send copies via a chaplain who was presently in Tokyo. The top copy in the stack, the organization rep advised, should be marked just for the chaplain, as a SCAP censor would likely confiscate copies earmarked for Japanese nationals.

Eventually copies of the issue—whether via this chaplain or someone else—did reach Hiroshima. Some of Hersey’s protagonists were not aware that they had been included in the article—or that the article had even been written in the first place—until they received contraband copies of the magazine. “I didn’t know that he had put me in his story until someone came running over with a copy of the New Yorker to tell me about it,” Dr. Fujii recalled later.

Upon reading it, Dr. Fujii found that “everything in [it] was just as he said it was” and that Hersey had remembered every word of their three-hour conversation. (Mrs. Nakamura also marveled at Hersey’s ability to “remember all the tiny details.”) Dr. Fujii wrote Hersey a postcard in which he extended his “best thanks for your kind present of ‘New Yorker’ ” and added, “Suppose how I am pleased to read the article ‘Hiroshima’ about A-bomb especially about me myself. I believe your kind expression would have caused a big sensation in the world.”

A letter also eventually arrived from Reverend Tanimoto, who told Hersey that he had been “greatly surprised and excited” by the story—and stunned that the New Yorker had been allowed to publish it.

“It is a marked and rather cynical contrast to the former leaders of Japan as compared with the American authorities, who gave you permission to publish such a report on the effects of the secret weapon as viewed from the standpoint of the defeated nation,” he wrote. “We now witness the fine demonstration of the American Democracy and the strong sense of humanity and the fine spirit of Christian brotherhood in the sensational reaction of your people.”

He reported that he and other “Hiroshima” protagonists had begun meeting for monthly reunions—they called their gatherings the “Hersey Group,” Reverend Tanimoto reported—and added that he had heard that SCAP had still not approved the article for translation into Japanese. If anything changed on that front, he volunteered to undertake the job.

Last but not least, Reverend Tanimoto informed Hersey that the U.S. commander of the Eighth Army had recently visited Hiroshima and “interviewed” him, Father Kleinsorge, Dr. Fujii, Dr. Sasaki, and Miss Sasaki. (He hadn’t seen Mrs. Nakamura since the visit, so he didn’t know if she, too, had been sought out and questioned by the Army commander.)

It would take more than two years and the intervention of the Authors’ League of America to secure permission from General MacArthur to have the book distributed in Japan. Upon greenlighting the translation at last, the general stated that reports that he had blocked the “Hersey book” were “without the slightest basis in fact.”

“They stem from a maliciously false propaganda campaign,” he added, “aimed at producing the completely fallacious impression that an arbitrary and vicious form of censorship exists here.”

Upon its April 25, 1949 release, the Japanese edition of Hiroshima—co-translated by Reverend Tanimoto—became an immediate bestseller. If SCAP had worried that the book might stir up feelings of bitterness or retribution—or otherwise “disturb the public tranquility,” as dictated in its occupation press code—Japanese reviewers seemed to regard Hiroshima with a mix of sadness and cautious optimism. It “expresses a humanism which transcends the positions of victor and vanquished,” wrote one Japanese reviewer in the Tokyo Shimbun. “It should be read seriously, with poignant hope for peace.”

I DON’T CARE WHAT THEY SAY ABOUT ME

That following spring, in 1947, Hersey’s editors at the New Yorker were trying to devise their next Hersey collaboration. Following up their major reporting coup would be no small task. Ross had been flirting with the idea of sending Hersey back to Japan for a follow-up story. “Hold a reunion with your characters, and report it,” he suggested to Hersey.

Hersey shot the idea down. He had essentially gone underground, journalistically speaking, for months after “Hiroshima” was released and showed no inclination to go back to Japan right away. The odds of getting Hersey to return were “probably about forty-two to one,” Ross lamented to a contact at the North American Newspaper Alliance.

Now back in the United States with his wife and family after years of war reporting abroad, Hersey began to shift his attention from reporting to fiction, acting on his theory that fiction could be stronger and more affecting than nonfiction. (His theory would prove ironic, given that “Hiroshima” remains his best-known and most influential work—despite the fact that Hersey authored more than a dozen novels throughout his lifetime.) He had begun to research a novel, set in the Warsaw Ghetto, whose ruins he had toured when still a Moscow-based war correspondent for Time magazine. The book would eventually be titled The Wall. As when bearing witness to the carnage in Hiroshima, Hersey had been devastated by the ghetto ruins and concentration camps he had seen. After that trip, it had taken him a long time to process his “outrage at human capabilities.” Yet “the experience gave rise to certain optimism, too, for in each case there were survivors, and one had to conclude that mankind is indestructible,” he stated later.

He emerged from his project research for The Wall to do a profile for the New Yorker on Bernard Baruch, who had then just resigned as the U.S. representative on the United Nations Atomic Energy Commission. The profile ran in January 1948, nearly a year and a half after “Hiroshima” had come out. After that, the “Hiroshima” editorial trinity—Hersey, Ross, and Shawn—would collaborate on only one more major journalism project: a five-part profile of President Truman that ran in early 1951. Harold Ross would die in surgery later that year after a struggle with cancer.

It was something of a miracle that the team was able to wangle access to the president after the damage caused by “Hiroshima,” but Ross had been busily, craftily cultivating the president’s press secretary, Charles Ross, in the years since. In making the pitch to President Truman’s team, the New Yorker editors used an argument that was an ironic riff on their approach to “Hiroshima.” Their objective “would be to give… a picture of Truman as a Human Being,” as Shawn wrote to Ross when instructing him on how to approach the White House with the proposition. The tactic worked: Hersey was given substantial access to the president.

When Hersey shadowed and interviewed President Truman in late 1950, the Soviets had just successfully detonated their first atomic bomb the previous year, forever ending the America’s reign as nuclear monopoly holder (and proving wrong General Groves’s speculation that it might take the Soviets as many as twenty years to join the nuclear club). President Truman had immediately vied to regain the advantage, accelerating U.S. efforts to create thermonuclear weapons. In 1952, the United States would successfully detonate its first hydrogen bomb—the “Hell Bomb,” as Atomic Bill Laurence called it—with a payload equivalent to more than 10 megatons of TNT, making it approximately 666 times as powerful as the Hiroshima bomb.

If Hersey and President Truman spoke about these matters, or Hiroshima and Nagasaki, those conversations did not make it into the published profile in the New Yorker. President Truman had rarely spoken in public on the subject of the Japan bombings. The Atlantic had since published the president’s letter to physicist and Interim Committee member Karl Compton—in which the president had stated that the “Japanese were given fair warning”—and this 98-word missive was about as elaborate a statement as the American public had gotten about the president’s personal viewpoint on the bombings. It is unclear if making the topic of the bomb off-limits was a White House precondition for agreeing to the New Yorker profile, but Hersey did attempt to venture into those waters, asking President Truman if there is “anything you’d like to add to the list of ten books to prepare a man specifically for life in the Atomic Age.” The president declined to offer such a list other than telling Hersey to refer to the classics.

“There’s nothing new in human nature,” Truman told him. “Only our names for things change.”

Hersey was allowed to attend and document a meeting in which President Truman and his aides worked on a radio speech that Truman reportedly “regarded as the most important one of his career up to that time.” Chinese Communists had been making headway in Korea, and the president was about to declare a state of national emergency. In the meeting, President Truman’s team of advisors discussed intelligence on the matter gathered in Tokyo; Japan had indeed become the reliable Pacific theater foothold the United States had hoped for when it had occupied that country six years earlier. In Hersey’s depiction of the meeting, the president and Secretary of State Dean Acheson debated language for portraying the Soviets as responsible for bringing the world to the verge of nuclear war.

“I don’t think we should leave any doubt in anyone’s mind that we will never start a world war—that if it starts, it will have to be the other fellow who starts it,” Acheson reportedly said. “Perhaps we should say something like [the Communists] have shown that they are willing to bring the world to the brink of war.’ ”

“That’s just what the Russians are doing,” President Truman responded. “Pushing everybody.”

At that time, in a White House press conference about Korea—also covered by Hersey for the New Yorker—President Truman told reporters that use of the atomic bomb against the Chinese Communists was not out of the question. Moreover, Hersey wrote, the president informed the White House press corps that “the government had exerted every effort to prevent a Third World War [and] was still trying to prevent that war from happening.”

Here was a portrayal of an American president who had inherited the last world war in its final stages, and was now navigating the early stages of the potential next one. If President Truman evinced to Hersey in their private interviews any wariness over the current course, or second-guessed his role in the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Hersey did not report it in the New Yorker profile. President Truman did admit to Hersey, however, that he was bothered by some assessments of himself in the press—which occasionally bordered on the treasonous, in his opinion. “To my mind, there’s nothing as un-American as a lying smear on a man’s character,” he said. Here the president wavered between defiance and vulnerability.

“I don’t care what they say about me,” he told Hersey. “I’m human. I can make mistakes. Any man can make mistakes, even if he’s trying with all his heart and mind to do the best thing for his country.”

Throughout the remainder of his presidency, Truman would always keep atomic weapons in “active consideration” for use in military situations that might arise on his watch. They were no different, he stated, from conventional weapons, just bigger, more efficient, and more effective—a legitimate part of the U.S. arsenal. His successor, President Dwight D. Eisenhower, felt much the same way, even reasoning that the atomic bomb was a valuable cost-saving device. It might be cheaper to use atomic weapons against North Korea than using conventional weapons, he stated in a May 13, 1953, National Security Council meeting. Not to mention that using nuclear weapons would save the logistical costs and bother of getting conventional ammunition from the United States to the front lines in that country.

HERE TO STAY

With the nuclear arms race escalating in the years and decades that followed the release of “Hiroshima,” Hersey had an evolving and complicated view about the legacy and influence of his story. Decades later, in the 1980s, against the backdrop of renewed, fever-pitch nuclear brinksmanship between the Soviets and Americans, he told one scholar that he felt that “the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki had been a significant warning to the world, and had contributed to preventing another nuclear war.” He also thought that bomb survivor testimonies, such as the ones he had relayed in the New Yorker, had had a significant impact.

“I think that what has kept the world safe from the bomb since 1945 has not been deterrence, in the sense of fear of specific weapons, so much as it’s been memory,” he said in 1986, in a rare interview. “The memory of what happened at Hiroshima.” As long as people remembered vividly what had happened there, and at Nagasaki, they could still imagine “what it would have been like to have a much bigger bomb dropped on a center of population”—and what it would be like if their own cities and children were the targets of nuclear attack—and advocate against future use of atomic weapons.

Still, he was deeply concerned: while “Hiroshima” had influenced subsequent generations of political leaders, activists, and academics working to curb or end the nuclear arms race, the memory of the bombs’ aftermath appeared to be growing “very spotty in the centers of power” in Washington, D.C. Hersey cited figures such as then secretary of state Caspar Weinberger and Assistant Secretary of Defense for Global Strategic Affairs Richard Perle, who “must never have grasped the meaning of the Hiroshima bomb, the way they go on about a future with bigger and better nuclear weapons.” He emphasized that in the Soviet Union there was probably no widespread institutional memory at all: “The control of information there is such that I wonder how many really know what happened at Hiroshima.”

The fading of memory—or lack of memory—was, in Hersey’s opinion, a true threat to deterrence, making the testimonies of Reverend Tanimoto, Mrs. Nakamura, Miss Sasaki, Dr. Fujii, Father Kleinsorge, and Dr. Sasaki more crucial than ever.

He personally saw the six “Hiroshima” protagonists—as well as the many other war survivors he documented over the years—not just as cautionary tales but emblems of hope. Throughout his life and career, Hersey remained fascinated by the human will and ability to survive, and was almost shockingly optimistic for a man who had witnessed firsthand so much of the worst in human nature. Man has “astonishing resources for holding on to his life,” Hersey wrote.

“In spite of the appalling tools [man] invents to destroy himself,” he concluded, “it seems to me that he loves this seamy world more than he desires, as he dreads and flirts with, an end to it… I believe that man is here to stay.”






Epilogue

Even though Harold Ross had hoped that John Hersey might return to Japan soon after “Hiroshima” came out, it would take nearly four decades for Hersey to go back to that country and report again on the fates of his six protagonists. In 1985, the New Yorker published a new “Reporter at Large” story by Hersey: “Hiroshima: The Aftermath.” Following Ross’s death in 1951, William Shawn had become the longtime editor of the magazine (he was, the New York Times would write, the New Yorker’s longstanding “gentle despot”), and he oversaw Hersey’s sequel story.

“It was quite clear that the shadow [of Hiroshima in the lives of his six subjects] was longer than the one year about which I had written in the original piece,” Hersey recalled. “The shadow was much, much longer.” He decided at last to go back and investigate what had happened to them and their families.

In the intervening years Hersey had continued to keep relatively quiet about his 1946 trip to Hiroshima. He gave few interviews on the subject—or any other subject, for that matter. Unlike many of the hotshot journalists who followed in his footsteps, such as Norman Mailer and Tom Wolfe, who were often prominent in their own stories and reveled in their celebrity, Hersey had continued to shun publicity, writing over two dozen novels and nonfiction books from his homes in suburban Connecticut, Martha’s Vineyard, Key West, and New Haven, where he was master of Yale’s Pierson College for half a decade. “He was a member of the generation that developed the cult of the author—people like Norman Mailer were doing The Dick Cavett Show—but he didn’t want any part of that,” recalled his son, Baird Hersey. “He never went on tour… He didn’t go on TV or radio, didn’t give lectures.” On the subject of the celebrity journalists who were succeeding him, Hersey called himself “one worried grandpa” and added that “the figure of the journalist [was becoming] more important than the events being written about.”

Upon arriving in Hiroshima nearly forty years after Little Boy had decimated it, Hersey found that a “gaudy phoenix had risen from the ruinous desert of 1945.” The rebuilt city now contained more than a million inhabitants. Trees lined the new broad avenues. Hiroshima was now a “city of strivers and sybarites,” he observed, adding that there were hundreds of bookstores and thousands of bars.

Nearly every August 6, after the occupation ended, press outlets from around the world had sought Hersey’s six “Hiroshima” survivors out for anniversary interviews. In the late 1940s, Reverend Tanimoto had become an internationally known antinuclear advocate. In the years following the bombing, the pastor began traveling to the United States to raise funds to rebuild his church and speak about his experiences, and also help spearhead an effort to secure reconstructive surgeries for young Japanese women disfigured in the atomic bombing. By one account, between 1948 and 1950, he gave 582 lectures in the United States before returning to Japan. During a second tour, on February 5, 1951, he was invited to give the opening prayer for the afternoon session of the U.S. Senate. In the prayer, Reverend Tanimoto described America as “the greatest civilization in human history” and added, “[w]e thank Thee, God, that Japan has been permitted to be one of the fortunate recipients of American generosity.” The appearance, Hersey reported, was “the high point of the trip (and possibly of [Reverend Tanimoto’s] life).”

A lower point, however, occurred in 1955. While on another trip to America, Reverend Tanimoto was invited to do a May 11 television interview with NBC in Los Angeles. When he arrived on the set, it turned out that he was making an appearance on This Is Your Life, broadcast to around 40 million Americans. As Reverend Tanimoto sat there on the set, cameras whirring, the show’s host, Ralph Edwards, said to the pastor, “You thought, of course, you were going to be interviewed as part of the work you are now doing, didn’t you? We may have a little surprise.” He then informed Reverend Tanimoto that they would “retell the story of your life… on this stage. We hope you have some pleasant moments.” He then asked the shocked minister to relive his experience of August 6, 1945; as he spoke, sound effects blared in the background, including air-raid sirens, swells of faintly Asian-sounding music, a ticking clock, and a terrific explosion. Reverend Tanimoto’s shotgun testimony was interrupted for an interminable on-set commercial demonstration for one of the show’s sponsors, Hazel Bishop nail polish, during which a hand model zealously scrubbed her polished nails with steel wool to demonstrate the product’s tenacity. Reverend Tanimoto was then asked to continue his remembrance about surviving a nuclear apocalypse.

The show producers had not only secretly flown Reverend Tanimoto’s family over from Japan—including his wife, Chisa, and daughter, Koko, both blast survivors—they also trotted out Captain Robert Lewis, copilot of the Enola Gay on the mission that had dropped the bomb on Hiroshima. Captain Lewis had since been working as a personnel manager of a New York–based candy-making company. At one point, it appeared that Lewis was starting to cry as he recounted the dropping of the bomb from his B-29; Koko Tanimoto, then ten years old, also saw tears in the man’s eyes and reached out for his hand despite her feelings of hatred upon first seeing him. (Hersey reported in “Aftermath” that Lewis had actually not been crying; rather, “he had gone out bar-crawling” before the show and was drunk.) There was some solace to be found in Reverend Tanimoto’s This is Your Life ordeal; the show reportedly brought in around $50,000 in donations from viewers.

Reverend Tanimoto retired in 1982 and died in 1986 in a Hiroshima hospital of pneumonia complicated by kidney failure. He was seventy-seven years old.

Father Wilhelm Kleinsorge was also often approached for interviews in the years after “Hiroshima” was released. He made media appearances on German radio and television shows, although he eventually became a Japanese citizen, and took the name Father Makoto Takakura. “When Hiroshima was destroyed, I became determined to become Japanese,” he told one interviewer. “I want to remain forever in Hiroshima, as an instrument of God’s will.”

He suffered from considerable health ailments throughout his life—including infection, an “A-bomb cataract,” and chronic flulike symptoms—and died in 1977. On his hospital chart in 1976, a hospital worker had written “a living corpse.” Bedridden at the time of his death, he told his caregiver—a Japanese woman named Satsue Yoshiki—that he read the Bible and timetables, because they were “the only two sorts of texts… that never told lies,” Hersey reported.

Dr. Masakazu Fujii reveled in the fame bestowed upon him by “Hiroshima,” although he also conceded that at times the attention could be overwhelming. “After being written about by Hersey, every year around [the bombing’s anniversary] there’s a lot to do and it’s a bit inconvenient,” he told an interviewer in 1952. It had taken him years to recover from the ordeal—“I struggled emotionally, physically, materially,” he said—but he was, at least, able to reestablish his practice quickly. Just a few years after the bombing, an American doctor passed by his new hospital—which Dr. Fujii had rebuilt on the site of the collapsed old one—and noticed a sign in English that stated:

HERE IS FUJII, OF HERSEY’S HIROSHIMA FAME

By 1951, the sign had been upgraded to read:

DR. FUJII HERE

DR. FUJII, ONE OF THE SIX IN THE WORLDWIDE

KNOWN AS HIROSHIMA BY JOHN HERSEY

CAME BACK TO THE ORIGINAL PLACE HERE AFTER A LAPSE OF

THREE YEARS SINCE THE A BOMB

The doctor remained proud of his affiliation with Hersey and about having been included in “Hiroshima.” He kept Hersey’s business card in his wallet and produced it proudly for visitors. “It’s become one of my prized possessions,” he later declared. During the occupation years, Dr. Fujii’s practice had thrived. He lived comfortably and joined a country club.

Upon Dr. Fujii’s death in 1973, the American-run Atomic Bomb Casualty Commission (ABCC)—first established in Japan during the occupation to study the aftereffects of the bombings—performed an autopsy on the doctor, revealing “a cancer the size of a Ping-Pong ball in his liver.”

In the years after the bombing, Dr. Terufumi Sasaki remained at Hiroshima’s Red Cross Hospital, with much of his work involving the removal of keloid scars covering many of his blast-survivor patients. He then opened up a private clinic and, like Dr. Fujii, became prosperous, but struggled at times with being in the limelight as a “Hiroshima” protagonist. “There was a mountain of letters from America,” Dr. Sasaki recalled later. At first he attempted to reply to the correspondents but eventually stopped. “I don’t want to think about that time anymore,” he told a Japanese interviewer.

“For four decades, he almost never spoke to anyone about the hours and days after the bombing,” Hersey reported in his follow-up New Yorker story. “[H]is one bitter regret: that in the shambles of the Red Cross Hospital in those first days after the bombing, that it had not been possible… to keep track of the identities of those whose corpses were dragged out to the mass cremations, with the result that nameless souls might still, all these years later, be hovering there, unattended and dissatisfied.”

Miss Toshiko Sasaki in 1947 began working in an orphanage in Hiroshima. Like Hersey, she was stunned by the rapid rebuilding of the city upon the ashes. “I wouldn’t say the city is being reconstructed so much as it’s a completely new city,” she said in the 1950s. She had undergone three more major surgeries on her leg within fourteen months; after this, she could walk almost normally. In 1954, with the guidance of Father Kleinsorge, Miss Sasaki entered a convent and in 1957 took vows and became Sister Dominique Sasaki.

She continued to suffer from fevers, blood spots, night sweats, and liver dysfunction—“a pattern of ailments which—as with so many hibakusha—might or might not have been attributable to the bomb,” Hersey reported. Like Dr. Sasaki, she preferred not to discuss the events of August 6, 1945.

“It is as if I had been given a spare life when I survived the A-bomb,” she said. “I shall keep moving forward.”

Mrs. Hatsuyo Nakamura continued to be wracked with illnesses in the post-bomb years but was too poor to consult doctors. (The Japanese government would not offer meaningful medical assistance to hibakusha until 1957.) She remained in Hiroshima and survived by doing odd jobs, including delivering bread for a bakery (earning about 50 cents a day), peddling sardines from a street cart, and collecting money for deliverers of the local newspaper. She eventually found long-term employment at a company that produced mothballs. All three of her children graduated from school and married. There is evidence that at least one of them suffered from PTSD after the bombing: Mrs. Nakamura later told a reporter that her daughter Myeko was “so afraid of war after being buried up to her chest when our house collapsed, I thought about evacuating [from Hiroshima] to the mountains.”

William Shawn was ousted as editor of the New Yorker in 1987 by S. I. Newhouse Jr., whose Condé Nast Publications acquired the magazine in 1985. Shawn died of a heart attack in 1992.

John Richard Hersey died of cancer a few months later, on March 24, 1993. He was seventy-eight years old.

Today, Hiroshima Prefecture has nearly 3 million inhabitants. It maintains a world-class museum documenting the atomic bombing and its aftermath, as well as a park and many monuments. The Atomic Bomb Dome—a building whose structure partially survived despite being located near the bomb’s hypocenter—is a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

Located today at the site of the bomb’s exact hypocenter: a low-rise medical building and a 7-Eleven convenience store.



According to a survey conducted soon after the release of “Hiroshima,” the majority of those surveyed viewed Hersey’s story as a contribution to the public good. “Hiroshima” had indeed been written out of concern for the future of humanity in its entirety, not just the welfare of one nation or race or political party.

The article also served as an unnerving reminder to readers that their elected government leaders operated on many clandestine levels, and not always in their best interest. Hersey and his New Yorker editors created “Hiroshima” in the belief that journalists must hold accountable those in power. They saw a free press as essential to the survival of democracy—a form of government which had just narrowly escaped extinction.

For Hersey and many of the Allied correspondents who had covered the second world war, the global conflict had been a battle to preserve such ideals. For Chicago Daily News reporter George Weller, first foreign correspondent into post-bomb Nagasaki, the American people had been “fighting to be informed,” he stated.

“They did not want to be fooled,” he said. “They wanted to hear the truth. They could take it.”

Before reporting and writing “Hiroshima,” Hersey had satirized despotic American general George S. Patton in A Bell for Adano because the military leader’s arbitrary cruelty epitomized for Hersey “the very things we were fighting against.” Journalists like Hersey and Weller would not be muzzled, they declared, nor were they willing to allow those in power to denigrate the freedoms that had just been so painfully defended.

In 1937, before joining the staff at Time magazine, Hersey had worked as an assistant to writer Sinclair Lewis, who had, in his 1935 novel It Can’t Happen Here, warned Americans that what they were seeing happen in Europe—the rise of toxic populism and of vicious government propaganda machines, the assault on truth and facts, the ascent of despotic leaders—could indeed happen in the United States, even though Americans tended to see themselves as almost compositionally invulnerable to such events. Hersey and others of his generation can be forgiven for hoping that the outcome of World War II—with democracy triumphant—had proved Lewis wrong.

Yet the greatest tragedy of the twenty-first century may be that we have learned so little from the greatest tragedies of the twentieth century. Apparently catastrophe lessons need to be experienced firsthand by each generation. So, here are some refreshers: Nuclear conflict may mean the end of life on this planet. Mass dehumanization can lead to genocide. The death of an independent press can lead to tyranny and render a population helpless to protect itself against a government that disdains law and conscience.

If Americans in 1945 were exhausted by years of demoralizing wartime news, many Americans today are comparably overwhelmed by the current news cycle and sheer volume of information (and disinformation) inundating them by the day, hour, and second. Yet succumbing to numbness and indifference will have disastrous consequences. No matter how exhausting and daunting the landscape, it remains imperative for Americans not to try to “escape into easy comforts” again, as Albert Einstein put it. Hersey and his colleagues likely would have seen the war on facts and assault on the free press in the United States today as one of the most alarming, high-stakes challenges of our times. Americans must honor and fiercely defend the fourth estate in this country. The opportunity to learn from history’s tragedies has not yet passed.
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John Hersey at his desk at Time magazine in early 1945. Then just thirty years old, he already had an enviable career as an international correspondent throughout the war. He would go on to win the Pulitzer Prize later that year for his 1944 novel, A Bell for Adano Photo by Time Life Pictures/Pix Inc./The LIFE Picture Collection via Getty Images.
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The mushroom cloud following the detonation of Little Boy—a nearly 10,000-pound uranium bomb—over Hiroshima. The cloud would reach tens of thousands of feet into the sky. Photo by Time Life Pictures/US Army Air Force/The LIFE Picture Collection via Getty Images.
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The ruins of Hiroshima immediately after the atomic bombing. The estimated death toll has ranged from 78,000 to 280,000, although the exact number of dead and injured will never be known. Photo by Hulton-Deutsch/Hulton-Deutsch Collection/Corbis via Getty Images.
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August 15, 1945: Two million people crowded into New York City’s Times Square to celebrate Japan’s defeat. When the New York Times announced the official surrender on its electric zipper sign there, “the victory roar… beat upon the eardrums until it numbed the senses,” recalled one Times correspondent. The party was “instantaneous and wild,” and the “metropolis exploded its emotions with atomic force.” Photo by © CORBIS/Corbis via Getty Images.
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U.S. General Douglas MacArthur—now Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers—arriving at the Atsugi Airdrome at the beginning of the occupation of Japan on August 30, 1945. To many in Japan, it seemed that the country now had two emperors. Photo by Time Life Pictures/US Army/The LIFE Picture Collection via Getty Images.
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In Tokyo, General MacArthur established his general headquarters in the fortress-like Dai-ichi Life Insurance Company building right across the street from the Imperial Palace, where the Japanese emperor still dwelled. It was not a subtle statement on MacArthur’s part. Photo by Paul Popper/Popperfoto via Getty Images/Getty Images.
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United Press correspondent Leslie Nakashima was the first journalist affiliated with a western news outlet to get into Hiroshima after the bombing, on August 22, 1945. In a wire story, he reported that Hiroshima was a wasteland of ash and rubble. The New York Times ran only a heavily edited version of his account. Used with permission from the Nakashima/Tokita family.
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Veteran war correspondent Wilfred Burchett landed in Japan with an early wave of Allied occupation forces and immediately made his way to Hiroshima, even though Western correspondents had been forbidden by occupation authorities to travel throughout the country. His subsequent Daily Express report, “Atomic Plague,” depicted the radiation effects killing blast survivors and sent ripples of alarm around the world. A U.S. official accused him of having “fallen victim to Japanese propaganda.” With permission from the Wilfred Burchett Estate.
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Chicago Daily News correspondent George Weller (left) also got into Japan with early-arriving occupation forces and separately made his way into Nagasaki, which had been devastated by a nuclear bomb on August 9, 1945—three days after the Hiroshima bombing. Weller’s report on the destruction there was intercepted and “lost.” Occupation authorities quickly declared the atomic cities off-limits to foreign reporters. Used with permission from Anthony Weller.
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Lieutenant Colonel John Reagan “Tex” McCrary, a reporter turned public relations officer for the U.S. Army Air Forces, took a junket of hand-picked Allied reporters into Hiroshima, but advised the journalists to downplay what they had seen there. “I don’t think they’re ready for it back home,” he told them. Used with permission from Michael McCrary.
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Manhattan Project leaders Major General Leslie R. Groves and physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer at the New Mexico site of the July 16, 1945, atomic bomb test detonation. On September 9, the men led a press tour of the site to downplay the bomb’s aftereffects. “The Japanese claim that people died from radiations,” General Groves told reporters. “If this is true, the number was very small.” Photo by Rolls Press/Popperfoto via Getty Images/Getty Images.
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During late summer and fall 1945 visits to Manhattan Project labs and industrial contractors, General Groves—shown here at the atomic research facility in Oak Ridge, Tennessee—gave speeches in which he told his audiences that there was no need for guilty consciences over the atomic bombings. He personally had no qualms, he said. Photo by PhotoQuest/Getty Images.
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William Shawn, the New Yorker’s deputy editor and the magazine’s “hunch man,” was shy and introverted, but also charismatic. To him, “every human being [was] as valuable as every other human being,… every life was sacred,” recalled one of his former writers. Photograph by Lillian Ross. Used with permission of the Lillian Ross Estate.
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John Hersey on assignment in China in 1946, right before flying to Japan in May to report on Hiroshima. Photo by Dmitri Kessel/The LIFE Picture Collection via Getty Images.
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New Yorker cofounder and editor Harold Ross was an extravagant personality with a talent for profanity—and an expert at getting exclusives, even out of journalist-flooded war-devastated landscapes. “How simple it is to scoop the world,” he told one of his reporters during the war. Photo by Bachrach/Getty Images.
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The New Yorker’s offices—spread out over a few floors of 25 West 43rd Street—were ramshackle by anyone’s standards. Standing in the elevator lobby was a brazier stuffed with cigarette butts and wadded-up rejection slips. Taken by Hobart Weekes; used with permission from James McKernon.
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Harold Ross’s office at the New Yorker. For ten days, Hersey, Ross, and Shawn sequestered themselves in the locked room to edit “Hiroshima” in secret. The undertaking was their own journalistic version of the Manhattan Project. Taken by Hobart Weekes; used with permission from James McKernon.
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Father Wilhelm Kleinsorge, the first of Hersey’s chosen six protagonists in “Hiroshima.” A Hiroshima-based German priest, Kleinsorge acted as a translator for Hersey and introduced him to other Hiroshima hibakusha, or atomic blast survivors. Asahigraph, 1952.
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Reverend Kiyoshi Tanimoto of Hiroshima, the second of Hersey’s protagonists and a “rescuing angel” who courageously evacuated bombing victims to safer ground as fires engulfed the city. Asahigraph, 1952.
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Hersey’s third “Hiroshima” protagonist, Dr. Terufumi Sasaki, had been on call at his Hiroshima hospital on the day of the bombing. One of the few Hiroshima medics to survive unscathed, he treated hundreds of patients in the days that followed. By the third day, most of the patients he had treated earlier had died. Asahigraph, 1952.
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Dr. Masakazu Fujii, Hersey’s fourth protagonist, had run a small private hospital, before it collapsed on him during the bombing. Asahigraph, 1952.
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Hersey’s fifth protagonist, a young widow named Hatsuyo Nakamura, had been preparing breakfast in her home when the bomb exploded, burying her three children in debris. Asahigraph, 1952.
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Miss Toshiko Sasaki, a young clerk and Hersey’s final protagonist, was nearly crushed to death by felled office bookshelves when the bomb went off. Asahigraph, 1952.
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Koko Tanimoto, the daughter of Reverend Tanimoto and his wife, Chisa, around the time of the bombing. When the bomb exploded, Chisa was inside the family’s home, holding Koko; the entire structure collapsed on top of them. Although Chisa’s arms had been pinned to her sides by debris, she managed to free one and scratch out a hole through the rubble. Soon it was just big enough to push Koko through. Both survived. Used with permission from Koko Tanimoto Kondo.
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The August 31,1946, issue of the New Yorker containing “Hiroshima” and almost nothing else. All of the other usual features had been cut. The incongruous cover scene carried unnerving connotations for readers: It depicted a sleepwalking America that had indeed “escaped into easy comforts,” as Albert Einstein had put it just months earlier, while ignoring the perils of the atomic age. Used with permission from the New Yorker magazine.
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President Harry Truman being briefed on the Hiroshima bombing by Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson. After Hersey’s “Hiroshima” was released, Truman did not give a public statement about the story, but tasked Stimson with “straightening out the record” amidst the controversy stirred up that fall. Stimson duly published a retort story in Harper’s Magazine, anonymously coauthored by many figures from the “old-boy War Department network.” Bettmann / Contributor
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In the year since leading his post-bomb Hiroshima press junket, Tex McCrary had become co-host of an NBC morning radio show, Hi Jinx, with his model-actress wife, Jinx Falkenburg. When Hersey’s “Hiroshima” came out, McCrary devoted two show segments to the seismic story, but did not reveal his previous role in covering it up. Later, however, McCrary would confess that “I covered it up, and John Hersey uncovered it.” Photo by Leonard McCombe/The LIFE Images Collection via Getty Images/Getty Images
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“Fallout is gripping history. A big, important story; deeply researched and well told.”
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