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Part I — A Noiseless Flash 

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. At that same 
moment, Dr. Masakazu Fujii was 
settling down cross-legged to read the 
Osaka Asahi on the porch of his 
private hospital, overhanging one of 
the seven deltaic rivers which divide 
Hiroshima; Mrs. Hatsuyo Nakamura, 
a tailor’s widow, stood by the window 
of her kitchen, watching a neighbor 
tearing down his house because it lay 

in the path of an air-raid-defense fire lane; Father Wilhelm Kleinsorge, a German priest of the Society of Jesus, 
reclined in his underwear on a cot on the top floor of his order’s three-story mission house, reading a Jesuit 
magazine, Stimmen der Zeit; Dr. Terufumi Sasaki, a young member of the surgical staff of the city’s large, 
modern Red Cross Hospital, walked along one of the hospital corridors with a blood specimen for a 
Wassermann test in his hand; and the Reverend Mr. Kiyoshi Tanimoto, pastor of the Hiroshima Methodist 
Church, paused at the door of a rich man’s house in Koi, the city’s western suburb, and prepared to unload a 
handcart full of things he had evacuated from town in fear of the massive B-29 raid which everyone expected 
Hiroshima to suffer. A hundred thousand people were killed by the atomic bomb, and these six were among 
the survivors. They still wonder why they lived when so many others died. Each of them counts many small 
items of chance or volition—a step taken in time, a decision to go indoors, catching one streetcar instead of the 
next—that spared him. And now each knows that in the act of survival he lived a dozen lives and saw more 
death than he ever thought he would see. At the time, none of them knew anything. 
 
On the train on the way into Hiroshima from the country, where he lived with his mother, Dr. Terufumi Sasaki, 
the Red Cross Hospital surgeon, thought over an unpleasant nightmare he had had the night before. His 
mother’s home was in Mukaihara, thirty miles from the city, and it took him two hours by train and tram to reach 
the hospital. He had slept uneasily all night and had wakened an hour earlier than usual, and, feeling sluggish 
and slightly feverish, had debated whether to go to the hospital at all; his sense of duty finally forced him to go, 
and he had started out on an earlier train than he took most mornings. The dream had particularly frightened 
him because it was so closely associated, on the surface at least, with a disturbing actuality. He was only 
twenty-five years old and had just completed his training at the Eastern Medical University, in Tsingtao, China. 
He was something of an idealist and was much distressed by the inadequacy of medical facilities in the country 
town where his mother lived. Quite on his own, and without a permit, he had begun visiting a few sick people 
out there in the evenings, after his eight hours at the hospital and four hours’ commuting. He had recently 



 
learned that the penalty for practicing without a permit was severe; a fellow-doctor whom he had asked about it 
had given him a serious scolding. Nevertheless, he had continued to practice. In his dream, he had been at the 
bedside of a country patient when the police and the doctor he had consulted burst into the room, seized him, 
dragged him outside, and beat him up cruelly. On the train, he just about decided to give up the work in 
Mukaihara, since he felt it would be impossible to get a permit, because the authorities would hold that it would 
conflict with his duties at the Red Cross Hospital. 
 
At the terminus, he caught a streetcar at once. (He later calculated that if he had taken his customary train that 
morning, and if he had had to wait a few minutes for the streetcar, as often happened, he would have been 
close to the center at the time of the explosion and would surely have perished.) He arrived at the hospital at 
seven-forty and reported to the chief surgeon. A few minutes later, he went to a room on the first floor and 
drew blood from the arm of a man in order to perform a Wassermann test. The laboratory containing the 
incubators for the test was on the third floor. With the blood specimen in his left hand, walking in a kind of 
distraction he had felt all morning, probably because of the dream and his restless night, he started along the 
main corridor on his way toward the stairs. He was one step beyond an open window when the light of the 
bomb was reflected, like a gigantic photographic flash, in the corridor. He ducked down on one knee and said 
to himself, as only a Japanese would, “Sasaki, gambare! Be brave!” Just then (the building was 1,650 yards 
from the center), the blast ripped through the hospital. The glasses he was wearing flew off his face; the bottle 
of blood crashed against one wall; his Japanese slippers zipped out from under his feet—but otherwise, thanks 
to where he stood, he was untouched. 
 
Dr. Sasaki shouted the name of the chief surgeon and rushed around to the man’s office and found him terribly 
cut by glass. The hospital was in horrible confusion: heavy partitions and ceilings had fallen on patients, beds 
had overturned, windows had blown in and cut people, blood was spattered on the walls and floors, 
instruments were everywhere, many of the patients were running about screaming, many more lay dead. (A 
colleague working in the laboratory to which Dr. Sasaki had been walking was dead; Dr. Sasaki’s patient, 
whom he had just left and who a few moments before had been dreadfully afraid of syphilis, was also dead.) 
Dr. Sasaki found himself the only doctor in the hospital who was unhurt. 
 
Dr. Sasaki, who believed that the enemy had hit only the building he was in, got bandages and began to bind 
the wounds of those inside the hospital; while outside, all over Hiroshima, maimed and dying citizens turned 
their unsteady steps toward the Red Cross Hospital to begin an invasion that was to make Dr. Sasaki forget his 
private nightmare for a long, long time. 
  


