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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. 
 
At nearly midnight, the night before the bomb was dropped, an announcer on the city’s radio station said that 
about two hundred B-29s were approaching southern Honshu and advised the population of Hiroshima to 
evacuate to their designated “safe areas.” ​Mrs. Hatsuyo Nakamura ​, the tailor’s widow, who lived in the 
section called Nobori-cho and who had long had a habit of doing as she was told, got her three children—a 
ten-year-old boy, Toshio, an eight-year-old girl, Yaeko, and a five-year-old girl, Myeko—out of bed and dressed 
them and walked with them to the military area known as the East Parade Ground, on the northeast edge of 
the city. There she unrolled some mats and the children lay down on them. They slept until about two, when 
they were awakened by the roar of the planes going over Hiroshima. 
 
As soon as the planes had passed, Mrs. Nakamura started back with her children. They reached home a little 
after two-thirty and she immediately turned on the radio, which, to her distress, was just then broadcasting a 



 
fresh warning. When she looked at the children and saw how tired they were, and when she thought of the 
number of trips they had made in past weeks, all to no purpose, to the East Parade Ground, she decided that 
in spite of the instructions on the radio, she simply could not face starting out all over again. She put the 
children in their bedrolls on the floor, lay down herself at three o’clock, and fell asleep at once, so soundly that 
when planes passed over later, she did not waken to their sound. 
 
The siren jarred her awake at about seven. She arose, dressed quickly, and hurried to the house of Mr. 
Nakamoto, the head of her Neighborhood Association, and asked him what she should do. He said that she 
should remain at home unless an urgent warning—a series of intermittent blasts of the siren—was sounded. 
She returned home, lit the stove in the kitchen, set some rice to cook, and sat down to read that morning’s 
Hiroshima ​Chugoku ​. To her relief, the all-clear sounded at eight o’clock. She heard the children stirring, so she 
went and gave each of them a handful of peanuts and told them to stay on their bedrolls, because they were 
tired from the night’s walk. She had hoped that they would go back to sleep, but the man in the house directly 
to the south began to make a terrible hullabaloo of hammering, wedging, ripping, and splitting. The prefectural 
government, convinced, as everyone in Hiroshima was, that the city would be attacked soon, had begun to 
press with threats and warnings for the completion of wide fire lanes, which, it was hoped, might act in 
conjunction with the rivers to localize any fires started by an incendiary raid; and the neighbor was reluctantly 
sacrificing his home to the city’s safety. Just the day before, the prefecture had ordered all able-bodied girls 
from the secondary schools to spend a few days helping to clear these lanes, and they started work soon after 
the all-clear sounded. 
 
Mrs. Nakamura went back to the kitchen, looked at the rice, and began watching the man next door. At first, 
she was annoyed with him for making so much noise, but then she was moved almost to tears by pity. Her 
emotion was specifically directed toward her neighbor, tearing down his home, board by board, at a time when 
there was so much unavoidable destruction, but undoubtedly she also felt a generalized, community pity, to 
say nothing of self-pity. She had not had an easy time. Her husband, Isawa, had gone into the Army just after 
Myeko was born, and she had heard nothing from or of him for a long time, until, on March 5, 1942, she 
received a seven-word telegram: “Isawa died an honorable death at Singapore.” She learned later that he had 
died on February 15th, the day Singapore fell, and that he had been a corporal. Isawa had been a not 
particularly prosperous tailor, and his only capital was a Sankoku sewing machine. After his death, when his 
allotments stopped coming, Mrs. Nakamura got out the machine and began to take in piecework herself, and 
since then had supported the children, but poorly, by sewing. 
 
As Mrs. Nakamura stood watching her neighbor, everything flashed whiter than any white she had ever seen. 
She did not notice what happened to the man next door; the reflex of a mother set her in motion toward her 
children. She had taken a single step (the house was 1,350 yards, or three-quarters of a mile, from the center 
of the explosion) when something picked her up and she seemed to fly into the next room over the raised 
sleeping platform, pursued by parts of her house. 
 
Timbers fell around her as she landed, and a shower of tiles pommelled her; everything became dark, for she 
was buried. The debris did not cover her deeply. She rose up and freed herself. She heard a child cry, “Mother, 
help me!,” and saw her youngest—Myeko, the five-year-old—buried up to her breast and unable to move. As 
Mrs. Nakamura started frantically to claw her way toward the baby, she could see or hear nothing of her other 
children. 
  


