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Hono gurai tooshin o kesu koto naku.

“A dimly burning wick He will not quench.”

– Isaiah 42:3

I dedicate this work to the children and adults who suffered, and in some cases even survived with grace, the terror and heartbreak of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the Bravo Test, slavery, and the Holocaust, and all those whose hearts have withered or perished in other disasters large and small. May their memories be for a blessing.

And to my family – my Miko and Isaac, their “Grandma” and “Papa,” and my Rob – my partner and my love. Without their support and hope for the future this book might not have come into being.
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Foreword

To understand the nuclear devastation of Hiroshima, few things are more powerful than first-hand accounts. In the case of The Children of Hiroshima, the overwhelming horror accompanies uplifting moments of hope, generosity, and caring that have the power to lead us further from nuclear weapons and war.

Many people around the world and Americans in particular have never been to a war zone; very few who are alive now have actually witnessed the devastation caused by a nuclear bomb. This book will help give the reader a more realistic understanding and abhorrence of the tools of war, above all nuclear weapons. All of us, I believe, have the opportunity and duty to achieve the abolition of nuclear weapons.

Bombs – even “only” conventional ones – not only kill and maim but also destroy a society’s infrastructure, its hospitals, bridges, businesses, and schools. Their use runs the risk of creating failed states. When such undiscriminating weapons are used, civilians of the targeted societies are alienated and become more militant. As we enter the 21st century, approximately 90 percent of the casualties (killed or wounded) in war are civilians.1 This statistic, which shows that war is targeting not soldiers but rather other adults and children, should help all of us to resist governments’ use of war as a foreign policy strategy – it is those of us who are not soldiers who are most likely to die as the result of war. There is no glory in “shock and awe”; we have only to look at Afghanistan and Iraq to see this. How can we avoid this type of warfare from this point forward, whether carried out by nations or by individuals taking up weapons?

My perspective as a physician helps me to see the parallels between war and what we conventionally think of as disease. I view war as a disease to be prevented, and the United Nations in the aftermath of World War II emerged as a promising tool to prevent this disease. Yet, prevention also requires that nations respect and strengthen international law and truly commit to the use of peacekeeping forces when needed. In addition, the prevention of war, like any disease, requires the world community to address the root causes: conditions such as poverty, inequality, and the scarcity of valuable resources such as water, oil, and farmland – the unmet needs of people. It also requires us to build peace by using nonviolence and cooperation as organizing principles.

In first-world* countries in particular, the prevention of war requires the facilitation of a more responsible and sometimes circumspect media, and attention to accurate portrayals of opponents, rather than the prevalent tendency to demonize the enemy. In collusion with the media, many governments keep the experiences and pictures of war from reaching the average citizen. This allows governments to make war seem justified and hide the humanity of those hurt by war.

There are more effective ways to achieve foreign and domestic policy goals than aggressive military action. Unfortunately, some leaders currently suggest that being the first in a conflict to use nuclear weapons is a “legitimate” approach. Some senior NATO military leaders are now advocating this position; for example, they propose exploding nuclear weapons on a country to stop it from continuing to build nuclear weapons.2

In short, preventing war requires citizens to join our voices to effectively counteract attempts by our leaders – for any reason – to advocate war and the actions that lead us to it.

Today the stakes continue to rise. The increased power of advanced nuclear weapons combined with the sheer number available for use makes clear the wisdom of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s words with which this book ends. It is either nonviolence or nonexistence. No other weapon matches the ability of nuclear weapons to devastate and destroy. As much as some might want to think otherwise, nuclear weapons are essentially instruments of terror. They threaten indiscriminate violence on the most extreme scale. It is no wonder that in 1996 the International Court of Justice declared the use and even the threat to use nuclear weapons illegal by international law.

Very few people even know that there are over 27,000 nuclear weapons worldwide. Most of the nations that hold nuclear weapons have signed the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), obligating those nations to begin the process of abolishing these weapons.3 The treaty is essentially a bargain between those nations with nuclear weapons, who have promised to get rid of them, and those without, who have vowed never to acquire them in exchange for nuclear-related information and technology. In spite of the dark side of this treaty, the incorrect assumption that nuclear technology once received would do no harm (Eisenhower’s naïve “Atoms for Peace” plan), the treaty contains in Article VI the only existing legally-binding international and explicit commitment to nuclear disarmament: “Each of the Parties to the Treaty undertakes to pursue negotiations in good faith … on a treaty on general and complete disarmament under strict and effective international control.”

Despite Article VI, the five major nuclear states that have signed the treaty have not seriously worked toward dismantling their systems, despite the blueprint for action put in place by the 2000 Review Conference of the NPT. Furthermore, the United States in 2005 worked to obstruct the proceedings of the Review Conference of the NPT, undermining progress.

In response to this situation, there has been a greater call for disarmament. Numerous leaders, including former Secretaries of State Henry Kissinger and George Shultz, have called for a bold new vision: a world free of nuclear weapons.4 International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War has instituted the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN) in order to build a global citizens’ movement with the help of Non-Governmental Organizations and to push for progressive negotiations that will achieve the abolition of nuclear weapons. This will provide for the elimination of nuclear weapons, similar to treaties that have banned landmines as well as chemical and biological weapons. Already in existence is the technology to provide effective means to verify compliance. The majority of United Nations member states have called for negotiations on a nuclear weapons convention that would abolish nuclear weapons, consistent with the goal of ICAN.

As we move farther away in history from the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, it is human nature to want to forget the horrific effects of the nuclear bombs dropped on those cities. This book brings the past directly back in view and puts human faces on the appalling deaths. It allows us to feel the pain of those horrendous burns and the terror of radiation sickness.

In this global age, we must recognize our interdependence if we are to survive. Young and old, we all hold the responsibility to bear witness to the voices of the children of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Their experiences must remain alive in our collective memory, like the light from a dimly burning wick that can illuminate the darkness and yet must be carefully protected from being extinguished. Just as the children sought to keep the vulnerably flickering flames of the people they loved alight, so can we follow their example in protecting others and in doing so protect our earth and its invaluable resources. The key to this is understanding the interdependency of humankind.

Seeing war through the eyes of children should awaken in us all the fervor to find new means to resolve international and civil conflicts. We need more books like this one to inspire world citizens to work with organizations that are striving to abolish nuclear weapons. I am honored to write a foreword for this remarkable book, which is a wonderful resource for raising our awareness of why abolition is vital. My hope for you is that reading this book will move you to help achieve one of the greatest civil rights goals imaginable, the abolition of nuclear weapons.

Catherine Thomasson, MD

Past President of Physicians for Social Responsibility

2008




A Note From the Author

Now that I am ninety-three years old, the words I have written are reaching outside the region of the world where I live.

I want you to know how much I believe in world peace. I hope that this book will touch many hearts from many countries and belief systems.

I wish that all peoples will work so that there will be no more war like the one I experienced. I also want you to know how much I regret that Japan started the war.

May you have the blessings of peace and of knowing that you too through your actions have worked to bring peace.

Sadako Okuda

2008




In the Beginning

August 6, 1945

The morning the atomic bomb was dropped, I was on Osaki-shimo Island, a quiet island in the Inland Sea off Hiroshima. Even though I was sixty kilometers away from the city, it was clear that something horrific had happened.

Early that morning, I happened to go to the hospital clinic. Although the doctors were all away at the front, you could still get shots from the matrons and nurses. I had just stuck out my arm, ready for a shot, when there was a blinding flash. I felt some pain in my head and neck as if a needle had pricked me. I was given the shot anyway and was about to head home when the tingling and prickling sensations in the right side of my neck increased in intensity. I found that my neck had been burned. It did not matter that I was several kilometers away from the site of the devastation – the blinding flash damaged my vision and hearing. My ability to see and hear continued to decline as the years passed.

After receiving treatment for the burn, I once again sat down on the chair I had been sitting on when the flash had hit me. I looked around – I did not understand what exactly had caused my neck injury. About a meter away from my seat was a window; the glass had broken and there was a hole in the windowpane. The hole in the glass had exactly the same shape as the burn I had sustained.

Soon a commotion arose throughout the village. The rumors that reached us were that Hiroshima was devastated – everyone was dead and all of the houses had burned down. Almost immediately, people in our village organized boats to help villagers go to Hiroshima to look for their family members who lived there. We heard that anyone who wanted to go should let the organizers know. After talking with my mother, I decided to join the group.

My older brother Yasutami lived in Hiroshima City but had been drafted to the front along with many brothers. However, his wife, Hanako, was still in Hiroshima taking care of their house. With her were their two small children. My niece, Fuyo-chan, was a sixth-grader and her brother, Yukiaki, a fourth-grader.

A close friend of our family, whom we called Uncle, also lived in the city in a house adjoining his pharmacy.

I was thirty years old that August, living with my mother on the island and teaching knitting to my young students. I was known affectionately as Shima no Sensei, Teacher of the Island. I had miraculously survived a several-year struggle with tuberculosis, which explains in part my petite frame and why I had never married.

I left for Hiroshima on the morning of August 7, arriving at the Port of Ujina at about noon. As the boat approached the wharf, the first evident sign of devastation was the sky, which was a threatening shade of dark red. Standing on the wharf, I did not know where I should go or how I should get there. But, because I had gone to school for many years in Hiroshima, I was able to locate my uncle’s house. As I began to make my way through the town, I saw many injured people being carried toward the wharf.

Much like the other houses I passed, my uncle’s house was half-destroyed. There I found my uncle, who had survived the blast. My brother’s wife had found her way to my uncle’s, but her children were missing. She had been trying to search for them, but the situation in Hiroshima was so terrible that she was unable to find them and was soon worn out in despair and extreme fatigue. I began searching for them throughout the city, using my uncle’s house as a base.

The day of my arrival, I was terrified of everything I saw and heard. Covering my eyes and plugging my ears, I fled in bewilderment. Searching day after day near ground zero, my eyes grew red and weary. I called out the names of my niece and nephew in the neighborhood where they lived until my voice was hoarse. As I searched the devastated town, my clothes often caught fire and I would hurriedly put it out.

Each day before I resumed my search, my uncle, a pharmacist, gave me injections of vitamin B and C. He said, “You’ll get worn out searching, so it might help – anyhow, it’s better than nothing.” In those days, that was about all there was in the pharmacy. I later learned that the shots had helped my body handle the radiation to which I had been exposed.

The eight days of my search for my niece and nephew were mercilessly long and filled with pain and sorrow – as well as rage. This is the story of the children, mothers, grandparents, and others whom I met during my long days of searching in Hiroshima.

Our Shared Responsibility

During World War II, even the youngest child in Japan was forbidden to say anything against the fighting, no matter how painful things were. I am burdened with regret and frustration that I did not find a voice to speak out against the atrocities and the stupidity of war. My purpose now is to make up for all the years of silence.

I want to be able to reassure the children of today, those yet to come, and those who have died, “You can sleep peacefully, because we will not repeat this crime.”* In the face of what happened in Hiroshima, each of us is entrusted with this heavy responsibility. My prayer is that I will never forget the gravity of this responsibility and that I can spend the rest of my days bearing witness to the truth.

I wonder if people realize how many victims of Hiroshima were not adults, but young children – how many were not even Japanese, but rather from countries like Korea.* I will do all I can to make up for the added injustice they have had to face.

The following account was extracted from my diary in which I described those days of searching. I wrote my diary in a notebook with rough paper and a pencil, and as a result, the pages of the notebook became ragged, torn, and out of order. The diary is now little more than scraps of paper. There is a part of me that would like to burn my tattered notes once my story is published, just as the people of Hiroshima witnessed so much that was precious to them turned into ashes: their houses, their memories, and even their loved ones.

But deep down, I realize that even if I physically burn the notebook, I will never be able to extinguish the memories that are seared into my consciousness and heart. Time does not heal my broken heart. In fact, the burn in my heart has become increasingly painful. I sincerely wish that as a result of reading this book, you too would pray for peace. These children should not have suffered the terrible sentence imposed for the Japanese people’s actions in war.

The words for the original title of this book, A Dimly Burning Wick (He Will Not Quench) are taken from Isaiah 42: 3. I wanted to convey my prayer for complete peace, so that there will be no more lives destroyed in vain – gone out like the light from a dimly burning wick.




If There Had Been No War

“My son, no matter how much I taught you,

You couldn’t say ‘two.’

Finally yesterday you said it – ‘Twwoo!’ But …

‘Mama, Mama,’ you would say to me,

Always attached to your mother,

Never-separated boy.

“What terrible thing has happened to you?

I’m a bad mother, aren’t I?

If you had been right beside your mother at that moment,

This wouldn’t have happened …

Come here now – Mama will hold you.

You always like to take your naps like this, don’t you?”

She took the boy’s hand, which was burned and bloated,

And had grown cold,

Gently laying it on her breast.

She held him close,

As she would do when putting her boy to sleep.

Dissolving into tears, she rocked his body slowly, slowly.

The mother’s tears fell

From her cheek to her chin and onto his face …

Though behind her and beside her was a sea of fire,

The mother couldn’t move.

I, too, my tears rolling from cheek to chin,

Dropping onto the backs of my clenched hands.

The mother and I said, “If there had been no war …”

And we embraced each other,

Crying as we parted.

The mother firmly grasped my hands, saying,

“I’ve got to be strong. I must have the strength of two,

Because my boy’s spirit is within me now.”

As I reluctantly walked away, I would look back,

And again stop and wave.

Each time she would deeply bow her head to bid goodbye.

I would walk and again look back.

The mother was still there.

She will probably remain there forever.

The last time I looked, the mother

Was holding the boy, broken down, weeping.

Trying not to look back again,

Afraid to turn my head, I ran,

The sound of flames all around me,

The awful smell chasing me all the way.

Later, I returned to that place.

The mother had died, her son in her arms.

Human life can disappear like smoke.

So, even though she said all she had said to me,

About being strong –

Even so, this ended up being the outcome …

– Sadako Teiko Okuda




The Big Brother and Little Sister Who Waited

Afternoon, August 7, 1945

After arriving at my uncle’s house in Hiroshima that morning, I prepared to search the city for my niece and nephew. I packed in my bag a few basic provisions: green tea, hand towels, rice balls, and a medicine called Mercurochrome. As I was starting on my way, my uncle said to me, “I think I may need to take a short rest. Come home as soon as you can, Sadako.” I walked on, but found myself worrying about him and wondering if I should go back to care for him.

I was so wrapped up in my thoughts that I did not notice the distance I had walked. Sharply cutting into my thoughts came a young boy who veered into me on a bicycle. A little girl was sitting behind her brother on the bike, and before I could blink, she had fallen off. As I ran toward them, the young boy jumped off, threw the bike down, and frantically lifted up the little girl.

“Are you OK? Keiko! Keiko!” he called, but there was no reply – she didn’t even open her eyes.

I took the girl from the anguished boy and tried slapping her cheeks and shaking her, but her eyes would not open and her body was completely still. I managed to detect a faint pulse. Still holding onto the little girl, I quickly got on the back of the bicycle, crying out to the boy, “Let’s go! Go! Go! Hurry!”

The young boy
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