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Part 10A - Friday, April 2 – Hiroshima
Friday turned out to be a nice warm day, which we all appreciated. In fact the weather remained mild for the next 7 days,
most of them sunny or cloudy bright. We earlier had made reservations on the 8:17 Hikari, so we checked out of our hotel
right after breakfast and walked across the street to our train. Of course it left on time and of course it arrived on the button
in Hiroshima at 10:02, having swallowed a total of 210 miles in 105 minutes for an average speed of 120 mph (including 5
intermediate stops). Our hotel was about halfway between the first and second stop of the tramway that starts at the station,
so we purchased our two-day tickets and rode and walked to out hotel, the Ark. We arrived before our rooms were available,
so we left our luggage and quickly began our “work.”
Our first order of business was visiting the Peace Memorial, devoted to the atomic bombing of this city of 1.2 million, which
had about 350,000 residents on August 6, 1945 when the weapon was detonated. It took us just a few minutes to ride a
streetcar to the park, and our first sight of the site was the wreckage of what was the city’s “Industrial Promotional Hall,” now
called the “A-bomb Dome.” The shell of the structure, a few feet from Ground Zero, miraculously survived, although all of its
occupants were immediately killed and the adjacent area was blasted to smithereens. The park is large, and is anchored by
a museum complex. Its mood was not as somber as we expected, but neither was it a carnival atmosphere despite a
panoply of tourists (mostly Japanese, with plenty of children in hand), sightseeing boats in the adjacent stream, and cherry
blossoms in full flower. The park is populated with a large number of monuments, most of them understated, with only a few
architecturally inspiring. But the focus is (as it should be) on the museum, which is a fascinating collection of models,
photographs and artifacts, along with audio and video interviews with survivors.
I found the history of Japan’s march to war most interesting, as well as some of the materials from official American sources.
A military dictatorship came to power in the early 1930s, much in the way that fascist governments developed in Italy and
Germany, with Japan’s war with China offering the opportunity to test weaponry and tactics in a manner similar to what
occurred in Spain’s Civil War. And the exhibits did not shy away from Japan’s initiation of the onslaught at Pearl Harbor or
the war crimes committed regarding the handling of prisoners and the civilian populations that Japan conquered.
Files and diaries from American military and civilian government leaders detailed many of the issues involving the
development and deployment of the atomic bomb, including the strategic and scientific planning that went into the Manhattan
project. The widely accepted justification in the U. S. regarding the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki is that it would
foster a quick resolution of the war and thereby save a huge number of lives--of both Allied soldiers (estimated at one million)
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as well as Japanese military and civilian lives, compared to fighting a bitter war on enemy soil. This argument underlies
most debate, but papers from both Los Alamos and the U. S. War Department reveal conflicting positions among our
leaders, as well as a calculated effort to use these first weapons of mass destruction no matter what. A careful reading of
the documents (which takes a bit of time and is not done by most visitors) revealed the following to me:
• The use of conventional and fire bombs on almost all Japanese cities containing military targets was extremely effective,
destroying most infrastructure and severely reducing the capability of the military to wage war. The Japanese Air Force has
already been defeated and was no longer offering significant resistance. The sky belonged to us.
• There was a vigorous debate within the U. S. government over dropping the bomb for ethical, political and strategic
reasons. Many of those in decision-making positions felt the continuation of the current bombing effort would lead to the
same conclusion. (Tojo had been replaced as Japan’s leader over a year earlier because the country was losing the war.)
Others noted that not using the results of such the highly expensive Manhattan project would create political (as opposed to
radioactive) fallout.
• Certain cities were spared from the blanket bombing program (the number decreased during the time leading up to the
final decision) so that the degree of destruction resulting from the thermonuclear weaponry, developed at a huge effort and
cost, could be measured scientifically, without the outside influence of previous damage. Hiroshima was a major center for
the manufacture of munitions and, among a few other cities, was exempted from the destruction experienced in other cities.
• The amount of time between the Uranium-based bomb dropped on Hiroshima on August 6, and the Plutonium-based
bomb detonated on August 9 over Nagasaki, was specified to minimize the possibility that the Japanese government would
have sufficient time to surrender before the second technology could be employed. The Japanese government approached
the Soviet Union to act as an intermediary after August 6, but instead, ever the opportunist, Stalin declared war on Japan on
the 9th.
This is not enough to persuade me to dispute President Truman’s decision about dropping the bombs, as it probably saved
the lives of hundreds of thousands American soldiers (and even many Japanese, if you take into account the possibility of
house-to-house combat during an invasion). But I can understand the moral issue regarding whether destroying so many
civilians like that was justified. I think much of the information displayed in Hiroshima is not commonly known to many
Americans, and it should be circulated so they can come to their own conclusions.
Of course the biggest impression the photos and interviews made on me involved the results and power of the blast itself.
Approximately 70,000 people in Hiroshima were killed immediately. Later, burns, radiation and other diseases eventually led
to the death of about 100,000 more. Plus there was the suffering endured by those who survived but were subject to illness
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and disfigurement. I found the recorded accounts very moving, as they came from a context of normal day-to-day activities,
like “I was buying a few things at the store and suddenly . . .” Of course at that time the general population could never
imagine such a weapon and so the residents of Hiroshima were totally astonished, not having the least idea about what
happened. As it turned out many who survived did so because they were shielded by common barriers such as a tree or a
cement wall--it was a matter of pure luck to have been in the right place at the right time.
Essentially, the overriding theme of the entire exhibition is to foster nuclear disarmament and to prevent such weapons from
ever being used again. The average visitor, however, has no control over that wish. Science and war marches on.
The tramway was not totally destroyed at the time, and apparently partial service was restored 3 days after the event by the
few cars that survived. A few of these cars, built in 1942 and numbered in the 650-series, have been restored, and are still
in operation. We passed one or two of them, but failed to get photos or videos. It is odd to me that the only two cities in
Japan that still sport a decent-sized network of car lines (as opposed to just 1 or 2 trunk lines) are Hiroshima and Nagasaki,
the two A-bomb victims.
Hiroshima is built on a number of islands in a delta, where the Ota River flows into the Inland Sea. The streetcar network
consists of 8 lines, with one being a long suburban route. After leaving the Peace Park we rode this line, the 2, to its outer
end at Miyajima-guchi, where we transferred to a ferry to take us to the island of Miyajima. This is a beautiful mountainous
retreat off the coast of Hiroshima, and is noted for its Shinto religious buildings (Miyajima translates to Shrine Island), acres
of parkland and tame deer wandering throughout the streets and walking paths. It is an important venue for leisure activities,
and was filled with day trippers, including us--a bit like Mud Island in Memphis. We spent the rest of the day wandering
along the paths, seeing the sights and accomplishing a great deal of photography, especially of the beautiful Itsukushima
Gate. The offshore structure is the island’s principal attraction and it is usually pictured surrounded by water. But we were
present during low tide, which allowed some of us to reach it by walking through a trail of muddy sand. As this was a bit
early in the season, many concessions in the amusement area were not open, so we decided to have dinner back in town.
We took the ferry back to the mainland and then rode a JR train to the city, which was a great deal faster than returning by
streetcar. We found a restaurant in the railroad station complex for dinner, culminating a good day of sightseeing, which
even included a few streetcar rides.
Photos– Hiroshima – the atomic bomb and [other] tourist sites.
•
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18: Ground Zero, August 6, 1945, Hiroshima, Japan. The A-bomb Dome, formerly the Industrial Promotional Dome, is
the centerpiece of the Peace Memorial. It still stands, and has not been restored or renovated.
29: There are many monuments in the park, and wreaths commemorating the dead are still deposited, 65 years later.
The most important site is a large modern museum, although there are also religious buildings.
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31: A view of a ferry crossing the Ota River from the island of Miyajima.
34: A tame deer wanders by a map of Miyajima that shows the streets and walking paths of the island, including the
many Shinto religious buildings and shrines.
01: A close-up view of one of a large flock of deer housed on this beautiful mountainous retreat. Visitors should be
careful and look down while walking.
03, 10 and 12: Three views of the Itsukushima Gate, the island’s principal attraction. The structure is described as
being off shore, and it is usually pictured surrounded by water. But we were present during low tide, which allowed
some of us to reach it by walking through a trail of muddy sand (03). The sun appeared briefly (10) and eventually
dusk fell, providing us with a silhouette (12).
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