from hiroshima by john hersey

The raw, unvarnished account of humanity's capacity for destruction and survival, John Hersey's
"Hiroshima" remains a seminal work of journalism, forever etched in the collective memory of the
20th century. This powerful narrative, originally published as a special issue of The New Yorker in
1946, transcends mere historical reporting to become a profound human document. It delves into
the immediate aftermath of the atomic bombing, focusing on six ordinary citizens whose lives were
irrevocably altered. Exploring "from Hiroshima by John Hersey" means engaging with the harrowing
experiences of these survivors, understanding the meticulous detail with which Hersey reconstructs
the event, and appreciating the enduring legacy of this landmark piece of literature. This article will
guide you through the structure of "Hiroshima," its key figures, the historical context, the book's
impact, and why it continues to resonate decades later.
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The Six Survivors: Pillars of the Narrative

John Hersey's genius in "Hiroshima" lies in his decision to humanize the incomprehensible by
focusing on the experiences of six individuals from Hiroshima. These were not soldiers or politicians,
but ordinary citizens caught in the inferno. Their distinct backgrounds and perspectives allow
Hersey to paint a comprehensive picture of the bombing's multifaceted impact.



Kiyoshi Tanimoto: The Pastor

Kiyoshi Tanimoto was a Japanese Methodist minister, a graduate of Emory University in the United
States. His narrative arc in "Hiroshima" is one of profound faith tested by unimaginable devastation.
Hersey follows him as he attempts to help others in the immediate aftermath, only to be tragically
overwhelmed by the sheer scale of suffering. Tanimoto’s story highlights the collapse of social order
and the desperate search for meaning amidst chaos.

Dr. Masakazu Fujii: The Physician

Dr. Masakazu Fujii, a physician who owned a private hospital, represents the medical
establishment's struggle to cope with the unprecedented injuries. Hersey vividly describes Dr. Fujii
being blown through the wall of his hospital and his subsequent attempts to treat the burn victims
with dwindling supplies and overwhelming numbers. His account underscores the breakdown of
medical infrastructure and the profound ethical dilemmas faced by doctors.

Mrs. Hatsuyo Nakamura: The Seamstress

Hatsuyo Nakamura, a widow and mother of three young children, embodies the resilience of
everyday families. Her story in "Hiroshima" focuses on her desperate efforts to reunite with her
children and secure food and shelter. Her experiences as she navigates the ruined city, dealing with
hunger and the fear of further bombings, resonate deeply with the reader, illustrating the quiet
heroism of survival.

Father Wilhelm Kleinsorge: The German Jesuit Priest

Father Wilhelm Kleinsorge, a German Jesuit priest, offers a unique perspective as a foreigner
present in Hiroshima during the bombing. Hersey details his efforts to aid his parishioners and his
own battle with radiation sickness. His unwavering faith and dedication to his spiritual duties amidst
such physical and emotional turmoil provide a powerful testament to human endurance and
compassion.

Dr. Terufumi Sasaki: The Surgeon

Dr. Terufumi Sasaki, a young surgeon at Hiroshima Red Cross Hospital, was directly in the path of
the blast. Hersey’s account of Sasaki’s own injuries and his subsequent work tending to other
victims is particularly stark. His detailed observations of the unique, severe injuries caused by the
atomic bomb, such as the "keloids" that formed on survivors' skin, contribute significantly to the
scientific and medical understanding of the bomb's effects, as chronicled in "Hiroshima by John
Hersey".

Miss Toshiko Sasaki: The Clerk

Miss Toshiko Sasaki, a young clerk in the personnel department of the East Asia Tin Works, was
severely injured while walking to work. Her journey through the destroyed city, her confinement in



the hospital, and her subsequent long recovery are central to Hersey's narrative. Her story
highlights the lingering physical and psychological trauma and the difficulty of rebuilding a life after
such an event.

The Day of the Bomb: A Moment-by-Moment Account

Hersey meticulously reconstructs the events of August 6, 1945, focusing on the precise timing and

sensory details of the atomic bombing. The narrative begins on the morning of the attack, describing
the relative calm before the storm. Hersey emphasizes the ordinariness of the day, the weather, and
the activities of the protagonists, creating a stark contrast with the cataclysm that is about to unfold.

The Enola Gay and the Flash

"From Hiroshima by John Hersey" vividly portrays the arrival of the B-29 bomber, the Enola Gay, and
the moment the atomic bomb was dropped. The initial flash, described as a blinding light, is the
catalyst for the unfolding horror. Hersey uses precise, evocative language to convey the intensity of
the heat and the concussive force that immediately followed.

The Blast Wave and the Destruction

The physical impact of the bomb is rendered with chilling clarity. Hersey details how buildings
collapsed, fires erupted, and the landscape of Hiroshima was instantly transformed into a scene of
utter devastation. The experiences of the six survivors are presented as they are caught in this initial
blast wave, showcasing the instantaneous and widespread destruction.

The Black Rain and the Aftermath

Following the initial explosion, Hersey describes the phenomenon of "black rain"—a mixture of
radioactive ash and soot that fell from the sky. This imagery, so central to the experience of
survivors and a key element in understanding "Hiroshima by John Hersey," signifies the invisible
danger that lingered. The immediate aftermath is depicted as a desperate struggle for survival
amidst fire, rubble, and the stunned realization of the magnitude of the disaster.

Immediate Aftermath and the Struggle for Survival

The hours and days following the atomic bombing are characterized by chaos, confusion, and an
overwhelming sense of loss. John Hersey focuses on the practical and immediate challenges faced by
the survivors as they try to make sense of the devastation and assist others.



Searching for Loved Ones and Aid

The primary concern for many survivors, including the six Hersey profiles, was finding family and
friends. The narrative depicts desperate searches through the debris-filled streets, the overwhelming
number of injured, and the limited capacity of any organized relief efforts. The individual accounts in
"Hiroshima" highlight the breakdown of communication and societal structures.

The Nature of the Injuries

Hersey’s detailed descriptions of the injuries sustained by the survivors are particularly harrowing.
Burns, from superficial to horrific, were rampant. Many victims suffered lacerations from flying
debris, broken bones, and internal injuries. The "keloids," raised, scarred tissue, became a visible
symbol of the bomb’s destructive power, a detail meticulously captured in "Hiroshima by John
Hersey".

The Psychological Shock

Beyond the physical trauma, the psychological impact of the bombing was immense. Survivors
experienced shock, disbelief, and a profound sense of helplessness. Hersey conveys this through the
altered mental states of his subjects, their numbness, and their difficulty in comprehending the
reality of what had happened.

Long-Term Effects and the Shadow of Radiation

While the immediate devastation was horrifying, "Hiroshima by John Hersey" also subtly introduces
the long-term, insidious effects of radiation sickness, a factor that would plague survivors for years
to come. Hersey's focus is primarily on the immediate aftermath, but the implications of radiation
are present.

Radiation Sickness

Although not fully understood at the time by the general public or even many medical professionals,
the symptoms of radiation sickness began to manifest days and weeks after the bombing. These
included fever, nausea, hair loss, and internal bleeding. Hersey touches upon these symptoms
through his characters, foreshadowing the enduring health consequences.

The Invisible Enemy

Radiation, unlike the immediate blast and heat, was an invisible enemy. This made it particularly
terrifying and difficult to combat. The survivors of Hiroshima lived with the knowledge that they had
been exposed to something unseen and potentially lethal, a constant source of anxiety and a crucial
element in the legacy of the event detailed in "Hiroshima by John Hersey".



The Persistent Threat

The book, through the evolving experiences of its subjects, points to the lingering threat to health
and the challenges of rebuilding lives under the shadow of these long-term effects. This aspect
underscores the profound and lasting impact of nuclear warfare.

The Historical Context of "Hiroshima"

Understanding "From Hiroshima by John Hersey" necessitates grasping the historical circumstances
surrounding the end of World War II and the decision to use atomic weapons. Hersey’s work was
published at a critical juncture in history, influencing public perception and ongoing debates.

World War II and the Pacific Theater

The United States had been engaged in a brutal war against Japan in the Pacific. Casualties on both
sides had been immense, and the prospect of a land invasion of Japan, projected to be exceptionally
costly in terms of human lives, was a significant consideration for American leadership. This context
is essential for understanding the rationale presented for the bombing.

The Manhattan Project and the Atomic Bomb

The development of the atomic bomb was the culmination of the secret Manhattan Project. The
successful test at Trinity, New Mexico, preceded the use of the weapon on Japan. The
unprecedented destructive power of this new weapon was something the world had never before
witnessed, a fact Hersey brings to the forefront of his narrative about Hiroshima.

The Decision to Bomb

The decision by President Harry S. Truman to authorize the use of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki remains one of the most debated events of the 20th century. Arguments typically center on
the perceived need to end the war swiftly and avoid further Allied casualties, while critics question
the necessity of the bombings, particularly given Japan's weakening state and the potential for
alternatives.

John Hersey's Journalistic Approach and Style

John Hersey’s masterful storytelling in "Hiroshima" is a testament to his exceptional journalistic
skills. His approach, which focused on human experience rather than political analysis, set a new
standard for war reporting.



Reportage as Literature

Hersey’s style is characterized by its clarity, precision, and profound empathy. He eschews
sensationalism, instead opting for a factual yet deeply evocative portrayal of the events. The
narrative reads less like a news report and more like a powerful literary work, a quality that
contributes to its enduring impact and why "Hiroshima by John Hersey" is so highly regarded.

Focus on the Individual

The book's strength lies in its unwavering focus on the personal experiences of the six survivors.
Hersey spent significant time interviewing them, meticulously gathering details about their lives
before, during, and after the bombing. This detailed, almost microscopic, examination of their
experiences is what gives "Hiroshima" its unique power.

Lack of Commentary

Notably, Hersey refrains from explicit commentary or overt judgment. He presents the facts and the
human experiences, allowing the reader to draw their own conclusions about the bombing and its
consequences. This objective yet deeply humanistic approach is a hallmark of his reporting from
Hiroshima.

The Impact and Legacy of "Hiroshima"

Upon its publication, "Hiroshima by John Hersey" had an immediate and profound impact on public
consciousness, shaping the global understanding of nuclear warfare and its human cost.

Shaping Public Opinion

The special issue of The New Yorker dedicated entirely to Hersey's account was unprecedented and
had an enormous readership. It brought the reality of atomic warfare into sharp focus for millions of
people, humanizing the abstract concept of nuclear destruction. The book served as a powerful anti-
war statement, even without explicitly advocating for peace.

A Call for Peace and Disarmament

While Hersey’s original intent was to report, the stark reality depicted in "Hiroshima" naturally
fueled discussions about nuclear proliferation, the ethics of warfare, and the urgent need for peace.
The book became an essential text for peace movements and continues to inform contemporary
debates about nuclear weapons.



Enduring Relevance

The themes of survival, resilience, the impact of trauma, and the devastating consequences of war
remain powerfully relevant. "Hiroshima by John Hersey" serves as a timeless reminder of the human
cost of conflict and the importance of seeking peaceful resolutions.

"Hiroshima" in Education and Public Consciousness

John Hersey's powerful account has become a cornerstone of modern literature and historical study,
deeply embedded in educational curricula and public discourse.

Inclusion in School Curricula

The book is widely taught in high schools and universities across the globe, serving as a critical tool
for teaching about World War II, the Cold War, the ethics of warfare, and the impact of technological
advancement on humanity. Students engaging with "Hiroshima by John Hersey" gain a visceral
understanding of the human dimension of historical events.

Cultural Impact

Beyond the classroom, "Hiroshima" has influenced countless other works of journalism, literature,
and film. Its narrative structure and empathetic focus have been emulated by many who seek to
convey the human experience of significant historical events. The book remains a cultural
touchstone for understanding the atomic age.

Debates and Reflections

The book continues to provoke discussion and reflection on the use of atomic weapons, the nature of
war, and the responsibility of nations. It encourages critical thinking about the decisions made in
times of conflict and the lasting consequences for individuals and society.

Why "Hiroshima" Remains Essential Reading

Decades after its initial publication, "From Hiroshima by John Hersey" retains its power and
relevance. Its enduring appeal stems from its unique blend of journalistic integrity and profound
human insight.

Humanizing History

Hersey's focus on the individual experiences of the six survivors elevates his work beyond a mere
historical record. It provides an intimate look at how ordinary people navigated extraordinary



circumstances, making the history of the atomic bombing deeply personal and relatable.

A Timeless Warning

The book serves as a stark and undeniable warning about the destructive potential of modern
warfare, particularly nuclear weapons. In a world still grappling with geopolitical tensions and the
threat of mass destruction, the lessons from "Hiroshima by John Hersey" are more critical than ever.

Testament to Resilience

While unflinching in its depiction of destruction, "Hiroshima" is also a testament to the remarkable
resilience of the human spirit. The survival and eventual rebuilding efforts of the characters offer a
glimmer of hope amidst the devastation, showcasing the capacity for endurance and the desire to
live, even after the most horrific experiences.

Conclusion

The Enduring Power of "Hiroshima" by John Hersey

John Hersey's "Hiroshima" stands as a monumental achievement in journalism and a critical
historical document. By focusing on the individual journeys of six survivors - Kiyoshi Tanimoto, Dr.
Masakazu Fujii, Mrs. Hatsuyo Nakamura, Father Wilhelm Kleinsorge, Dr. Terufumi Sasaki, and Miss
Toshiko Sasaki - Hersey humanizes the abstract horrors of atomic warfare. The book meticulously
details the catastrophic events of August 6, 1945, from the blinding flash of the bomb to the falling
black rain and the immediate, desperate struggle for survival. Its lasting impact lies in its ability to
convey the profound physical and psychological toll of nuclear weapons, serving as a powerful, non-
polemical warning against their use. The continued inclusion of "Hiroshima by John Hersey" in
educational curricula and its ongoing influence on public discourse underscore its timeless
relevance. Ultimately, "Hiroshima" is more than a historical account; it is an enduring testament to
human resilience and a vital reminder of the devastating consequences of war, making it essential
reading for understanding the atomic age and the ongoing pursuit of peace.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary purpose of John Hersey's "Hiroshima"?

The primary purpose of "Hiroshima" is to provide a deeply human and personal account of the
immediate and long-term effects of the atomic bombing on the lives of ordinary citizens,
emphasizing the devastating human cost of nuclear warfare.



Who are the six protagonists whose stories are central to
"Hiroshima"?

The six protagonists are Kiyoshi Tanimoto (a Methodist minister), Dr. Masakazu Fujii (a physician),
Mrs. Hatsuyo Nakamura (a widow and seamstress), Father Wilhelm Kleinsorge (a German Jesuit
priest), Miss Toshiko Sasaki (a clerk), and Dr. Terufumi Sasaki (a surgeon).

How does Hersey structure "Hiroshima" to convey the
experience of the bombing?

Hersey structures "Hiroshima" chronologically, dedicating the first section to the morning of August
6, 1945, and then detailing the experiences of each of the six survivors in the immediate aftermath
and the subsequent years, illustrating the gradual unfolding of the bomb's destruction and its lasting
consequences.

What is the significance of the "long silence" mentioned in
"Hiroshima"?

The "long silence" refers to the initial lack of widespread understanding and discussion about the
true nature and horrific effects of the atomic bomb, both in the immediate aftermath and in the
years that followed, highlighting a societal and political reticence to fully confront the reality of
nuclear devastation.

What lessons from "Hiroshima" remain relevant in
contemporary discussions about nuclear weapons?

The book's enduring relevance lies in its stark portrayal of the catastrophic human consequences of
nuclear war, serving as a powerful anti-nuclear weapon statement that underscores the immense
suffering, indiscriminate destruction, and long-term health effects, urging for continued efforts
towards disarmament and peace.

How does Hersey's narrative style contribute to the impact of
"Hiroshima"?

Hersey employs a journalistic yet deeply empathetic narrative style, focusing on factual reporting
and the unadorned experiences of the survivors. This objective yet compassionate approach allows
the horrific events and their human toll to speak for themselves, making the account incredibly
powerful and resonant.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to John Hersey's Hiroshima:
1. The Making of the Atomic Bomb by Richard Rhodes. This comprehensive and Pulitzer Prize-

winning history delves into the decades of scientific discovery, political maneuvering, and moral
quandaries that led to the creation of the atomic bomb. Rhodes meticulously details the efforts of



scientists like Oppenheimer and the intense atmosphere of the Manhattan Project. It provides
crucial context for understanding the weapon that would be used on Hiroshima.

2. The Hiroshima Maidens by Frances B. C. L. Morey. This book tells the story of the "Hiroshima
Maidens," a group of young women horribly disfigured by the atomic bombing who were brought to
the United States for reconstructive surgery in the 1950s. It explores their experiences in America,
their struggles with identity and trauma, and their return to a Japan still grappling with the
aftermath. The narrative highlights the long-term human cost of the bombing beyond the immediate
destruction.

3. Unbroken: A World War II Story of Survival, Resilience, and Redemption by Laura Hillenbrand.
While not directly about Hiroshima, this gripping biography of Louis Zamperini, an Olympic runner
and bombardier whose plane crashed in the Pacific, offers a powerful testament to human
endurance in the face of extreme suffering during World War II. Zamperini's story of survival as a
prisoner of war mirrors the resilience depicted in Hersey's work from the perspective of those who
lived through the bombing.

4. Hiroshima Under Atomic Bombardment by The Peace Memorial Museum, Hiroshima. This
publication from the official Peace Memorial Museum offers a collection of eyewitness accounts,
photographs, and scientific data related to the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. It serves as a direct
and somber historical record of the event, providing the factual underpinnings for Hersey's
narrative. The book underscores the devastating scale of the attack and its immediate consequences.

5. The Legacy of Hiroshima: A Critical Reassessment by Edwin P. Hoyt. Hoyt's work critically
examines the decision to drop the atomic bombs on Japan and the subsequent debate surrounding its
necessity and morality. It analyzes the historical context, the political pressures, and the long-term
implications for international relations and nuclear proliferation. The book engages with the ongoing
discussion about the events Hersey so powerfully documented.

6. Children of the Atomic Bomb: An International Collection of Personal Accounts edited by Dr.
Arata Osada. This poignant collection gathers the firsthand testimonies of children who survived the
atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Their innocent yet harrowing recollections offer a
unique and deeply moving perspective on the destruction and its lasting impact. The book amplifies
the voices of those who experienced the bombing at a particularly vulnerable age.

7. The Foghorn by Ray Bradbury. This short story, while fictional, captures the profound sense of
isolation and longing that can be experienced in the wake of immense, unexplainable events. While
not directly about Hiroshima, it taps into a similar vein of existential dread and the search for
meaning in a changed world, resonating with the emotional undertones of Hersey's reporting. The
story's atmosphere can be seen as a metaphor for the shattered reality faced by survivors.

8. Doctor Sax_by Jack Kerouac. Though a fictionalized memoir, Kerouac's novel, set in his
hometown of Lowell, Massachusetts, explores themes of memory, childhood, and the lingering
shadows of larger historical events. While not directly addressing Hiroshima, the book's exploration
of how past traumas and global conflicts seep into individual consciousness and local landscapes
offers a parallel to understanding the pervasive, though often unspoken, impact of events like the
atomic bombing. It speaks to the way history shapes personal narratives.

9. Hibakusha: Survivors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki by Ryoichi Nakanishi. This book presents a
collection of photographic portraits and interviews with the hibakusha, the survivors of the atomic
bombings. It visually and textually documents their enduring physical and emotional scars, as well



as their continued efforts to advocate for peace and nuclear disarmament. The work serves as a
powerful visual testament to the long-term consequences of nuclear warfare, complementing the
human stories in Hiroshima.
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