Chapter 7 / All-Embracing Struggle: The Cold War Begins, 1945-1950
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Diplomatic crossroad 
THE ATOMIC BOMB AT HIROSHIMA, 1945

The crew of the B-29 group scrawled rude and poignant anti-Japanese graffiti on the "Little Boy." A major, thinking about his son in the states and a quick end to the war, scratched "No white cross for Stevie" on the 10,000-pound orange and black bomb. 1 The 509th Bombardment Group had been training on the Mariana Island of Tinian since May. At last, it seemed that the United States' secret atomic development program ("the Manhattan Project") neared fruition. In the evening of August 5, 1945, Colonel Paul "Old Bull" Tibbets informed his crew members for the first time that their rare cargo was "atomic." He did not explain the scientific process in which two pieces of uranium (U-235), placed at opposite ends of a cylinder, smashed into one another to create tremendous energy. They knew what the equivalent of20,000 tons of TNT meant, however. At midnight they settled down to a preflight meal, played poker, and waited.

    At 1:37 A.M. on August 6 three weather planes took off in the darkness for the urban targets of Hiroshima, Kokura, and Niigata. At 2:45, after photo snapping and well wishing, Tibbets's heavily laden B-29, the Enola Gay, named after his mother, lifted ponderously off the Tinian runway. The six-hour flight was uneventful, marked by the dodging of cumulus clouds and the nerve-wracking final assembly of the bomb's inner components. Followed by two observation planes stocked with cameras and scientists, the Enola Gay spotted the Japanese coast at 7:30 A.M. The weather plane assigned to Hiroshima, the primary target, reported that" everything was peachy keen.“ Tibbets headed for that city.

    "This is history," he intoned over the intercom, "so watch your language.“ But in those anxious moments someone actually forgot to switch on the tape recorder. At 31,600 feet and 328 miles per hour the Enola Gay began its run on Hiroshima. Crew members fastened on welder's goggles. Bombardier Thomas Ferebee prepared to cross the hairs in his bombsight. At 8:15 A.M. he shouted "bombs away." The Enola Gay swerved quickly to escape. The hefty "Little Boy" fell for fifty seconds and then exploded about 2,000 feet above ground, a near perfect hit at hypocenter. A brilliant flash of light temporarily blinded the fliers. The ship trembled, hit by a wave of sound like a baseball bat hitting an ash can. Crew members looked back. "My God," sighed copilot Captain Robert Lewis, as he watched the huge, purplish cloud of smoke, dust, and debris rise 40,000 feet into the atmosphere. "Even though we had expected something terrific," he remembered, "what we saw made us feel that we were Buck Rogers twenty-fifth century warriors.“
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    Hiroshima ranked as Japan's eighth largest city, with 250,000 people. Manhattan Project director Lieutenant General Leslie Groves, with the president's approval, had put it first on the target list because it housed regional military headquarters, but it was largely a residential and commercial city. On the cloudless, warm morning of August 6, 1945, Hiroshima's inhabitants heard the bombing alert siren. An "all clear" sounded when only a weather plane passed over. Everything seemed routine, for Hiroshima had largely escaped American bombs during the war. Forty-five minutes later, at 8:15 A.M., people labored near their jobs or moved in the streets. Few heard the Enola Gay overhead. Suddenly a streak of light raced through the sky. A blast of lacerating heat traveling near the speed of light rocked the city. The temperature soared to suffocating levels. Trees were stripped of their leaves. Buildings blew apart like firecrackers. Debris shot through the air like bullets. Permanent shadows etched themselves into concrete. The sky grew dark, lighted only by the choking fires that erupted everywhere. Winds swirled violently and raindrops intermittently struck the cluttered ground. "Nobody there looked like human beings," a survivor recalled. "They just sat catching fire."
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    As the giant mushroom cloud churned above, dazed survivors stumbled about like scarecrows, their arms raised to avoid the painful rubbing of burned flesh. The victims remembered skin peeling off like ribbons, gaping wounds, vomiting and diarrhea, intense thirst. A badly wounded Dr. Michihiko Machiya noted that "no one talked, and the ominous silence was relieved only by a subdued rustle among so many people, restless, in pain, anxious, and afraid, waiting for something else to happen.“ The nightmare registered in statistics: about 130,000 dead, as many wounded, and 81 percent of the city's buildings destroyed. Some twenty-three American prisoners of war also perished there.

   American aircraft continued their destructive conventional bombing of other Japanese cities. On August 9, a second atomic bomb smashed Nagasaki, killing at least 60,000. The next day a sobered President Harry S. Truman decided not to unleash a third atomic bomb. He now had qualms about killing "all those kids."? The Japanese surrendered four days later. "We cried with relief and joy," a twenty-one year-old lieutenant recalled. "We were going to grow up to adulthood after all." Presidential aide Admiral William D. Leahy regretted, however, that "in being the first to use it, we had adopted the ethical standard common to the barbarians of the 
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Dark Ages. I was not taught to make war in that fashion; and wars cannot be won by destroying women and children.“
    As Leahy's comment attests, the decision to use the atomic bomb against an urban center met criticism within the small circle of government officials and scientists privy to the Manhattan Project. Although Truman claimed that his atomic bomb decision became necessary to end the war and thus save American lives, some advisers and scientists disagreed. They presented what they considered viable alternatives to dropping the bomb on a civilian population: (1) follow up Japanese peace feelers; (2) blockade and bomb Japan conventionally; (3) have Russia declare war on Japan; (4) warn Tokyo about the bomb and threaten its use; (5) demonstrate the bomb on an unpopulated island or area with international observers, including Japanese; (6) conduct a military landing on the outlying Japanese island of Kyushu. Many scientists believed that use of the bomb would constitute a moral blot on the American record, that it would jeopardize chances of postwar international control of the awesome weapon, and that it was unnecessary because Japan tottered on the verge of surrender.

    Those who chose to drop the atomic bomb on populated targets stressed that they wanted to end the war as quickly as possible to save American lives. "Think of the kids who won't be killed!" Truman wrote from the Potsdam Conference. That simple reason helps to explain the decision, but decisions seldom derive from single factors and this one is no exception. Three primary and intertwined motives induced policymakers to inflict atomic horror on the citizens of Japan. Together, the three suggest the central point: Truman found no compelling reasons against dropping atom bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and important advantages in doing so.

    The first motive—emotion—dated from December 7, 1941, when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor without warning. Vengeful Americans never forgot or forgave that disaster. The Japanese, as Truman said time and time again, could not be trusted. Revenge became the order of the day; they had to be repaid. The traditional racist American image of the Japanese as treacherous agents of a "Yellow Peril" strengthened this popular wartime attitude. Comics and movies crudely disparaged this people of color as "yellowbellies" and "yellow monkeys." One weapons manufacturer acclaimed its machine gun for "blasting red holes in little yellow men.“ The kamikaze air attacks in 1945 persuaded many that the Japanese, suicidal and bloodthirsty, deserved the worst of punishments. Americans hated the Japanese-the "slant-eyes"-more than the Germans, and 13 percent in a Gallup poll of December 1944 recommended the extermination of all Japanese. Others advised sterilization. "We are drowning and burning the bestial apes all over the Pacific," Admiral William Halsey boasted on a newsreel, "and it is just as much pleasure to burn them as to drown them.“ This feverish emotion carried influence. Truman himself said on August 11, 1945: "When you have to deal with a beast you have to treat him as a beast.“
    The second motive—military momentum—merged with the first and dated from the establishment of the Manhattan Project in August 1942. This program began after European scientists, through a letter from Albert Einstein to President Franklin D. Roosevelt, warned that Germany might develop a nuclear device for
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military purposes. From the start, officials in charge of the $2 billion project assumed that once they developed a bomb they would use it to end the war. Truman inherited this assumption from the Roosevelt administration. Put another way, Truman really did not make a decision to drop the bomb. Rather, as General Leslie Groves remarked, the president made a decision to honor the assumption, to sustain the momentum, to practice "noninterference—basically a decision not to up set the existing plans.“ By 1945, furthermore, the large-scale bombing of civilians, as in Dresden and Tokyo, had become accepted conduct. By August 1945, however, compelling momentum had taken on an irrational quality, for the Germans had surrendered and Japan faced certain defeat.
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    The third factor that helped persuade Truman to unleash the atomic bomb was the diplomatic advantage that might accrue to the United States. The diplomatic bonus materialized when American leaders, while at the Potsdam Conference, learned about the successful test explosion at Alamogordo, New Mexico, on July 16, 1945. "Japs will fold up before Russia comes in," Truman wrote on learning the details. "I am sure they will when Manhattan appears over their homeland." Throughout the war, Churchill and Roosevelt tried to keep the secret of the bomb from Soviet Russia, in part to use it for diplomatic leverage in the postwar period. Some scientists and advisers protested that excluding the Soviet Union, an ally, from any knowledge, would jeopardize or kill opportunities for successful postwar negotiations. At Potsdam, Truman did casually and cryptically inform Stalin that the United States had "a new weapon of unusual destructive force.“ Stalin muttered that he hoped America would use it against the Japanese. Already aware of the
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Manhattan Project through Soviet espionage, Stalin soon ordered his scientists to

speed up their own nuclear program. Truman jotted in his diary: "It is certainly a good thing for the world that Hitler's crowd or Stalin's did not discover this atomic bomb.“
    Churchill learned about the test in New Mexico directly from the American delegation at Potsdam. "Now I know what happened to Truman yesterday," the prime minister noted. "When he got to the meeting after having read this report [from New Mexico] he was a changed man. He told the Russians just where they got on and off and generally bossed the whole meeting.“ Two diplomatic advantages suggested themselves. First, the bomb might gain important concessions by strengthening the United States' negotiating position vis-à-vis the Soviets. An intimidated Russia might offer concessions on Eastern Europe if the bomb revealed its destructive power on a Japanese city. Second, the bomb might end the war in the Pacific before the Soviets could declare war against Japan; such a circumstance would deny the USSR any part in the postwar control of Japan and perhaps forestall Soviet military entry into Manchuria. Until the explosion at Alamogordo the United States had sought Soviet military action against Japan; the bomb's triumph in the sands of New Mexico ended that desire.

    All three factors-emotion, military momentum, and diplomatic advantage explain the tragedies at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The diplomatic aspect emerged as a late bonus; the bomb would have been dropped whether such a consideration existed or not. To have decided against dropping the atomic bomb, Truman would have had to deny the passion and momentum that had built up by mid    summer 1945. He could avenge Pearl Harbor, end the war quickly, save American lives, and shore up the U.S. diplomatic position-the advantages far outweighed the disadvantages in the American mind. Still, the costs were not inconsequential. Some of the alternatives, or a combination of them, might have terminated the war without the heavy death toll and the grotesque suffering of the survivors. The failure to discuss atomic development and control with the Soviets during the war bequeathed to the postwar generation both division and fear. "Seldom, if ever," CBS radio commentator Edward R. Murrow stated, "has a war ended leaving the victors with such. . . a realization that the future is obscure and survival is not assured."
