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“Atomic Bomb Survivors Recall Tragedy at Buddhist Temple in Upper Deerfield, Push to Eradicate Nukes”
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UPPER DEERFIELD TWP. -- Shigemitsu Tanaka paused a few times early on to restrain tears as he recalled the day Nagasaki was destroyed. He regained his composure and spoke quickly, instructively, in Japanese Friday afternoon at the Seabrook Buddhist Temple on Northville Road. His aim was to draw attention to his cause of someday rendering nuclear weapons extinct.

Tanaka is now Director of the Nagasaki A-bomb Survivors' Council, an organization appealing to the Japanese government to address the ongoing ordeal of survivors of the U.S. atomic bomb attacks on Hiroshima on August 6 and Nagasaki on August 9, 1945.
His compatriot Katsuyuki Nagahisa shared his own memories of the attack on Hiroshima.

Nagahisa is a standing board member of Nihon Hidankyo (Japan Confederation of A and H Bomb Sufferers Organizations), a group of organizations pursuing the same basic goal as Tanaka's. 

An English translation of both men's stories was provided.

Tanaka was five years old when Nagasaki was hit. He was living with his grandparents, his mother and two siblings about 6 kilometers away from the impact point, he said.

He recalled that he was playing with his grandfather and younger brother in the family garden.

"As soon as I said 'Grandpa, I hear a plane coming,' I watched the dazzling flash in the sky," he said. "And a sound like a thunderbolt reverberated and blew a hot blast of wind."

The family retreated to a hill behind the house, Tanaka said. When they returned a little while later, all the doors were gone, and the windows were broken. No family members showed immediate injuries.

Japan's National Defense Women's Association was called to action, and Tanaka's mother reported to an elementary school the next day to help treat the injured.

"Almost all the patients had injuries so severe you could not even tell if they were male or female...Though my mother wanted to treat the injured, there was no medicine and no gauze," he said.

"Their wounds were covered with flies, and the next day she found them crawling with maggots," he continued. "My mother checked on people who had stopped crying out to discover that they had already passed away."

Other sufferings plagued Tanaka's family following the bombing. 

Tanaka said his mother "began to suffer from severe diarrhea of unknown origin and had many spots all over her body. She developed liver trouble and was in and out of the hospital more than 20 times (due to) thyroid surgery."

Nagahisa was 10 years old when Hiroshima was attacked. He said he was playing in the school yard just before class that morning, near his boyhood home, the islet of Osaki-Shimojima.

"Shortly after 8:00, we caught sight of a strange, mushroom-shaped cloud rising in the direction of Hiroshima," he said. "We exchanged some words of wonder but casually spent that hot summer day without giving any speculation as to why there was such a huge cloud in the sky."

The next day, a neighbor, "badly burned and smutty with soot," reported what had happened. Nagahisa and his father set out to look for several relatives, and what they saw when they arrived was not encouraging. "What sprawled before our eyes was total devastation," Nagahisa recalled. "The only visible structure from our direction was the mangled remains of Fukuya department store." They couldn't find their relatives in the rubble where his grandmother's house once stood, nor did they find them at Yoshijima prison, where they'd heard dead victims were being cremated.

Nagahisa and his father slept beneath the eaves of what had been his grandmother's bathroom that night and the next, searching during the day. 

As they prepared to bed down the second night, they found a sign posted by the relatives saying they'd been injured but were "all right" and were staying with a friend in a suburb.

"Within the year, my grandmother and one of my cousins died from the after effects of radiation," Nagahisa said. 

Despite his traumatic experience, he said he embraces a kind of virtue in suffering to this day.

A devout Buddhist, he recalls many memories of religious devotion involving his family.

"With this background, I have had a number of opportunities to visit temples and shrines and attend their festival rites, and every time I am at a temple I pray for hardship," he explained, in the English version of his statement.

"I feel I should strive to live for the lost lives of other people," he continued. "Being in such a state of mind has given me a sense of calmness, so that I do not get surprised or lose my head when I encounter unexpected, difficult situations."

Aside from arguing for nuclear disarmament, Tanaka and Nagahisa now fight to ensure the Japanese government continues to aid the Hibakusha, victims of the 1945 A-Bomb attacks.

Under Japanese law, a person can fall into one of several categories of Hibakusha.

One includes those who were a bit over a mile to several kilometers from ground zero during either attack.

Another includes those who were within a mile and a quarter of either explosion within two weeks of either attack.

Hibakusha also include those who were exposed to fallout, as well as those who were in the wombs of mothers exposed.

Tanaka said the stated intent by President Barack Obama and Russian President Dmitri Medvedev in July to renegotiate START I (Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty) is encouraging.

The current agreement ends Dec. 5 of this year.

START was first proposed by President Ronald Reagan in 1982 as a means of non-proliferation pitting the U.S. against the Soviet Union, but it was not signed until late July 1991, shortly before the disintegration of the Soviet Union.

Despite the rhetorical agreement between Obama and Medvedev, Tanaka said there are new challenges.

"The number of countries that possess nuclear weapons has increased, and so we are faced with more difficulties," he said. 

"Now is the time for the A-Bomb victims and peace-loving peoples of the world to get together and mobilize a public that calls for a world without nuclear weapons."

LInda Shinchi Engstrom, Minister Assistant at the Seabrook Buddhist Temple, feels much the same, as she explained in her take on Friday's event.

"It's about acknowledging what happened and find ways to not let it happen again," she explained.

"To me, it makes no sense to even have (nuclear weapons). It devastates everyone, not just the enemy. What did (Tanaka and Nagahisa) have to do with the war?"

Scholars and commentators still fiercely debate whether the A-Bomb attacks that ended World War II were justified.

Those who believe they were not justified cite the horrific and continuing effects on a civilian population. Some even classify the bombings as a terrorist act.

By the end of 1945, about 140,000 people in Hiroshima and about 80,000 in Nagasaki had died as a result of the A-Bomb attacks.

Since then, between 500 and 600 have died from leukemia and other cancers, purportedly because of exposure to radiation.
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