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A Silent Bomb

|

- The bomb killed more than 150,000 people in Hiroshima | 85000 people, the A-bombs caused about
and Nagasaki immediately or within a few months, but the

| BY TOM MASLAND

IROTO  KUBOURA
was about to maks a
phone eall inside
| the Hiroshima train
[ station when the
| pressure wave from
| the bomb knocked him uncon-
I' scious. He lost his left eye, and
| developed kidney, liver and
I pancreas problems, but the fear
| that consumed hini was that the
E effects of the radiation would
| be visited on any children he
i might one day father. Soon af-
| ter 8 go-hetween set up an
| omiaf (arranged marriage) with
| a woman from Shikoku island,
| Kuboura's son was bom. “I
|
|
l
|
|
|
|
)
I
|
|
|
|

kept asking myself again and
again: ‘Is he all right? Is he
really all right?"* he said. The
child was fine. But the couple
decided not to have another,
thinking they might not be
spared twice. “Scientists and
doctars say that there is no ge-
netic effect, but they still cannot
wipe out my andety and my
fear,” said Kuboura, 9.

The immediate horror of
Nagasald and Hiroshima was
plain to see—charred bodies
and hideously disfigured survi-
vors. Thousands of people who survived
soon died because their germ-fighting mar-
row had besn blasted by radiation. And
thosie first deaths --some 180,000 people—
initially seemed like just the beginning of the
trauma: by 1946, experiments on mice
proved that radiation can cause both cancer
and geneticdefects inthe oftspring. But now,
after 50 years of what is arguably the longest
and most comprehensive health study ever
undertaken, the scientific consensus holds

survivors’ cancer rates have been only slightly above
normal—and their offspring show no genetic damage

INDELIBLE SCARS OF NACASAKI

that the long-term efects on the hibakusha
(survivors) and their children have been sig-
nificantly less than the viclims, the public
and even scientists expected.

Many survivors did continue to suffer, of
course. The Japanese and American scien-
tists of the Radiation Effects Research
Foundation reported last year that expo-
sure to the bomb’s radiation increased the
frequency of nine forms of cancer, especiyl-
ly leukemia, Among the study group of

420 more cases of cancer than would have
occurred naturally, That's an added cancer
risk of 8 to 12 percent. And 21 of 300 preg-
nancies underway in August 1945, most no-
tably those in the eighth to 15th week, pro-
duced children with severe mental retar-
dation. That's more than four times the
number in healthy mothers. But
contrary to the view that the
suffering would reverberate
through the generations, the
number of stillbirths or other
. birth defects was no higher than
in a healthy population. And
tests of 72,218 children bomn
more than nine months after the
blast show no increase in hirth
defects, chromasomal abnor-
malities or cancers. The dee
ades of research have so far
failed to find “any significant
genetie effects” in the survivors'

suhiko Yoshimoto i 1999: That
finding contradicts the wide-
spread fear that the victims
would be genetic time bombs,
carrying mutated reproductive
cells that would cause genetic
damage in their children.
Scientists offer several possi-
ble explanations for the opti-
mistic findings. Oue is that hu-
mans may simply have better
biochemical mechanisms for re-
pairing damage caused by radi-
ation than lab animals do. Or, as

diation dose that vigtims re-
ceived was less than originally
thought; in particular, Little
Boy emitted far fewer damag-
ing neutrons than scientists at
first caleulated. Vietims distrust
these conclusions, and statistics alone ean’t
eliminate the fear of the “silent homb” —
especially when Japan adds every swrvi-
vor's death, no matter what the cause, to
the list of A-homb martyrs. Nothing will
ever remove the physical and psychic pain
of the hibakusha, but now, at last, there is
hope that the suffering will stop with one
generation,

Wth HIDF KO TAKAYAMA in Hirashima and
IRENE RicAs10 in New York
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children, reported RERF’s Ya- |

RERF reported in 1987, the ra- |




