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In Japan the crane is a traditional sign of long life and good fortune. According to the folk tale, if one crane represented a thousand years of happiness, then a thousand cranes would mean one million years of happiness.
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Introduction

One day in the fall of 1991 my son Scott, then a fifth grader, came home from school, quite excited, and asked me if I had ever heard about the story of Sadako. At first, I didn’t recall it because in Japan, Sadako was known as “the girl who folded paper cranes,” and not by her first name. As my son explained the story to me, I recognized it. Coincidentally, my family and I were planning to visit Japan the following spring. Scott pleaded with me to take him to Hiroshima so he could see Sadako’s statue. This was the beginning of a journey which would end with my writing this book.

When we returned from our visit to Hiroshima in April 1992, I read several books about Sadako, in addition to numerous other books on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. When I had finished reading all the available material I could find on Sadako, I decided to write a fact-based book on Sadako for the children of America and other English-speaking children of the world.

My decision to write this particular book was primarily because of my interest in children. Children represent our future, and I believe that children and youth are a vital part of our present society. Young and old, we all must work together for a better society.

In discussing the horrors of the atomic bombs that were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, people frequently say, “Let’s not forget Pearl Harbor!” They are right—we must remember Pearl Harbor, but we must also remember Hiroshima, Nagasaki, the Holocaust, all the horrors of World War II, the Korean War, the My Lai Massacre in Vietnam, and all the other atrocities of wars throughout history. The real issue as I see it is not who or which country committed what crime, but why! Every war invariably results in terrible tragedies, immense waste and sinful destruction. All wars, no matter how big or small, how nearby or far away, diminish our humanity to a barbaric level.

Why Sadako’s story? Because the story of Sadako goes beyond the issue of world peace and beyond the horror of the atomic bomb. It is a story well worth telling and, hopefully, well worth reading. Even a brief familiarity with this courageous young girl will reveal a person of exceptional character. Those who knew her soon discovered that she was a uniquely gifted child, able to confront adversity gracefully and be strong against the many hardships she had to endure. It can be safely assumed that a person of less courage, subjected to a similar ordeal, would not have survived as long and bravely as she did.

But we must keep in mind another important aspect of this poignant story. From the very beginning, Sadako’s painful and prolonged burden was lightened appreciably by the unwavering support she received from her devoted family, friends, and teacher. In their supportive roles, they all played heroic parts. And finally, who among us would not be uplifted to learn about a small group of young students who miraculously and almost single-handedly turned a beautiful dream into an awe-inspiring reality?

In my effort to write a fact-based book, I realized that it would be highly advantageous if I could see for myself where and how the story began. This could only be successfully achieved if I had firsthand knowledge of the facts, most of which could only be obtained in Japan … the home of Sadako Sasaki!

In 1993 and in 1996, I revisited Hiroshima and Nagasaki. From the first day of my visit I felt overwhelmed by the hospitality and cooperation that was extended to me by every member of the Sasaki family, which includes Sadako’s father and mother, her older brother Masahiro, his wife Yaeko, and their daughter Tomoyo. I met Eiji, Sadako’s younger brother, at the cemetery. I never did get to meet Sadako’s younger sister Mitue, because she lived a distance away from her family, in Fukuoka. During my first visit with the Sasakis, I frequently walked, talked, and dined with them. They showed me many photographs of Sadako and gave me a number of paper cranes which Sadako had actually folded during her stay in the hospital.

Sometime later, we went to visit the family grave where Sadako’s remains are buried. Even before my visit came to an end, I felt as though these lovely people were now a part of my extended family.

I also met Kiyo Ohkura, who had been Sadako’s roommate at the hospital. She gave me very valuable personal information about Sadako, which was previously not known to the public. Ms. Ohkura is now a high school librarian in Tokyo.

I also had the good fortune to meet with Mr. Ichiro Kawamoto, who played a major role in helping to build the Children’s Peace Statue, Genbaku-no-Ko-no-Zoh (the Statue for the Children of the Atomic Bomb). He is now retired from his job as custodian in the Hiroshima Jogakuin Junior and Senior High School for Girls. To this very day, along with a small group from the Hiroshima Paper Cranes Association, he takes care of the Children’s Peace Statue and makes certain that it always looks its best. Mr. Kawamoto also cares for the monument that honors the many Koreans who were victims of the atomic bomb. At the time of the bombing, a great number of Koreans were in Hiroshima as forced laborers. Many of them died.

This book would truly be incomplete if I did not mention my gratitude to the following for their generous and helpful support.

My wife Jeannette: I shall always remember her constant support and encouragement. My son Scott, whose idea gave me the jump start I needed. Mr. Alen Gascone, Mr. Mark Dunn, Ms. Lee Ebs, Ms. Helen Borrello and Ms. Sarah Strawn for their editorial help and Ms. Sarah Carlson for her illustration work. And finally Ms. Marie Bogart who typed and prepared the manuscript for the publisher.

Plus … all the new friends, associates, advisors and supporters I made in Japan and in the United States.

Thank you all.
TAKAYUKI ISHII
April 1997
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Sadako, the first grader




Preface

“Let’s build a peace statue in America, like Sadako’s statue in Japan!” This is the cry that echoed throughout the classrooms in the Arroyo del Oso Elementary School of Albuquerque, New Mexico, in February 1990.

That possibility became a reality when the model for the American Children’s Peace Statue, “Our Hope For A Peaceful Future,” was built and dedicated in August 1995 in Albuquerque on the fiftieth anniversary of the creation and dropping of the atomic bomb. The model was chosen in May of 1994 at Bradbury Science Museum in Los Alamos, New Mexico. Just as the children and youth involved in the Japanese movement had been instrumental in seeing Sadako’s statue become a reality, so the children in this country with the help of adult advisors played their own pivotal role in the American movement.

On the occasion of the erection and dedication of the Children’s Peace Statue in Albuquerque, I hoped all of us—young and old—would come to understand and resolve never to forget the horrendous effects of the nuclear bomb demonstrated too vividly in Hiroshima, Nagasaki, the Bikini Islands, the Marshall Islands, and all other parts of the world suffering from nuclear tests.
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Sadako’s parents, 1993

Building this Children’s Peace Statue in close proximity to such a symbolic site as Los Alamos, where the first atomic bomb was created, will forever remind people everywhere that our dream is world peace. Peace must prevail.

The story of Sadako and the Children’s Peace Statue will help us to understand in depth exactly what happened on August 6, 1945, in Hiroshima; what happened on that day to the Sasaki family; how Sadako survived; how Sadako came to fold her paper cranes; and how the Children’s Peace Statue came to be built in Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park.

On a clear spring day, May 5, 1958, in a small park in Hiroshima, thousands of children solemnly unveiled their memorial honoring Sadako Sasaki (born January 7, 1943; died October 25, 1955). The memorial also commemorates the thousands of other children who died from the explosion of the atomic bomb and its horrendous aftereffects. This simple stone memorial dedicated to and erected by the children of Japan has become a symbol of peace throughout the world.

Ten years after the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, twelve-year-old Sadako died in the hospital bed to which she had been confined for the last eight months of her life. In serene silence, without a tear, without a murmur, her eight months of pain and suffering came to a merciful end.

Sadako’s courageous struggle for life and her undying faith evidenced by folding one thousand paper cranes inspired her classmates and people throughout Japan, both young and old, to erect a statue to remember her and the many other children who died as a result of the bomb. This Children’s Peace Statue is now known throughout the world as the Statue for the Children of the Atomic Bomb (Genbaku-no-Ko-no-Zoh in Japanese).

Every year, thousands of visitors make pilgrimages to the memorial to honor the memory of the children who died as a result of the atomic bomb and its aftermath. In silence, people place colorful paper cranes at the foot of the memorial statue.

I hope that the reader will be inspired to join the ever-widening circle of those who choose to follow Sadako’s example by folding paper cranes, and by working for world peace.
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