“I think this is the end of the war”

Colonel Paul W. Tibbets, JR.

On August 6, 1945, colonel Paul W. Tibbets, Jr., and his crew aboard the B-29 bomber the Enola Gay dropped the first atom bomb on Hiroshima. More than 60,000 people were killed instantly. Another 100,000 were injured. Many thousands of these would die painful deaths over the next few years from the effects of radiation. Four square miles of the bustling Japanese city were leveled. Three days later a second bomb was dropped on Nagasaki with similar casualties. Shortly afterwards, Japan surrendered, ending World War II.

As we approached the city, we strained our eyes to find the designated aiming point. From a distance of 10 miles, [bombardier Tom] Ferebee suddenly said, “Okay, I’ve got the bridge.” He pointed dead ahead, where it was just becoming visible. [Navigator Dutch] Van Kirk, looking over his shoulders, agreed. “No question about it,” he said, scanning an air-photo and comparing it with what he was seeing. The T-shaped bridge was easy to spot. Even though there were many other bridges in this sprawling city, there was no other bridge that even slightly resembled it.



Van Kirk’s job was finished so he went back and sat down….Now it was up to Tom and me. We were only 90 seconds from the bomb release when I turned the plane over to him on autopilot.
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“It’s all yours,” I told him, removing my hands from the controls and sliding back a bit in a not very successful effort to relax. My eyes were fixed on the center of the city, which shimmered in the early morning sunlight. 


In the buildings and on the streets there were people, of course, but from six miles up they were invisible. To the men who fly the bombers, targets are inanimate, consisting of buildings, bridges, docks, factories, rail road yards. The tragic consequences to humanity are erased from one’s thoughts in wartime because war itself is a human tragedy. Of course, one hopes that civilians will have the good sense to leave Hiroshima. I was to learn later that Eatherly’s weather plane, over the city three-quarters of an hour before our arrival had set off air sirens but when nothing happened, ours were ignored.



By this time, Tom Ferebee was pressing his left eye against the viewfinder of the bomb sight…” We’re on target,” he said, confirming that the sighting and release mechanism were synchronized, so that the drop would take place automatically at a recalculated point in our bomb run. At 17 seconds after 9:14 am, just 60 seconds before the scheduled bomb release, he flicked a toggle switch that activated a high pitched radio tone. This tone, ominous under the circumstances, sounded in the head phones of the men aboard our plane and the two air planes that were with us.


A moment before, [co-pilot] Bob Lewis had made this notation in his informal log of the flight: “There will be a short intermission while we bomb our target.”



Exactly one minute after it began, the radio tone ceased and at the same instant there was the sound of the pneumatic bomb-day doors opening automatically. Out tumbled “Little Boy,” a misnamed package of explosive force infinitely more devastating than any bomb or cluster of bombs ever dropped before. 

With the release of the bomb, the plane was instantly 9,000 pounds lighter. As a result its nose leaped up sharply and I had to act quickly to execute the most important task of the flight: to put as much distance as possible between our plane and the point at which the bomb would explode. The 155 degrees diving turn to the right, with its 60 degree bank put a great strain on the airplane and its occupants. Bob Caron, in his tail-gunner’s station, had a wild ride, with what he described as something like being the last man in a game of crack-the-whip.

When we completed the turn, we had lost 1,700 feet and were heading away from our target with engines at full power…..I was flying the biggest of all bombers as if it were a fighter plane.
Bob Lewis and I had slipped our dark glasses over our eyes, as I had directed the other crewmen to do, but we promptly discovered that they made it impossible to fly the plane through this difficult getaway maneuver because the instrument panel was blacked out. We pushed the glasses back on our foreheads in a what- the- hell manner, realizing that we would be flying away from the actual flash when it occurred.  Ferebee, in the bombardier’s position in the nose of the plane, became so fascinated with watching the bomb’s free fall that he forgot all about the glasses….

For me, struggling with the controls, the 43 seconds from bomb release to explosion passed quickly. To some in the plane, it seemed an eternity. [Lieutenant Morris] Jeppison was quoted as saying that he had counted down the seconds in his mind, apparently too fast, and had the sickening feeling that the bomb was a dud. 
Whatever our individual thoughts, it was a period of suspense. I was concentrating so intently on flying the airplane that the flash did not have the impact on my consciousness that one might think, even though it did light up the interior of the plane for a long instant. There was a startling sensation other than visual, however, that I remember quite vividly to this day. My teeth told me, more emphatically than my eyes, of the Hiroshima explosion.
 At the moment of the blast, there was a tingling sensation in my mouth and the very definite taste of lead upon my tongue. 
This, I was later told by scientists, was the result of electrolysis—an interaction between the fillings in my teeth and the radioactive forces that were loosed by the bomb.

“Little Boy” exploded at the preset altitude of 1,890 feet above the ground, but Bob Caron in the tail was the only one aboard our plane to see the incredible fireball that, in its atom-splitting fury, was a boiling furnace with an inner temperature calculated to be 100 million degrees Fahrenheit.

Caron, looking directly at the flash through glasses so dense that the sun penetrated but faintly, thought for a moment that he must have been blinded. Ferebee, without glasses but facing in the opposite direction from a relatively exposed position, felt as if a giant flashbulb had gone off a few feet from his face.

I continued my course from the target, awaiting the shock wave, which required almost a minute to reach us…We must have been 9 miles from the point of the explosion when the shock wave reached us. This was the moment for which we had been bracing ourselves. Would the plane withstand the blow? The scientists were confident that it would, yet they admitted there were some aspects of the nuclear weapon’s behavior about which they were not quite certain. 


Caron, the only man aboard the plane with an immediate view of the awesome havoc we created, tried to describe it to us. Suddenly we saw the shock wave approaching at the speed of sound. Condensing moisture from the heated air at the leading edge of the shock wave made it quite visible, just as one sees shimmering air rising from the ground on a hot, humid day. 


Before Caron could warn us to brace ourselves, the wave struck the plane with violent force. Our B-29 trembled under the impact and I gripped the controls tightly to keep us in level flight….At a news conference the next day, Bob Lewis told reporters that it felt as if some giant had struck the plane with a telephone pole. 


 
Although Caron had told of a mushroom-shaped cloud, and said that it seemed to be coming toward us, “we were not prepared for the awesome sight that met our eyes as we turned for a heading that would take us along side
 the burning, devastated city. [image: image2.png]





The giant purple mushroom cloud, which the tail-gunner had described, had already risen to a height of 45,000 feet, 3 miles above our own altitude, and was still boiling upward like something terribly alive. It was a frightening sight, and even though we were several miles away it gave the appearance of something that was about to engulf us.



Even more fearsome was the sight on the ground below. At the base of the cloud, fires were springing up everywhere amid a turbulent mass of smoke that had the appearance of bubbling hot tar. If Dante had been with us in the plane, he would have been terrified! The city we had seen so clearly in the sunlight a few minutes before was now an ugly smudge. It had completely disappeared under this awful blanket of smoke and fire.



A feeling of shock and horror swept over all of us.



“My God!” Lewis wrote as the final entry in his log.



As we viewed the awesome spectacle below, we were sobered by the knowledge that the world would never be the same. War, the scourge of the human race since time began, now held terrors beyond belief. I reflected to myself that the kind of war in which I was engaged over in Europe in 1942 was now outdated. 



But as I swung southward on the return flight to our base, the feeling of tenseness gave way to one of relief. Our mission, for which we had practiced diligently for so long, had been successful. All doubts about the mystery weapon had been removed.



“I think this is the end of the war,” I said to Bob Lewis.
