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  The Purple Operation 
Whatever one thinks about the necessity 

of the first A-bomb, the second … 
was almost certainly unnecessary.

Historian Barton BernsteinA RMY AND NAVY STRATEGISTS 
have a term for a mission in which conflict 
between their two different cultures results 
in a mix-up: JANCFU (for Joint Army-
Navy Combined F*ck Up). Less colorfully, 
however, it’s called a Purple Operation, for 
a mixture of ‘Army red’ and ‘Navy blue.’ 
   Perhaps the most fateful but little known 
Purple Operation in America’s history was 
the mission to follow-up the bombing of 
Hiroshima on August 6, 1945 with the 
dropping of a second bomb on Nagasaki.   
   Ironically, however, Nagasaki was not 
even on the initial target list, and the 
intended targets of Kyoto and Kokura were 
spared only because of, respectively, a 
honeymoon and bad weather.

     Child’s drawing of the atomic bombing, Hideo Kimura

   As a major industrial center, Kyoto was 
the primary strategic target out of five on 
the final target list—along with Hiroshima, 
Yokohama, Kokura, and Niigata. 
   A last minute firebombing of Yokohama 
caused it to be dropped, because the military 
wanted to preserve relatively undamaged 
targets for the atom bomb, in order to better 
access the effects of their new weapon.
   Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson was 
an admirer of Kyoto and its cultural 
heritage, having spent his honeymoon in the 
old capital decades earlier, so he deleted 
Kyoto as well, leaving only—in order of 
priority—Hiroshima, Kokura, and Niigata.
   Although Nagasaki was an important 
military port, it hosted an Allied POW camp 
and was a sprawling urban area without a 
concentrated center. Moreover, the city had 
already been conventionally bombed no 
fewer than five times in the previous year.



For still obscure reasons, however, 
Nagasaki was added to the list at the last 
minute, on the day before it was finalized. 
(At the top of General Groves’ copy, 
someone had hastily scrawled Nagasaki.)
   After the bombing of Hiroshima, Niigata 
was removed from the target list due to its 
long distance from Tinian, the island where 
the aerial operation was based, leaving only 
Kokura—the site of one of Japan’s largest 
munitions plants—and Nagasaki.
   The atomic bombings were primarily 
military rather than political decisions, and
—especially in the case of Nagasaki—were 
all but inevitable barring a direct order from 
President Truman to cancel them. 
   Gen. Leslie Groves—the officer in charge 
of the Manhattan Project—and the scientists 
at Los Alamos who had developed the first 
bomb wanted to test a second one, which 
was of a different, more powerful design, 
based on plutonium rather than uranium.
(They were ultimately vindicated, as the 
Nagasaki design became the basis for every 
U.S. nuclear weapon which followed.) 
   In addition, the military thought it was 
imperative to demonstrate to both Stalin and 
the Japanese that the U.S. had more than 
one bomb in its fledging nuclear arsenal.
   The question isn’t so much “Why was 
Nagasaki bombed?”, as “Why did they stop 
with Nagasaki?”…And the answer is that, 
after belatedly confronting the reality of the 
weapon’s impact on civilians, Truman 
immediately ordered a moratorium on their 
further use. (At the time, seven more bombs 
were in already the production pipeline for 
use over the following few months.)
   The bombing of Hiroshima had been a 
well planned, well executed—in fact, almost 
routine—operation, but Nagasaki was the 
exact opposite, a ‘JANCFU’ from the very 
beginning. (Ironically, the acronym was 
even stencilled across the bomb’s nose.)         

   As the B-29 superfortress carrying the 
bomb was preparing for takeoff, a faulty 
fuel pump sparked a disagreement between 
the pilot, an Army Major, and the base 
commander, a Navy Vice Admiral, on 
whether or not to proceed. Regulations 
demanded the mission be scrubbed, but the 
Navy’s focus on ‘getting the job done’ 
bested the Army’s penchant  for strictly 
following orders, and the plane took off.  
   On the way to Kokura, the crew endured 
an accidental premature arming of the bomb, 
a botched rendezvous with support aircraft 
which caused the plane to run perilously 
low on fuel, and a garbled radio message 
which convinced the base commander back 
on Tinian that the plane had ditched at sea.
   Heavy clouds, flak, and smoke from burn-
ing tar (and ironically, the firebombing of a 
nearby city the previous day) made bombing 
Kokura impossible, so the crew decided to 
attack Nagasaki instead on the return flight. 
   After a third and final run over Nagasaki, 
the bomb was dropped and detonated about 
two miles off target, but most of the city’s 
industrial area was destroyed and about 
60,000 civilians killed. The plane narrowly 
averted the resulting mushroom cloud and 
barely made it back, landing out of fuel in 
Okinawa. Six days later, Japan surrendered.
  Stimson’s decision to spare Kyoto may 
have had history-changing consequences. 
The Japanese knew the cause was lost and 
were prepared to surrender on the sole 
condition that Emperor Hirohito be spared. 
   Only the emperor had the moral authority 
to end the war, and he lived in Kyoto. Had 
Stimson chosen a different city for he and 
his wife to visit on their honeymoon, the 
emperor would very likely have died in an 
atomic bombing of Kyoto, spurring the 
Japanese to fight to the death and extending 
the bloodiest war in history even longer—at 
the cost, perhaps, of millions more lives. ◾


