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S A Y  Y O U R  N A M E .

That’s all right, Pawpaw. It doesn’t have to be too 

offi cial.

Do it right. It’s for school.

My name is Daniel Vaughn, and I’m a junior at 

Knoxville Christian Academy. That work?

And say what it’s for.

American history. It’s a history project.

You should have me state my name too. And tell the 

tape where the interview is being done and what day it is 

and all that.

Pawpaw, this right here is why we don’t come visit 

you more often.

Just do it, boy. It’s important.

Please state your name. 

Martin Lanier Vaughn.

It’s three o’clock on Wednesday, September 10, 2010, 

and I’m here to interview my great-grandfather. This 

interview is being conducted at the Marble Hill Rest 

Home in Johnson City, Tennessee, where my great-

grandfather is a resident. He is believed to be the last 

surviving participant of—

You should call me Mister Vaughn on the tape. Or 

Ensign Vaughn. 

I’m not kidding, Pawpaw. If you keep it up, I’ll inter-

view Uncle Lemon.
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Go on, then. If that’s what you want. Some post-traumatic-stress sob story. But 

everybody’s got an uncle was in Vietnam. I’m the last surviving participant of the 

fucking Atom Bowl.

TH E  G A M E  W A S  General MacArthur’s idea. He imagined something inspiring, 

something symbolic. To this end, he chose Hiroshima for the site. Here occurred the 

single greatest act of destruction in the history of man, he said in one of many press 

releases on the subject, and now it will showcase man’s infi nite capacity for healing. 

Players were handpicked from among the troops in his command. This was the 

tag end of 1946. The military was rich in athletes. Uniforms were designed, equip-

ment fl own in from the States, the Marine Brass Band dispatched. A full company 

of engineers was assigned to shore up the old stone grandstand at what had been 

an equestrian center before the war, to build a scoreboard, goalposts. Local chil-

dren were enlisted to crawl on their hands and knees, removing shards of glass and 

rubble from the fi eld. If everything went according to plan, the Tokyo Giants would 

meet the Hiroshima Bears at precisely noon on New Year’s Day, 1947, in the Atom 

Bowl—so dubbed by General MacArthur himself.

WH A T  W A S  I T  like?

What was what like?

Hiroshima.

I can’t describe it.

Pawpaw, I swear—

I’m not refusing to answer, dumbass. I mean to say it cannot be described.

Try.

It was horrible.

Try harder.

It was terrible.

But what did it look like? What did you see?

It looked like a fucking city that had a fucking atomic bomb dropped on it. That’s 

what I saw.

TH A T  F I R S T  N I G H T  in Hiroshima, bedded down in brand-new bunks in brand-new 

Quonset huts, surrounded by the night sounds of near strangers, was a lonely and 

complicated one. They were tired from traveling. The wash of excitement over this 

unusual assignment was beginning to bleed away. They’d been allotted three cans 
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of beer apiece at dinner, and now they were thirsty and kept having to get up to piss. 

They’d all had ideas about the bomb, but none of them was prepared for what they 

found. They pounded their pillows and twisted in their sheets. They barefooted to 

the latrine on concrete fl oors.

IT  W A S  J U S T  us billeted on location. The Giants were up in Tokyo. See, the teams 

were divided between men assigned to units in and around Tokyo—that’s where the 

occupation was concentrated—and men stationed in the provinces or at sea or 

anywhere else in the Pacifi c. I was on the Bonhomme Richard. How come you haven’t 

asked me ’bout all that? Before the game? 

It’s a just research project, Papaw. It’s not for a museum.

You don’t want to know about my service?

Fine, Papaw— 

Ensign Vaughn.

Whatever. Ensign Vaughn, please tell me about your experiences in the navy 

before the Atom Bowl.

I was a cook aboard the Bonhomme Richard. That’s an Essex-class aircraft car-

rier. Essex class means short hull. I bet it’s hard to picture me in a ship’s galley ’cause 

I’m so big but, buddy, I got so I could scoot around from the ovens to the boilers to 

the sink, my head ducked low to avoid the pipes and the fi xtures. I was famous for my 

Spam. Mayonnaise. That was my secret ingredient. 

MO R N I N G  B R O K E  C R I S P  and clear, and they mustered on the fi eld huffi ng little 

clouds of steam—among them Calvin Thomas, who’d been named MVP of the 

Rose Bowl not too many years before, and Y. A. Cole, who’d played wingback at 

Louisiana Tech, and Dante Pasquali, a second-string quarterback from Notre Dame. 

Equipment was divvied up. The smell of the leather helmets was reassuring. They 

hadn’t worn cleats since college. The engineers were putting the fi nishing touches 

on the grandstand, and there was something heartening in the noise they made, 

the necessary bang of restoration and renewal. It felt good to line up and stretch in 

neat rows, to run the old familiar drills. There were twenty-fi ve of them, twenty-six 

if you included the lone Negro, a buck private named Willie Wall. In the afternoon, 

they separated into groups. Calvin Thomas took the backs and ends, Marty Vaughn 

the linemen—big meat, he called them. He’d played left tackle at Tennessee. They 

practiced until dusk, sorting out who would play where, who would go both ways. 

When it was at last too dark to see the ball, they gathered at midfi eld and elected 
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Calvin Thomas captain of the team. As a fi rst lieutenant, he was the ranking offi cer 

in the bunch. And a number of the men remembered his performance in the Rose 

Bowl, remembered the reverence with which the radio announcer had intoned his 

name, remembered his gift for picking up yards after a catch. They adjourned to the 

showers and the mess, then sallied forth in search of panpan girls and katsutori soku, 

a local brew, four glasses of which rendered temporary blindness in the drinker.

TW O  W E E K S .  T H A T ’S  how much time they gave us to prepare. We fi gured Dante 

Pasquali could throw the ball to Calvin Thomas or hand the ball to Calvin Thomas or 

stand aside and let Calvin Thomas take the fucking snap. It was just supposed to be 

an exhibition. Nobody took it serious.

Word came down from Tokyo that we’d be facing Bill Bertelli . . . Bullet Bill? The 

fullback? You mean to tell me you never heard of Bullet Bill Bertelli? What I’m trying 

to tell you is, Bill Bertelli or not, we fi gured the Giants felt the same. I was happy to 

be on dry land for a while. Don’t get me wrong. I loved the navy and I’m proud of my 

service. It was the fucking navy won the Pacifi c. But a man my size, those boats get a 

little cramped after a while.

What do you remember about the rest of the team?

They were from all over. The newspapers made a big deal about how we repre-

sented however many states and all four branches of the service. Good men. The 

only one didn’t fi t was the nigger.

Pawpaw.

What? You don’t like that word? 

Nobody likes that word.

I said fuck not ten seconds ago you didn’t fl inch, but I say nigger—

It’s different. Just talk about the game, okay?

I was trying to, goddamit. What I was trying to tell you was most of us, the way we 

looked at it was like an extended leave. We didn’t know what the brass expected. 

We thought we’d have us a good old time. 

TH E Y  F O U N D  A  place by the river that served a drinkable katsutori soku. Two of the 

original walls were intact, but the other two were cobbled together with roofi ng tin 

and salvaged wood, some kind of putty in the seams. The planks of the fl oor were 

mismatched, the gaps between them wide enough that you could see through to the 

dusty, shadowy region down below, a kingdom of rats and spiders. A bare bulb dan-

gled from the ceiling. Cold seeped in from everywhere. They tried to explain football 
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to their hosts, but there were no good translations for words like quarterback and 

touchdown. In crumbling side rooms and in the back alley, panpan girls hiked their 

kimonos or went down on their knees. There was one panpan girl with a withered 

hand willing to accommodate Willie Wall, but he didn’t indulge. He lead his panpan 

girl into the alley and sat with her in the dark, hidden by a pile of rubble. They pitied 

each other in silence. To Willie Wall, the moon looked bigger in Japan and seemed 

always to be full. When enough time had passed, he returned her to her colleagues 

and poured himself a glass of katsutori soku and lied about the appalling things he’d 

made her do so that neither of them would be embarrassed.

TU R N  O F F  T H E  tape.

Why?

Just do it, boy. Why you have to question every little thing?

All right, Pawpaw, it’s off.

You a virgin?

What? 

You heard me. 

That’s none of your business.

I’ll take that as a yes. I want you to listen to me now. I know there aren’t a lot of 

Nips in East Tennessee, but do yourself a favor. Find one and fuck her. Take my word.

I’ll do that, Pawpaw. I’ll start looking as soon as I leave here.

You won’t be sorry.

While we’re on the subject . . . I guess . . . why don’t you tell me about the 

Japanese? Was there any resentment?

Naw. After a while they even started coming around the fi eld to watch us prac-

tice, men and women both. Kids too. Lots of kids. They couldn’t get over me, boy. 

They’d never seen a man so big. I may not be much to look at now, but back then, 

I’m telling you, I was something. Six-foot-six. Two hundred and sixty pounds. All of 

it muscle. I’d trimmed down a little since my college days. They’d point at me and 

giggle and hide their mouths behind their hands. There weren’t no hard feelings.

What about you? Did you ever feel guilty or anything? 

For what?

FO R  CH R I S T M A S , A  patriotic poultry man in Oklahoma shipped three hundred live 

turkeys to Japan, several of which were diverted to Hiroshima and arrived at table that 

afternoon, dressed, of course, soaked all night in brine, burnished and glistening from 
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the ovens, somehow unruined by cooks whose talents ran more naturally to stew. 

The meal was supplemented by cranberry sauce canned in the States and rice grown 

in Japan and brown gravy, which the cooks had no trouble whipping up. Brown gravy 

was a specialty of the house. When the meal was fi nished, they lurched full-bellied 

into the street. The panpan girls were waiting. A little boy applauded as they passed. 

Overhead, the universe unfurled. A poet once wrote that the night sky is the nearest 

thing in nature to human emotion and he was right, as poets sometimes are.

LE T  M E  T E L L  you something. We didn’t start that war. That’s on the Japs. We didn’t 

give the order to drop the bomb either. But thank God somebody did. Or half of us 

wouldn’t of been there to fool around with something like the Atom Bowl. You may 

not have heard of Grantland Rice or Bullet Bill Bertelli, but you’ve heard of kamika-

zes. Well, I’ve looked at those crazy fuckers with my own eyes. We earned the right 

not to feel guilty about nothing.

CH R I S T M A S  N I G H T, T H E  temperature dropped fi fteen degrees. A cold front moved 

in while they slept. The morning sky was like an old white bowl turned upside down. 

The press had been trickling in since dawn, reporters from every newspaper in 

Japan and Americans in their fedoras and Europeans who smoked brown cigarettes 

and dressed, despite the cold, like they were on safari. It occurred to the Hiroshima 

Bears that perhaps they had underestimated the gravity of the occasion. Perhaps 

they should have been taking the Atom Bowl more seriously. Perhaps something was 

a stake. The nature of that something was uncertain, but they felt the weight of it as 

they practiced. The ball was frozen, hard as marble, impossible to catch. Their feet 

felt clumsy and mis-sized. They suffered every block and tackle in their bones. Near 

the end of practice, Marty Vaughn tripped Willie Wall for no good reason. Vaughn 

was shivering, exhausted. He was embarrassed by how he’d played before the press. 

He had a hangover for the ages. Willie Wall bounced up off the ground, a blur of 

fi sts and knees, teeth and elbows. In the few long seconds that passed before Calvin 

Thomas remembered he was captain of the team, before he roused his players into 

action, Willie Wall broke Marty Vaughn’s nose and jaw, cracked fi ve ribs. Six corps-

men were required to remove Vaughn from the fi eld.

Surely, somebody said, the situation in Tokyo was just as bad, but then a reporter 

from the Sporting News informed them that General MacArthur, a lover of the game, 

often abandoned his offi ce for hours to watch the Giants practice, and they’d been 

compelled to whip themselves into shape. They’d knuckled down, focused on the 
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fundamentals. They’d plotted and schemed. They look like pros, the reporter said. 

Now Marty Vaughn was in the hospital, and Willie Wall was locked up in the stock-

ade. The guards agreed to release him once he cooled off, but Willie Wall refused. 

He covered his face with a pillow and wouldn’t speak.

IT ’S  J U S T  W E I R D . The whole thing is weird. A football game played in the place 

where all those people died. You must have—

If I could get up out of this wheelchair, I’d wring your neck.

Don’t be like that, Pawpaw.

Ensign Vaughn.

I’m not gonna call you Ensign Vaughn. You’re my great-grandfather.

And you’re a walking, talking argument for mandatory military service.

Mom said this was a bad idea.

Let me ask you a question about your mother: does she or does she not have 

fake knobs?

I wouldn’t know.

Then let me ask another: are you a queer?

Fuck you, Pawpaw.

Ensign Vaughn.

Fuck you, Ensign Vaughn. I’m done. I’ll tell Uncle Lemon you said hello.

UN B E K N O W N S T  T O  T H E  participants, General MacArthur had arranged a series of 

express trains for the purpose of shuttling GIs to the Atom Bowl. He encouraged his 

offi cers to reward their men with passes. He wanted to be sure there was a crowd, 

plenty of witnesses. He wanted the bleachers brimming and rowdy in the newsreels. 

The fi rst train, the one bearing the Tokyo Giants, pulled in on New Year’s Eve, and they 

kept coming through the night. By the time the players reported for the game, the sta-

dium was full of spectators, all of whom had been carousing since they arrived.

MacArthur himself couldn’t have contrived a more photogenic scene. It had 

started snowing at some point in the morning, and the world looked dusted with 

confectioner’s sugar. In the distance, behind the grandstand, rose the skeletal dome 

of Industrial Promotion Hall, all blackened beams and girders, but down on the fi eld 

the players were jogging in place and passing the ball around, an honest-to-God 

pregame warm-up. A fair number of locals had assembled in the open spaces beyond 

either end zone, their heads bowed in uneven rows against the cold like dark poppies 

in a winter fi eld. The Marine Brass Band played John Philip Sousa as MacArthur 



8

N A R R A T I V E M A G A Z I N E . C O M

made his entrance at the gate, surrounded by offi cers, dignitaries, the whole entou-

rage ringed with MPs, MacArthur in the middle of it all with his pipe clenched 

between his teeth.

 His speech was later reprinted in half the newspapers in the world: I address you 

today on behalf of those voices forever silenced in the jungles and on the beaches 

and in the deep waters of the Pacifi c and on behalf of the thousands upon thousands 

who perished in an instant in this place. Make no mistake that a terrible thing hap-

pened here—at once the pinnacle of man’s intellectual achievement and his capacity 

for self-annihilation. The forces of democracy were called upon to make an appalling 

choice but in making that choice obliterated the edifi ce of tyranny, leaving the world 

unshadowed, the sun no longer dimmed by oppression. Together, we celebrate not 

only the dawning of a new year but of a new world, a world whose limits will be as 

broad as the spirit and the imagination of man himself. I thank merciful God for giv-

ing us the courage to achieve victory and for turning our minds toward lasting peace. 

I ask him to watch over those who take the fi eld today, to keep them safe from injury 

and to grace this remarkable event with his presence. We all know the Lord loves 

football. I expect he’s found himself a seat. If not, somebody please make room. 

Then he saluted, and a cheer leaped up from the stands and the players trotted 

out and suddenly the ball was in the air, the Giants kicking to the Bears in the city of 

Hiroshima, on the island of Honshu, in the occupied nation of Japan.

WA I T  N O W. WA I T. Please. Just wait one second before you turn that off. 

What is it?

Nothing.

If you’ve got something else to say, you might as well go ahead.

You make Uncle Lemon tell the truth.

Don’t worry, Pawpaw. I won’t put anything about government conspiracies in 

my paper.

I’m not talking about all that.

Then what are you talking about?

Nothing. You wouldn’t understand.

Tell me.

Just send that nurse over when you go, the one with the big behind.

TH E  A T O M  B O W L  was ugly from the start. Tokyo jumped out to the lead behind the 

running of Bill Bertelli. He lowered his shoulder and beat a path through the snow. 
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He left a trail of bodies in his wake. On offense, without Marty Vaughn, Hiroshima 

couldn’t stem the pass rush, and Dante Pasquali didn’t have time to look downfi eld 

for Calvin Thomas. He was sacked and sacked again. By the end of the fi rst quarter, 

the Bears were trailing 14 to 0. General MacArthur scowled, his pipe jutting from the 

corner of his mouth like a sarcastic remark. The crowd was drunk, cold. They’d trav-

eled all this way to see a football game, not a slaughter. The air rang with hoots and 

catcalls. The bleachers trembled beneath their feet. The locals looked on with equal 

parts dread and fascination. Marty Vaughn could hear the ruckus from his hospital 

bed, his jaw still wired shut. Outside, bits of gristle and scraps of paper ticked along 

the empty streets as if born along by the roar of the crowd. Panpan girls braced 

themselves for a postgame rush. Willie Wall was the sole occupant of the stockade. 

The guards wouldn’t quit complaining that he’d made them miss the game, but he 

ignored them. He sat on the fl oor with his back against the wall. From that distance, 

the crowd noise was muffl ed but persistent, like the steady murmur of rain. 

Early in the second quarter, to everyone’s surprise, the Bears scored when Calvin 

Thomas took the ball on a reverse and raced fi fty some yards untouched, the effort of 

which left him sidelined for three plays while he vomited into a bucket. They scored 

again two possessions later on a long pass from Dante Pasquali, who fl ed the pocket 

in terror and heaved the ball blindly into a scrum of players in the end zone, where it 

was batted up like a balloon and dropped into the arms of Y. A. Cole. 

At halftime, the Bears collapsed around a barrel fi re near the bench. They 

watched as the Marine Brass Band marched to “On Wisconsin”—General 

MacArthur’s favorite fi ght song. The score was tied. So far the Bears had managed to 

stave off humiliation for two whole quarters. It didn’t much matter what happened 

next. They could retain a modicum of dignity even if the Giants buried them in the 

second half.

Then, when the Marine Bass Band was fi nished, a chorus of local children 

tramped out to midfi eld, led by a young woman in a patched black coat. She orga-

nized the children in two rows according to height and facing the grandstand. She 

darted her hands up and down and up again like birds and the children began to sing. 

“God Bless America.” In English. Maybe twenty of them, more girls than boys, but 

they were young enough that their voices had no gender. The sound of them was 

so sweet, so high and awkward and pure. At fi rst the song was impossibly small 

against the hubbub of the crowd, but they kept on singing, their voices building, 

gathering strength, and as they launched into the chorus, people were beginning to 

pay attention. From the mountains, to the prairies, to the oceans, white with foam. 
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On the sideline, beside the smoking barrel fi re, the Hiroshima Bears were quiet. 

Snow wisped down and melted in their hair. They gazed at the young woman and 

they listened to the children and they were moved. Despite their fatigue. Despite 

their desire to be done with the Atom Bowl. God Bless America, my home sweet home. 

They would have wept at the irony and beauty of it if not for pride. At the hospital, 

Marty Vaughn allowed himself to weep because only nurses were there to see him 

and they bunched around his bed to rub his shoulders and hold his hands. Panpan 

girls all over town paused lit cigarettes halfway to their lips. In the stockade, Willie 

Wall gripped the bars of his cell and told the guards he was ready to be released. I 

want to play, he said, and the guards hustled to comply. The song lasted no more than 

two minutes, but in that time the Hiroshima Bears remembered the warm kitchens 

of their boyhoods and cold sea spray misting over the gunnels of landing craft. They 

imagined the far-off droning of a plane. They pictured, to a man, the cloud billowing 

over the city, expanding, breathing, blazing, rendering everything unto dust. And as 

the last note faded, they burned at the knowledge of their own weakness. Kids, some-

body said. They waited for the children to clear the fi eld, then groaned and heaved 

themselves up and headed out to fi nish what they’d started, not restored exactly, not 

confi dent, but determined to make the rest of the game a war.

“The Atom Bowl” is an original short story related to events depicted in the author’s novel 

The Typist.
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