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INTRODUCTION

“Sadako and the Thousand Paper
Cranes” is a poignant and enduring story
that has touched the hearts of millions
around the world. Written by Eleanor
Coerr and first published in 1977, this
children’s book tells the true story of
Sadako Sasaki, a young Japanese girl
who lived through the atomic bombing of
Hiroshima and later developed leukemia
as a result of radiation exposure. The
narrative revolves around Sadako’s
courageous quest to fold one thousand
origami cranes, inspired by the Japanese
legend that granting such a wish would
bring good health and a long life. A
Sadako And The Thousand Paper
Cranes Summary reveals not only the
heartbreaking details of her illness but
also the resilience, hope, and enduring
message of peace that her story
represents. This article provides a
comprehensive overview of the book,
exploring its plot, themes, characters,
and lasting cultural impact.

OVERVIEW OF THE STORY AND
HISTORICAL CONTEXT

To fully appreciate a Sadako And The
Thousand Paper Cranes Summary, it
is essential to understand the historical
backdrop. The story is set in post-World
War |l Japan, specifically in Hiroshima,
which was devastated by the atomic

bomb on August 6, 1945. Sadako Sasaki
was only two years old when the bomb
fell near her home. Despite surviving the
initial blast, like many others she was
exposed to high levels of radiation. The
book begins when Sadako is in sixth
grade, a lively and athletic girl who loves
running. Her life takes a tragic turn when
she begins to feel dizzy and fatigued,
leading to a diagnosis of leukemia—a
common aftereffect of radiation sickness
known as “the atom bomb disease.”

The Legend of
the Thousand

Paper Cranes

Central to the narrative is the Japanese
legend that folding a thousand origami
cranes (senbazuru) grants the folder a
wish, often for recovery from illness. In
the story, Sadako’s best friend Chizuko
brings her a golden paper crane and tells
her the legend. This gives Sadako a
powerful goal: to fold one thousand
cranes so that she might live. The
legend itself is rooted in Shinto and
Buddhist traditions, and the crane
(tsuru) is a symbol of longevity,
happiness, and good fortune. By
weaving this cultural element into the
plot, Coerr connects Sadako’s personal
struggle with a broader spiritual
tradition.
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DETAILED PLOT SUMMARY OF
SADAKO AND THE THOUSAND
PAPER CRANES

A thorough Sadako And The
Thousand Paper Cranes Summary
must walk through the key events of the
book. The story opens on Peace Day,
August 6, 1954, when Sadako is twelve
years old. She participates in the
memorial ceremonies, but soon
afterward she starts experiencing
symptoms like dizziness and purple
spots on her legs. Her mother takes her
to the hospital, where leukemia is
diagnosed. Sadako is hospitalized, and
her family and friends rally around her.

In the hospital, Sadako grows bored and
lonely. Chizuko visits and introduces the
origami crane legend. Determined to fold
a thousand cranes, Sadako begins her
task. She uses any paper she can
find—candy wrappers, medicine
wrappers, and even asks visitors for
paper. Her classmates and family help
by bringing her origami paper. As she
folds, she clings to hope, dreaming of
returning to school and running again.
However, her condition worsens. The
story highlights her emotional roller
coaster: moments of hope when she
folds cranes quickly, and periods of
despair when she becomes too weak to
continue.

Sadako’s family includes her mother,
father, older brother Masahiro, younger
sister Mitsue, and younger brother Eiji.
The book shows the strain on the family,
especially her mother who stays by her
side. The narrative also introduces Keniji,
a younger boy in the hospital who also
has leukemia. Kenji is more resigned to
his fate, and his death deeply affects
Sadako. Despite the sorrow, Sadako
persists. She eventually folds over 600

cranes before her condition deteriorates
further. According to popular accounts,
she managed to fold 644 cranes before
she died on October 25, 1955. However,
some sources say she folded 1,000 but
that was after her death when the
community completed them. The book’s
afterword explains that her classmates
finished the remaining cranes and buried
them with her.

Symbolism of the
Cranes

In the context of a Sadako And The
Thousand Paper Cranes Summary,
the cranes symbolize more than just a
wish for healing. They represent the
human will to survive, the innocence of a
child facing a devastating illness, and
the collective hope for peace. Each
crane Sadako folds is a small act of
defiance against the disease and a
testament to her spirit. The cranes also
become a symbol of the anti-nuclear
movement, as Sadako’s story has been
used worldwide to advocate for
disarmament and a world without war.

KEY CHARACTERS IN THE STORY

Understanding the characters enriches
any Sadako And The Thousand Paper
Cranes Summary. The main character,
Sadako Sasaki, is depicted as cheerful,
energetic, and determined. She is a
skilled runner, and her dream of
becoming a track star is crushed by her
illness. Despite her suffering, she tries to
remain positive. Chizuko, her best friend,
is loyal and compassionate, introducing
the crane legend. The story also includes
Sadako’s family: her mother and father
who struggle with grief and financial
burden, her older brother Masahiro who
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is strong and supportive, and her
younger siblings who are confused by
her illness. Dr. Numata is the kind doctor
who treats Sadako, while Kenji serves as
a foil, showing a more fatalistic response
to terminal illness.

THEMES AND MESSAGES

A Sadako And The Thousand Paper
Cranes Summary would be incomplete
without examining the themes. The most
prominent theme is hope in the face
of despair. Sadako’s refusal to give up,
even when her body fails, inspires
readers to find meaning in struggle.
Another key theme is the human cost
of war. Sadako is not a soldier but a
civilian victim, and her story highlights
the long-term suffering caused by
nuclear weapons. The book also explores
family bonds and friendship, showing
how love and support help Sadako
endure. Finally, legacy and
remembrance are central. After her
death, Sadako’s story spreads, and the
paper crane becomes a universal symbol
of peace. The book itself is a tribute to
all child victims of war.

CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL
SIGNIFICANCE

The real Sadako Sasaki became an icon
of the peace movement. In Hiroshima, a
memorial in the Peace Memorial Park
features a statue of Sadako holding a
golden crane. Inscriptions on the statue
read: “This is our cry, this is our prayer:
peace in the world.” The story has been
translated into many languages and is
taught in schools globally. A Sadako
And The Thousand Paper Cranes
Summary often enters educational
curricula to teach children about World
War I, the atomic bomb, and the
importance of peace. The origami crane

folding activity is commonly done in
classrooms as a project, with students
folding cranes and sending them to
Hiroshima as an act of solidarity.

Adaptations and
Media

Besides the book, Sadako’s story has
been adapted into films, television
dramas, and even an opera. The most
notable film adaptation is a 1991
animated feature titled “Sadako and the
Thousand Paper Cranes,” which stays
faithful to the book. There is also a live-
action Japanese film “The Thousand
Paper Cranes” (1987). The story has also
inspired songs, poems, and picture
books. The paper crane symbol appears
frequently in popular culture, from peace
rallies to anime references.

LESSONS FOR YOUNG READERS

One of the strengths of the book is that
it handles a difficult subject—childhood
death and nuclear war—in a way that is
sensitive and accessible for children. A
Sadako And The Thousand Paper
Cranes Summary can be used to
discuss empathy, resilience, and the
consequences of violence. Teachers
often ask students to write letters to
Sadako or to fold cranes themselves,
fostering a deep emotional connection.
The book encourages young readers to
think about how one person’s courage
can echo through history.

CRITICISMS AND
CONTROVERSIES

While widely praised, some critics note
that the book simplifies the events for a
younger audience. The real Sadako likely
suffered more than portrayed, and the



exact number of cranes she folded is
debated. Some accounts say she folded
over 1,000 before death, but Coerr’s
version uses 644 to emphasize the
tragedy. Additionally, the book has been
criticized for glossing over the US
decision to drop the bomb, but as a
children’s book, it focuses on human
experience rather than political analysis.
Regardless, the emotional truth of
Sadako’s story remains powerful.

CONCLUSION

In summary, a Sadako And The
Thousand Paper Cranes Summary
reveals a deeply touching narrative of a

young girl’s battle with illness, her
unwavering hope, and the legacy of
peace she left behind. Eleanor Coerr’s
book is not just a story about death; it is
a story about living with purpose, even
when life seems short. Sadako’s
thousand paper cranes have become an
enduring symbol—a reminder that even
small gestures can carry immense
meaning. Whether read in a classroom,
at home, or as part of a peace
ceremony, this book invites readers to
reflect on the cost of war and the
resilience of the human spirit. The next
time you see a paper crane, think of
Sadako—a girl who folded hope until her
very last breath.
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