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Dedication

For Ellen






Epigraph


And let me speak to the yet unknowing world

How these things came about: So shall you hear

Of carnal, bloody, and unnatural acts,

Of accidental judgments, casual slaughters,

Of deaths put on by cunning and forced cause,

And, in this upshot, purposes mistook

Fall’n on the inventors’ heads . . .

But let this same be presently perform’d,

Even while men’s minds are wild; lest more mischance

On plots and errors, happen.

—Hamlet, act 5, scene 2
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Introduction


The atomic bomb is the most terrible bomb in the history of the world. It seems to be the most terrible thing ever discovered. It is a terrible thing to order the use of something that so terribly destructive, destructive beyond anything else that we have ever made—the most terrible of all destructive forces for the wholesale slaughter of human beings. You have got to understand that this isn’t a military weapon. It is used to wipe out women and children and unarmed people. It affects the civilian population and murders them by the wholesale. That happens when it is used. It is a terrible weapon. Its use was the most terrible decision a man ever had to make; the most terrible decision that any man in the history of the world had to make. It was a terrible decision to make.



You might imagine that the person who would write a paragraph like the one above was someone who believed that the use of the atomic bombs on the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki during World War II had been a mistake, even a moral horror. You might think that someone who would use such emotional, judgmental, moralizing, and—let’s face it—repetitive language about nuclear weapons was not a person who supported their being invented, used on cities in war, and then produced in ever greater quantities and to ever greater explosive potential during the Cold War.

Certainly, a person who would say such things could not possibly be an objective commentator on a subject of such tricky historical nuance. And no defender of the dropping of the atomic bombs would write about them in such a way, right?

And you might be right in that judgment. But here’s the thing: That paragraph is composed of quotes taken from President Harry S. Truman, from July 1945 through his last day in office in January 1953, which have been only mildly edited for grammatical consistency and clarity.1

Pulling the quotes together like this, of course, takes them out of context. But their underlying sentiment is exactly as Truman meant them: he repeatedly referred to the “terrible” and “awful” nature of the atomic bomb, that it was a weapon that “murdered” civilians, particularly “women and children.” This is not language that someone who supported the use of the atomic bombs would likely use today. Nonetheless, this is the way Truman frequently talked about the bomb, both in public and in his private conversations and correspondence. When Truman was suddenly thrust into the presidency by the death of his predecessor, Franklin Roosevelt, he told reporters that he had “the most awful responsibility a man ever had,” and this term is a useful leitmotif for how he regarded his presidency.2

There is an apparent paradox here. If Harry Truman is known for anything, he is known as the president who dropped atomic bombs on Japan. Truman always took responsibility for their being dropped, and always defended them as being necessary. And after World War II, Truman presided over policy decisions that would lead to the United States having an arsenal of tens of thousands of nuclear weapons. He authorized the building and testing of the hydrogen bomb, a military invention thousands of times more powerful than the weapons dropped on Japan. He authorized the practice of regular test detonations of nuclear weapons in both the Marshall Islands and the deserts of Nevada. He inaugurated the Cold War policy of “containment,” and committed US forces to a prolonged conflict in Korea. And, importantly, he made it so that the president of the United States was the only person who had the unique and sole authority to initiate nuclear war.

And yet, Truman also plainly detested the idea of using nuclear weapons. After World War II, he consistently expressed a desire to never use them again, long before mutual assured destruction was an idea, much less a reality. He fought to establish a law that stripped the military of control over atomic policy and production. He forced the military to turn over all atomic weapons and materials to a civilian agency under presidential control, and then repeatedly denied their attempts to regain access to them, to a degree that shocked and appalled his military advisers and powerful members of his own political party. He did not lean into the atomic advantage that the United States had; he never attempted to engage in explicit “atomic blackmail,” and he instead pushed for serious international negotiations to ban all nuclear weapons. He was one of the last in the government to accept the fact that the Soviet Union and the United States had irreconcilable interests, or that a Cold War dynamic was unavoidable.

This book is, in a way, an “atomic biography” of Harry Truman, and is my attempt to resolve this apparent contradiction. It is the result of a sustained attempt to get inside Truman’s head, and understand how his very personal, often private, and sometimes inconsistent feelings about nuclear weapons shaped his decisions as he participated in the creation of the architecture of the Cold War, much of which is still with us to this day.3 In trying to untangle the complicated attitudes that Truman had toward the bomb, and how they played into the atomic world that his presidency created, I have had to be selective in what aspects of his biography I have covered. This is not a general or even political biography of Truman. Such books already exist and are generally much longer than this one. This is also not a book exclusively dedicated to the “decision to use the bomb” in 1945, although those events do sit at the heart of this story and so make up a significant portion of it. Rather, this book focuses on how Truman’s own understanding and thinking about the atomic bomb—and the Cold War—evolved over the course of his presidency. It is as much about why the bomb was not used in Korea as it is about why the bombs were used in World War II. It is about why Truman, who was the first president to have used nuclear weapons in war, was also the last (so far).

A profile of Truman by Time magazine summed up how many viewed him at the end of 1945 and after: a plain man who, by a twist of history, somehow found himself at the reins of forces well beyond his comprehension and control—an “accidental president.” 4 But his role as the first “atomic president” has overshadowed almost everything else about him in popular and historical memory. There are today two primary “narratives” (historical interpretations) of the atomic bombings and Truman’s role in them. The first we can call the “decision” narrative, as it emphasizes Truman’s role as the “decider” who made a singular “decision” to use the atomic bomb. This narrative, sometimes also called the “orthodox” narrative, is the most common one known and taught in the United States today. It poses the “decision” to use the bomb as a choice between two evils: Drop the atomic bomb on Japanese cities to compel surrender or launch a land invasion of Japan that could have a large number of American (and Japanese) casualties. It poses it as a moral dilemma based around a grim calculus: Which of these two choices will save or cost the most lives? In this version of the story, Truman, after considering the matter carefully, chose the atomic bombs as the lesser of two evils, and, if you accept the moral premise, was ultimately correct in this judgment.

No historical “narratives” simply spring into the world without authors. Although a version of this first narrative was articulated almost immediately after the first atomic bomb was used, the most familiar, “formalized” version of it did not emerge until almost two years after the atomic bombs were dropped, in a 1947 article in Harper’s Magazine by Henry Stimson, who had been the secretary of war during World War II. Stimson’s article, “The Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb,” was motivated by a fear—shared by several others who were involved with the making of the atomic bomb—that public opinion was turning against them. Two major challenges had emerged in the year after the war ended, coming from different ends of the political spectrum. From the left was an argument that the atomic bombs were unnecessarily cruel, based on accounts of the Japanese victims of the bombs, such as John Hersey’s Hiroshima. From the right was an argument that the conventional military forces had essentially already won the war by the time the atomic bombs were dropped, that the Japanese were on the verge of surrender anyway, and that the atomic bombs had been unnecessary. Some of these accounts came from anti-Truman and anti-Roosevelt partisans. Others came from military leaders, like General Dwight D. Eisenhower, and military analysts, like the authors of the US Strategic Bombing Survey, who were arguing against the idea that the atomic bomb meant deep cuts could be made to military spending. Stimson’s article was carefully plotted, planned, and coordinated with other bomb project veterans, and meant to remove all doubt that the atomic bombs had been strategically necessary and morally justified. Truman would himself endorse Stimson’s narrative many times over, during and after his presidency, and it gained such traction that it effectively became the “default” narrative of the atomic bomb in the United States.

But its dominance has not been absolute. An alternative narrative, sometimes called the “revisionist” narrative, emerged around the same time, and has been given considerable attention over the decades. In this version of the story, Truman and his advisers knew that victory over Japan could be accomplished without either invasion or atomic bombs, but chose to use the atomic bomb because they believed it would get them a diplomatic advantage over the Soviet Union in the postwar period. The thrust of this “atomic diplomacy” narrative is the argument that the atomic bombs were not necessary to end the war, the story that they were used to save lives was a lie, and their use should be seen as the cause of the Cold War.5

Historians have clashed over these two basic narratives for decades, especially as more archival documentation from this period has gradually become available. Most historical scholarship on the use of the atomic bomb over the last thirty years has been a synthesis of the two, recognizing that they both have something to offer, but also have flaws. Both correctly identify certain motivations in the use of the atomic bombs, for example, but posit it must have been one or the other. But the documents show that it was entirely possible to believe that the use of the atomic bombs might end the war, as well as to believe that their use might offer diplomatic advantages to the United States in the postwar period. Humans are, after all, complicated.

This book is a “synthetic” narrative, but one that diverges from previous scholarship in several important ways. Although not exclusively about World War II, the nature of the atomic bombing “decision” and Truman’s role in it is at the core of my story, because I believe it to be more likely than not that the decision that Truman thought he had made about the atomic bomb was not the decision that he actually made—that he suffered from a serious misunderstanding about how the first atomic bombs would be used, and that this misunderstanding would impact his attitudes about nuclear weapons for the rest of his life. In my narrative, Hiroshima is thematically the beginning of the story, not the end of it.

I have tried to be as meticulous as possible with regard to my use and interpretation of historical evidence. Where possible, I have tried to revisit and reference original primary sources, not out of doubt as to the quality or intentions of earlier scholars, but out of a desire to give this subject a fresh reexamination. I found, however, that key documents that have been cited and re-cited over the years did not quite say, in my reading of them, what other scholars have said they did. I also am fairly distrustful of public-facing, after-the-fact accounts of these events by people involved in them. I do occasionally reference Truman’s memoirs (published in 1955 and 1956), for example, but rarely do I trust them on any matter of controversy and importance, because it is clear that they contain blatant errors and misrepresentations.

Every biographer constructs a version of their subject inside their head. This is a perilous business. When you try to see the world like someone else, you inevitably bring your own worldview into your vision of theirs, and you also start to find yourself becoming more sympathetic with their approach to the world (if it is not wholly odious). In order to ward against this, I have tried to “calibrate” my understanding of Truman against the documentary evidence wherever possible, and in particular on records that appear to show some private insight into his thinking. I have also leaned heavily on the contemporary writings (like diaries) produced by people close to Truman during key moments, because they generally strike me as giving a more plausible picture of the man than later reminiscences. None of this can fully capture a person, and people are always, at least in my experience, fundamentally unknowable, even to themselves. But such is what we have at our disposal as we try to inhabit past minds.

My path toward this book came out of my attempt to reconcile some primary sources that simply seemed not to fit at all into any of the narratives about the bomb that I was familiar with. The questions I am interested in are not the exact same questions that interested previous generations of atomic historians, and I expect historians in the future to be interested in different questions than I am trying to answer here. I have also tried to make clear in the text where I am making interpretive leaps. All historical narratives require interpretive leaps, and there are multiple narratives that can fit the evidence we have. I think it is more useful to admit this up front, and to indicate why I lean toward one interpretation or the other, than to mask these leaps with an “authoritative,” detached voice. I sometimes joke that the job of a historian often requires trying to reconstruct the mental states of dead people by reading their mail. Stated as such, it sounds like a fairly unscientific enterprise, and perhaps it is. But such a description of the job emphasizes the role of individual judgment, interpretation, and empathy required to do it.

Harry S. Truman was born in 1884, in western Missouri, the son of a farmer. He was the last American president to not receive a college degree, although he took some classes in both business and law. He served as an artilleryman in World War I and finished the war at the rank of captain. After the war, he briefly worked as a haberdasher, before being elected as a county judge for the first of several terms.

He was chosen, somewhat reluctantly, by the famously corrupt “Pendergast machine” as the Democratic candidate for the Senate in 1934, and he won handily. Despite these murky political origins, he established himself as an unusually upright congressman for the most part, declining to use his office for personal profit. In 1941, he established a special Senate investigatory committee, colloquially known as the Truman Committee, to root out waste, fraud, and war profiteering. His efforts on this front largely sanitized his political record and gave him a strong national profile. In last-minute negotiations at the 1944 Democratic Convention, Truman was chosen by Democratic Party leaders, and Roosevelt, for the vice presidential ticket.

Such are the bare bones of his prepresidential biography. A reader more interested in such matters, and in the nonatomic aspects of Truman’s presidency, is advised to read one of the many excellent Truman biographies that have been written over the years. Even on atomic matters, I have tried to confine the narrative to the questions that interest me most: How did Truman regard the atomic bomb? How did his internal beliefs and feelings about nuclear weapons shape the policy choices of the early Cold War? And, ultimately, how do we resolve the apparent paradox of Truman and the bomb?

I do not intend to portray Truman as either a hero or a villain. Those who want to lionize Truman will find my Truman lacking in many ways: he is frequently ignorant, confused, inattentive, and even, at times, in denial of the facts around him. But those who are looking for an enemy will also be disappointed. My Truman is earnest, humane, and deeply unsure of the right path forward, frequently making difficult decisions with limited foresight, but tending to hew to values that are fairly admirable in their nature.

My hope is that the reader will find my version of Truman to be exceptionally human. He is not so clueless as some of his contemporary critics imagined him (although his first year as president was clearly a struggle), but he was also not so clearheaded in his vision of the world as many of his modern defenders would like to make him out to be. I like to think that Truman himself, if he were in a charitable mood, would recognize much of himself in my depiction of him, even if it is not always flattering. But I believe it is fair.

The reason that I began to make such a study of Truman is not because I care particularly about Truman, the man, nor because I am looking to him for a vindication of my own personal or political beliefs. It is rather because the idiosyncratic and human aspects of Truman, the man, had large impacts on the decisions made by Truman, the president. And Truman, the president, set into motion a vast number of important events. Truman, the president, is the one who made the modern nuclear age, and rooted the personage of the US president to the very core of it.

To be clear, Truman was hardly the only figure involved in many of these decisions, and at times he was extremely peripheral. This is not a “great man” version of history, and the limits of Truman’s ability to shape historical outcomes will be constantly in evidence. But the secretive and centralized nature of atomic policymaking, and the unique role that Truman worked to assign the president in it, meant that his individual beliefs and attitudes about the bomb, however idiosyncratic, had unusual importance and impact.

In a private meeting in 1962, John F. Kennedy noted that “from the point of view of logic there was no reason why the President of the United States should have the decision on whether to use nuclear weapons. History had given him this power.”6

This is a surprisingly frank remark, as this power (known today as “sole authority”) is typically justified by means of logic, law, and interpretations of the Constitution as to the powers of the commander in chief. But Kennedy was correct that this policy was not the product of such justifications. Rather, they have been created to justify a policy decision that was made on very different grounds.

But if I were amending Kennedy’s statement a bit, I would suggest that it was specifically Truman who had given the president this power. And that he had done so for very specific, even personal, reasons.

And so in order to understand the nuclear age, especially as it has played out in the United States, one must first understand Truman—the man, the president, and the paradox.






1

“It Was Very Clear That He Knew Little of the Task into Which He Was Stepping”

On the afternoon of April 12, 1945, eighteen days before the death of Adolf Hitler, President Franklin D. Roosevelt was settling into his day in the “Little White House” in Warm Springs, Georgia. Roosevelt had been going to Warm Springs for years, hoping its therapeutic waters would help with his polio and using it as an excuse to get away from the hustle and bustle of Washington, D.C. After an unprecedented twelve years in the office, Roosevelt deserved a break.

The war in Europe was all but over, but the question of Allied occupation of the former Axis powers remained. Roosevelt was bullish on the idea that the alliance between the United States and the Soviet Union could herald a new era of cooperation and peace. This was despite recent, disturbing news that the Soviet Union’s occupation of Poland seemed to be leading toward its conversion into a vassal state rather than an independent democracy. In what would be one of his last cable telegrams sent, Roosevelt reassured British Prime Minister Winston Churchill that he would “minimize the general Soviet problem as much as possible,” since it was likely to “straighten out” if they remained firm.1

There was, of course, still the question of what to do about Japan. But the war had clearly turned a corner some months before, and Roosevelt was a skilled manipulator and negotiator. He was in the process of composing a speech to be delivered in a few days at the opening of the San Francisco Conference, which would be writing the new United Nations Charter. To those who asked at Warm Springs, he expressed unbounded optimism, suggesting that the war “might end almost any time,” and that “when the European war ends, Japan will collapse almost immediately.”2

But he was also in ill health.

The night before, on the eleventh, an old friend of Roosevelt’s, Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, Jr., called on him. Morgenthau was disturbed at Roosevelt’s state of health as he mixed cocktails. He recorded the moment in his diary that night: “I was terribly shocked when I saw him, and I found that he had aged terrifically and looked very haggard. His hands shook so that he started to knock the glasses over, and I had to hold each glass as he poured out the cocktail.” Roosevelt perked up after two drinks, but Morgenthau found “his memory bad, and he was constantly confusing names.” He noticed that the president had greater difficulty than ever transferring from his wheelchair into another chair.3 Still, Roosevelt stayed up talking with his companions, even listening to a ghost story, before being chided by his physician to go to bed.4

The next afternoon, as Roosevelt sat in one of the cottages at Warm Springs, meeting with visitors, and with his work of the day—piles of letters to read and papers to sign, and signed papers drying—sprawled across the surfaces in the room, a Russian artist, Elizabeth Shoumatoff, began working on a portrait of him. She noticed with delight that the “gray look” his face had had for the past few days had gone away, and that he was “cheerful and full of pep.” She set up her easel, mixed her paint, and began by focusing on capturing the nuances of his eyes, which required Roosevelt to look up from the papers that were captivating him entirely. As a butler entered the room and began setting the table for lunch, the president remarked that they still had fifteen minutes left to work. “As I remember,” the portraitist later recalled, “those were the last words he uttered.” Shortly after, he suddenly ran his hand over his forehead, and then slumped forward, silent. He was carried to his bedroom, while panicked onlookers attempted to summon medical assistance. Shoumatoff later recalled that she heard a “strange sound” from Roosevelt’s room, like a snoring dog, and that she realized that the president was dying. Within the hour, at 3:35 p.m., Roosevelt was pronounced dead from a cerebral hemorrhage.5

The president was gone. Even though Roosevelt’s friends and confidants had noticed his declining health, and few had expected he would serve out his last term, his death was a sudden shock. The news traveled fast: They needed to find the vice president and swear him in.

But finding Harry S. Truman on a Thursday afternoon was easier said than done. Truman was the first vice president ever to have a Secret Service detail assigned to him, which also made him the first vice president to abandon his Secret Service detail.

On this particular Thursday, Truman had run through the basement of the Capitol Building and lost his guards, seeking the “luxury of privacy” through escape from “the ever-present vigil of official protection.”6 He found refuge in the secluded office of Sam Rayburn, the Speaker of the House, on the ground floor of the Capitol. Ostensibly, this was to discuss legislation and policy; in practice, this was the kind of thing that Truman relished doing, because he understood Congress. He knew these people, and he felt important and powerful among them.

He felt none of those things in the White House, where the “importance” of his job seemed to mean that he couldn’t go for a walk like a regular person anymore. In the few months that Truman had been in the role, Roosevelt had been distant. As Truman put it in a letter to his daughter in 1948:


As you know I was Vice President from January 20th, to April 12th, 1945. I was at cabinet meetings and saw Roosevelt once or twice in those months. But he never did talk to me confidentially about the war, or about foreign affairs or what he had in mind for the peace after the war.7



Roosevelt’s first vice president, John Nance Garner, famously described the office as “not worth a bucket of warm piss,” as Roosevelt had kept him at arm’s length the entire term.

The second, Henry Wallace, was a different story. Wallace was a scientifically inclined agronomist of an extremely progressive bent, and Roosevelt allowed him to be an active collaborator in the formation of policy and the overseeing of important work. But Wallace had been taken off the ticket in 1944 by the leaders of the Democratic Party, who considered him too far to the left to succeed Roosevelt in the event that he died mid-term. But Wallace had stayed on as the secretary of commerce.

Truman had been picked for his role by conservative forces within the Democratic Party, who worked overtime in applying pressure to keep Wallace off the ballot. Truman wasn’t entirely thrilled with the nomination himself. He had done well in the Senate. His work had taken on a great wartime importance: As chair of the Senate Special Committee to Investigate the National Defense Program, better known as the Truman Committee, he had sought to save billions of dollars in wasteful or illicit government spending. Such funds could be better spent on winning the actual war.

It was a job he regarded as essentially moral in nature, however political, and it had both brought him to national prominence while also cleansing him of some of the stink of his prior association with the Kansas City Pendergast Machine that had been necessary to break into politics in the first place.8

But now, eighty-two days into his term as vice president, Truman was shaping up to be more like Garner than Wallace. Roosevelt hadn’t chosen him as his running mate—that had been a political compromise. And the two had little in common.

A distinguished artilleryman during World War I, Truman was a straightforward Missouri haberdasher turned judge and senator. Roosevelt was the scion of a powerful New York family who had gone to Groton and Harvard before launching himself into politics at the age of twenty-eight. Truman prided himself on his transparency and moral rectitude; Roosevelt was a born schemer, a man of back rooms and secret conversations. Maybe, with more time, Roosevelt would have found a way to bring Truman into his world. But as it was, he deliberately left him out on all manner of things.

“A Most Urgent Matter”

On the day Roosevelt died, when the White House press secretary finally got through to Truman, at Rayburn’s office, he said very little: “Please come right over,” Truman later recalled the “strained” voice saying, “and come in through the main Pennsylvania Avenue entrance.”9

Truman would later say that he was sure the call signaled something urgent, but his mind did not—or could not—let him imagine what it actually was about. The fact that he was told to use the front entrance, rather than the more private east entrance as Roosevelt had requested him to do in prior meetings, meant that his arrival did not need to be confidential.

Truman found his chauffeur and was driven to the White House main entrance, arriving around 5:25 p.m. He was immediately conveyed to the second-floor study of Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt. Mrs. Roosevelt, who had been in Washington when her husband had died, came forward and put her arm on Truman’s shoulder:

“Harry, the president is dead.”10

Truman was stunned. He offered condolences to the late president’s wife: “Is there anything I can do for you?” He was further stunned by her reply: “Is there anything we can do for you? For you are the one in trouble now.”11

Less than two hours later, a visibly shaken Truman was administered the oath of office from the chief justice of the United States, with Roosevelt’s cabinet, many top governmental administrators and military officials, congressional representatives, and Mrs. Roosevelt as witnesses. He had, in a matter of hours, transformed from the relatively stress-and obligation-free job of vice president to become the thirty-third president of the United States. By his own account, he was not at all prepared for the job.12

Immediately after being sworn in, Truman held his first cabinet meeting. To this group, all of whom had known Roosevelt longer and better than Truman ever could—most of whom regarded him as an old friend—he affirmed his intention to continue on the path that Roosevelt had forged on both domestic and foreign issues. On the war, he said, he had no plans to change direction. Truman spoke of reassuring generalities and continuity; a necessary thing, given the shock and grief of the moment. It was a brief meeting.13

One of those who apprehensively viewed Truman’s swearing in that afternoon was Henry Stimson, Roosevelt’s secretary of war. Stimson was an avid diarist, and he noted with sadness the loss of Roosevelt, lauding the “great foresight and keenness of vision” that he had in matters of foreign policy, “and coming at this period when the war is closing and will I feel sure be succeeded by a period of great confusion of ideas in this country, the loss of his leadership will be most serious.” As for Truman, “No one knows what the new President’s views are—at least I don’t.” Overall, he felt that Truman had made “a pleasant impression” so far, but “it was very clear that he knew little of the task into which he was stepping.”14

Stimson had crossed paths with Truman several times before, when the latter was a senator and head of the Truman Committee. As the secretary of war, Stimson’s job was largely about logistics and procurement, not strategy or military operations. For him, the Truman Committee was a troublesome nuisance: it wasn’t that Stimson was keen on mismanagement, but dealing with congressional investigations, allegations of profiteering, allegations of waste, scandal, and so on, got in the way of the real work that needed to be done to win the war.

Born not long after the Civil War, Stimson was seventy-seven in the spring of 1945 and was considered quite an old man in Washington. Much of his day-to-day work was handled by subordinates. There was really only one matter that kept him from retiring: a secret project that went by several code names. The one that Stimson preferred to use was “S-1,” where the S may have stood in for a common adjective applied to its subject: “special.” We know it better today by another code name: the Manhattan Project, making the atomic bomb.15

Stimson had been involved in the Manhattan Project since its early days. He was, in effect, the highest-level administration official who was regularly kept abreast of the plans to build the first atomic bomb, and a member of the small Top Policy Group, which received updates on its progress. Roosevelt had authorized the work, but Stimson was more concerned with the day-to-day of management and with putting out certain types of political fires.

Truman had been one of those fires. In June 1943, the Truman Committee had heard rumors of a new defense plant being built in rural Washington State, constructed and operated by the DuPont corporation (which was already under investigation for war profiteering). It was, unbeknownst to the senator, the site of what would become a core Manhattan Project facility. To warn him off it, Stimson had called Truman and told him that he would have to “trust me implicitly because I was one of the very few men who knew what it was about and what it was intended for, and I simply couldn’t tell.” Truman, in Stimson’s diary account, was “very nice,” and told Stimson he did trust him.16

Truman’s investigators had, in fact, gotten a vague inkling of what was going on at Hanford. In July, Truman wrote to a local judge that the “tremendous real estate deal” in Washington was “for the construction of a plant to make a terrific explosion for a secret weapon that will be a wonder.”17 It is not clear that Truman really believed or understood this, as just a few months later, despite his pledge to Stimson, Truman sent an investigator to the DuPont site, citing “various rumors sent to him” by another senator. After being confronted, Truman recalled the investigator, but the same day, someone leaked a story to a columnist in The Washington Post claiming that the next project the Truman Committee would be going after “is a half-a-billion-dollar affair in the State of Washington,” and that Stimson’s department was “doing all it can to throw secrecy barriers in Truman’s path.”18

In March 1944, Truman yet again went after the DuPont site, claiming that despite his earlier promise to leave the project alone, five congressmen had complained about the “wasteful manner” in which the project had been undertaken, and threatened to create an entire subcommittee for investigating it should it refuse to let them in.19 Once again, Stimson warned him to back off: “I assure you that this question as to such waste cannot be justly or properly ascertained until the project has been carried out and its necessity and purpose understood. . . . I am merely carrying out the express directions of the President of the United States.”20 Stimson’s letter was polite and officious, but his diary records a deeper fury. “Truman is a nuisance and a pretty untrustworthy man,” he wrote. “He talks smoothly but he acts meanly.”21

Given that nearly all of Stimson’s interactions with him prior to Roosevelt’s death had been headaches, it is hard to imagine that his associations would be positive upon seeing Truman taking the position once held by someone Stimson regarded as both a great man and a friend. But Stimson was judicious, and he regarded Truman in his new role as someone who needed rapid education.

As others left Truman’s first meeting with his cabinet, Stimson lingered. As Truman later recalled it in his memoirs, Stimson quietly told him that he needed to speak to him about “a most urgent matter.” All he felt he could say was that there was a secret project under way, immense in scale, in the process of developing “a new explosive of almost unbelievable destructive power.” If this is actually how it happened, this was Truman’s first official notification that the United States was building an atomic bomb, and it was not much.

“His statement left me puzzled,” Truman later wrote, and it would take some more time before he knew enough to understand “the almost incredible developments that were under way and the awful power that might soon be placed in our hands.”22

Why hadn’t Roosevelt told Truman about the Manhattan Project during the three months in which Truman was his vice president? Roosevelt was cagey and mysterious, even with those in his inner circle, and he did not keep a journal or a diary, which makes it hard to get inside his head after the fact. Perhaps he didn’t yet trust Truman enough. Perhaps he meant to, but underestimated his own lifespan. Perhaps it simply slipped his mind, as Truman occupied little of his thoughts. Perhaps he had himself become too accustomed to the secrecy he had demanded others apply to the Manhattan Project, which he had ordered be “even more drastically guarded than other highly secret war developments.”23

Or perhaps it was the almost childish joy he seemed to find in having key people left out of big secrets. He initially enjoyed deliberately keeping the secretary of the Navy out of the work, and despite his interest in its diplomatic aspects, he did not bring the secretary of state in on it until December 1944 (and only then because the Manhattan Project was beginning to make contracts to secure the uranium and thorium of other nations). He neglected to tell anyone in the United States, it seems, of the agreement he made with British Prime Minister Winston Churchill at Hyde Park in September 1944, in which it was agreed that the atomic bomb might be used against the Japanese, and that their own cooperation would continue after the end of the war.24

Remarkably, Truman’s predecessor as vice president, Henry Wallace, had known about the atomic bomb from very early on as another member of the Top Policy Group, was consulted on its diplomatic implications, and was there at the moment the work transitioned from a research project to a production effort.25

Whatever the reason—if there even was a reason—Roosevelt had not brought Truman into the secret. But given his age, health, and the momentous decisions that would need to be made at the end of the war, it is hard to see Roosevelt’s lack of efforts toward cultivating his successor as anything other than negligent.

When Truman became the president, he inherited Roosevelt’s cabinet and his policies. And in the early period of transition, Truman reassured his cabinet and the nation he intended to carry forward with Roosevelt’s plans and policies, especially regarding the war. But for some matters, this was harder to do than others—for what were Roosevelt’s thoughts about the atomic bomb? Since one of the hallmarks of Roosevelt was his secrecy and personal approach to governance, this is hard to say. This created an opportunity for many to claim to speak for Roosevelt’s goals when they really were speaking about their own.

“Extremely Powerful Bombs of a New Type”

Roosevelt had not simply ordered the atomic bomb into existence. And while he kept abreast of the work in its several stages, he was considerably removed from it and had much else to occupy his mind.

In August 1939, Albert Einstein signed a letter, instigated by and cowritten with his (less famous) colleague Leo Szilard, that was addressed to Roosevelt personally. Einstein and Szilard’s letter expressed a desire to draw the president’s attention to the fact that a “new phenomenon” had been discovered by scientists working in Europe and the United States: the nuclear chain reaction. If harnessed, this would conceivably allow the construction of “extremely powerful bombs of a new type.” These bombs might be large enough to destroy a port, and might be deliverable only by boat because of their great size. The letter did not get into the technical details, other than pointing out that it required uranium—a hitherto unvaluable element that the Germans appeared to be suddenly very interested in.

The letter suggested that Roosevelt create some kind of unofficial liaison between scientists and the government to keep abreast of the research and encourage it along with some funding. This was not a request to build an atomic bomb; it was a request to coordinate existing research with a goal of finding out whether atomic bombs were something that the United States should be worrying about, especially given that the Germans seemed aware of the possibility as well. Given the outcome of the events it would set into motion, the letter was remarkably modest in its request. By the time Roosevelt received the letter, in early October, the Germans had already invaded Poland and plunged Europe into war.26

Roosevelt then set into motion what would eventually become an atomic bomb project. First came the Advisory Committee on Uranium, housed in the National Bureau of Standards. This was essentially an exploratory project, and a loosely organized and underfunded one at best. Eventually this Uranium Committee was absorbed into new agencies tasked with organizing defense scientific research: the National Defense Research Committee in 1940, and its successor, the Office of Scientific Research and Development in 1941. Both had been created by Roosevelt by executive order at the urging of the engineer-administrator Vannevar Bush, the former vice president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, for the purpose of supercharging American military technology.27

Bush was not particularly enthusiastic about the potential of an atomic bomb: the research thus far had been unclear about whether it was even possible to make a practical explosive out of uranium, or what level of effort would be necessary if it was possible. Only one type of uranium, the isotope uranium-235, was capable of taking part in a nuclear chain reaction. The problem was that less than 1 percent of the uranium found in nature was uranium-235; the other 99 percent was uranium-238, which actively inhibited chain reactions. The act of separating uranium-235 from uranium-238, while imaginable, would take a massive industrial effort, if it was possible at all, and it was still unclear how much uranium-235 one might require—it might be as much as tons. There were innumerable other unknowns and challenges. Nuclear reactors that used natural uranium for slower, controlled nuclear chain reactions were probably feasible, but it was hard to see how they would contribute to urgent defense needs.

As late as April 1941, Bush was pretty uncertain that the uranium work was worth more effort than was already being expended:


The great difficulty, of course, is in attempting to estimate at all rationally the probabilities . . . and the amount of emphasis that is now justified. It would be possible to spend a very large amount of money indeed, and yet there is certainly no clear-cut path to defense results of great importance lying open before us at the present time.28



Had this attitude stuck, the program would likely never have gotten off the ground. But independently of the American scientists, British scientists were considering the same questions. They had concluded, in 1941, that it would take only about twenty-five pounds of pure uranium-235 to make a bomb that could “lead to decisive results in the war,” and that it might take only two years and cost £5 million ($20 million) to make the uranium separation plant. They judged this as still too much for their country as it weathered the German Blitz, but thought that the Americans could do it—but so could the Germans.29

They sent their results to the Americans, where they were promptly filed away without discussion by the head of the Uranium Committee. After some time had passed, the British sent an emissary to the United States to find out what had happened, and he succeeded in making several top scientists, including Bush, both enthusiastic and scared about the possibility of atomic bombs in the near future. Coincidentally, this occurred around the same time American scientists had become aware of another possible fuel for such a bomb: plutonium-239, which would be a by-product of running a nuclear reactor. Ultimately, Bush and several other scientists conspired to take control of uranium research, moving the work to a new committee, which they dubbed “S-1.”30

The S-1 Committee was still not a bomb program, but was rather a pilot program, trying to demonstrate, as quickly as possible, that separating uranium-235 from uranium-238 was possible (“enrichment”), and that nuclear reactors (then called “piles”) could really be made. By the summer of 1942, the accelerated program and the changing state of world affairs—the United States had entered World War II after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor the previous December—had convinced Bush that it was time to move from the pilot stage into a crash production program. He recommended to the Top Policy Group that the work of constructing the plants necessary to make the atomic bomb be turned over to the Army. The results, Bush wrote in a cover letter to Roosevelt, were expected to be “extraordinary,” and the first bombs were expected in early 1944.31

Roosevelt approved each and every stage of these accelerations of the program, and personally insisted on its high level of secrecy, telling Bush that he had “no objection to turning over future progress to the War Department on condition that you yourself are certain that the War Department has made all adequate provision for absolute secrecy.”32 When Bush suggested that the United States embrace an all-out, crash effort to build atomic bombs, Roosevelt approved it with characteristic understatement, simply writing, “V.B. OK FDR” on its cover page.33 To do such a thing so casually was itself a sign of Roosevelt’s informal and sometimes autocratic approach to power—with a scrawl, he could move mountains, without oversight or checks.

The work was initially paid out of a “black budget” of funds Roosevelt kept at his disposal, and Roosevelt’s insistence on secrecy seemed to be equal parts habitual instinct and an acknowledgment that this would be a very difficult thing to defend to a skeptical public—or Congress. This became an especially acute need as the original estimates of the cost and speed of the project proved to be dramatically optimistic; it would end up requiring a much more substantial effort in terms of money, resources, and labor than had been anticipated in 1942, and the weapon would of course not be ready until the late summer of 1945.34

The assignment to build the bomb was given to the Army Corps of Engineers, the branch of the military concerned with large-scale construction. They initially approached it as an effort to build several large factories, but the work transformed swiftly into a secret military empire unto itself, deliberately separate from the rest of the war effort. The original headquarters of the operation was in New York, near the offices of the major industrial contractors of the Northeast, and per Army standards was given a geographical designation: the Manhattan Engineer District. Generally, as the scope of the work increased, the entire effort became simply known as the Manhattan Project.35

Roosevelt gave few indications about how he thought the atomic bomb would eventually be used. His primary interest in the topic focused frequently on matters of diplomacy, treating the atomic bomb as an instrument of negotiation more than as a military weapon. It was for him, it seems, primarily an advantage that the United States might have that would tilt things in its favor in the future, a secret bit of leverage that could be used in dealings with other nations, friend and foe alike.36

Most of Roosevelt’s deepest involvements and statements of intent about the atomic project required discussions he had with Winston Churchill. The British had spurred on the American program, but were desperately afraid of being left out of the imagined atomic abundance that would follow. Most of Roosevelt’s advisers saw no reason to deeply involve the British in the work once it truly got started, as the US quickly outpaced the British effort once they began spending thousands of times more resources per day than the British had allocated to their program’s annual budget.37

But Churchill thoroughly charmed Roosevelt, and Roosevelt seemed to enjoy being charmed. One suspects that, friendship and common language aside, Roosevelt saw the Anglo-American alliance as key to the US having an exceptionally strong hand in Europe once the current conflict was over, and that his willingness to bring the British into the American atomic effort was tinged with a desire to make the British dependent on American largesse and grateful for the support in their time of need. At a conference in August 1943, Roosevelt and Churchill signed what became known as the Quebec Agreement, a remarkable document that none of Roosevelt’s advisers thought was a good idea. It stipulated that the two programs would be joined at the hip, not only sharing a “complete interchange of information and ideas” and divvying up the world’s uranium supplies between them, but agreeing not to use the weapons on any other nation without mutual consent.38

A year later, in September 1944, Roosevelt and Churchill met again and secretly agreed to another sweeping document. Known as the Hyde Park Aide-Mémoire, it affirmed that the US-UK collaboration would continue after the defeat of Japan “unless and until terminated by joint agreement.” It also agreed that “when a ‘bomb’ is finally available, it might perhaps, after mature consideration, be used against the Japanese, who should be warned that this bombardment will be repeated until they surrender.”39 As already mentioned, Roosevelt did not inform any American about this document at all during his lifetime, and had not even told his secretary of state about the Manhattan Project at this point.40

The Hyde Park Aide-Mémoire is one of the only contemporary documents that sheds some light on Roosevelt’s thoughts about the wartime use of the bomb: that it “might perhaps” be used against Japan. A few days after it was signed, in a conference that included Vannevar Bush, Roosevelt openly asked whether the intention was to actually use the bomb against Japan, or to let it only be tested and then “used only as a threat.” Bush actively sought to avoid Roosevelt making any decision on the matter at that time.41

There is only one other known instance of Roosevelt regarding the atomic bomb as an actual, usable weapon. On December 30, 1944, Roosevelt had a meeting with Stimson and the military head of the Manhattan Project, Major General Leslie Groves. Groves would later claim that at this meeting Roosevelt inquired as to whether an atomic bomb might be ready to use against Germany, in the context of Roosevelt’s horror at the high human cost of the Battle of the Bulge. The answer was no: it would be over half a year before there was enough nuclear fuel for even a single bomb, and by that time Germany was expected to be out of the picture.42

Such is the sparse record of Roosevelt’s intentions about the bomb. It is a meager record to go on. And during this time period, scientific estimates about the explosive potential of the first atomic bombs were themselves radically changing from high estimates to low estimates to desperate uncertainty. So Roosevelt “might perhaps” have decided to use the bomb against the Japanese, just as he might have ordered its use against Germany had it been available earlier. But anyone claiming, then or now, to have fully understood what Roosevelt would have done with the atomic bomb in the summer and fall of 1945 is reading meaning out of almost nothing at all.

Truman’s pledge to continue Roosevelt’s plan for the use of the atomic bomb was doomed to fail, as Roosevelt apparently had no such plan. But while Roosevelt might not have had a definite strategy in his mind, he at least had several years to weigh the significance of the atomic bomb. Truman had no such opportunity. And so on the first day of his presidency, those in the government who knew about the atomic bomb could have known no more of Truman’s views on it than Truman himself could have.

The morning after Truman was sworn in, Stimson and the top military generals and admirals all met with him at the White House. Truman expressed gratitude for the work they’d done so far, and affirmed that he intended no changes. He then received a briefing on the progress of the war on its many fronts, to which Truman “listened intently.” Stimson came away with a favorable view of the new president: “He made the impression on me of a man who is willing and anxious to learn and to do his best, but who was necessarily laboring with the terrific handicap of coming into such an office where the threads of information were so multitudinous that only long previous familiarity could allow him to control them.”

But as he left with General George C. Marshall, Marshall pointed out something that gave Stimson pause: “We shall not know what he is really like until the pressure begins to be felt.”43






2

“Modern Civilization Might Be Completely Destroyed”

By the end of his first day as president, it appears that Truman finally knew something about the atomic bomb. But he did not know much about it.

Stimson needed to get Truman up to speed. But Truman had plenty of other things to occupy his attention in his first weeks as president. The spectacle of Roosevelt’s funeral gave way to an endless stream of meetings and briefings relating to every aspect of the war, and foreign relations were part of it. The sudden change from the relatively placid role of vice president to picking up Roosevelt’s job midterm was a hard one for Truman, as those around him observed.

And so it was not until two weeks later that Stimson arranged for a longer meeting to give Truman his first substantive briefing on the atomic bomb. Also in attendance with Stimson would be General Groves, the military head of the project and its chief architect. Groves later recalled that he and Stimson felt some anxiety, a “diffidence,” over informing Truman about the project. They were afraid that Truman would remember Stimson’s attempts to exclude him from knowledge of the work when he was investigating as a senator. There was a fear, Groves said in an interview years later, that Truman might respond with a negative attitude: “Maybe the President would make some rather severe comments to us about, ‘well, now I wish you had let me look into this earlier. I’d have known a lot more about it. I’d have been better prepared for any other number of things.’”1

But clearly, informing the new president about it was now unavoidable. On April 25, 1945, Stimson entered the White House through its front door, as befitted the secretary of war. Groves was snuck in through the back and underground tunnels, so that the then obscure officer could avoid being seen by journalists, who might speculate on his sudden importance.2

Stimson began the meeting with Truman privately, in the Oval Office, while Groves lurked outside the room, waiting for his cue. The secretary of war had labored over producing a memo that he felt would grab the new president’s potentially scattered attention.

“Within four months,” it started, “we shall in all probability have completed the most terrible weapon ever known in human history, one bomb of which could destroy a whole city.” The United States was, he explained, going to be uniquely in control of such a weapon “for some years.” But it was clear that this situation would only be temporary: the science the bomb was based on was widely known both within and outside the United States.

In the future, even small countries, and potentially even well-organized “groups,” could acquire and threaten to use such weapons to great effect against much more powerful nations. The world would be at the mercy of such a weapon: “In other words, modern civilization might be completely destroyed.”

But while ultimate destruction might lie down one path, ultimate salvation might lie down the other. “If the problem of the proper use of this weapon can be solved,” Stimson’s memo concluded, “we would have the opportunity to bring the world into a pattern in which the peace of the world and our civilization can be saved.” Ultimately the United States had a “certain moral responsibility” for the fate of the world, for good or for ill.3

Quite a message; the sort of thing that might seem fantastic from any other source. Stimson reported in his diary that Truman read the memo carefully and was “very much interested in it.”4 We don’t know, and we can’t know, whether Truman really believed it could all be true. With our eight decades of hindsight, it is easy to see Stimson’s memo as remarkably forward-looking, if perhaps naïve about the possibilities of a true peace being forged out of the nuclear threat. But Truman was from the Show Me State, and the Manhattan Project had little yet to show for its efforts. There were promises, bold claims, and an expensive price tag—but no weapons.

If anything, it would be more surprising if Truman really believed everything Stimson told him, rather than if he did not. There was, among the small group of people who knew about the project but were not deeply invested in its success, a considerable skepticism that the bomb would even work, much less change the entire international order. There were already insinuations in Washington that the vast expenditures on this single project were possibly a bad gamble, and that perhaps Stimson was being hoodwinked by scientists who would want to “continue a project rather than concede its failure.”5

Having concluded his memo on the deeper significance of the bomb, Stimson produced General Groves from the anteroom. Groves was a gruff, portly, West Point–trained engineer who had run the project with an iron hand under the auspices of the US Army Corps of Engineers since 1942. He was famously shrewd about the acquisition of power. His promotion from colonel had been a condition of his taking the job, and he had maneuvered to get the Manhattan Project the top wartime priority rating early on. He was tough on his subordinates, a micromanager, and a known bully. Groves’s second-in-command, Kenneth Nichols, later described him as “the biggest S.O.B. I have ever worked for”:


He is most demanding. He is most critical. He is always a driver, never a praiser. He is abrasive and sarcastic. He disregards all normal organizational channels. He is extremely intelligent. He has the guts to make timely, difficult decisions. He is the most egotistical man I know.6



Nichols meant this as praise, because this was what it took to get the job done: “If I had to do my part of the atomic bomb project over again and had the privilege of picking my boss I would pick General Groves.” But by no accounts was Groves an easy person to work with.

At his first meeting with the president, Groves brought a twenty-four-page status report entitled “Atomic Fission Bombs.” The bulk of it was technical in nature. It contained a pocket history of the effort, emphasizing that Roosevelt had been personally informed and aware of every phase of the project, and that its massive budgetary outlay—some $1.5 billion at that moment, estimated to be $1.95 billion by the end of June—was both supported and justified. If Truman was going to stay on the path that Roosevelt had forged, in other words, he had to stay with the Manhattan Project.7

Groves explained that the project was expecting to produce bombs with a possible explosive equivalent of between 5,000 and 20,000 tons of TNT, with future weapons possibly as explosive as 100,000 tons of TNT. The bombs were to be powered by one of two exotic substances: plutonium (“a new element not found in nature”) and uranium-235. Here, Groves gave Truman—whose knowledge on modern physics was likely nil—a small primer on atoms, isotopes, subatomic particles, and, ultimately, nuclear fission, the splitting of heavy atoms. The bombs would be powered by the nuclear chain reaction, which was predicated on nuclear fission, which was predicated on the exotic fuels.

The expense of the project, and the reason why the Army Corps of Engineers was involved, was because of the construction necessary to build the industrial-scale facilities needed to produce these exotic fuels in kilogram quantities. Massive factories had been erected at a secret site in Oak Ridge, Tennessee, to strip and concentrate atoms of the rare isotope uranium-235 from the much more common type of uranium found in nature, uranium-238. Almost a continent away, in Hanford, Washington, three industrial-size nuclear reactors had been built in order to irradiate uranium, which would generate plutonium. Massive, remote-operated chemical facilities were also provided to strip the plutonium out of the fiendishly radioactive nuclear waste the reactors produced. (This, of course, was the DuPont facility that had been the cause of so much grief between Truman and Stimson.) These two facilities alone were employing some eighty-five thousand people at the moment Groves spoke with Truman, and there were dozens of other Manhattan Project–affiliated sites spread throughout the country, and even overseas.

The bombs themselves were being designed and fabricated at a “highly secret research and experimental laboratory” in New Mexico, known as Los Alamos. There were, Groves explained, two types of atomic bomb, one for each kind of fuel. The “gun-type” bomb could use uranium-235 as its fuel, shooting one piece into another to form an explosive critical mass. At that moment, the scientists guessed this would result in an explosion equivalent to 8,000 to 20,000 tons of TNT. The other design, the “implosion-type” bomb, was the only one that would work with plutonium and was much more complicated. It involved using specially shaped and precisely triggered high explosives to physically compress a solid metal sphere of plutonium to a higher density, which would make it supercritical and explosive. Groves acknowledged that the work on implosion was more difficult, and their present estimates were that it would yield “only” 4,000 to 6,000 tons of TNT equivalent per bomb, but he expressed confidence that once perfected, it would ultimately be the better approach.

The plan was to have a gun-type bomb ready to use around August 1, 1945. The design and physics were so straightforward that they did not think they would need a proof test before its combat use. After the first one, it would take two more months to produce each additional gun-type bomb. The difficulties associated with the implosion design made its timeline less certain, but it was hoped that one could be tested that July, with a second ready for either a follow-up test or combat use in early August. By the end of August, they expected to have a new plutonium implosion bomb ready every ten days.

As for how they would be used, Groves’s report claimed that “the target is and was always expected to be Japan.” Beyond that, there were no details, as the operational planning for actual combat missions, and importantly, the choice of targets, had not yet really begun.

Groves’s report also explained the origins of the project, emphasizing Roosevelt’s personal involvement. He did not, curiously, resort to the standard story that it was born out of an intense fear of a Nazi atomic bomb. While indicating that until recently, there was every reason to think that the Germans were working feverishly
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