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Welcome to the second September 

session of the Dr. Harold C. Deutsch 

World War II History Round Table. 
Tonight’s speaker is Garrett Graff, the author of 

The Devil Reached Toward the Sky. He will 

discuss how the secret construction of the facilities 

at Oak Ridge, Hanford, and Sandia supported the 

Manhattan Project and brought the US into the 

Atomic Age. 

The story of the creation of the atomic bombs 

dropped on Japan in August 1945 began in 

Europe. In 1937, a team of German scientists, 

headed by physicists Otto Hahn and Fritz 

Strassman, were reported to be far ahead of 

anyone else in research into nuclear energy. In 

1938, they succeeded in splitting an atom by 

bombarding it with a stream of neutrons. They 

called this process fission and remained unaware 

they were on the brink of developing the most 

powerful weapon ever known. 

In 1939, Hitler and his generals had no 

objections to Hahn and Strassman publishing their 

findings. Albert Einstein, formerly director of the 

Kaiser Wilhelm Institute, had fled Germany 

because of his Jewish ancestry. Reading Hahn and 

Strassman’s work, he became very concerned at 

the thought of Hitler having atomic weapons. He 

signed a letter, written by fellow émigré, 

Hungarian physicist Leon Szilard, to President 

Franklin Roosevelt in 1939 explaining the nature 

of the danger and urging the US government to 

develop its own atomic bomb. 

After the invasion of Poland, the Nazi 

leadership became aware of the military potential of 

nuclear energy and banned the export of uranium 

and tried to import the element from the Belgian 

Congo, the principal source of uranium. They took 

over Norway’s large electrolysis plant at Vemork, 

which produced Europe’s only supply of deuterium 

oxide, “heavy water,” a prime ingredient for the 

creation of an atomic bomb. The Germans began 

conducting nuclear energy experiments at the L-IV 

reactor in Leipzig. On 23 June 1942, that reactor 

exploded. Hitler failed to appreciate either its limits 

or the research still necessary to develop a weapon. 

In early February 1944, the US 8th Air Force 

heavily bombed the Norwegian heavy water plant 

at Vemork. Germany’s atom bomb program was 

damaged beyond recovery. 

On 15 September 1941, Professor Werner 

Heisenberg, a leader of the German nuclear 

program, came to Copenhagen to ask his friend 

Niels Bohr, a prominent physicist, a perplexing 

question. Was it morally correct for a physicist to 

engage in the development of an ultimate weapon, 

even in wartime? Bohr replied with a question: 

Did Heisenberg mean that the Germans believed in 

the feasibility of such a weapon? Sadly, he said, 

“yes”. The encounter left Bohr deeply shocked. He 

told the Danish underground he feared the 

Germans were close to developing a nuclear 

bomb. The underground contacted British MI-6 

who passed the information to the US. 

On 2 December 1942, Enrico Fermi, a refugee 

from fascist Italy, produced the first controlled 

atomic chain reaction in an improvised laboratory 

under the spectator stands at Stagg Field at the 

University of Chicago. This led to the start of the 

top-secret Manhattan Project in the United States.  

The US Army Corp of Engineers created a 

web of facilities across the country to build the 

hoped-for weapon. The major Manhattan Project 

sites covered over 15 states in the United States 

and Canada: the Clinton Energy Works in Oak 

Ridge, Tennessee where the enrichment of 

uranium occurred; the University of Chicago 

where the first successful chain reaction took 

place; the Hanford Energy Works in Richland, 

Washington where the processing of plutonium 

began; and finally, Los Alamos, New Mexico 

where the bomb was designed under the direction 

of J. Robert Oppenheimer. The larger sites like 

Oak Ridge, Hanford, and Los Alamos were self-

contained, restricted cities for the workers. 

The war in Europe ended before the United 

States finished the atomic bomb, but the Japanese 

still fought on. Japanese military leaders had no 

illusions that they could win the war. Instead, they 

developed a strategy designed to raise the cost of 

victory so high as to force the United States to 

negotiate more generous terms for Japan’s 

surrender.  

Deeply held cultural beliefs in Japanese racial 

and national superiority reinforced their 

intransigence. Since the Japanese islands were 

formed in the mists of time, when the goddess 

Amaterasu dropped her naginata lance, Japan had 

never been successfully invaded, but in 1945 the 

unthinkable invasion became inevitable.  

On the American side, Allied war planners 

faced the reality that defeat after defeat only made 

Japanese resistance more tenacious and 

determined. Peleliu and Iwo Jima were shockingly 

expensive, but the defense of Okinawa, including 

ferocious kamikaze attacks and other more costly 

defensive tactics, resulted in Americans suffering 

over 75,000 casualties including over 20,000 

killed in action.  

In the summer of 1945, with Japan under 

relentless bombing attack, both American and 

Japanese leaders worked out their plans for the 

cataclysmic Battle for Japan. Behind the scenes 

while many Japanese leaders and diplomats tried 

to find any alternative path that yielded an 

honorable Japanese surrender, military planners 

prepared to put every Japanese man, woman, and 

child directly into the fight to defend the country. 

Thousands of airplanes with fuel and bombs had 

been carefully hidden for vast kamikaze air strikes. 

Suicidal attacks using mini submarines, suicide 

bomber frogmen, human guided torpedoes, women 

and children trained to run at American tanks with 

explosives, teenagers being taught spear fighting 

against the American forces – the depth and extent 
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of Japanese defensive plans were astonishingly 

comprehensive and on a scale that dwarfed the 

defense of Iwo Jima or Okinawa.  

American intelligence reached the depressing 

conclusion that while elements in the Japanese 

political system sought an end to the war, the 

rigidity and cultural chauvinism ensured that the 

Japanese military leadership would never willingly 

make peace. As a result, planners of OPERATION 

DOWNFALL (OLYMPIC and CORONET) 

projected that hundreds of thousands of Americans 

and millions of Japanese would be killed and 

millions more wounded in a conflict that might 

last another two years.  

The successful detonation of a nuclear fission 

device – “TRINITY” – at Alamogordo, New 

Mexico in July 1945 blindingly illuminated the 

Chihuahua Desert and offered an alternative to the 

grim death numbers of OPERATION 

DOWNFALL. President Truman was delighted to 

have secured a firm commitment from Josef Stalin 

for the Soviets to intervene against Japan by 15 

August 1945 as a way of sharing the casualty load. 

At the same time, Truman increasingly distrusted 

Stalin and did not want any greater Soviet 

presence in Japan than necessary. In addition, 

horrified by the casualty forecasts, Truman 

approved the recommendation of the Joint Chiefs 

to use the available atomic weapons against Japan 

as soon as possible in hopes of mitigating the 

casualties for both Americans and Japanese. 

Japanese peace seekers frustrated by the Allies’ 

“Unconditional Surrender” policy supported 

Emperor Hirohito who, following the devastation 

wrought by “Little Boy” and “Fat Man” and 

Truman’s promise of even more to come, and the 

Soviet invasion of Manchuria, decided to 

surrender and end the war. In asking his people “to 

endure the unendurable” Hirohito prevented the 

annihilation of Japan.  

At the time, the decisive use of nuclear 

weapons was greeted with relief by the American 

forces mustering for the coming tremendously 

costly battles of OPERATION DOWNFALL – “the 

answer to our fighting boys’ prayer” as the song 

went, or as Paul Fussell wrote "Thank God for the 

Atomic Bomb." Many of the "Baby-Boomer" 

generation owe their births to the atomic bomb 

since their fathers did not perish in the invasion. 

The present-day revulsion and political 

opprobrium attached to Truman’s use of the 

bombs have less to do with a grasp of the 

historical circumstances, and more to do with the 

simplification of the moral questions not involved 

beyond “good” or “bad.” 

FURTHER READINGS:  
Garrett M. Graff, The Devil Reached Toward the 

Sky (New York: Avid Reader Press, 2025). 
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Denise Kiernan, The Girls of Atomic City: the 

Untold Story of the Women who Helped Win 

World War II (New York: Touchstone, 2013). 

Phillips Payson O'Brien, How the War Was Won 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).  

Jon Hunner, Inventing Los Alamos: The Growth of 

an Atomic Community (Norman, OK: University 
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Announcements: 
Twin Cities Civil War Round Table – 20 Oct. 2026– 

“Life and Death at Swope Manor,”– Historic Ft. 

Snelling! www.tccwrt.com – e-mail: 

info@tccwrt.com  

Minnesota Military Museum, Camp Ripley, 21702 

Haven Road, Little Falls, MN 56345. 320-616-6050. 

http://www.mnmilitarymuseum.org.  
8th AF Historical Society of MN, Place TBA, 2nd & 

4th Wednesdays at 1100. https://www.8thmn.org. 

Wings of the North – Eden Prairie- 952-746-6100 - 

www.wotn.org  

Friends of Ft. Snelling - www.fortsnelling.org 

Alliance Française 612-332-0436 - www.afmsp.org 

Friends of the National WW II Memorial – 

http://www.wwiimemorialfriends.org.US  

Pittsburg Veterans Breakfast Club 

- http://www.vbcphg.org. 

Western Naval Historical Association –info@wnha.net 

WWII Discussion Forum – wwiidf.org 

History Happy Hour - Sundays, 3 pm - 

www.historyhappyhour.com 

CAF - Commemorative Air Force - 651-455-6942 -

www.cafmn.org 

Honor Flight - Jerry Kyser - 651-338-2717 - 

jkyser45@gmail.com 

We need volunteers to drive our veterans to 

and from meetings. Please contact Don Patton 

at cell 612-867-5144 or coldpatton@yahoo.com 

Round Table Schedule 2026 – 2027 

13 Oct.  Special Operations 

27 Oct. ABMC Military Cemeteries 

10 Nov. Ike and Winston 

8 Dec. Pearl Harbor – 85 years on 

2027 

12 Jan. East Front: Guderian’s Panzers 

9 Feb. War in Yugoslavia 

9 Mar. China-Burma-India: Stilwell 

23 Mar. “The Dangerous Shore” 

13 Apr. Fall of the Philippines – 85 years on 

27 Apr. Naval Battles of World War II 

11 May Patton: January – December 1945 

The Round Table is a 501(c)3 nonprofit. 

We would greatly appreciate your  

supporting the HCDWW2HRT.  
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Vemork Power Station, Rjukan, Norway, 1943 
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