
One cannot look across the long,
seemingly endless rows of crosses
and Stars of David that dot the
cemeteries at Omaha Beach, St.

James, and elsewhere in Europe and the Pa-
cific without a sense of the terrible cost of
victory in World War II. The cold stone
memorials underscore the ages of those
whose lives war cut short at eighteen, twenty,
twenty-four, thirty years—men who never
again saw their families and homes. And as
each year passes fewer and fewer visitors
come to these lonely corners of America.

As the past recedes from memory to
words printed on a page, historians will start
to depict victory in that terrible conflict in
soft, ill-measured words. They will suggest
that our efforts were nothing more than the
reverse side of a coin—that in fact there was
little moral worth to the Allied cause, that
for every German or Japanese war crime

there were similar American or British crimes
(a Hamburg, Berlin, or Dresden), the refusal
to bomb the rail lines to Auschwitz, the star-
vation of German POWs at the war’s end, or
Hiroshima—undoubtedly this summer we
will hear ceaseless comments about drop-
ping the atomic bomb on Japan as a “crime
against humanity.” 

These purveyors of moral equivalence
are wrong. It is well that we realize, in con-
sidering its human cost, why the war was
fought and why there is a moral dimension
to the Allied victory. Perhaps nothing delin-
eates the character of World War II better
than the ambitions and actions of our oppo-
nents. Adolf Hitler aimed, in the words of
one historian, at nothing short of “a biologi-
cal world revolution”—the conquest of Eu-
rope and beyond, the enslavement of Slavs,
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the elimination of all differently abled, the
extermination of European and possibly
world Jewry, and the creation of a great
Aryan empire that would rule from Gibraltar

to the Urals and last “a
thousand years.” 1 Japanese
objectives were perhaps
less coherent, but propa-
ganda about a “Greater
East Asian Co-prosperity
Sphere” suggests a dra-

matic plan to restructure Asia—including
the enslavement of much of China, an effort
that if not equal to the viciousness of Hitler’s
“New Order” certainly did result in extraor-
dinary crimes against humanity.

Thus, behind the murderous execution
of operational campaigns came ideological
and racial baggage in both the European and

Pacific theaters that made the war
phenomenal even in the long, vio-
lent history of the human race. Ger-
man attacks on Warsaw, Rotterdam,
London, and Belgrade were out-and-
out attempts to intimidate opponents
into surrendering through the whole-
sale murder of civilians by airpower;
and the Luftwaffe was highly success-
ful, killing 17,000 Serbs in a single
day.2 In the late 1930s the Japanese
lacked the capabilities for strategic
bombing, but the “Rape of Nanking”
illustrates Tokyo’s contempt for inter-
national law and the treatment of
civilians at the outset of what eventu-
ally turned into its war against every
ethnic group in Asia.

Moreover, from the outset Ger-
man forces displayed a callousness
toward both civilians and prisoners
of war that represented a sharp break
with the practices of World War I.
The killing of over a hundred British
POWs at Le Paradis in May 1940 was
the first in a series of incidents in-
volving the Waffen SS.3 The execu-
tion of Canadians by the murderous
juvenile delinquents of the 12th SS
Panzer Division, Hitler Jugend,4 the

slaughter of French civilians at Oradour-sur-
Glan by troops of the 2nd SS Panzer Division,
Das Reich,5 and the slaying of Americans at
Malmedy by Peiper’s SS troops in late 1944 6

typified behavior among Hitler’s ideological
legions in the west. The east was another
matter. As Waffen SS soldiers told the inter-
viewer Max Hastings, Oradour-sur-Glan was
small potatoes compared to what had hap-
pened in the east.

But the largest military crime—one that
makes other incidents pale into insignifi-
cance—was the treatment of Soviet POWs by
the Wehrmacht, not the SS. By the end of the
1941 campaign, the Germans claimed to
have captured over 3.6 million Soviets in the
great encirclement battles of Operation Bar-
barossa.7 What ensued was a calculated pol-
icy of starvation and murder, of which the
infamous commissar order represented only
the tip of the iceberg.8

Field Marshal Keitel received a memo
in March 1942 indicating that of the ap-
proximately 3.6 million POWs captured in
operations against the Soviet Union barely
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Intersection in Tokyo
(Japan, 1946) by Hans
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a hundred thousand were fit to work. The
vast majority had already perished from
starvation, exposure, or disease.9 By 1945
only a hundred thousand of the Soviets
captured in 1941 had survived the maltreat-
ment inflicted on them in work camps.
Throughout the war, particularly in the
1941 campaign, the German army was de-
lighted to undertake “special action” (Son-
derbehandlungen) against East European
Jews.10 Beyond the villainy of the military
lay the ferocious crimes of the Nazi regime
that resulted in the extermination of 6 mil-
lion Jews solely on the basis of their race,
the murder of 3 million Poles, and the
death of more than 25 million Soviet citi-
zens—a record unequalled even by Stalin
and Mao. 

Japanese crimes in the Pacific never
reached the levels of German atrocities,
though not for lack of trying. The “Rape of
Nanking” set the standard for the Imperial
Army’s conduct in China. Throughout the
war the Japanese carried out extensive exper-
iments in biological warfare, including live
vivisections and dropping bubonic agents on
Chinese villages.11 One suspects, given the
lack of control which Tokyo exercised, that
the military would have unleashed terrible

plagues in China if it had developed the ca-
pabilities.12 What Japan did inflict more gen-
erally on occupied Korea and China has yet
to be fully examined by historians.

Thus, there was a moral as well as a
strategic dimension to the war that the Allies
waged in Europe and Asia. Unfortunately,
only Churchill among the leaders of Western
democracies had recognized in the 1930s
that Nazi Germany represented a strategic as
well as a moral threat to the survival of de-
mocratic values and regimes. But conven-
tional wisdom had considered his views old
fashioned and no longer relevant in a world
where intelligent people recognized that war
was no longer an instrument of statecraft.
Even Churchill’s stirring words after the ru-
inous Munich agreement could not shake
the government or citizens out of the com-
placent belief that surrendering Czechoslo-
vakia “had achieved peace in our time.” The
British continued a policy of appeasement
for six months and refused to mobilize for
the coming struggle. Because Europe was so
far away American policymakers were even
less willing to recognize the threat and sup-
port measures needed to prepare the Nation.
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Fortunately, geography and the enemy’s
stupidity permitted the Anglo-American
powers to escape the full consequences of
their folly. When France fell in 1940,
Britain’s position seemed hopeless. It was
not. Churchill galvanized the will of a na-
tion outraged by aggression.13 Fighter Com-
mand, under Air Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding,
provided that measure of effectiveness to
keep Britain in the war and allow the United
States more than a year to repair its consid-
erable military deficiencies.

In 1941 the Germans turned a favorable
situation against themselves. First they
launched a great racial crusade against the
Soviet Union, one that aimed not only at
the extermination of Jews but the enslave-
ment of Slavic peoples on Soviet territory.

Ironically, the ferocity and ruthlessness with
which the Nazis waged ideological war drove
the Soviet peoples to support Stalin’s crimi-
nal regime which many of them would have
been delighted to overthrow. 

In the end Barbarossa also foundered on
intelligence misestimates and logistic mis-
takes that still take one’s breath away. An
August 1941 quotation from the diary of
General Franz Halder, chief of the general
staff, suggests the extent of the Nazi intelli-
gence failure:

The whole situation makes it increasingly plain
that we have underestimated the Russian colossus,
who consistently prepared for war with that utterly
ruthless determination so characteristic of totalitarian
states. . . . At the outset of the war, we reckoned with
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about 200 enemy divisions. Now we have counted
360. These divisions are not armed and equipped ac-
cording to our standards, and their tactical leadership
is often poor. But there they are, and if we smash a
dozen of them, the Russians simply put up another
dozen. The time factor favors them, as they are near
their resources, while we are moving farther and far-
ther from ours. And so our troops . . . are subject to the
incessant attacks of the enemy.14

The logistic mistakes accumulated from
the first step into Russia to wreck what little

chance the Germans might
have had to overthrow
Stalin’s regime in 1941.
Quite simply, even as win-
ter approached in Novem-
ber 1941 and every step in
the advance on Moscow
prevented the Germans

from building up supply dumps to meet the
trials of a Russian winter or even from mov-
ing winter clothes to the front, Halder could
only idly hope that perhaps it would not
snow until January.15

The evidence suggests that the Japanese
surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, followed
shortly by Hitler’s declaration of war on the
United States, sealed the fate of the Axis.
Certainly that was how Churchill saw the
strategic situation in December 1941 before
meeting with Roosevelt in Washington. But
whatever economic and military advantages
America, Britain, and the Soviet Union had
over Germany, Japan, and Italy, victory
could only come after great land, sea, and
air campaigns with terrible casualties. Given
the nature of the opposition, there was no
other road. 

Moreover, the defeat of the Axis re-
quired the use of force in a fashion that
more squeamish times—when the funda-
mental survival of the West was less directly
threatened—have found repugnant. The
combined bomber offensive against Ger-
many is perhaps the prime example; critics
of that great Anglo-American effort have
seized on its supposed immorality in killing
and maiming hundreds of thousands of “in-
nocent” Germans as well as its supposed lack
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of effect. In fact, that effort was not pretty; it
did lead to the death of civilians. And it did
not reach the over-optimistic goals which its
advocates had intended. 

But the bomber offensive was essential
to winning the war in Europe: it broke the
back of the Luftwaffe, and without that
achievement it is doubtful whether Allied
forces would have made a lodgement on the
French coast.16 It wrecked the transport sys-
tem, a key element in the success of the Nor-
mandy landings. It diverted more than
10,000 high velocity anti-aircraft guns and
half a million soldiers to the defense of the
Reich—assets that would definitely have
played a more useful role on the battlefield.
It had a direct impact on the morale of Ger-
man civilians, although how that impact ac-
tually translated into an Allied advantage is
difficult to calculate. It wrecked the German
oil industry and from summer 1944 on had
a significant impact on the mobility of Ger-
man ground forces.17 Finally, the destruction
that it wreaked on the transportation net-
work in fall and winter of 1944 prevented

the Nazis from making a last stand among
the ruins of the Thousand Year Reich.18 Con-
sequently, it is clear that the strategic bomb-
ing of Germany was as vital to victory as the
battles on the Eastern Front, or the struggle
to control the sea lanes of the North At-
lantic, or Allied ground operations in West-
ern Europe after June 6. There was nothing
pretty or redeeming about the effort itself;
but there was no other choice.

Similarly, when it comes to dropping
the atomic bomb on Japan, one must look
beyond the horror of that event to examine
what other courses of action were available.
The argument that the enemy was ready to
surrender at that point in the war, to put it
bluntly, is virtually unsupported by the evi-
dence except in unrealistic proposals that
the Japanese foreign ministry sent to
Moscow but which it was careful not to in-
form its military masters about because of
the consequences. 

By August 1945 the American military
had determined on an invasion of the Home
Islands that would begin with Kyushu. The
estimates provided by MacArthur’s com-
mand appear to have been unrealistic in
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light of Okinawa and Iwo Jima, especially
when intelligence already indicated that the
Japanese were concentrating most of their
forces on Kyushu along southern beaches
where landings would occur.19 But even
MacArthur’s estimates, however low they ap-
pear in retrospect (approximately 40,000
killed and 200,000 total casualties), were
equivalent to the casualty level suffered by
the Army from Normandy to the Bulge.20 As
one historian pointed out, any President
who allowed U.S. forces to suffer such casu-
alties without first using the atomic bomb
would have faced immediate impeachment
given the political realities of 1945.21

But the most terrible results of a refusal
by America to use the bomb would have im-
pacted on the Japanese themselves. Fighting
on Kyushu would have visited a terrible fate
on that island’s peasant population, and not
only would the fighting have killed tens of
thousands, but starvation in the Home Is-
lands as well as mass suicides aided and
abetted by the Japanese military (as hap-
pened on Okinawa) would have swollen the

number of civilian casualties. Finally, one
might also note that prolonged combat on
Kyushu would undoubtedly have resulted in
Soviet operations against Hokaido and per-
haps the main island itself with a resulting
Soviet zone of occupation in the north that
would have had a devastating impact on
post-war Japan.

The terrible war on which the survival of
democracy depended did not halt the endless
struggles that Thucydides foretold in The
Peloponnesian War; but democratic values sur-
vived and, under the leadership of the
United States, those values were maintained
throughout another great contest that lasted
almost to the end of this century. But the
great victories of 1945 and 1989 were attrib-
utable to the will of America to defend its
values and traditions with the lives of its
young men and women. The long white
rows of markers in Arlington and cemeteries
across Europe and the Pacific bear mute testi-
mony to that courage and dedication. JFQ
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