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In the 1930s, Hitler’s
Germany became the
most powerful — and
feared — country in
Europe. Hitler was
determined to control
the entire continent.
After the shocking
attack on Pearl Harbor,
the United States
declared war on Japan. In turn Germany
declared War on America, igniting World War II.
The biggest concern for America and the Allies
was that Hitler was working on a nuclear “super
bomb.” Believing the fate of the world hung in
the balance, President Franklin Roosevelt
approved a top secret project known as the
Manhattan Project to create the first atomic
weapon. In a race against the clock and under
the direction of J. Robert Oppenheimer,
scientists from all over the world working at the
Los Alamos Laboratory in New Mexico spent
four years developing what would become the
world’s most deadly weapon. The decision to use
the bomb on Japanese citizens ended World War
II but began a controversy that rages to this day.
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Believing it would ultimately save both
American and Japanese lives in the long-
run, President Harry Truman approved
dropping the atomic bomb on Hiroshima.
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A Day of Infamy

December 7, 1941 started out as a quiet Sunday morn-
ing on the Hawaiian island of Oahu. Docked at Pearl Harbor
were 130 battleships, cruisers and destroyers, about half of
the United States Navy’s Pacific Fleet. Seven of the nine battle-
ships were moored along what was called Battleship Row on
the shore of Ford Island. Nearby was a Naval air station where
hundreds of U.S. warplanes were parked.

Shortly before 7:00 A.M., the crew of the destroyer U.S.S.
Ward had spotted a mini Japanese submarine trying to make
its way into the harbor. They dropped depth charges which
sunk the sub. They reported the incident to headquarters. A
few minutes later, a radar station picked up signals indicating
a large number of airplanes. But the controllers assumed it
was the aircraft from an American carrier.

The first hint that the controllers had been terribly wrong
was a noise. It began as a hum and then turned into a roar as
Japanese planes suddenly appeared in the sky. At 7:53 A.M.
the first bombs began to drop on Pearl Harbor. Although caught
completely by surprise, the soldiers tried to fight back, man-
ning their guns and trying to protect themselves and the fleet.
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But because they were tied down, the battleships were par-
ticularly vulnerable. About twenty minutes into the attack, a
bomb weighing nearly a ton struck the U.S.S. Arizona and
caused a massive explosion.

Marine Corporal E.C. Nightingale was one of the few
survivors of the Arizona. According to his eyewitness account,
“I was the last man to leave secondary aft…The railings, as
we ascended, were very hot and as we reached the boat deck I
noted that it was torn up and burned. The bodies of the dead
were thick, and badly burned men were heading for the quar-
terdeck, only to fall apparently dead or badly wounded.”1

The Arizona sank in less than nine minutes, killing more
than 1,100 sailors.

In addition to the war planes, the Japanese had sent
several mini subs to the harbor. The U.S.S. Oklahoma was hit
by several torpedoes and rolled over in the water, trapping
more than 400 men inside. Both the U.S.S. California and
U.S.S. West Virginia were sunk. The U.S.S. Utah capsized with
more than 50 men on board. The U.S.S. Maryland, U.S.S. Penn-
sylvania, and U.S.S. Tennessee all suffered significant dam-
age.

A second wave of warplanes struck after 8:30 A.M. and
would last almost an hour. This time the attacks continued to
pound the ships in the harbor, destroying the U.S.S. Shaw and
the U.S.S. Sotoyomo. The U.S.S. Nevada tried to make it to
sea but suffered too much damage and was beached to pre-
vent it from sinking. In addition to targeting the ships, the
Japanese fighters also attacked the nearby air fields.
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Finally, shortly before 10:00 A.M., it was over. The Japa-
nese flew away leaving Pearl Harbor a scene of horror and
chaos. In all, 2,403 Americans were killed, 188 planes and
eight battleships were either destroyed or badly damaged. The
Japanese had lost twenty-nine aircraft and five midget subs.
Despite the horrible loss of life and destruction, the attack
had not completely taken out the Pacific Fleet. All the aircraft
carriers had been out to sea, the submarines had survived vir-
tually intact and Pearl Harbor itself was still usable. Even so,
the attack crippled the U.S. Navy’s capability for the immedi-
ate future. It also gave America no choice but to declare war
on Japan.

The attack on Pearl Harbor was the result of long- brew-
ing tensions. In 1931, Japan had invaded the Chinese prov-
ince of Manchuria over the protests of the United States. Later
in the decade, Japan joined the dictator Adolf Hitler’s Nazi
Germany and the dictator Benito Mussolini’s Italy in what was
called the Axis Alliance.

America tried to solve its differences with Japan diplo-
matically and through economic pressure, such as refusing to
sell Japan’s oil. But the Japanese leadership resisted and saw
the embargoes as a direct threat. Rather than give in, Japan
had made plans to go to war with America. But instead of
officially declaring war, they started the conflict with the sur-
prise attack on Pearl Harbor.

The American public was horrified and outraged. Up
until the attack, most Americans had wanted to stay out of
war. They didn’t want to fight Japan in Asia or Germany in
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Europe. But after Pearl Harbor, that changed. Never before
had Americans been so united.

On December 8, 1941 President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt addressed Congress. He asked for a declaration of
war, calling the events at Pearl Harbor a “day that shall live in
infamy.”  By the end of the day, the United States had de-
clared war on Japan. Because of the Axis Alliance, Germany
and Italy then declared war on the United States. World War
II had begun.

The animosity towards Japan was unbridled. When Vice
Admiral William F. Halsey viewed the destruction at Pearl
Harbor, he fumed, “Before we’re through with ‘em, the Japa-
nese language will be spoken only in hell!”2

But with the United States also involved in a war against
Germany, America had to split its military resources. Even
before the attack on Pearl Harbor, many political leaders had
believed war was inevitable. Hitler was determined to control
Europe and had amassed a strong army. There were rumors
that Germany was working on a super weapon. Which is why,
ironically, on December 6, 1941, the day before the Japanese
attack, President Roosevelt had agreed to fund a secret project
to build a nuclear bomb. At the time, experts disagreed whether
such a weapon was even possible. But Roosevelt was willing
to set aside a staggering $2 billion to find out.

Over the next four years, a group of top scientists would
work in secret to build an atomic bomb. And when they fi-
nally succeeded, it would bring unimaginable destruction to
Japan and a controversy that rages to this day.
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