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Some months ago, the distinguished Clerk of our esteemed Club, Mr. 

Richard I. Lauf, transmitted to this evening’s presenter the standard 

notification card. Upon observing that the assigned date for this member’s 

next paper would be December 7, the spontaneous reflex reaction was: 

“December 7,1941, a date that will live in infamy.” Upon further reflection, 

a certain curiosity arose concerning those famous words of President 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt which remain among the most memorable 

words ever uttered in the history of this great nation.

Not only were those words a part of arguably the most important and 

powerful speech ever given by this president and among the most 

significant speeches in the annals of the United States, but they also 

inspired and influenced a response that was unprecedented. The American 

people rallied behind their president and remained unified, for the most 

part, throughout all of World War II from that point on.



This curiosity led to a desire to understand the context of that speech 

and the events that led up to it.

This analysis included listening to the actual audio recording of that 

speech given the following day and then undertaking a study to gain insight 

into the man himself. Known as the Patrician from Hyde Park, New York, 

Franklin D. Roosevelt was born on January 30,1882. He was a fifth cousin 

of Theodore Roosevelt. His early years were spent being homeschooled, 

while living as an only child with his parents at their Hudson River valley 

residence and several European resorts, learning a refined way of life to 

become an educated gentleman and with a deep sense of responsibility, 

especially for those who did not have as much. When it came time for high 

school, he matriculated, consistent with his lifestyle, at a New England 

preparatory school, the Groton School in Massachusetts. Similar to other 

New England prep schools, the educational model followed that of England 

where the sons of the well-to-do were trained in Christian values and taught 

the importance of public service.

His Harvard education had lasting impacts and permanent effects on 

the balance of his life, especially the influence of the professors of 

economics who had begun to advocate the importance of government
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regulation as the best means to achieve national economic policies, in lieu 

of the traditional laissez-faire practices and beliefs. In his senior year, he 

became engaged to Eleanor Roosevelt, a niece of Theodore Roosevelt. Her 

activism in the slums of New York City exposed FDR to the plight of the 

impoverished and to the deplorable living conditions of the downtrodden.

He did his graduate studies at Columbia University School of Law, 

thereafter becoming a member of the New York Bar and then going to work 

for a distinguished Wall Street law firm.

Cousin Theodore was one of the greatest influences on the young 

FDR, openly advocating for the entry into politics of young men of means 

and education who could make a difference through elected office.

Although Teddy Roosevelt was well known as a Republican, FDR’s branch 

of the Roosevelt family had always been Democratic. Hence, it was only 

natural that he would become active in the New York State Democratic 

Party, and there he proceeded to work his way up the political ladder. His 

transition to national politics began with his support of New Jersey 

Governor Woodrow Wilson for the presidency of the United States. At the 

time, Woodrow Wilson was the leading Democratic progressive. With 

Wilson’s election as President, and as a result of Roosevelt’s support,
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President Wilson rewarded FDR with an appointment as Assistant 

Secretary of the United States Navy. His service in this position during the 

First World War did much to prepare him for his later position as 

Commander-in-Chief.

Another very important occurrence took place in August of 1921 when 

Roosevelt became afflicted with a severe case of poliomyelitis. He suffered 

severely and was almost completely paralyzed for a lengthy period of time. 

Nevertheless, he had the mental will and the physical desire to recover, and 

he worked vigorously and tirelessly to rehabilitate himself and to recover 

for the most part from this horrible disease. He spent several years 

exercising, primarily through swimming, in an effort to walk again.

Refusing to be deterred by this handicap, he ran for Governor of the State 

of New York in 1928. He won this major election, even though the 

Democratic nominee for president, Al Smith, lost decisively to Herbert 

Hoover and even failed to carry his own state of New York. Although 

Herbert Hoover was a landslide winner in 1928, the ensuing Depression 

doomed his presidency, opening the door for FDR in 1932 for the first of his 

four elections to this highest office.
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Because of his role in the Wilson administration during World War I 

and his corresponding awareness of the need for preparedness in the face of 

potential enemies, Roosevelt grew continually more fearful of Hitler and 

German militarism. Roosevelt led the effort to provide support to Great 

Britain at the outbreak of the war in 1939, while pledging to keep America 

out of the war. Nevertheless, he continued to support Great Britain in its 

efforts against German aggression, including shepherding the Lend-Lease 

Act in March of 1941 through a bitterly divided Congress to provide 

financial aid to Britain. Although his focus was on Europe, he became 

increasingly concerned about Japan because of its treaty with Germany and 

Italy, forming the Axis powers. Although he did not want a war with Japan 

in the Pacific, he initiated repeated actions to blunt Japanese expansion 

and deny their access to war-related supplies.

With this background, and in spite of his efforts to negotiate an 

understanding between Japan and the United States that would avoid 

armed conflict, Roosevelt was devastated when first informed that the 

Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor on the island of Oahu, Hawaii, on 

Sunday morning, December 7,1941. Upon receiving this news, Roosevelt 

assumed that his presidency would be considered a failure for all of history.
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Yet, he quickly pulled himself together, and with strength of purpose, 

courage of convictions, and commitment to victory, he delivered one of the 

greatest speeches ever to a joint session of Congress on Monday, December 

8,1941.

He began:

“Mr. Vice President, Mr. Speaker, members of the Senate 

and the House of Representatives, yesterday, December 

the 7th, 1941, a date which will live in infamy, the United 

States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked 

by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan. The 

United States was at peace with that nation.”

With those introductory words, President Roosevelt dramatically set 

the tone for his message:

“Indeed, one hour after Japanese air squadrons had 

commenced bombing on the American island of Oahu, the 

Japanese ambassador to the United States and his 

colleague delivered to our Secretary of State a formal 

reply to a recent message. It contained no threat of war or 

attack. It will be recorded that the distance of Hawaii
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from Japan makes it obvious that the attack was 

deliberately planned many days or even weeks ago.”

His words left no doubt that there was no alternative to war against 

Japan.

The President continued:

“To American naval and military forces, many American 

lives have been lost.”

“Yesterday, the Japanese government also launched an 

attack against Malaysia. Last night the Japanese forces 

attacked Hong Kong. Last night the Japanese forces 

attacked Guam. Last night the Japanese forces attacked 

the Philippine Islands. Last night the Japanese forces 

attacked Wake Island. And this morning, the Japanese 

attacked Midway Island.”

“The facts of yesterday and today speak for themselves.

The people of the United States have already formed their 

opinions and well understand the implications to our way 

of life and safety of our nation. As Commander-in-Chief 

of the Army and Navy, I have directed that all measures
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be taken for our defense. But always will our wiiole 

nation remember the character of the onslaught against 

us. No matter how long it may take us to overcome this 

premediated invasion, the American people and their 

righteous might will win through to absolute victory.”

As thunderous applause from Senators and Congressmen ensued, the 

President built to a crescendo:

“There is no blinking at the fact that our people, our 

territory and our interests are in grave danger. With 

confidence in our armed forces, with unbounding 

determination of our people, we will gain the inevitable 

triumph, so help us God.”

These words unified, inspired and committed the members of the 

Senate and the House of Representatives to stand by their President, no 

matter what. Finally, the President made his request which was now a 

foregone conclusion:

“I ask that the Congress declare that since the unprovoked 

and dastardly attack by Japan on Sunday, December 7,
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1941, a state of war has existed between the United States 

and the Japanese Empire.”

There followed an overwhelming standing ovation of all in the 

chamber. To hear those words even today rouses the emotions and elicits 

feelings of great patriotism.

Now after hearing these most inspirational words from the President 

of the United States, a certain thought came to mind. What would it be like 

to hear the words of other world leaders at this most critical time in 

history? What about the words of the person who stated the war?

Inevitably, the research compelled an investigation into the rise of 

Adolph Hitler to Chancellor of Germany and his mobilization of German 

military forces.

It is well known that the climate in Germany was ripe for a change in 

power, in a nation beset with economic misfortune, social unrest, and 

political instability. There remained German bitterness, not only from the 

crushing defeat suffered by Germany in World War I, but also from the 

punitive terms of the Treaty of Versailles forced upon the German people. 

Unfortunately, the problems plaguing the Weimar Republic were not about 

to be corrected by sound, rationale, and comprehensive leadership. Rather,
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the vindictiveness and malevolence of the leadership of the intensely 

nationalistic and anti-Semitic National Socialist party, i.e., the Nazis, came 

to the surface.

For a five year period from 1933 to 1938, Hitler methodically and 

viciously took step after step, as the world watched but ignored, that would 

inevitably culminate in the Second World War.

Hitler demanded and was given dictatorial powers in 1933. He 

secretly commenced at once the re-armament of Germany. With reluctance 

of European powers to actively oppose him from the fatigue of the First 

World War and their desire to avoid combat at all costs, Hitler was able to 

proceed with the military reoccupation of the Rhineland in March of 1936, 

in direct contravention of the terms of the Treaty of Versailles. He proudly 

displayed the might and prowess of the German people at the Berlin 

Olympics in the summer of 1936, with Germany winning a multitude of 

gold, silver and bronze medals, confirming for the German people the 

validity of his leadership and programs, while informing the rest of the 

world of their inferiority to his Aryan might.

Further emboldened, he sent German troops into Austria in March of 

1938, occupying that country and then incorporating Austria into Germany.
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It was in October of 1938 in Munich, Germany, where Chancellor 

Adolph Hitler delivered his address of conquest on the occasion of 

Germany’s occupation of the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia.

In listening to the audio recordings of this address, one does not need 

to understand the German language to feel the frightening evil tones of the 

Fuhrer. As translated into English, Hitler announced to throngs of 

supporters:

“Instead now we have arms to such an extent as the 

world has never before seen”.

“I have spent billions in the last five years and the German 

people must now know what the purpose of that was.”

“I told my friend Herr Goering to create an air force which 

will protect Germany against any force and any attack in 

the world.”

“We have the best tanks and the best anti-aircraft in the 

world”.

“During these five years we have worked day and night.”
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“Nevertheless, I have made every effort to carry on the 

peace policies of my former years. I myself am a front 

soldier, and I know what war is.”

In the background can be heard the ominous sounds of the cheering 

masses, leaving little doubt that an evil leader was creating a war machine 

that he would not hesitate to use.

On September 1,1939, Hitler began the invasion of Poland. Two days 

later, Great Britain and France declared war on Germany. Thus began six 

years of theretofore unforeseen human carnage, devastation, death, 

destruction, suffering, and misery.

In reading about Hitler’s build-up of hatred, nationalism, and 

militarism during that five year period from 1933, an obvious question is 

posed: What was the response of other world leaders?

Not much more than a month before Hitler’s bellicose 

pronouncements in October of 1938, British Prime Minister Neville 

Chamberlain attended the International Munich Conference. Upon his 

return to London, he addressed the British people on September 3,1938: 

“This morning I had another talk with the German 

Chancellor, Herr Hitler, and here is the paper which bears
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his name upon it as well as mine. Some of you perhaps 

have already heard what it contains, but I would just like 

to read it to you:

“We, the German Fuhrer and Chancellor and the 

British Prime Minister have had a further meeting 

today and are agreed, in recognizing that the 

question of Anglo-German relations is of the first 

importance for the two countries and for Europe.

We regard the agreement signed last night and the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement as symbolic of the 

desire of our two peoples never to go to war with 

one another again.”

This speech by Prime Minister Chamberlain, long ridiculed for its 

naivete, weakness, and foolhardiness, was nevertheless favorably received 

by his British audience who acknowledged it with huge cheers. The British 

people did not want war and could only hope that their leader was correct 

and had delivered to them a signed document ensuring peace.

Just about one year later, on the day of Germany’s invasion of Poland, 

September l, 1939, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain delivered from No.
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io Downing Street the declaration of war with Germany that he never 

wanted to give and therefore expressed reluctantly:

“I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at 10 

Downing Street.

“This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed 

the German government a final note, stating that unless 

we heard from them by 11:00 that they were prepared at 

once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war 

would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no 

such undertaking has been received and that 

consequently this country is at war with Germany.

“You can imagine what a bitter blow it is to me that all my 

long struggle to win peace has failed. Yet, I cannot believe 

that there is anything more or anything different that I 

could have done and would have been more successful.

• • •

“We have a clear conscience. We have done all that any 

country could do to establish peace. It is a situation in 

which no word given by Germany’s ruler could be trusted,
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and no people or country could feel itself safe. It had 

become intolerable. And now that we are resolved to 

finish it, I know that you will all play your part with 

calmness and courage.”

When listening to this recording of Chamberlain many years later, 

and with the benefit of 20-20 hindsight, it is now easy to detect the 

weakness in his voice and the absence of any fortitude.

Even after the military invasion of Poland, the intentional deceit of 

Hitler, and a culmination of five years of ascending hostilities and breaches 

of trust, Chamberlain incomprehensibly and feebly remained apologetic in 

his efforts to achieve a peace that could never have been accomplished by 

mere words between adversarial leaders or statements on a piece of paper.

Fortunately, Britain, France, and all of Western Europe were saved by 

the courage, wisdom, and commitment of one man, Winston Leonard 

Spencer Churchill. To hear the actual audio recordings of his speeches 

during the darkest moments and deepest depths of World War II is so 

stirring even to this very day.

Winston Churchill delivered his first radio address as Prime Minister 

on May 19,1940, stating in part:
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“I speak to you for the first time as prime minister in a 

solemn hour for the life of our country, of our empire, of 

our allies, and above all, of the cause of freedom. A 

tremendous battle is raging in France and Flanders. The 

Germans by a remarkable combination of air bombing 

and heavily armored tanks, have broken through the 

French defenses north of the Maginot Line.

“I am sure I speak for all when I say we are ready to face 

it, to endure, and to retaliate against it, to any extent that 

the unwritten laws of war permit.

“There will be many men and many women in this island 

who, when the ordeal comes upon them, as come it will, 

will feel comfort, and even a pride, that they are sharing 

the perils of our lads at the front: soldiers, sailors and air 

men. God bless them.

“Is not this the appointed time for all to make the utmost 

exertions in their power?

“Our task is not only to win the battle but to win the war.



“Nay, if we have to fight to the end, it will only be glorious. 

“But now one bond unites us all, to wage war until victory 

is won, and never to surrender ourselves to servitude and 

shame, whatever the cost and agony may be.

To rescue not only Europe but mankind from the foulest and 

most sore soul destroying tyranny which has darkened and 

stained the pages of history.

A group of shattered states and bludgeoned people: the 

Czechs, the Poles, the Norwegians, the Danes, the Dutch, 

the Belgians, upon all of whom the long night of 

barbarism will descend, unbroken by even a star of hope, 

unless we conquer as conquer we must, as conquer we 

shall.”

After those words, the tides of war and the spirit of free people 

turned.

But there is nothing quite comparable to the words of Churchill’s

speech on behalf of the Royal Air Force which he delivered to the nation 

London, England, on June 18,1940:



“The battle of Britain is about to begin. Upon this battle 

depends the survival of Christian civilization. Upon it 

depends our own Britain, our British life, and the long 

continuity of our institutions and our empire.

• • •

“But if we fail, then the whole world including the United 

States, including all that we have known and cared for, 

will sink into the abyss of a new Dark Age, made more 

sinister and perhaps more protracted by the likes of 

perverted science. Let us therefore brace ourselves to our 

duty. So, bear ourselves, if the British Empire and its 

Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still 

say, this was their finest hour.”

If today one goes to the site of the memorial of the Royal Air Force 

which sits atop the bluff above the Plains of Runnymeade where King John 

Lackland was forced to sign the Magna Charta exactly some 800 years ago, 

with Heathrow Airport off in the distance, and Windsor Castle and Eton 

School not far away, one can almost feel the presence of Sir Winston 

Churchill. Called to mind are the nightly air attacks by the German Luftwaff
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during the summer of 1940 which were a part of the preparatory campaign 

as a prelude to the invasion of England. One can almost hear the actual 

words of Winston Churchill on the twentieth of August of 1940:

“The gratitude of every home in our island, in our empire, 

and indeed throughout the world, except in the abodes of 

the guilty, goes out to the British airmen who, undaunted 

by odds, unwaivered in their constant challenge and 

mortal danger, are turning the tide of the World War by 

their prowess and by their devotion.

“Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed 

by so many to so few.”

How could one man stand so firm, show no fear, speak so strongly, 

and save his nation in the direst of times? The research would show that he 

was the perfect man, with the essential background and proper training, to 

be at this place at this time. He was born on November 30,1874, 

prematurely, at Blenheim Palace, Oxfordshire, England, to Lord Randolph 

Churchill, a Tory politician, and to the beautiful Jennie Jerome, an 

American from a well-to-do New York family. Regrettably, his wealthy and 

well-educated parents had little time for young Winston. The saving grace,
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though, of his rather unhappy childhood was the loving care and attention 

he received from Mrs. Everest, his devoted nurse.

As a young man, his lifework was set in motion by his father, who was 

a direct descendant of John Churchill, First Duke of Marlborough, a hero in 

the wars against King Louis XIV of France in the early 1700s. Thus, 

understandably, his father sent him to the Royal Military College. After 

graduating, he participated with the British Army in the Cuban War of 

Independence from Spain in 1895. The following year, he saw service as 

both a soldier and journalist with his British regiment in India. When 

stationed with the British Army in Khartoum, the capital city of the Sudan, 

Churchill was engaged in combat there as well as other regions of the 

Sudan.

Although he resigned his commission from the military in 1899 to 

enter political life while earning a living as an author, he nevertheless 

became a military hero for his exploits in South Africa while serving there 

as a war correspondent during the Boer War. He became quite famous for 

his role in the rescue of an armored train ambushed by the Boers. Although 

taken prisoner by the Boers, he escaped the military prison less than a 

month later and was able to return to England a military hero. He then
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became involved in British Parliament as a member of the House of 

Commons.

He became alert to imminent German aggression prior to the onset of 

World War I, and he took it upon himself to order a naval mobilization 

which prepared Britain greatly for the crisis about to occur. With the 

outbreak of war, he resigned from the government and returned to the 

military, and served on active duty in France as a lieutenant coronel. In 

1917, he was appointed as Minister of Munitions, and in 1919 he became 

Secretary of War. With this military background, through his continuing 

involvement in government, and especially because of an endless devotion 

to his country’s greatness and historic role in Europe, he was more than 

prepared to become Prime Minister when Neville Chamberlain resigned in 

May of 1940. In typical Churchillian fashion, when he first addressed the 

House of Commons as Prime Minister on May 13,1940, he delivered the 

immortal words: “I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears, and sweat.” 

He then committed himself and his nation to all-out war until total victory 

could be achieved through the unconditional surrender of the enemy.
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While attempting to understand what makes a war-time speech 

effective, certain attributes became immediately apparent, and these 

include timeliness, brevity, and getting right to the point.

What during all of World War II could have been more timely, briefer, 

or more to the point than the response of a certain American General 

during the Battle of the Bulge?

In mid-December of 1944, the German Wehrmacht launched a 

massive counteroffensive against the advancing British and American 

armies in the Ardennes region of Belgium. The Wehrmacht assembled 

twenty-four divisions for an attack through the wooded hill country of the 

Ardennes against the weakest sector of the Allied front which was manned 

by the United States Army. The critical point was the Village of Bastogne 

where all eight routes through the Ardennes forest and Ardennes 

mountains converged. The 101st Airborne division of the United States 

Army had seized Bastogne from the Germans, forcing the Germans to 

retreat, and then establishing a perimeter around the town to hold this 

strategic ground. The German-led counterattack featured a wedge of eight 

armored divisions along a 75 mile front, penetrating some 65 miles into the 

Allied lines, catching the Allies off-guard and taking them by surprise.
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The German armored and infantry divisions closed in on Bastogne. 

Waving the white flag of truce, a German soldier approached the Allied 

lines just outside Bastogne with the written ultimatum from the German 

commander, General Von Luttwitz, to the American commander, Brigadier 

General Anthony Clement McAuliffe. The message stated in part:

“To the commander of the encircled town of Bastogne.

The fortune of war is changing. At this time the U.S. army 

forces in and near Bastogne have been circled by strong 

German armored units.

• • •

“There is only one possibility to save the encircled U.S.

Army troops from total annihilation: that is the honorable 

surrender of the encircled town. In order to think it over, a 

term of two hours will be granted, beginning with the 

presentation of this note.

“If this proposal should be rejected,... German artillery 

... (and tanks)... are ready to annihilate the U.S. Army 

troops in and near Bastogne. The order for firing will be 

given immediately after this two hours time.

23



“All the serious civilian losses caused by this artillery fire 

would not correspond with the well-known American 

humanity.”

Signed: The German commander.

The immediate reply of General McAuliffe was a single, one syllable, 

four letter word: “Nuts”!

With this one word, the German high command was confounded, not 

comprehending its meaning or import. The word spread through the Allied 

lines and their confidence in General McAuliffe’s leadership only grew 

stronger and manifest itself in the iron resolve of the American GIs who 

joined their commander in a refusal to surrender.

Bastogne did not fall, and the 101st Airborne division under General 

McAuliffe survived until the 4th armored division under the command of 

General George Patton could arrive.

Even more famous than the quote “Nuts” of General McAuliffe were 

the words of the supreme Allied commander in the Pacific, General Douglas 

MacArthur, who uttered an unforgettable refrain. With the Imperial 

Japanese Army advancing throughout the South Pacific and invading and 

conquering island after island, conditions became quite precarious for the
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United States Army and especially for General MacArthur. He endured a 

harrowing escape from Corregidor in the Philippine islands before arriving 

safely in Australia. Completely consistent with his strong personality and 

his flair for the dramatic, MacArthur delivered one of the most famous and 

profound statements of the entire war:

“The President of the United States ordered me to break 

through the Japanese lines and proceed from Corregidor 

to Australia for the purpose, as I understand it, of 

organizing the American offensive against Japan, a 

primary objective of which is the relief of the Philippines.

I came through and I shall return.”

The words “I shall return” were repeated by American servicemen 

throughout the war as a rallying cry for the defeat of the Japanese empire in 

the Pacific.

The war in the Pacific came to a sudden, unanticipated conclusion as 

a result of the Manhattan Project which came to fruition under the secrecy 

of Los Alamos, New Mexico, and culminated with the detonation of the 

atomic bomb over Japan.
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On August 6,1945, President Harry S. Truman delivered, in a soft 

voice but firm tone, his very somber, yet somewhat subdued, but 

completely unequivocal message immediately after the dropping of the 

atomic bomb by the B-29 bomber, the Enola Gay, on Hiroshima on August 

6, and before the dropping of a second atomic bomb on Nagasaki, Japan, 

on August 9,1945:

“The world will note that the first atomic bomb was 

dropped on Hiroshima, a military base. We won the race 

of discovery against the Germans. We have used it in 

order to shorten the agony of war, in order to save the 

lives of thousands and thousands of young Americans.

We shall continue to use it until we completely destroy 

Japan’s power to make war.”

The date of this evening’s paper provided the initiative for examining 

the most meaningful and memorable statements of the Second World War. 

It offered the opportunity to do research into the character and biographies 

of the men involved, and to read about the events and circumstances that 

influenced them.
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Your author found it revealing, provoking, and stimulating to read 

about multiple military operations and the leaders involved. One of the 

collateral benefits resulting from this research was insight into the persona 

and character of the aforementioned, and being able to find answers to 

questions about these men which had previously puzzled your author.

Did Franklin Roosevelt know about and/or allow Pearl Harbor to be 

attacked in order to justify American entry into the war?

The research indicates otherwise. President Roosevelt was personally 

devastated by the news of the attack on Pearl Harbor and immediately 

became deeply depressed, believing that his presidency would be 

condemned by history. Although he rallied himself to deliver his powerful 

December 8,1941 speech, his initial concerns and reactions were the most 

telling. Moreover, he did nothing to initiate the Japanese attack on Pearl 

Harbor, and for the U.S. not to have been better prepared certainly did not 

advance the arguments for going to war.

What lessons can be learned from the administration of Neville 

Chamberlain?

The unforgiving lesson is that the inability or unwillingness to 

address and combat evil never leads to anything good or productive.
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Whenever serious wrong-doings are allowed to go unchecked, ignored, or 

are not dealt with swiftly and firmly, the consequences are inevitably deeply 

problematic and always negative.

What kind of a man would have the courage and simplicity to say 

“Nuts” to the leader of enemy forces surrounding his troops and threating a 

bombardment of heavy artillery and armored tanks?

U.S. Army Brigadier General Anthony Clement McAuliffe was a true 

American hero and military leader. He parachuted into Normandy on D- 

Day with the 101st airborne division, and became the acting division 

commander upon the death of its commanding officer during the D-Day 

invasion. He was lean, rugged, handsome, and fearless, a soldier’s soldier, 

yet remarkably never resorted to profanity or foul language. Hence, it is 

understandable that his response to German General Henrich Freiherr Von 

Luttwitz’s demand for surrender was simply “Nuts”. The further lesson 

learned is that a vocabulary absent curse words and obscene language can 

be far more creative and effective.

Was General Douglas MacArthur an imperial General who might 

have been likely to seize control of the military in defiance of an elected 

president?
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His detractors through innuendo and otherwise suggested that 

MacArthur could have become a dangerous man. His lifelong record, all of 

his interpersonal relationships, and the values he held dear appear to show 

that such concerns were not well founded. Before, after, and during the 

Japanese surrender on the Battleship Missouri in Tokyo Bay on September 

2,1945, MacArthur showed his presence, magnanimity, and humility in his 

treatment of the Japanese people that laid the foundation for a lasting 

friendship with the Japanese that has carried forth a peaceful and 

harmonious relationship for the past seven decades.

He was a 1903 graduate of the United States Military Academy at 

West Point, New York, with the highest honors in his class. After combat 

service at the command level during World War I, he served as 

superintendent at West Point and also chaired the American Olympic 

committee in 1928. He actually retired from the Army in December of 1937 

but returned to active duty in July of 1941, and he proceeded to conduct 

valiant efforts against the Japanese forces in the Philippines after the war 

erupted in December of 1941. Although he disagreed vehemently with 

President Harry S. Truman on his strategy and the merits of conducting a 

limited war in Korea, he accepted his removal from command as a good
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soldier. His farewell speech to Congress emphasized the traits that he 

cherished the most: “Duty, honor, country.” He closed his rousing speech 

to an enthusiastic joint session of Congress with the retort: “Old soldiers 

never die, they just fade away.”

Although there are many differences of opinion that still remain today 

as to whether MacArthur was right or Truman was right, one factor remains 

unchanged. Under the government established by our Founding Fathers, 

the United States armed forces are under, and must remain subject to, 

civilian control. When MacArthur would not follow the directives and 

orders of President Harry S. Truman, there was no alternative to relieving 

the general of his command under our constitutional form of government.

Questions also linger, and criticism still festers, concerning Truman’s 

use of the atomic bomb at the end of World War II.

Truman believed that the use of the bomb saved thousands of lives. 

The best evidence available indicates that an American invasion of Japan 

would have resulted in the loss of hundreds of thousands if not a million or 

more American GIs, plus the loss of as many as 3 million Japanese lives. 

Possibly more significantly, and often overlooked, is the actual effect of 

having used the atomic bomb. It is certainly arguable and most likely
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probable that, had the atomic bomb not been dropped and the world had 

not seen the utter devastation it caused, some nation may surely have used 

the bomb in the 70 years since. Quite surprisingly to the pundits and 

prognosticators during the early years of nuclear armament, the world has 

been free of nuclear warfare for all 70 years. If the bomb had not been 

dropped on Japan, the likelihood of nuclear weapons might have been far 

greater during the Korean War, the Soviet suppression of the Hungarian 

revolt, the Berlin and Cuban missile crises, and the war in Viet Nam.

What is the explanation for a man so evil that he undertook the 

genocide of an entire population, viciously attacked defenseless nations, 

relentlessly bombed innocent civilians, and would exterminate any and all 

who might disagree with him? As with so many complex problems, there is 

usually a simple explanation. And so it seems with Adolph Hitler. His 

unmitigated and absolute egocentricity produced in him a complete void of 

compassion, charity, concern, or even consideration of anyone or anything 

that did not serve him or advance his goals. Hence, everything he did and 

said was totally self-serving and in pursuit of absolute power, allowing him 

to punish, torture, and eliminate human beings without any feeling or 

remorse whatsoever. Even his pronouncements about Aryan superiority
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were all manipulation to give himself more power; for, in the end, he 

blamed the German people for defeat, allowed them to be mercilessly 

slaughtered by the millions long after he should have surrendered, and then 

took the easy way out by committing suicide. This is the evil that complete 

and total self-centeredness produces.

Finally, what about Sir Winston Churchill?

Perhaps, the best and most succinct way to describe Sir Winston 

Churchill to the assembled group this evening is to recall his skills as an 

author and orator and suggest that he would have been a perfect member 

for this Club. It is submitted that, if he were a member of this Literary 

Club, the hall would be filled, even overflowing, on the nights that he would 

present a paper. All would come to enjoy his keen insight, to appreciate his 

quick wit, to be entertained by his great sense of humor, and to hear his 

gravelly voice. Is it unreasonable to suggest that Sir Winston Churchill be 

made, posthumously, an honorary member of our Club?

As this evening comes to a close, there is yet one unanswered 

question. Throughout reading about the war in Europe and the war in the 

Pacific, and of all of the armies and navies and air corps involved, there is
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the question of what was the single greatest and most powerful force in all 

of World War II.

Was it the Blitzkrieg by the mechanized infantry and armored 

divisions of the German Wehrmacht that crushed Poland, Belgium and 

France?

Was it the ferocity and fanaticism of the suicide missions of the 

Japanese kamikaze pilots that destroyed multiple warships in the Pacific?

Was it the air power of the German Luftwaffe and their frightening air 

raids and nightly sorties over the City of London?

Was it the leatherneck Marine forces coming ashore and taking island 

after island in the face of Japanese artillery and machine gun fire?

Was it the D-Day invasion of more than 150,000 British, American 

and Canadian troops that landed on Normandy beach and the paratroopers 

of the 82nd and 101st airborne divisions who dropped down behind enemy 

lines?

Was it the ruthless Red Army that ravaged Eastern Europe on its 

march to Berlin, burning, raping and plundering as they went?
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Was it the detonation of two atomic bombs on the munitions 

manufacturing facilities in the Japanese municipalities of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki?

No, it was none of these. The single greatest force in all of World War 

II was the powerful oratory of the men about whom you have just heard 

tonight.
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