World War II Ends
Germany’s Unconditional Surrender
In late March 1945, the Allies rolled across the Rhine River into Germany. By the middle of April, a noose was closing around Berlin.
About three million Allied soldiers approached Berlin from the southwest. Another six million Soviet troops approached from the east.
By April 25, 1945, the Soviets had surrounded the capital and were pounding the city with artillery fire.
While Soviet shells burst over Berlin, Hitler prepared for his end in an underground headquarters beneath the crumbling city. On April
29, he married his long-time companion, Eva Braun. The next day, Hitler and Eva Braun committed suicide. Their bodies were then
carried outside and burned.
On May 7, 1945, General Eisenhower accepted the unconditional surrender of the Third Reich from the German military. President
Roosevelt, however, did not live to witness the long-awaited victory. He had died suddenly on April 12, as Allied armies were advancing
toward Berlin. Roosevelt’s successor, Harry Truman, received the news of the Nazi surrender. On May 9, the surrender was officially
signed in Berlin. The United States and other Allied powers celebrated V-E Day—Victory in Europe Day. After nearly six years of
fighting, the war in Europe had ended.
The Japanese Surrender
On the eve of World War II, scientists in Germany succeeded in splitting the nucleus of a uranium atom, releasing a
huge amount of energy. Albert Einstein wrote to President Franklin Roosevelt and warned him that Nazi Germany
might be working to develop atomic weapons. Roosevelt responded by giving his approval for an American program,
later code-named the Manhattan Project, to develop an atomic bomb. Roosevelt’s decision set off a race to ensure that the United
States would be the first to develop the bomb.
President Truman’s advisers had informed him that an invasion of the Japanese homeland might cost the Allies half a million lives.
Truman had to make a decision whether to use a powerful new weapon called the atomic bomb, or A-bomb. Most of his advisers felt
that using it would bring the war to the quickest possible end. The bomb had been developed by the top-secret Manhattan Project.
Truman first learned of the new bomb’s existence when he became president.
The first atomic bomb was exploded in a desert in New Mexico on July 16, 1945. President Truman then warned the Japanese. He told
them that unless they surrendered, they could expect a “rain of ruin from the air.” The Japanese did not reply. So, on August 6, 1945,
the United States dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima, a Japanese city of nearly 350,000 people. Between 70,000 and 80,000
people died in the attack. Three days later, on August 9, a second bomb was dropped on Nagasaki, a city of 270,000. More than
70,000 people were killed immediately. Radiation fallout from the two explosions killed many more. The Japanese finally surrendered to
General Douglas MacArthur on September 2. The ceremony took place aboard the United States battleship Missouri in Tokyo Bay.
With Japan’s surrender, the war had ended. Now, countries faced the task of rebuilding a war-torn world.
After six long years of war, the Allies finally were victorious. However, their victory had been achieved at a very high price. World War II
had caused more death and destruction than any other conflict in history. It left 60 million dead. About one-third of these deaths
occurred in one country, the Soviet Union. Another 50 million people had been uprooted from their homes and wandered the
countryside in search of somewhere to live. Property damage ran into billions of U.S. dollars.
Devastation in Europe
By the end of World War II, Europe lay in ruins. Close to 40 million Europeans had died, two-thirds of them civilians. Constant bombing
and shelling had reduced hundreds of cities to rubble. The ground war had destroyed much of the countryside. Displaced persons from
many nations were left homeless.
A few of the great cities of Europe—Paris, Rome, and Brussels—remained largely undamaged by war. Many, however, had suffered
terrible destruction. The Battle of Britain left huge areas of London little more than blackened ruins. Warsaw, the capital of Poland, was
almost completely destroyed. In 1939, Warsaw had a population of nearly 1.3 million. When Soviet soldiers entered the city in January
1945, only 153,000 people remained. Thousands of tons of Allied bombs had demolished 95 percent of the central area of Berlin.
After the bombings, many civilians stayed where they were and tried to get on with their lives. Some lived in partially destroyed homes
or apartments. Others huddled in cellars or caves made from rubble. They had no water, no electricity, and very little food.
A large number of people did not stay where they were. Rather, they took to the roads. These displaced persons included the survivors
of concentration camps, prisoners of war, and refugees who found themselves in the wrong country when postwar treaties changed
national borders. They wandered across Europe, hoping to find their families or to find a safe place to live.
Misery Continues After the War
The misery in Europe continued for years after the war. The fighting had ravaged Europe’s countryside, and agriculture had been
completely disrupted. Most able-bodied men had served in the military, and the women had worked in war production. Few remained to
plant the fields. With the transportation system destroyed, the meager harvests often did not reach the cities. Thousands died as
famine and disease spread through the bombed-out cities.

The Nuremberg Trials
While nations were struggling to recover politically and economically, they also tried to deal with the issue of war crimes. During 1945
and 1946, an International Military Tribunal representing 23 nations put Nazi war criminals on trial in Nuremberg, Germany. In the first
of these Nuremberg Trials, 22 Nazi leaders were charged with waging a war of aggression. They were also accused of committing
“crimes against humanity”—the murder of 11 million people.
Adolf Hitler, SS chief Heinrich Himmler, and Minister of Propaganda Joseph Goebbels had committed suicide long before the trials
began. However, Hermann Göring, the commander of the Luftwaffe; Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s former deputy; and other high-ranking Nazi
leaders remained to face the charges. Hess was found guilty and was sentenced to life in prison. Göring received a death sentence,
but cheated the executioner by committing suicide. Ten other Nazi leaders were hanged on October 16, 1946. The bodies of those
executed were burned at the concentration camp of Dachau (DAHK•ow). They were cremated in the same ovens that had burned so
many of their victims.
Postwar Japan
The defeat suffered by Japan in World War II left the country in ruins. Two million lives had been lost. The country’s major cities,
including the capital, Tokyo, had been largely destroyed by bombing raids. The atomic bomb had turned Hiroshima and Nagasaki into
blackened wastelands. The Allies had stripped Japan of its colonial empire.
Occupied Japan
General Douglas MacArthur, who had accepted the Japanese surrender, took charge of the U.S. occupation of Japan. MacArthur was
determined to be fair and not to plant the seeds of a future war. Nevertheless, to ensure that peace would prevail, he began a process
of demilitarization, or disbanding the Japanese armed forces. He achieved this quickly, leaving the Japanese with only a small police
force. MacArthur also began bringing war criminals to trial.
MacArthur then turned his attention to democratization, the process of creating a government elected by the people. In February 1946,
he and his American political advisers drew up a new constitution. It changed the empire into a constitutional monarchy like that of
Great Britain. The Japanese accepted the constitution. It went into effect on May 3, 1947.
Occupation Brings Deep Changes
The new constitution was the most important achievement of the occupation. It brought deep changes to Japanese society. A long
Japanese tradition had viewed the emperor as divine. He was also an absolute ruler whose will was law. The emperor now had to
declare that he was not divine. That admission was as shocking to the Japanese as defeat. His power was also dramatically reduced.
Like the ruler of Great Britain, the emperor became largely a figurehead—a symbol Japan.
The new constitution guaranteed that real political power in Japan rested with the people. The people elected a two-house parliament,
called the Diet. All citizens over the age of 20, including women, had the right to vote. The government was led by a prime minister
chosen by a majority of the Diet. A constitutional bill of rights protected basic freedoms. One more key provision of the constitution—
Article 9—stated that the Japanese could no longer make war. They could fight only if attacked.
In September 1951, the United States and 47 other nations signed a formal peace treaty with Japan. The treaty officially ended the
war. Some six months later, the U.S. occupation of Japan was over. However, with no armed forces, the Japanese agreed to a
continuing U.S. military presence to protect their country. The United States and Japan, once bitter enemies, were now allies.
Allies Become Enemies
Even before World War II ended, the U.S. alliance with the Soviet Union had begun to unravel. The United States was upset that
Joseph Stalin, the Soviet leader, had signed a nonaggression pact with Germany in 1939. Later, Stalin blamed the Allies for not
invading German-occupied Europe earlier than 1944. Driven by these and other disagreements, the two allies began to pursue
opposing goals.
Yalta Conference: A Postwar Plan
The war was not yet over in February 1945. But the leaders of the United States, Britain, and the Soviet Union met at the Soviet Black
Sea resort of Yalta. There, they agreed to divide Germany into zones of occupation controlled by the Allied military forces. Germany
also would have to pay the Soviet Union to compensate for its loss of life and property. Stalin agreed to join the war against Japan. He
also promised that Eastern Europeans would have free elections. A skeptical Winston Churchill predicted that Stalin would keep his
pledge only if the Eastern Europeans followed “a policy friendly to Russia.”
Creation of the United Nations
In June 1945, the United States and the Soviet Union temporarily set aside their differences. They joined 48 other countries in forming
the United Nations (UN). This international organization was intended to protect the members against aggression. It was to be based in
New York. The charter for the new peacekeeping organization established a large body called the General Assembly. There, each UN
member nation could cast its vote on a broad range of issues. An 11-member body called the Security Council had the real power to
investigate and settle disputes, though. Its five permanent members were Britain, China, France, the United States, and the Soviet
Union. Each could veto any Security Council action. This provision was intended to prevent any members of the Council from voting as
a bloc to override the others.
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