American Policy and the Origins of the 21st Century – The Oral History of James Riddleberger

The Presidential Library of Harry Truman has an extensive oral history collection and among the transcripts that are available are three interviews with James Riddleberger, a man who was in a position to have a very unique view on the conduct of the Second World War and the events of succeeding years.

Riddleberger served both the Roosevelt and Truman Administrations.  Beginning in 1936, he was a high level consular officer (initially Vice Consul, later Consul) and third and second Secretary of the American Embassy in Berlin and was one of the last American diplomatic officers to leave Germany immediately after the attack on Pearl Harbor.  During the War, he served in a variety of roles in London heading up the Neutral Trade Division for the Treasury Department and the Bureau of Economic Warfare (which we ultimately consolidated with its British counterpart).

Beginning in 1944, he was the Chief of the State Department’s Division of Central European Affairs.  From 1947 to 1950, Riddleberger served as Embassy Counsel and Chief of the Political Section of the American Military Government in Berlin and, in the last year of that period as acting Political Adviser to the Commander in Chief of U.S. Forces in Germany.

Riddleberger was appointed a Career Minister in 1950 and served as Political Adviser to the E.C.A. in Paris from 1950 until 1952.  Then he was Director of the Bureau of German Affairs until the end of the Truman Presidency.  Subsequently, he was an Ambassador to various countries and a Director of the Internationa1 Cooperation Administration (whatever that is).

The significance of this career history is that Riddleberger knew Adolph Hitler and spent the first two and a half years of the War (September, 1939 until December 1941) in Berlin.  The American Embassy served as a resource for displaced persons and interred citizens of combatants and Riddleberger traveled throughout Germany during the early War years to visit internment camps.  His accounts of Germany during that period are fascinating. 

After leaving Germany, he spent most of the War years in London working on diplomatic and economic plans for the occupation of Germany and the reconstruction of Europe.  Although he did not attend the meetings at Yalta, he was at all of the meetings at Potsdam except for the private meetings among Truman, Churchill and Stalin.

Upon the defeat of Germany, the Allies could pursue one of two courses: either subjugate and punish Germany even more thoroughly than under the Treaty of Versailles, or rebuild Germany economically as part of an overall European reconstruction.  While from our current vantage point, the proper decision seems almost self-evident (that is, the economic rehabilitation of Germany as part of a general European reconstruction) the correct decision was not at all clear at the time.  The War was brutal and Germany’s victims suffered to a degree almost unimaginable today.  Under such circumstances, it is not surprising that passions ran high.  

Moreover, the Treasury Department under Harry Dexter White and Henry Morgenthau was a vigorous proponent of a plan favored by the Soviets to essentially destroy Germany permanently by flooding all the mines, destroying all bridges, factories and dams (including a dam that would have flooded large parts of the city of Vienna), and making the German nation into a “goat pasture.”  Dexter White and others in the Treasury and State Departments, of course, were later accused of being Soviet agents.  Notwithstanding the legal merits of those charges, there were certainly a number of high-ranking individuals in these departments, both appointed and among the career staff, who were very sympathetic to the Soviet point of view.  History might judge that the greatest threat posed by such individuals was not the loss of U.S. technological (such as nuclear) and political secrets, but the adverse consequences that would have resulted had their views on German occupation and European reconstruction prevailed.

My observation about what is called the Morgenthau Plan is that it is evidence of the vastly different moral values that prevailed at the time.  Certainly a similar proposal today with respect to Iraq or North Korea would be seen as barbaric and not taken seriously.  Indeed, enactment of such a plan would probably be viewed as a war crime as it would, by design, result in the unnecessary death of large numbers of non-combatants.  I have always been fascinated by how rapidly world views on acceptable conduct during war have changed since 1945.   

[Parenthetically, toward the end of the war Hitler – angered at prospective defeat as a result of what he believed were the failures of the German people – ordered Albert Speer to perform a similar destruction of the German nation.  Even Albert Speer, a dedicated Nazi, realized that this would be immoral, and Speer risked his life by disobeying Hitler’s orders.]

Riddleberger does not have many kind words for Roosevelt.  He suggests that Roosevelt was at best naïve about Soviet intentions.  On the other hand, he speaks well of Truman and admires Truman’s ability to get up to speed quickly after Roosevelt’s death.

Outside of the historical information, the Riddleberger interviews show the complexity of the problems faced by the victors in an allied military action against a country.  These interviews are, therefore, instructive for what the U.S. and any allies will face after a successful war against Iraq.  True “nation building” is neither easy nor inexpensive, but the lasting value to world peace and prosperity of doing it right (as we did with Germany and Europe) is beyond calculation.

