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An Overview of the Nuremberg Trials
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By 1944, the Allied Forces
were confident that they were
going to be victorious in World
War II. Before Germany
surrendered, leaders of the
Allied nations began to discuss
what should be done to punish
Germany. After World War I,
the Germans had trade
restrictions imposed on them.
Land they had taken was
restored to the citizens of the
original country. Many
believed that the punishment for their acts during World War II
should be more severe. The crimes Hitler and his Nazi troops
committed were not easy to ignore. What to do with the leaders who
committed these crimes was going to take time to figure out.

In August 1944, one of President Roosevelt's own cabinet members,
Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau, submitted his plan to the
president. His plan was fairly simple. He suggested shooting any
German leader who was caught. He also suggested putting German
soldiers captured in the war to work rebuilding Europe. His final idea
was to destroy all industry in Germany and force it to become an
agricultural nation. The president was inclined to go along with
Morgenthau. Meeting with other world leaders convinced him
otherwise.

President Roosevelt met with British Prime Minister Winston
Churchill and Russian leader, Joseph Stalin, in February 1945 in
Yalta. They made an agreement that the leaders of the Axis powers
would be prosecuted for their crimes just as soon as they could bring
the war to a close. President Roosevelt died on April 12, 1945. He
didn't live long enough to see the plan through to the end.

The Allied opportunity came on April 30, 1945, when the Nazi
leader, Adolf Hitler, committed suicide rather than face defeat in the

war. On May 2, President Truman appointed Supreme Court Justice
Robert Jackson to be the chief U.S. prosecutor. One of the people at
the top of the list to be prosecuted was Herman Goering. He
surrendered himself to the Allies on May 6. Now was the time to put
the plans to prosecute the Nazis to work.

France was asked to join in the prosecution. Robert Jackson and his
fellow prosecutors met in London to form plans for the trials to come.
After much discussion, it was decided to hold the trials in Nuremberg,
Germany. Nuremberg had been all but destroyed by Allied bombings.
Still standing was the Palace of Justice. It would be the perfect spot.

President Truman appointed Francis Biddle to represent the United
States as a judge for the trials. Sir Geoffrey Lawrence was elected as
president of the International Military Tribunal, the name the panel of
judges was given. The first trial finally began on November 20, 1945.
Twenty-one Nazi officers and German officials faced charges of
crimes against humanity. All twenty-one entered pleas of "not guilty."

Prosecutors called witnesses who testified to the treatment of Jews in
Nazi Germany. The defendants were questioned. Some of these men
were proud of what they had done. Some were confident that no group
of judges would find what they had done in the name of Germany
wrong. They were wrong.

On October 1, 1946, a little more than ten months after the trial
began, the International Military Tribunal handed down its verdict.
Eleven of the twenty-one defendants were sentenced to death. On
October 15, one day before he was to be hanged, Herman Goering
committed suicide. He swallowed a cyanide capsule someone had
smuggled in to him. The next day, the other ten were hanged for their
crimes.

Trials continued for Nazi doctors, members of killing units formed by
the military, and members of the Nazi government. The last trial
ended on April 13, 1949. For four years the Nuremberg trials kept the
Nazi war crimes and crimes against humanity alive for the people of
the world to see. The Allied nations wanted to teach a lesson to the
former Nazis and to anyone else who even thought of bringing this
kind of war to the world again.
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Questions

1. Adolf Hitler was found guilty at the Nuremberg trials.

A. true
B. false

2. Where is Nuremberg located?

A. England
B. Poland
C. France
D. Germany

3. How did Adolf Hitler die?

A. He died of natural causes.
B. He was shot by a firing squad.
C. He was hanged.
D. He committed suicide.

4. Why do you think some of the defendants in the trial thought
they had done nothing wrong?

5. How long did the Nuremberg trials last?

A. four years
B. ten months
C. six years
D. six weeks

6. What job did Robert Jackson have before he was appointed to
be a prosecutor in the trials?

A. civil court justice
B. Supreme Court Justice
C. city attorney
D. district attorney

7. Henry Morgenthau wanted to execute all German military and
government leaders.

A. false
B. true

Should countries be punished for starting wars? What should the
punishment be?


