THEROADTo MANAGUA
How the Contras Can Win

TIMOTHY
ASHBY
L a s t July, the Congress of the United States belatedly
recognized the strategic and moral importance of aiding
the contras of Nicaragua against their country’s Sandinista
oppressors. The strategic case for aid is that the Sandinista
regime is a beachhead for Soviet expansionism on the
mainland of the Western Hemisphere, and therefore a
serious threat to U.S. national security. The moral case is
that the contras are fighting for the freedom and democracy that was promised by the Sandinistas when they took
power from Anastasio Somoza in 1979. Neither reason for
supporting the Nicaraguan resistance has been changed by
the recent controversy over who in the Reagan Administration did what to circumvent a prohibition on contra aid
that Congress has since reversed.
Time is on the side of the Sandinistas, as it is of any
totalitarian regime consolidating its power. The $100 million appropriated by Congress to the contras in July did
not begin reaching them until October, thanks to procedural obstructions by House Speaker Tip O’Neill. Now
that the democratic liberation forces are finally receiving
their aid, the important thing is to make sure they win.
Otherwise, the Sandinistas’ base for the Soviets in our
hemisphere will grow so impregnable that it could be dislodged only by American troops.
So far the freedom fighters have mainly waged a war of
sabotage that has exacerbated the damage to the Nicaraguan economy already inflicted by the Sandinistas themselves. By keeping the Sandinistas on the defensive in their
own country, the contras have contributed to peace elsewhere in Central America, particularly in El Salvador and
Guatemala where Communist guerrilla wars are winding
down.
But the contras have not yet been able to hold territory
in Nicaragua, or to pose a serious threat to Sandinista rule.
Today their struggle is even more difficult than it was
several years ago: while Democrats in the U.S.Congress
were holding up aid to the contras, the Sandinistas proceeded to consolidate their internal power and the Soviet
Union poured close to a billion dollars in military aid into
Nicaragua. The freedom fighters must contend against a
military force that is already by far the strongest in Central
America and is growing stronger every month.

The Sandinistas, however, have many vulnerabilities,
and it may be possible for the contras to free their country
within two years. To win, the contras will require another
$100 million in aid, and may need a U.S. naval blockade to
prevent Soviet and Cuban reinforcements of the Sandinista
army. But the direct introduction of American ground
troops is probably unnecessary and even undesirable at this
point. Given the hostility of many Latin Americans to U.S.
interventionism, Moscow’s thrust in the Western Hemisphere will be thwarted most effectively if the people of
Nicaragua liberate their country by themselves.
In framing a strategy for victory, the contras can draw
upon the experience of the Sandinistas in 1979. The
Somoza regime was not defeated militarily by the Sandinista insurgents; it collapsed through a loss of will brought
about by a combination of military and diplomatic pressures. The contras can similarly try to provoke a Sandinista
collapse by following a strategy with three phases:
1.Liberating and holding territory, preferably the Caribbean coastal region Miskitia.
2. Establishing a provisional government on Nicaraguan
territory that will win recognition by Latin American, European, and North American democracies.
3. Staging a final military offensive, on three fronts,
coinciding with popular uprisings and large-scale defections from the Sandinista military.

The Balance of Forces
The contras are the largest “people’s liberation army” in
Latin America today. The best estimate of troop strength
in the Honduras-based Nicaraguan Democratic Force
(F.D.N.) is 17,000 combatants, with another 3,000 recruits
in training. The loosely allied Indian and black combatants
operating in Miskitia number between 2,500 and 3,000.
Their leaders claim that only a lack of weapons and supplies keeps their forces from doubling. Approximately 800
other freedom fighters, formerly under the command of
Eden Pastora, operate in southern Nicaragua.

TIMOTHY
ASHBYis a policy analyst with The Heritage
Foundation’s Arthur Spitzer Institute for Hemispheric
Development.
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Altogether, the size of the armed liberation forces has
quadrupled to more than 20,000 combatants in only two
years. The Nicaraguan freedom fighters are four times as
numerous as the Communist guerrillas of neighboring El
Salvador and three times the size of the scattered Sandinista
units which forced Anastasio Somoza’s departure in July
1979. Even the Sandinistas expect that the renewed flow of
U.S. military aid will swell the ranks of the F.D.N. by
another 15,000 soldiers.

The contras are four times as
numerous as the Communist
guerrillas in El Salvador, and three
times the size of the Sandinista units
that toppled Somoza.
Contra forces have shot down at least three Soviet-built
Sandinista helicopters, have penetrated to within 25 miles
of Managua before being forced to withdraw due to low
ammunition supplies, and are credited with dealing a decisive defeat to an “elite” Sandinista force that invaded Honduras in March 1986. Within Nicaragua, moreover, there
is a large noncombatant internal front that could be mobilized in support of the insurgency once it looked as if the
Sandinistas were about to topple. The Roman Catholic
Church remains the focus for popular discontent in the
face of repression. The democratic political parties comprising the Coordinadoru and their allies within the surviving independent trade unions labor against sophisticated
repression to prevent the dictatorship from stamping out
the last spark of freedom.
The contras’ chances of winning a conventional war
against the Sandinista government are remote. They have
neither the force strength nor the armored capability to
mount an offensive against major cities in Nicaragua’s Pacific coastal region, such as Esteli and Leon, in a drive on
Managua. The freedom fighters lack air defense weapons,
artillery to use in besieging towns and defending territory,
large stockpiles of ammunition, and adequate logistical
support. Although desertions are low and morale appears
to be high, the contras’ basic training is not as thorough as
their Sandinista opponents, and they suffer from a lack of
professionally trained officers at the platoon and company
levels.
These deficiencies are being remedied by the $100 million U.S. aid package, which will include training for selected officers and non-commissioned officers, and support aircraft for resupply, reinforcement, and medical
evacuation. The freedom fighters will almost certainly
need more aid, however, because they face the most powerful armed forces in Central America, staffed by 62,000
regular troops and another 60,000 militia, equipped with
an arsenal of Soviet bloc tanks, helicopters, and artillery.

The Soviet Union has built the Sandinista Popular Army
(E.P.S.) into a formidable coventional military force, probably as part of a long-term strategy for Central America
which envisions using the Sandinista military machine to
intimidate Nicaragua’s neighbors or even invade them in
support of Communist revolutions. The E.P.S. currently
has an armored capability that includes Soviet T-54/55
main battle tanks, PT-76 amphibious tanks, BTR-60 armored personnel carriers, and other vehicles. The Sandinista inventory also includes anti-aircraft missiles and artillery, rocket launchers, thousands of transport vehicles, and
a fleet of 57 helicopters (many piloted by Cubans) which
includes 12 Mi-24 (Hind D) gunships described by Jane’s
All the World’s Aircraft as a “flying tank.” Operating from
secure, well-supplied bases close to the cities of the Pacific
coast, the E.P.S. would decimate a conventional contra
offensive. This area can be liberated, but not directly.

Seizing Territory
One part of Nicaragua where the freedom fighters can
successfully capture and hold territory is Miskitia, the isolated Caribbean zone which comprises roughly half of the
country’s territory. The 200,000 inhabitants of Miskitia-a
heterogeneous mixture of black Creoles descended from
British West Indian immigrants living peacefully with Miskito, Sumo, and Rama Indians-harbor a historical antipathy towards the “Spaniards” of the Pacific coast and
consider E.P.S. garrisons in their territory a foreign army of
occupation. The first popular revolt against the Sandinista
regime took place in the predominantly black, Englishspeaking city of Bluefields in September 1980 to protest
the indoctrination efforts of several hundred Cubans. The
Sandinistas’ brutal efforts to “pacify” Miskitia through
torture, executions, jailings, and forced relocation to concentration camps caused 30,000 Indians and Creoles to
seek exile in Honduras, leading the Indian group
Misurasata to declare “open political war on Sandinismo.”
Throughout the region, hatred for Communism is intense,
and resistance fighters regularly ambush Cubans and Sandinistas.
The short-term strategic goal of the democratic liberation forces should be to split Miskitia from the Pacific
coast region, capture the two Caribbean ports of Puerto
Cabezas and Bluefields, and establish a provisional government on Nicaraguan territory. E.P.S. troops, plus several
companies of Cubans, are deployed in considerably less
numbers in Miskitia than in the other half of the country.
The only significant garrisons, at Rama Port, El
Bluff/Bluefields, Puerto Cabezas, the Guadeloupe Moreno Military School, and La Rosita in the gold-mining
region, feel cut off from Hispanic Nicaragua, and morale is
low. With the exception of the Cubans-who learned
from their experience in Grenada that surrender meant
demotion and a transfer to Angola-E.P.S. forces could
crumble quickly in the face of a determined contra assault
coupled with popular uprisings. In light of the Sandinistas’
fears of reprisals by the local population, contra commanders should promise safe conduct and release to the
International Red Cross for those who surrender. Humane
treatment for E.P.S. prisoners, followed by their return to
Sandinista-controlled territory, would have an important
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There are now 20,000 contra combatants. Here a supply o6cer hands out mortar to troops.
public relations effect, disproving Managua’s propaganda
that the contrus are all Somocista baby butchers and rapists.
Once taken, Miskitia could be more easily defended
against a counterattack than any other part of the country.
La Rosita, Puerto Cabezas, Bluefields, and the nearby port
of El Bluff have been fortified and provided with new or
extended airfields. If captured intact, these installations
could yield the contrus a significant inventory of air defense weapons, artillery, vehicles, and warehouses of small
arms, ammunition, and other military supplies. Soviet-supplied ZPU-4, ZU-23, M-1939, and S-60 anti-aircraft guns,
as well as SA-7 missile launchers could effectively defend
captured Sandinista airfields, allowing for rapid buildup of
contra troop strength with efficient logistical support.
Heavy equipment and bulk supplies for the democratic
liberation forces could be delivered at the El Bluff port
complex, now being modernized and enlarged by Bulgarian engineers. El Bluff‘s new 1,000-foot pier has the ability
to handle cargo ships up to 25,000 tons. The only real
highway connecting the Pacific and Caribbean coasts, the
Rama Road (which ends at the river port of Rama, 30 miles
from Bluefields), could be cut at several places to prevent
an E.P.S. armored column from relieving a besieged Sandinista garrison or retaking Miskitia. Other routes are virtually impassable for heavy vehicles, and even if this were
attempted, tanks could be ambushed by guerrillas
equipped with light antitank weapons.
The Sandinistas’ only military alternatives would be the
airlifting of troops and light equipment or an amphibious
assault. Both scenarios would almost certainly require a
major support effort by Cuba, for the E.P.S. has neither the
aircraft nor ships needed for such an operation. Total
Sandinista troop ferrying capability, including helicopters,
U.S. C-47s, Spanish C - 2 1 2 ~Israeli
~ ARAVAs, Soviet AN-2sY
and a pair of Russian AN-26 B Curl transports, could carry
only the single E.P.S. Cuban-staffed special airborne bat-

talion, and such an operation would require denuding
western Nicaragua of air force assets-leaving that populous region vulnerable to attack by contra commandos. In
the event that Cuba committed aircraft or ships in support
of the E.P.S., the United States would have the legal right
to intercept and, if necessary, destroy them.
Two resolutions by the Senate and House specifically
state the determination of the United States “to prevent by
whatever means may be necessary, including the use of
urns, the Marxist-Leninist regime in Cuba from extending
by force or the threat of force its aggressive or subversive
activities to any part of this hemisphere.” The U.S. State
Department Legal Advisor’s Office has ruled that these
Congressional resolutions are consistent with the War
Powers Act, thereby allowing the President of the United
States to use his authority to prevent Cuban intervention in
Nicaragua.

The Hraaemational Front
In order to maintain good relations with the indigenous
inhabitants of Miskitia and avoid the risk of losing the
support of the Indian and Creole warriors, the provisional
government must formally pledge that, following the total
liberation of Nicaragua, the Caribbean coastal region will
be allowed semi-autonomy with full freedom for religious,
cultural, and linguistic institutions.
It is vital for the provisional government to quickly demonstrate the type of free society it will construct after the
fall of the Sandinista dictatorship, for the eyes of the world
will be focused on their every action, and their opponents
will seek any opportunity to discredit them. Human rights
must be scrupulously respected, schools and churchs reopened, and freedom of press and speech restored. Priority
should be given to establishing a Voz de Nicaragua Libre
(Voice of Free Nicaragua) radio station, modeled on the
balanced, highly respected Radio Marti broadcasts to
Cuba.
13
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Contras train on a 50-caliber machine gun. They need $100 million more to defeat the Sandinista regime.
Once the provisional government is established in eastern Nicaragua, the United States and other nations should
grant it recognition. A prerequisite must be severing of
diplomatic relations with the Sandinista regime. Multinational support for both breaking diplomatic ties and recognizing the new provisional government could come
more easily in the aftermath of a reconvening of the Organization of American States (O.A.S.) 17th Consultative
Meeting of Foreign Ministers to consider the Sandinistas’
non-compliance with their commitments on political pluralism made to that body before taking power. It should be
remembered that, in a June 1979 resolution, the O.A.S.
reserved for itself the right to reopen the question of Nicaragua’s future. To prepare for this, the two main contra
political organizations, United Nicaraguan Opposition and
Opposition Bloc of the South (B.O.S.) should open more
offices in the capitals of key Western democracies and
demand observer status at international organizations such
as the United Nations and the O.A.S. This tactic is already
working; in June 1986, the B.O.S. was invited to be an
observer at the Socialist International Congress in Peru, an
action which caused a walkout by the Sandinista delegation.

The Final Offensive
Severance of diplomatic relations with the Sandinistas (a
process courageously begun by Ecuador in 1985) and recognition of the provisional democratic government would
be a severe blow to the Managua regime as well as to its
backers in Havana and Moscow. It would hearten the
internal opposition, leading to more overt support for the
armed liberation forces. At this point (assuming that their
supply lines are secured), the contrus should mount an
offensive on three fronts that will converge on Managua.
The democratic liberation forces-over 20 percent of
which are now composed of former Sandinistas-would

be wise to use the F.S.L.N.’s successful tactics of 1979 as a
precedent.
The contrus’ first front should be a drive from the
northeast through the Cordillera Isabelia towards the strategic cities of Jinotega, Matagalpa, and Esteli-all important tactical objectives of the 1979 F.S.L.N. offensive. The
second front should advance west along the Rama Road to
liberate the Chontales region-the most actively antisandinista area remaining in the western half of Nicaragua.
The third front, from the south, should duplicate former
Sandinista hero Eden Pastora’s 1979 tactic of seizing the
area around El Naranjo on the Pacific coast, and initiating
positional trench warfare along the Pan American highway, with the contius’ rear protected by Lake Nicaragua.
This would tie down large numbers of E.P.S. troops in the
same way that Somoza’s National Guard was tied down
here. The southern front should also seize the port of San
Juan del Sur for logistics purposes.
As the democratic liberation forces begin their slow,
methodical advance on Managua, their ranks would be
swelled by people seeking to be on the winning side in
much the same way that thousands of previously uncommitted Nicaraguans flocked to the F.S.L.N. banner in the
final weeks of the offensive against Somoza. As the Sandinista regime goes increasingly on the defensive, more than
half of the E.P.S. reserve forces can be expected to desert
to the contrus, while whole battalions of E.P.S. regularsin some cases led by their officers-will probably join the
liberation columns advancing on Managua. As in the case
of Soviet-occupied Afghanistan, E.P.S. deserters in company-sized formations can be expected to shoot their
hardline Communist officers and non-commissioned officers, provoking mutiny in other Sandinista units.
The Sandinista regime is beset by a variety of serious
problems. The economy is near collapse, with inflation
estimated at more than 125 percent per year and food so

14

Policy Review
LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

scarce that the cornandantes reportedly fear widespread
famine and uncontrollable food riots. Although the Soviet
bloc now supplies all of Nicaragua’s oil and has given the
Sandinistas close to $1 billion in military aid, Moscow was
deaf to President Daniel Ortega’s request last year for some
$200 million in emergency hard currency assistance to purchase food and other essential goods. Despite the hardships of the Nicaraguan people, the F.S.L.N. party elite and
its court of foreign Communists enjoy a luxurious life in
their confiscated mansions through access to Managua’s
Soviet-style hard currency shops and frequent trips abroad.

Sandinista Rivalries
Sandinista revolutionary fervor disguises pervasive pessimism and widening rifts within the government. In January
1986, Victor Tirado Lopez, a Mexican-born member of
the ruling F.S.L.N. National Directorate, said that he foresaw difficult times ahead for the Sandinistas. Tirado admitted that “there has been a great change in the balance of
military forces’’ in Nicaragua as a result of the recent loss
of a military helicopter to a contra SA-7 anti-aircraft missile. The cornandante stated that the Sandinistas were disturbed that other Latin American nations had not condemned either the incident or the acquisition of such
weapons by the democratic liberation forces, and acknowledged that the “unity between Latin America and
the Sandinist revolution” had been strained “because the
political interests in the region have changed.” Another
demoralizing factor for the F.S.L.N. is the realization that
U.S. military and economic assistance to the once beleaguered government of El Salvador has crippled the Communist guerrilla movement in that country and reversed its
momentum. The democratically elected Salvadoran government has also been accepted as a legitimate member of
the international community, while Nicaragua is increasingly ostracized by former friends and supporters.
Factions have developed among the Sandinista party
elite which parallel the preludes to the bitter Coard-Bishop
power struggle in Grenada in 1983 and the internecine war
in another Soviet client state, South Yemen, in January
1986. The Ortega brothers, President Daniel and Defense
Minister Humberto, have reportedly created jealousy and
animosity among other Sandinistas for their aping of Cuba’s Castro brothers, Fidel and Rad. Not only do the
Ortegas reportedly imitate the Castros’ mannerisms, dress,
and speech, but also their respective political and military
positions: President Daniel Ortega, “supreme commander
of the Armed Forces,” recently promoted brother
Humberto to the rank of four-star general in a ceremony
boycotted by other prominent Sandinistas. Allegedly considered a pompous fool by professional soldiers of the
E.P.S., Humberto so distrusts his own troops that prior to
attending a swearing-in ceremony for army recruits at a
base in Esquipulas in February 1986, the men were ordered
to unload their assault rifles. The incident prompted one
young reservist to comment that “the Sandinists were not
stupid, as they gave us weapons without bullets.” Desertion rates among E.P.S. and reserve troops run as high as
20 to 30 percent during engagements, and special platoons
accompany Sandinista battalions for the sole purpose of
intercepting deserters.

The “internal contradictions” of the Sandinista regime,
coupled with military successes by the contras, can lead to
a dissolution of the Marxist dictatorship, and to the establishment of an internal front. Nicaragua’s noncombatant
internal opposition must currently contend with secret police trained and directed by Soviets, Cubans, and East Ger-

Considered a pompous fool
professional soldiers, Humberto so
distrusts his own troops that
to attending a swearing-in CXIXXIIQ~
for army recruits, the men were
ordered to unload their rifles,
mans, while every city and town is watched by the extensive Sandinista Defense Committee neighborhood spy
system. Nicaraguans brave enough to voice criticism of the
regime are brutally interrogated and carted off to join
more than 6,000 other political dissenters lost in the Sandinistas’ prison system. But as the Sandinistas begin to lose
control, internal opposition can be expected to grow rapidly, just as it did in the last year of Somoza’s dictatorship.

Defections to Contras
The reaction of Sandinista authorities to burgeoning
public disorder will be heightened repression and measures
such as the round-the-clock, shoot-on-sight curfew imposed in the final days of Grenada’s Communist dictatorship. This will only increase popular opposition to the
regime, and uprisings will take place in the cities of
Jinotega, Leon, Masaya, Granada, and elsewhere in defiance of local authorities. Some E.P.S. garrisons in provincial cities will support the townspeople, and minor Sandinista officials can be expected to declare allegiance to the
democratic liberation forces as the tide of popular feeling
turns against the F.S.L.N. Loyal E.P.S. troops will probably
the nine
be pulled back to defend Managua-and
comandantes-after token defenses of outlying cities.
By this time the Sandinista government’s National Directorate will have broken down into openly quarreling factions. The most likely scenario would feature one party of
comandantes, the acornaditicio (or accommodationist
faction), favoring a truce with the democratic liberation
forces followed by negotiations leading towards interim
power sharing. This group would be opposed by a diehard
Marxist-Leninist faction intent upon holding onto power
via a protracted defense of Managua and ruthless control
of the city’s population. The latter faction-probably led
by Interior Minister Tomas Borge and Comandante
Bayardo Arce-would appeal to Moscow and Havana for
“fraternal assistance.” Although the odds are heavily
against the introduction of Cuban or Soviet combat forces

Winter 1987

15
LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

to prop up the F.S.L.N. regime, the United States should
serve notice of its resolve by a blockade of Nicaragua’s
Pacific coast as well as the Caribbean coast.
In the Sandinista government’s final hours, a series of
coups d’etat and countercoups will probably take place.
Tomas Borge, who controls the Sandinista police, the General Directorate of State Security, as well as the 2,000-man
hand-picked Pablo Ubeda infantry brigade, could attempt
to seize power by arresting or assassinating the Ortegas and
other members of the acomadatzcio faction. If this occurs,
Borge’s bitter rival, E.P.S. chief of staff General Joaquin
Cuadra Lacayo could be expected to use his superior
forces to crush the Borge faction and take over the vestiges
of government. Cuadra, a pragmatic leftist with family ties
to leaders of the democratic forces, would almost certainly
call for a ceasefire and a negotiated settlement of the Nicaraguan civil war. Both sides would probably agree to a
provisional government composed of a broad-based advisory council, a timetable for truly free elections, and the
demobilization of both contra and E.P.S. military units
supervised by an O.A.S. force.

Needed: $200 Million
Contrary to the speculation of some critics of a military
solution to the Nicaraguan crisis, a victory by democratic
forces would probably not lead to yet another guerrilla
war created by diehard Sandinistas regrouping in the
mountains. Two excellent precedents exist to support this.
First, although World War I1 Allied forces expected fanatical Nazi Werewolf commandos to continue fighting in
southern Germany after the fall of Berlin, these specially

trained units simply dissolved. Second, following the 1983
U.S. rescue mission in Grenada, Cuban and Grenadian
guerrillas were believed to have retreated to the island’s
mountainous interior; none were ever reported, aside from
several pathetic unarmed Cubans who had hidden in the
bush to escape being sent back home. Any Sandinista fanatics surviving the final power struggle will probably flee
to Cuba or Mexico, while the rest of Nicaragua’s people,
tired of more than a decade of civil war, will want only
peace.
Although the recently appropriated $100 million in aid
to the contras will give them vastly improved strength and
provide them with momentum, this amount will almost
certainly not be enough to generate a decisive victory for
democratic forces. Another $100 million in economic and
military assistance will probably be necessary to end the
Nicaraguan civil war by 1989. The psychological aspects of
continuing commitment may be as important as the materiel.
N o Marxist-Leninist regime has ever before been overthrown by a popular revolution. An unwavering commitment by the United States is therefore a vital psychological
component of a winning strategy, serving notice that regardless of which political party controls the White House
or the Congress, the United States will stand by Nicaraguans who are willing to fight for freedom. The Nicaraguan people need more than just weapons and training to
overturn the Sandinista dictatorship. They need confidence that the United States is on their side and that Marxism-Leninism in their country is on the wrong side of
history.
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SCIENTISTS
ANDNATIONAL
DEFENSE
An Open Letter to Hans Bethe

EDWARD
TELLER
D e a r Hans:
I should be much happier to write you a private letter,
but the subject matter-military preparedness and in particular the strategic defense initiative (SD1)-has been
made a topic of public controversy by some of your associates.
The prominent vocal opponents of SDI in the scientific
community include a dozen names or less. Among these,
you are the most important, due to your well-deserved
reputation and your long-standing and continuing knowledge of, and interest in, the related technical issues.
Recently, 663 members of the National Academy of
Sciences (N.A.S.) were polled for their opinions about SDI
by your home university, Comell. Having received three
consecutive solicitations, together with a follow-up telephone call, 451 members offered their comments on SDI,
which were generally negative. I believe that the extent of
participation was largely due to the persistence of the polltakers and to the fact that your respected name appeared
among those who signed the original letter.
During the time that the poll was being taken, more than
a million people heard you make a statement about me on
television: “There is a big group, a majority of physicists in
any case, who think he has done evil.” I have also been
publicly attacked for giving dangerous advice to President
Reagan. Thus, the issue has certainly become public business.
That we disagree is obvious. Through difficult decades
while working on the applications of science to defense, I
was motivated by the conviction that ignorance is a great
danger. On this point, scientists should agree.
You and I talked for the first time abut nuclear explosives, including the hydrogen bomb, on a train going from
Chicago to Berkeley in the early summer of 1942. Much
has happened since then. I want to review a few details,
some that are shared memories, some that may be new to
you. I shall also try to suggest a different direction for your
criticism.

Los Alamos
I have often been asked whether progress on the atomic
bomb should be regretted. As you know, our conscious

motive at the time was to get the atomic bomb before
Hitler could produce one. We did not know it then, but it
is now clear that several mistakes were made in the German projects and that the Nazis were unlikely to develop
the atomic bomb first. Werner Heisenberg led the German
effort. He usually put a lot of enthusiasm into his work,
but he had no ambition on this occasion.
On the other hand, we also know that the Soviet acientists under I.V. Kurchatov made real progress on atomic
energy before 1945. As his biographer reports:
Most of the personnel came to Kurchatov with
only the clothes on their backs and what had been
thrown together in small suitcases. Their other belongings, including the books and manuscripts so
important to scientists, would have been lost in evacuation or during air raids.
The Soviet Union exploded an atomic bomb in 1949.
Knowing that such a weapon was in the hands of the
United States may have added to their speed. But I have
little doubt that had we abstained from work on atomic
energy, the first atomic explosive would have been tested
in the Soviet Union during the 1950s. In that sense, we did
not influence history by creating an atomic bomb. But
what we did was important because the atomic bomb
became available first to a country that values peace more
than power.
I see my own role in wartime Los Alamos as working on
new ideas and helping others on a novel subject. For instance, I had the exceptional opportunity for a couple of
weeks of explaining the secrets of the atomic bomb to a
newcomer, Enrico Fermi. Earlier, in the late spring of
1943, I talked with Johnny von Newmann about Seth
Neddermeyer’s idea of implosion. Johnny and I came to
the conclusion that the compression of normally incompressible materials would be very important. You insisted
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