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 One of the first decisions facing newly elected 
President Eisenhower was whether to grant executive 
clemency to Julius and Ethel Rosenberg.  Members of 
the communist party, the Rosenbergs were convicted 
of passing secret information about the atomic bomb 
to the Soviet Union in 1945 and sentenced to death.  
This  case  caused  great  controversy  at  home  and 
abroad,  because  many  claimed  their  guilt  was  not 
certain, that it was the result of Cold War hysteria.  

However, the Rosenberg’s guilt was confirmed 
by  a  series  of  decoded  Soviet  cables,  codenamed 
VENONA.  To continue the VENONA project, this 
information had to remain classified and out of the 
public’s knowledge.

In  this  program,  students  wil l  first  be  
introduced  to  the  reactions  and  advice  of  others 
outside of the Intelligence Community based on their 
knowledge of this espionage case.  Next, students will 
be  placed  in  President  Eisenhower’s  position  to 
decide whether to grant executive clemency to Julius 
and  Ethel  Rosenberg  based  on  the  classified 
information to which he was privy.   Finally, students 
are encouraged to use this lesson about the past to 
think  more  critically  when  taking  in  today’s  news 
about Presidential decisions and the debate between 
national security and personal rights.

Objectives: 
• To use a variety of primary and secondary sources 

to gain knowledge and analyze the past
• To  identify  and  analyze  the  balance  between 

national security and individual rights
• To explore the the impact of Cold War tensions 
• To evaluate differing points of view from diverse 

sources on the same historical event
• To express a short written and oral argument
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Lesson Plan
1. Show a segment of the PBS documentary, “Secrets, Lies, and Atomic Spies” in order to give 
background information of what happened prior to Eisenhower’s involvement.  The first 
thirty minutes of this video can be found at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=irh1WjUe1yU, or it can be purchased in its entirety on VHS from Amazon.  The most 
pertinent segment runs from 21:12 - 26:24.  

It starts when Meredith Gardner cracked the Russian’s code (VENONA) and discovered the 
messages contained the top secret names of American scientists who had built the Atomic bomb.  
This started the domino effect that led to the Rosenbergs, whose case ultimately ended up on 
President Eisenhower’s desk as he took office in January 1953.  It also points out that VENONA 
had to stay secret in the Rosenberg’s public trial.  

2.  Have copies of VENONA cable(s), drawings of Atomic Bomb, protestor photos, and 
McCarthy on the tables for students to see the primary sources of what is discussed in video 
segment and what was going on in America that influenced this case.  These primary sources 
can be found on pages 62-71.  Discuss the term “primary source.”

3.  Provide copies of “Eisenhower’s Dilemma” to students.  These pages will introduce 
students to the topic of the Rosenberg Trial in Eisenhower’s own words and set the stage for 
the decision making.

3. Each student should have one of the primary documents numbered 1-17 to examine.  They 
should fill out a “Clemency Advice” worksheet for the document(s) examined.  Students 
should also have copies of the “Who is that?” page to aid in their understanding of the people 
who are named in the documents.  

This exercise will provide students with the perspective of people from a variety of 
domestic, federal and international sources. Make sure students realize that even though 
some of the letters were written to others, all the information would would have made it to 
Eisenhower. 

4.  Students should present their findings to the rest of the class, focusing on their answers to 
4-7 of the worksheet.  The teacher may want to keep a visible tally of the recommendations 
made. 

5 minutes

7 minutes

10 minutes

10 minutes

3 minutes
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5.  It is now time for students to step into President Eisenhower’s shoes and individually 
complete “Presidential Decision.”  After completing this, students will read their presidential 
public announcement for the class.  The teacher may want to keep a visible tally of the 
decisions made.  

6.  Provide students with “The Rest of the Story: Eisenhower’s Decision,” in which President 
Eisenhower reveals the decision he made.  Students should read and individually answer the 
questions on “In Conclusion.”  A final class discussion of student’s answers should be facilitated 
by the teacher.

7.  Two optional extension hand outs are provided to the teacher.  They can be used together or 
separately to encourage students to follow up on the story of the Rosenberg’s two sons, to 
compare the charges and consequences of others in this spy ring, and to synthesize their 
thoughts about the case into one cohesive argument.  

10 minutes

15 minutes

Where Can I Find More?

To view online primary source documents in the holdings of the Eisenhower Presidential 
Library:  http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/online_documents/rosenbergs.html 

To learn more or see the complete set of  VENONA  documents released:  
  www.nsa.gov/docs/venona/venona_docs.html 

To read the transcripts from the trial: 
http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/rosenb/ROSENB.HTM 

To learn more about all of the characters of this case, as well as links to primary sources:    
“ The  Trial  of  Julius  and  Ethel  Rosenberg”  http://spartacus-educational.com/
USArosenbergT.htm 

To  learn  more  about  national  security  versus  personal  rights  in  the  digital  age:                    
http://www.c-span.org/video/?311052-1/michael-hayden-national-security-digital-age
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Eisenhower’s Dilemma

                 excerpt from Mandate for Change by Dwight D. Eisenhower
            Chapter IX:  “Some Early Decisions”

           pages 223 - 224

On my desk, when I took office, lay a document which was to lead to much controversy throughout 
the spring of 1953.  Submitted to the Department of Justice but not acted upon in the final weeks of the 
Truman administration, it was an appeal for executive clemency in the case of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg 
who, convicted of espionage against the United States, were under sentence of death.  

More than a decade earlier, Mr. and Mrs. Rosenberg had become members of the Communist party 
in New York City.  At the height of World War II, in the summer of 1944, Mrs. Rosenberg’s brother, David 
Greenglass, began work as a machinist at the atomic weapons center in Los Alamos, New Mexico.  In January 
1945, six months before Potsdam, eight months before Hiroshima, he gave the Rosenbergs his first sketches 
-- rough drawings of a high-explosive lens used to detonate the bomb.  Later the Rosenbergs sent a courier, 
Harry Gold, who identified himself by showing Greenglass a torn piece of a paper box which matched the 
other half sent to Greenglass by the Rosenbergs; Gold carried away from the rendezvous more sketches of 
the lens.  In September, Greenglass passed another crude drawing to the Rosenbergs, this time of the atomic 
bomb itself, with a set of explanatory notes.  

No one will probably ever know exactly how much these grubby scraps of paper, passed in secrecy 
from hand to hand, changed the course of history and the safety of the United States.

Four years passed.  Then a sequence of events occurred, each caused by an earlier one, like a row of 
dominoes going down.  In England, Klaus Fuchs confessed to espionage for the Soviet Union.  He implicated 
Gold, who in turn named Greenglass.  In June 1950 Greenglass confessed, naming the Rosenbergs, and in 
January 1951 they were indicted.

For cooperating with the prosecution, Greenglass’ sentence was for fifteen years of imprisonment, 
Gold’s for thirty.  In England, Fuchs drew only fourteen.  But the Rosenbergs pleaded not guilty.  The jury 
returned its verdict in March 1951; Mr. and Mrs. Rosenberg became the first Americans in peacetime to be 
sentenced to death on a charge of espionage.

The United States Court of Appeals upheld the conviction in February 1952.  In October the 
Supreme Court granted a stay of execution during action on a petition for reconsideration of its earlier 
refusal to review the case.  The next month the Supreme Court denied reconsideration.  After denying

executive clemency:  noun. The power of a President in federal criminal cases, 
and the Governor in state convictions, to pardon a person convicted of a crime, 
commute the sentence (shorten it, often to time already served) or reduce it from 
death to another lesser sentence.
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judicial clemency, the original sentencing judge stayed the executions to allow the Rosenbergs to apply for 
executive clemency.  There the question hung in January of 1953. 

The Communist press screamed that the United States government had hypocritically convicted the 
Rosenbergs of espionage, framing them because they were Jewish.  With them joined, at least in sympathy, 
other Americans who, not denying the Rosenbergs’ indisputable guilt, questioned the severity of their 
sentence.  After all, they argued, Gold, Greenglass, and Fuchs got off with their lives and even without life 
imprisonment.  Why, for the first time, give the death sentence in this case?  Because the Rosenbergs, others 
answered, refused to confess.  Execution would make them martyrs, the pleaders for clemency contended.  
But softening their sentence, the answer went, would keep other spies from confessing in the future.  (Gold 
and Greenglass, who had confessed, escaped the death penalty.)

Despite these rebuttals, many people sincerely believed that life imprisonment might be a better 
judgment, particularly because the Rosenberg were the parents of two small sons and because one of the 
condemned was a woman.

On February 11, 1953, I made public my decision.

ANSWER THE FOLLOWING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 

1.  Of what were Julius and Ethel Rosenberg convicted? 

2.  Where did Ethel’s brother, David Greenglass, work? 

3.  What did David Greenglass give to the Rosenbergs in January 1945? 

4. How did Harry Gold know he was meeting up with the right person (Greenglass) to pass along 

more sketches?  

5. In September 1945, what drawings did Greenglass pass on to the Rosenbergs? 

6. The Rosenbergs became the first Americans to get what? 

7.  What were some of the arguments others made in support of                                                    

granting clemency for the Rosenbergs?

5



Pages 4- 5, Eisenhower’s Dilemma 

Executive Clemency = the power of a President in federal criminal cases, and the Governor in 
state convictions, to pardon a person convicted of a crime, commute the sentence (shorten it, 
often to time already served), or reduce it from death to another lesser sentence.

1.  Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were convicted of espionage against the U.S. and sentenced to 
death.

2. David Greenglass worked as a machinist at the atomic weapons center in Los Alamos, New 
Mexico.

3. In January 1945, David Greenglass gave the Rosenbergs rough sketches of a high-explosive lens 
used to detonate the atomic bomb.

4.Gold and Greenglass had to match up the torn pieces of a paper box that they were each given.

5. The September 1945 drawings were of the atomic bomb itself, along with a set of explanatory 
notes.

6.The Rosenbergs were the first Americans in peacetime to be sentenced to death on  a charge of 
espionage.

7. Some arguments for granting clemency:
     -the Rosenbergs were framed because they were Jewish                                                           
     -the sentencing was too severe in comparison with the other confessed spies
     -the Rosenbergs are parents of two small sons and Ethel is a woman

Answer Key
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Clemency Advice
For the President

Examine the primary documents that offered advice to President Eisenhower as he faced making 
the decision of Executive Clemency for the Rosenbergs.  Fill out the following questions.

Document # _______

1.  Determine some physical qualities of the document.
A. Does it have an official letterhead?  ______   If yes, from what agency or office?

B. Is it handwritten? _____    or typed?_____  

C.  Are there any official seals? _____  If yes, what are they for?

D. Are there any notations on the page?   _____  If yes, what are they?

2. What type of document does this appear to be?
letter memorandum telegram report newspaper clipping

photo press release  other _____________________

3.  What date does it appear the document was created?  _____________________________________

4.  Who appears to be the author or creator of this document? ________________________________

5.  What is the author’s title or what authority does s/he have (if any)? __________________________

6.  What is the author’s recommendation or message concerning the Rosenbergs? _______________ 

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

7.  Rate this letter 1-10 on the importance that President Eisenhower should give this document’s 

recommendation or message.    least 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  1 0  most
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If it is not included on the document, the following information should help identify the people 
named in the primary documents.

Adams, Sherman = Republican governor of New Hampshire, 1949-53; Chief of Staff of Dwight D. 
Eisenhower’s Presidential campaign, 1952; The Assistant to the President, 1953-58.
Bennett, James = Director of the U.S. Dept. of Justice, Bureau of Prisons, 1937-64. 
Brownell, Herbert  Jr.  Attorney General, 1953-1957 
Dillon, Clarence Douglass = U.S. Ambassador to France, 1953-57; Deputy Under Secretary of 
State for Economic Affairs, 1957-58; Under Secretary of State, 1959-61; Secretary of Treasury, 1961-65.
Dulles, John Foster = Secretary of State, 1953-1959.
Hagerty, James C. = Press Secretary to President 
Hopkins, William J.  = Member of the White House Civil Service Staff, 1931-71.
Jackson, C.D. = Executive, Time Inc., 1931-64; President, Council for Democracy, 1940; Deputy 
Chief, Psychological Warfare Branch, Allied Forces Headquarters, 1943; Deputy Chief, Psychological 
Warfare Division, Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force, 1944-45; President, Free 
Europe Committee, 1951-52; Speech writer for Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1952; Special Assistant to the 
President for International Affairs, 1953-54; Speech writer and consultant to the President, 1958.
Johnson, Charles E. = Executive Officer of Psychological Strategy Board, 1951 - 1953
Lodge, Henry Cabot = Campaign manager for Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1952; Senator from 
Massachusetts, 1946-53; US Representative to the United Nations and the UN Security Council, 
1953-60.
Miller, Clyde=  Professor at Columbia University and former colleague of Eisenhower.
Pinkley, Virgil = The editor and publisher of the Los Angeles Mirror, a part of the Los Angeles Times 
that ran from 1948 - 1962.  At the time of this letter, the Times had the largest circulation of any U.S. 
Newspaper.
Rosenberg, Michael and Robert = The young sons of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg
Rosenberg, Sophie = Julius Rosenberg’s mother.
Shanley, Bernard M. = Member of the Advisory Committee for the Eisenhower campaign of 1952; 
Special Counsel to President Eisenhower, 1953-55; Appointment Secretary to President Eisenhower, 
1955-57.
Stephens, Thomas E. = Appointments Secretary to General Eisenhower, 1950-53; Special Counsel 
to the President and Appointments Secretary, 1953-61.
Taquey, Charles H. = Official of the Psychological Strategy Board, Washington, D.C.
Urey, Harold C.  = A Nobel Prize-winning atomic scientist.

Who Is That?
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Primary Documents
1. Letter to Dwight D. Eisenhower from Clyde R. Miller, June 8, 1953, AND Eisenhower’s reply to Clyde 

Miller on June 10, 1953.

2.  “We Are Innocent” Flyer advertising a clemency rally for the Rosenbergs on June 11, 1953.  Flip side has 
letter from Michael Rosenberg to Dwight D. Eisenhower on May 20, 1953.  Flyer created   

    by the National Committee to Secure Justice in the Rosenberg Case.

3.  Letter to Herbert Brownell from C.D. Jackson, February 23, 1953 AND Letter to H.C. Lodge, Jr. from 
C.D. Jackson, June 11, 1953.

4. Letter from Tom Stephens to Herbert Brownell, January 30, 1953  AND  Draft Presidential Statement by 
the Psychological Strategy Board, January 30, 1953  AND  “Statement by the President” Press Release via 
James Hagerty, February 11, 1953.

5.  Telegram from Paris (Clarence Douglas Dillon) to Secretary of State ( John Foster Dulles), May 15, 1953.

6. Telegram to D.D. Eisenhower from Bernard D. Loomer (Dean of the School of Religion, University of 
Chicago), June 15, 1953  AND  Letter to Sherman Adams from A.G. Cicognani, February 13, 1953. 

7. Telegram to Mrs. Mamie Eisenhower from Sophie Rosenberg, June 16, 1953.

8.  Memo to Mr. Stephens from William J. Hopkins, February 12, 1953.

9. Memo for presidential file regarding Michael Rosenberg’s note to President Eisenhower, February 27, 1953 
AND Telegram from Michael Rosenberg to President Eisenhower, June 17, 1953.

10.  Letter to Dwight D. Eisenhower from Brady Gentry, May 22, 1953.

11.  Memo to Governor Adams from Bernard M. Shanley, April 21, 1953.

12.  Letter to Dwight D. Eisenhower from Attorney General Herbert Brownell, Jr.,  June 17, 1953   AND  
Letter to D.D. Eisenhower from Attorney General Herbert Brownell, Jr., no date, “In the Matter of the 
Commutation of Sentence of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg.”

13.  Letter to Dwight D. Eisenhower from Virgil Pinkley, February 17, 1953.

14.  Telegram to Dwight D. Eisenhower from Harold C. Urey, June 12, 1953.

15. Memo to Charles E. Johnson from Charles H. Taquey, May 29, 1953.  Also enclosed was an editorial in 
Washington Post May 23, 1953.  “Justice and Propaganda.” No author.

16.  Letter to Dwight D. Eisenhower from Ethel Rosenberg, June 16, 1953.

17.  Memorandum to Herbert Brownell, the report of interview with the Rosenbergs by James Bennett, June 
5, 1953.
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                                                      February 13, 1953 

TELEPHONE CONVERSATION WITH JAMES HAGERTY 
                                                                                      THE WHITE HOUSE 

	 Mr. Hagerty telephoned the Secretary at 9:30 this 
morning with reference to a story carried by both AP and UP 
that the Pope had intervened in the Rosenberg case.  The 
Secretary checked with the staff in his office, who had just 
convened for the regular meeting, and told him that we had 
not received any communication from the Vatican on the 
matter. 

	 Mr. Hagerty asked the Secretary’s advice as to why he 
could  say at his 10:30 Press Conference and the Secretary 
suggested that he say that neither the White House nor the 
State Department had any knowledge of the matter except for 
the press report and nothing could be said about it. 

	 Both stories stressed that the Pope had made the appeal 
“some time before the President announced his decision”. 

DO:D

This is a reproduction of this document because the original is barely legible.  The original, however, can 
be viewed at http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/online_documents/rosenbergs/Binder22.pdf.
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This is a reproduction of this document because the original is barely legible.  The original, however, can be 
viewed at http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/online_documents/rosenbergs/Binder1.pdf.

Office of the Attorney General 
Washington, D.C. 

IN THE MATTER OF THE CONSTITUTION OF SENTENCE OF  

JULIUS ROSENBERG AND ETHEL ROSENBERG 

The President 

	 Sir: 

	 	 These petitioners were convicted in the United States District 

Court for the Southern District of New York on an indictment charging them 

with conspiring with David Greenglass, Anatoli Yakovlev, and Morton Sobell to 

communicate to the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics documents, writings, 

sketches, notes and information relating to the national defense of the United 

States with intent and reason to believe that it would be used to the advantage 

of the Soviet Union.  Ruth Greenglass, wife of David, and one Harry Gold were 

named in the indictment as conspirators but not as defendants. * 

	 	 The petitioners on April 5, 1951, were sentenced to death.  The 

execution of sentence has been deferred from time to time pending appellate 

proceedings, and the order of the District Court now  

____________________________________________________________________________ 
*Gold pleaded guilty on July 20, 1950, to an indictment in substantially the 
same terms and was sentenced by the United States District Court for the 
Western District of Pennsylvania, at Philadelphia, to a term of thirty years, the 
maximum therm of imprisonment imposable under the statute.  Yakovlev, an 
official employee of the Soviet Consulate General in New York, left the United 
States and was not placed on trial.  David Greenglass testified for the 
Government and was sentenced for fifteen years.  Ruth Greenglass has not been 
prosecuted.  Sober was sentenced to thirty years.



- 2 - 

is that the date for execution will not be fixed prior to five days following the 

action of the President on the petitions for clemency. 

	 The conviction was appealed to the United States Court of Appeals for the 

Second Circuit, where the judgment was affirmed on February 25, 1952.  A 

petition for certiorari was denied by the Supreme Court of the United States on 

October 12, 1952.  Thereafter, the petitioners brought a proceeding in the 

District Court to have the conviction set aside, based on the general ground that 

the trial was null and void because of gross violation of the petitioners’ rights.  

Honorable Irving R. Kaufman, the District judge who presided at the trial, 

disassociated himself with the subsequent proceeding, which was heard by the 

Honorable Sylvester J. Ryan, who after hearing denied the relief prayed for.  

Judge Ryan’s judgment was affirmed by the Court of Appeals for the Second 

Circuit on December 31, 1952.  The time for applying for a writ of certiorari on 

the second judgment of the Court of Appeals has not yet expired.  If application 

for such a writ is made, the Department will oppose it. 

	 	 Following the conclusion of the several appellate proceedings, the 

petitioners presented to Judge Kaufman a motion for reduction of sentence in 

accordance with the applicable judicial rule.  After hearing, Judge Kaufman 

denied the motion on January 2, 1953, rendering an extended opinion, a copy 

of which is attached to the accompanying file. 

This is a reproduction of this document because the original is barely legible.  The original, however, can be 
viewed at http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/online_documents/rosenbergs/Binder1.pdf.



- 3 - 

	 	 The applicants have presented petitions for Executive clemency in 

which they protest their innocence, attack the government’s evidence and 

attempt to rebut it by their own story.  At the conclusion of the recitation of 

evidence, each petitioner makes the following significant statement: 

	 	 Under the circumstances of our case, the jury’s verdict 
of guilty could not, as a matter of law, have been upset by any 
court.  A question of fact was presented to the jury for its 
determination.  That determination, under the Federal law, is final 
and binding upon the appellate courts, even though these courts 
might upon the same evidence have arrived at a contrary 
conclusion. 

	 	 Following the foregoing recital, the petitioners proceed with an 

argument which could be interpreted as a representation that had the appellate 

courts been able to make a different finding upon the facts, the might have done 

so.  Their representations in that respect are not convincing.  The evidence 

presented at the trial is fairly set forth in the opinion of the United States court 

of Appeals, which is in the attached files*, and set forth in more detail in the 

brief of the United States, which is also submitted herewith.  In view of the 

petitioners’ admission that the evidence justified the conviction, I deem it 

unnecessary to encumber this communication with a repetition or condensation 

of the record.  Suffice it to say that it was amply and credibly shown that Julius 

Rosenberg had, at 

________________________________________________________________________ 

*   The statement of facts is appended hereto. 

This is a reproduction of this document because the original is barely legible.  The original, however, can be 
viewed at http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/online_documents/rosenbergs/Binder1.pdf.
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the instance of Yakovlev and other agents of the Soviet Union, induced David 

Greenglass, a machinist employed by the United States at the Los Alamos 

Project of the Atomic Energy commission, in New Mexico, to procure and give to 

him evidence about the location and construction of the Project, the names of 

the scientists employed, and descriptions of devices made there, all of which 

was accepted by Julius Rosenberg and by him transmitted to his Russian 

employers.  Harry Gold, the man who was sentenced to thirty years in 

Philadelphia for his part in the espionage, was associated with Rosenberg and 

acted in an effective capacity as an agent for the transmission of the 

information.  Greenglass and Gold both testified at the trial, exposing the entire 

scheme.  They were, it is true, co-conspirators with the Rosenbergs, but a 

reading of the record indicates that their testimony was credible and was 

sufficiently supported by circumstantial evidence.  At any rate, the jury 

believed them, and there is no reason why you should not. 

	 	 Judge Kaufman, when he imposed sentence upon these petitioners, 

said: 

	 	 The evidence indicated quite clearly that Julius 
Rosenberg was the prime mover in this conspiracy.  However, let no 
mistake be made about the role which his wife, Ethel Rosenberg, 
played in this conspiracy.  Instead of deterring him from pursuing 
his ignoble cause, she encouraged and assisted the cause.  She was a 
mature woman, — almost three years older than

This is a reproduction of this document because the original is barely legible.  The original, however, can be 
viewed at http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/online_documents/rosenbergs/Binder1.pdf.
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her husband and almost seven years older than her younger brother.  
She was a full-fledged partner in the crime.   

	 In his opinion filed in connection with the motion for reduction of sentence, 

Judge Kaufman says: 

	Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were the prime movers in this 
conspiracy, into it they sucked David and Ruth Greenglass. 

	 Both these statements of Judge Kaufman are amply justified by the 

evidence.  Ethel Rosenberg was the sister of Greenglass and cooperated fully 

with her husband in influencing him to do what he did.  That the information 

procured from Greenglass and transmitted by Rosenberg was of importance, and 

tended to help the Soviet Union, is manifest upon a reading of the evidence.  

Typical examples of the testimony on that point are following — 

	 A government witness, Dr. Walter S. Koski, an expert employed by the 

United States on the Atomic Project, was shown, while on the stand, sketches and 

descriptions of things worked on at the Los Alamos Station, which Greenglass 

made at the trial in representation of sketches given by him to Rosenberg.  Dr. 

Koski testified in part: 

	Q.  And would I be exaggerating if I were to say colloquially that one 
expert interested in finding out what was going on at Los Alamos, 
cold get enough from where exhibits in evidence which you have 
before you to reveal what was going on at Los Alamos? 
	A.  One could.

This is a reproduction of this document because the original is barely legible.  The original, however, can be 
viewed at http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/online_documents/rosenbergs/Binder1.pdf.
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Equally significant in the following testimony from another government expert 

as to one of the sketches are these questions and answers: 

	Q. Does the knowledge as disclosed in the material read (by the 
stenographer) in conjunction with the sketch before you (drawn by 
Greenglass) demonstrate substantially and with substantial 
accuracy the principle involved in the operation of the 194 atomic 
bomb? 

	A.  It does. 

 *   *   * 

Q.  Can a scientist, and can you, perceive what the actual 
construction of the bomb was? 

A.  You can. 

Q.  Was this information classified at the time?  

A.  It was classified top secret. 

Q.  Is it still classified? 

A.  Yes, Sir. 

Q.  Does this information relate to the national defense of the United 
States of America? 

A.  It certainly does. 

 *   *   * 

Q.  Does the information that has been read to you, together with the 
sketch concern a type of atomic bomb which was actually used by 
the United States of America? 

A.  It does.  It is the bomb we dropped at Nagasaki, similar to it.

This is a reproduction of this document because the original is barely legible.  The original, however, can be 
viewed at http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/online_documents/rosenbergs/Binder1.pdf.
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After completing “Clemency Advice” with several primary documents, it is time to decide.  You 
are in Eisenhower’s Presidential shoes.  You know the truth exposed via the VENONA project.  
You realize only a handful of American intelligence officers share this knowledge, so many others 
are protesting on behalf of the Rosenbergs.  Leaving the court’s decision as it is will not be a 
popular decision.  

As President Eisenhower, will you grant clemency to Julius Rosenberg?
    _____YES   _____NO
As President Eisenhower, will you grant clemency to Ethel Rosenberg?
    _____YES   _____NO
Write a presidential public announcement stating your decision and explaining your 
decision to the world.  Be prepared to stand and make your announcement for the class.

February 11, 1953

Presidential Decision
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The Rest of the Story:  
Eisenhower’s Decision

     On February 11, 1953, I made public my decision.
The nature of the crime for which they [the Rosenbergs] have been found guilty and 
sentenced [I wrote] far exceeds that of the taking of the life of another citizen; it involves 
the deliberate betrayal of the entire nation and could very well result in the death of many, 
many thousands of innocent citizens. . . . 

The courts have provided every opportunity for the submission of evidence bearing on this 
case. . . . All rights of appeal were exercised and the conviction of the trial court was upheld 
after full judicial review. . . . 

I have made a careful examination into this case and am satisfied that the two individuals 
have been accorded their full measure of justice. . . .

     During the spring the Communist press and its cohorts, and others, including those 
opposed to capital punishment, protested the sentence.  Through mass meetings and 
picketings, the Communists went all out to twist public sympathy in their direction.  On 
May 25, however, the Supreme Court delivered its decision:  it again refused to hear the 
appeal.  On June 15 it denied a plea to stay the execution.
     The next day, because this problem was very much on my mind, I wrote to my son, John, 
then serving in Korea, about one aspect of the case:

To address myself more specifically to the Rosenberg case for a minute, I must say that it 
goes against the grain to avoid interfering in the case where a woman is to receive capital 
punishment.  Over against this, however, must be placed one or two facts that have great 
significance.  The first of these is that in this instance it is the woman who is the strong

and recalcitrant character, the man is the weak one.  She has obviously been the leader in 
everything they did in the spy ring.  The second thing is that if there would be any 

excerpt from Mandate for Change by Dwight D. Eisenhower
            Chapter IX:  “Some Early Decisions”

           pages 224 - 225
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commuting of the woman’s sentence without the man’s then from here on the Soviets would 
simply recruit their spies from among women.1

     In the letter to John, I had explained that the incidence of threatening letters was such 
that, as a precautionary measure, I had to double the security guard around his children.  
     On June 19 the Supreme Court vacated a stay of execution which had been granted two 
days earlier on a point of law by Mr. Justice Douglas (whether the federal district judge had
the right to impose the death penalty when the jury had not recommended it).  And that 
night, with Communist and anti-Communist demonstrations up and down Pennsylvania 
Avenue in front of the White House, the sentence of the courts was duly executed.

1 In a letter addressed to a friend who was opposed to the execution of the Rosenberg 
sentence, I included the following:

“As to any intervention based on consideration of America’s reputation or standing in the 
world, you have given the case for one side.  What you did not suggest was the need for 
considering this kind of argument over and against the known convictions of Communist 
leaders that free governments -- and especially the American government -- are notoriously 
weak and fearful and that consequently subversive and other kinds of activity can be conducted 
against them with no real fear of dire punishment on the part of the perpetrator.  It is, of course, 
important to the Communists to have this contention sustained and justified.  In the present 
case they have even stooped to dragging in young and innocent children in order to serve their 
own purpose.

“The action of these people has exposed to greater danger of death literally millions of 
our citizens.  The very real question becomes ‘how far can this be permitted by a government 
that, regardless of every consideration of mercy and compassion, is also required to be a just 
government in serving the interests of all its citizens?’  That their crime is a very real one and 
that its potential results are as definite as I have just stated, are facts that seem to me to be 
above contention.”
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After reading the rest of the excerpt from Eisenhower’s Mandate for Change, 
students should answer and discuss the following questions:

Did President Eisenhower grant clemency?                YES                 NO

1.  Do you agree with Eisenhower’s decision?   Why or why not?

2.  What surprises or interests you most about this case?

3.  How, according to President Eisenhower, does the Rosenbergs’ crime “far exceed that of the  
     taking of the life of another citizen”?

4. What reasons did President Eisenhower present for not giving special consideration to the fact   
that a woman and mother was receiving capital punishment?

5. Why did President Eisenhower double the security guard around his grandchildren?

In Conclusion
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6. Why would this information not be released to the public during the trial and request for 
clemency?  

7. What were some of the consequences of this decision for Eisenhower?  
 

8. How does knowing this bit of the past help you evaluate today’s news about Presidential 
decisions?  

9.   Do  you  think  the  US  Intelligence  Community  should  be  able  to  intercept  Americans’ 
messages (texts, phone calls, email, etc.) today in order to try to capture those who are a threat 
to our country?  Or is that invasion of our personal rights to privacy?
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Pages 38-39, In Conclusion

1. opinion

2. opinion

3. This crime “involves the deliberate betrayal of the entire nation and could very well result in 
the death of many, many thousands of innocent citizens. . . .”  They were passing the secrets to 
building the atomic bomb, which kills way more than just one person at a time.  It could bring 
down our whole country.   

4.  No special consideration of gender was made because, in this case, it is the woman who is “the 
strong and recalcitrant character,” and not punishing her the same would simply cause the 
Soviets to recruit females spies from here on.

5. He had received many threatening letters.

6. opinion

7. At the time of the trial, the U.S. government needed to protect its sources because VENONA 
was still an on-going project.  

8.  Some answers may include the fact that he had to make a very controversial and unpopular 
decision without being able to publicly disclose the facts that supported him.

9. Some answers may include the fact that we the people don’t always know all the facts of a case 
for good reason, and we have to find a balance between trusting and questioning our leaders. 

10.  Some answers may include the fact that decisions are difficult and often unpopular at the 
time, it is impossible to please everyone and that puts the leader in dangerous situations no 
matter what, enforcing the law or the majority vote sometimes means a leader must put aside his 
own opinion.

Answer Key
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        WANT TO LEARN MORE? 
This story continues for Julius and Ethel’s children, Michael and Robert.  They were adopted by 

Abel and Anne Meeropol and were able to grow up anonymously.  As adults, they have been engaged 
in continuing their parents’ memories and the controversial decision.  They have written books and 
participated in documentaries about their parents.  A great place to begin learning is with the 
October 5, 2008 Los Angeles Times article, “The Essential Lessons of the Rosenberg Case,” written by 
Michael and Robert Meeropol.  http://articles.latimes.com/2008/oct/05/opinion/oe-meeropol5

The Final Letter From the Rosenbergs to Their Children 
(Written on the day of their execution)

Extension

Dearest Sweethearts, my most precious children, 
     Only this morning it looked like we might be together again after all. Now that this cannot be, I want so much for you to know 
all that I have come to know. Unfortunately, I may write only a few simple words; the rest your own lives must teach you, even 
as mine taught me. At first, of course, you will grieve bitterly for us, but you will not grieve alone. That is our consolation and it 
must eventually be yours.  Eventually, too you must come to believe that life is worth the living. Be comforted that even now, with 
the end of ours slowly approaching, that we know this with a conviction that defeats the executioner!  Your lives must teach 
you, too, that good cannot flourish in the midst of evil; that freedom and all the things that go to make up a truly satisfying and 
worthwhile life, must sometime be purchased very dearly. Be comforted then that we were serene and understood with the 
deepest kind of understanding, that civilization had not as yet progressed to the point where life did not have to be lost for the 
sake of life; and that we were comforted in the sure knowledge that others would carry on after us. We wish we might have had 
the tremendous joy and gratification of living our lives out with you.  Your Daddy who is with me in the last momentous hours, 
sends his heart and all the love that is in it for his dearest boys. Always remember that we were innocent and could not wrong 
our conscience.  We press you close and kiss you with all our strength. 

Lovingly,                                                                         
Daddy and Mommy  
Julie            Ethel 

P.S. to Manny:   The Ten Commandments religious medal and chain and my wedding ring--I wish you to present to our children 
as a token of our undying love. 

P.S.--to Manny:  Please be certain to give my best wishes to _________. Tell him I love and honor him with all my heart-- Tell 
him I want him to know that I feel he shares my triumph-- For I have no fear and no regrets-- Only that the release from the trap 
was not completely effectuated and the qualities I possessed could not expand to their fullest capacities-- I want him to have 
the pleasure of knowing how much he meant to me, how much he did to help me grow up-- All our love to all our dear ones. 

Love you so much--                                                                         
Ethel  
 Reprinted from We Are Your Sons by Robert and Michael Meeropol (1975). 
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Consider & Compare

David 
Greenglass

Ruth
Greenglass

Klaus Fuchs

Harry Gold

Morton
Sobell

Theodore 
Hall

Example:   David Greenglass received a 15-year sentence after a guilty plea of being 
an atomic spy for the Soviet Union.  After serving only 10 years, he was released from 
Federal prison on November 16, 1960.

Record the charges of these other individuals involved in this spy ring and the consequences they 
each received.

How do these compare to the Rosenbergs’ charges and consequences?

You’ve been exposed to many facets of this controversial event in United States’ 
history.  Write a persuasive editorial based on your evaluation of the facts.  Was justice done?  
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Answer Key
   For “Consider and Compare” 

David Greenglass:  David Greenglass received a 15-year sentence after a guilty plea of being an 
atomic spy for the Soviet Union.  After serving only 10 years, he was released from Federal prison on 
November 16, 1960.

Ruth Greenglass:   After testifying that it was her sister-in-law, Ethel Rosenberg, who typed up the 
atomic bomb information and not herself, Ruth Greenglass was not indicted for any crime. 

Harry Gold:  Harry Gold confessed to being an atomic spy courier and served fifteen years in a 
Federal prison.

Klaus Fuchs:  Klaus Fuchs confessed to supplying information from British and American nuclear 
weapon research to the USSR and was sentenced to fourteen years in Her Majesty’s Prison Wakefield 
in England.  He was released after serving nine years and four months.  

Theodore Hall:  Theodore Hall was never prosecuted, but just before his death he vaguely admitted to 
delivering technical information that helped the Soviet Union build a bomb years earlier than it could have 
otherwise because he did not feel it would be safe for America to have a monopoly on nuclear 
capabilities.   

Morton Sobell:  Morton Sobell was sentenced to 30 years for wartime espionage but only served 
seventeen years and nine months at Alcatraz. 

The major comparison between the above spies and the Rosenbergs is that -- for no larger charges -- 
the death penalty was enforced on the Rosenbergs. 

The persuasive editorial should be based on students’ own opinions supported by facts learned about 
the case.
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The two young sons of condemned atom spies Julius and Ethel Rosenberg and Julius’ mother, 
Sophie, join marchers in front of the White House during a demonstration by people seeking 
clemency for the Rosenbergs in 1953. (AP photo)

The Rosenberg’s children, 
Robert and Michael, were 
often used by protestors and 
the media to help gain 
sympathy and clemency for 
their parents.
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Many felt that the Rosenberg’s conviction was part of 
the Red Scare (Communist) hysteria, equating it to 
the Salem witch hunts of early American history.

Not all protestors were trying 
to  sa ve  the  Rosenbergs 
(abo ve ) ,  j u s t  a s  not  a l l 
protestors were from the U.S.  
This was a controversial topic 
in Europe as well. This photo 
( l e f t )  shows  thousands 
demonstrating in  Paris  on 18 
June  1953.   They  are   calling 
for  the  pardon  o f  US 
communists  Julius  and  Ethel 
Rosenberg .  (Photograph : 
Keystone/Getty Images)

Also influencing the U.S. public was Senator Joe McCarthy.  Americans were afraid 
when the Soviet Union successfully tested their first atom bomb in 1949.  A few 
months later, McCarthy took advantage of the nation’s wave of terror, and claimed 
he had a list of 205 people working within the US State Department who were 
known members of the Communist Party.  Many Americans latched on to this fear 
and McCarthy pushed on with his “investigations” for several years,  ruining the 
lives  and  careers  of  many  innocent  citizens  in  his  path.   These  reckless  and 
unsubstantiated accusations are known as “McCarthysim.”
McCarthy’s  downfall  finally  began  in  October  of  1953,  when  he  started  to 
investigate communist infiltration into the military.  This was the final straw for 
President Dwight D. Eisenhower, who realized that McCarthy’s movement needed 
to be stopped.  In 1954, the Senate voted to censure McCarthy, ending his power.
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These photos show protestors on both sides of the issue in front of the Massachusetts State 
House in Boston, June, 1953.  (Verner Reed, photographer)  Obtained from:  
http://www.historicnewengland.org/collections-archives-exhibitions/online-exhibitions/verner-
reed/the-photographer-as-storyteller
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These are sketches of the high explosive 
lens  mold  and  cross-section  of  the 
atomic  bomb  as  drawn  by  David 
Greenglass  at  the  espionage  trial  of 
Julius and Ethel Rosenberg.  Greenglass 
claimed  that  these  were  part  of  the 
secret information he passed on to Julius 
Rosenberg.   Greenglass  obtained  this 
information because  he  worked on the 
Manhattan Project based at Los Alamos. 

Obtained  from:   National  Archives, 
Records of U.S. Attorneys, 1/1945
National Archives Identifiers:
2878747 and 278753

research.archives.gov
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The prosecution presented this JELL-O box during the trial of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg for espionage.  The 
prosecution contended it  was used to verify identities at secret meetings.   The prosecution stated that Julius 
Rosenberg cut apart the side panel, giving his brother-in-law and sister-in-law, David and Ruth Greenglass, on half 
and  Harry  Gold  the  other.   Each  would  present  their  two  sections  upon  meeting  to  exchange  top  secret 
information. 

Obtained from:
National Archives, Records of U.S. Attorneys
3/6/1951 - 3/29/1951
Identifier: 278774
http://docsteach.org/documents/278774 66



Obtained from:  

Linder, Douglas O. “Famous Trials: The Rosenberg Trial, 1951.”  UMKC School of Law.  Posted 2008.  
Retrieved 2015.  http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/rosenb/ROS_DIAG.HTM
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Page one of intercepted, decoded, and translated VENONA cables numbered 1749, 1750 from New 
York to Moscow on December 13, 1944.  Obtained from:

 Benson, Robert Louis and Michael Warner, ed.  VENONA:  Soviet Espionage and the American 
Response, 1939-1957.  Washington, D.C.:  National Security Agency and Central Intelligence Agency, 1996.



Page two
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Page three
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This in an intercepted, decoded, and translated VENONA cable numbered 1773 from New York to 
Moscow on December 16, 1944.  Obtained from:

 Benson, Robert Louis and Michael Warner, ed.  VENONA:  Soviet Espionage and the American 
Response, 1939-1957.  Washington, D.C.:  National Security Agency and Central Intelligence Agency, 1996.
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