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Abstract 

Kennedy, Adenauer and the Making of the Berlin Wall, 1958-1961 

 

The Second Berlin Crisis, which began with Soviet Premier Nikita Khrush-

chev’s threat to sign a separate peace treaty with East Germany in November 1958, 

has largely been interpreted by foreign policy historians as a conflict between the su-

perpowers, in which the dependent allies - the Federal Republic of Germany and the 

GDR - had almost no influence on the course of events that led to the erection of the 

Berlin Wall.   

This interpretation served the political purposes of the governments involved 

for most of the Cold War.  The Kennedy administration as leading government of the 

Western world could claim to have successfully managed a difficult crisis; the 

Adenauer administration and the Ulbricht regime could both point to Washington’s 

and Moscow’s responsibility for the division of Germany’s capital; and Khrushchev, 

as leading statesman of the Warsaw pact, could finally deliver on some of his promises 

made to the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. 

However, recent findings suggest that Ulbricht, not Khrushchev, was the driv-

ing force behind the decision to close the East Berlin sector.  In the course of the first 

two years of the Kennedy administration, severe problems arose in West German-

American relations. It is time to ask how the West German government’s interactions 

with the Kennedy administration influenced the course of the crisis.   

President Eisenhower had seemingly managed to avoid an escalation of the 

Berlin crisis from 1958 to late 1960. This came at the cost of increasing pressure for 

his successor to find a solution. Ten months into the Kennedy administration, Berlin 

was divided by a wall, and American and Soviet tanks faced each other at Checkpoint 

Charlie.  

This dissertation reexamines the interactions between the Western govern-

ments, in particular between West Germany and the United States during the Second 

Berlin Crisis, and shows how these affected the outcome of the crisis. The first chapter 
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serves as an introduction to the historiography of the Berlin Crisis and German-

American relations in the period, especially between the Kennedy and Adenauer gov-

ernments, and defines the pertinent questions; the second chapter provides an outline 

of the first two years of the crisis and the Eisenhower administration’s approach to 

Adenauer and Berlin, especially as to Western policy on Berlin when the Eisenhower 

administration handed over the reins; the third to fifth chapters trace the Kennedy ad-

ministration’s and Chancellor Adenauer‘s interactions during the crisis in 1961 with 

particular regard to the actual sealing off of West Berlin, and the last chapter finally 

serves as an overview of the immediate aftermath. 

I argue that four key assumptions about the Berlin Wall crisis in 1961 can no 

longer be upheld: 

• The claim that Kennedy had stood firm on Berlin and merely continued the 

Eisenhower posture on Berlin is wrong.  Instead, the Kennedy administra-

tion attempted to find new approaches to Berlin and Germany in line with 

its general revision of US foreign policy. 

• The notion that the closing of the sector border came as a surprise is not 

supported by the documents. President Kennedy had been informed nu-

merous times that a closing of the sector border could be expected within 

the year. 

• Adenauer’s policy to prevent diplomatic recognition of the GDR contrib-

uted to an escalation of Washington’s search for alternative policy options, 

rather than slowing them. The West German election campaign in 1961 

further limited the chancellor’s willingness to make changes to his foreign 

policy. The Kennedy administration eventually sought accommodation 

with Khrushchev without consulting Bonn. 

• Inherent conceptual mistakes in Kennedy’s early foreign policy agenda ex-

acerbated the crisis, rather than contributed to its eventual solution.  An ad-

ditional lack of trust between West Germany and the United States compli-

cated and delayed the attempt to find a more coherent, unified Western ap-

proach. 
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All four Western governments anticipated an end to the refugee flow through 

West Berlin as the first step in a crisis escalation, while developing no contingency 

plans for this step. The lack of any political intention to prevent the expected stop of 

the refugee flow became the casting mould for Ulbricht’s plan to close the sector bor-

der, a plan Khrushchev eventually made his own. By leaving Ulbricht and Khrushchev 

with only one option, Western policies on Berlin and Germany unwillingly conspired 

to force East Germany to face its systemic flaws in the summer of 1961.  
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Introduction 

On August 13, 1961, Berliners watched in shock as East German police con-

struction crews, closely guarded by nearby East German border guards, constructed a 

barbed wire fence around the city of West Berlin and then, on August 15, began re-

placing this preliminary fence with bricks and mortar.  West Berlin had thus not only 

been quickly sealed off from its surrounding East German countryside and its Eastern 

half; the construction of a permanent divisive structure had begun what would soon be 

known globally simply as the Berlin Wall.  The Wall became such a symbol for the 

clash between Communism and the Western world that the footage of its opening in 

1989 has become generally accepted as the iconic image for the end of the Cold War. 

As the Berliners watched the construction of the Wall in agony, crowds gath-

ered, asking why their sworn protectors, the Western allied governments, did not in-

tervene. The right of the Berliners to move freely within their own city was implied in 

the allied agreement on Berlin and Germany.  “The West does nothing!!!” screamed 

West Berlin’s Bild tabloid in a front-page headline, equally inciting and expressing 

Berliners’ rage at their helplessness.
1
 

To the public, it seemed as if the White House and the other Western govern-

ments, including West Germany’s, were silently resigned to accept this sudden breach 

of the agreement on Berlin by the East German government.  While the Second Berlin 

Crisis that had begun with Nikita Khrushchev’s threats against West Berlin in 1958 

was not immediately over after the construction of the Wall, and kept flaring up spo-

radically from 1962 into 1963, it became apparent fairly quickly that the peak of the 

crisis was over after the Wall’s construction.
2
 Certainly one of the perceived causes of 

the crisis, the refugee flow out of East Germany, which threatened the GDR’s eco-

nomic survival, had been almost entirely eradicated. In the meantime, the United 

States seemed to have made sufficiently clear it would wage war to defend West Ber-

lin, and Khrushchev’s barrage of threats and ultimata against the Western presence in 

the city eventually ended.   

As the focus of the Cold War moved on to other parts of the world, both histo-

rians and the public produced a joint memory of the Second Berlin Crisis and the Wall 
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best geared to accommodate the available evidence.  Since the Soviet Union, East and 

West Germany and the United States all claimed partial victories as they came out of 

1961 – East Germany stabilized here, West Berlin defended there – neither the super-

powers nor their allies had any incentive to question the emerging consensus on how 

the Berlin Wall had actually come about. Within the decade after the Cold War ended 

and the diplomatic archives opened, a plethora of new publications revisited the Cold 

War at large and the Berlin crisis in particular, and, by and large with few exceptions, 

found the core elements of the Western view of its own diplomatic prehistory to the 

Berlin Wall unchanged:  the Soviets, with participation of the East German regime, 

had been the driving force of a crisis over Berlin; and the Western powers, albeit not 

entirely in unison, had in the end managed to deter the Soviets at least from a move on 

West Berlin.  While the peculiar postwar legal setup of Germany and the leaders of 

both Germanys had played significant roles in the crisis, historians judged the newly 

released sources to fit well into the existing narrative of superpower rivalry.  When the 

crisis over Berlin ended,  “[B]oth the Americans and the Russians now felt that they 

had gone about as far as they could for their German friends” concluded John Lewis 

Gaddis in 1997, and thus summed up the predominant view of the events of 1961.
3
   

This view consists of four points shared throughout the early historiography, 

and is congruent with widely held beliefs on the Cold War in general.  These conclu-

sions formed the framework for the understanding of what happened in the 1961 Ber-

lin Wall crisis for most of the 1990s: 

• The Soviet Union, and especially Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, was 

the primary driving force behind the Berlin crisis; 

• The Western alliance, despite internal squabbles, eventually stood to-

gether under American leadership and thus managed to deter the Sovi-

ets from further moves on West Berlin; 

• The Berlin Wall construction happened as a surprise operation within a 

larger crisis over the legal status of Berlin in general, and the Wall was 

therefore unpreventable by Western action;  
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• The Western government’s policies were, if not perfect, ultimately suc-

cessful, and therefore fundamentally sound. 

 

At first glance, it seems difficult to disagree with these four elementary view-

points. After all, the Soviet Union was without doubt the dominant hegemonial power 

in the Warsaw Pact, and very little could be done in Eastern Europe without Moscow’s 

consent; West Berlin did survive the Cold War unharmed; despite all archival disclo-

sures since the end of the Cold War, no document has surfaced that states the Western 

governments had any direct warning of the timing of the impending seal-off of West 

Berlin on August 13, 1961; and, if Western foreign policy ultimately led to “winning” 

the Cold War, how was it flawed?  

At closer inspection, however, historians have individually questioned all four 

aspects underlying this paradigm.  As East German Communist Party archives re-

vealed, Soviet policy on Berlin was itself driven as much by the desires of East Ger-

many’s Walter Ulbricht as it was by Khrushchev’s gambles.
4
  An interpretation of the 

Berlin crisis based upon an analysis of Soviet motives alone, then, could no longer tell 

the whole story.   

In a similar vein, foreign-policy historians had for years pointed out acute dif-

ferences among the Western Allies during the crisis, which complicated the simplistic 

view of the Cold War as a conflict between two large well-coordinated alliances.
5
   

The implied notion that the Wall came as a surprise is confusing the expecta-

tion of the timing of its construction with the expected likelihood of its creation. This 

confusion is rooted in the historiography itself. While most of the documents released 

since the end of the Cold War still seemed to support all four basic points, it should be 

noted that this framework had at least partially been created by political staff members 

involved in the original events who came to write or influence some of the early histo-

riography shortly thereafter.
6
  Much of the early scholarship on the Berlin Crisis also 

had to rely on unconfirmed sources, anecdotal evidence from colleagues and inter-

views with contemporary witnesses, which in turn freely mixed facts from primary 

sources with recollections from memoirs written years after the events, and thus by 
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quoting these and subsequently each other, turned contemporary witnesses’ apocry-

phal accounts into seemingly well-established facts.
7
  This has muddied the chrono-

logical understanding of the diplomatic history of 1961.  While the actual sealing-off 

of West Berlin seems to have indeed come as a surprise when it happened, the act it-

self had been feared and rumored in the city for years.
8
  Declaring the Wall’s construc-

tion on August 13 of that year as unpreventable because it was unforeseeable on that 

date is thus illogical. 

 The fourth tenet of popular Cold War wisdom results from the general percep-

tion that “the West won,” at least in the sense that Soviet Communism crumbled, and 

argues that therefore the strategies and policies employed to win the Cold War must 

have by and large been correct.  For the Second Berlin Crisis this means that since 

West Berlin was held, the Western governments cannot have made many mistakes 

during the crisis, or at least not any that fundamentally changed the outcome of the 

crisis.  This is a fundamentally unhistorical argument, because it draws conclusions on 

a multi-faceted historical process by taking the overall result of the process as a prem-

ise for assessing decision-making during the process.  A gambler who wins in a casino 

is not per se smarter than the gambler who loses; the gambler who uses the best appli-

cation of probability theory, however, might be called smarter than the player who 

prefers lucky numbers, even if he still loses the game.  Similarly, misguided calcula-

tions in day-to-day policies of the members of the Western alliance do not magically 

become far-sighted just because they eventually lead to a benign outcome that had not 

actually been anticipated.
9
 

  This dissertation reexamines the interactions between the Western govern-

ments, in particular between West Germany and the United States during the Second 

Berlin Crisis, and shows how these affected the outcome of the crisis.   The first chap-

ter serves as an introduction to the historiography of the Berlin Crisis and German-

American relations in the period, especially between the Kennedy and Adenauer gov-

ernments, and defines the pertinent questions; the second chapter provides an outline 

of the first two years of the crisis and the Eisenhower administration’s approach to 

Adenauer and Berlin, especially as to Western policy on Berlin when the Eisenhower 



 5 

administration handed over the reins; the third to fifth chapters trace the Kennedy ad-

ministration’s and Chancellor Adenauer‘s interactions during the crisis in 1961 with 

particular regard to the actual sealing off of West Berlin, and the last chapter finally 

serves as an overview of the immediate aftermath. 

All four of the previously held core conclusions on the Berlin Crisis have be-

come too simplistic to offer us a discerning analysis of the Western diplomatic prehis-

tory to the Berlin Wall: It is no longer possible to argue that Khrushchev and the So-

viet Union alone were the sole driving force behind the Second Berlin Crisis of 1958-

1962, especially since the crisis consists of several separate aspects and episodes. As 

has been pointed out repeatedly on both sides of the Atlantic, the Western govern-

ments were far from united on Berlin.  A sealing off of West Berlin itself was not un-

expected, but its particular timing was. Finally, to claim the fall of the Wall as a politi-

cal success for the West cannot mean that the prehistory of its creation was without 

errors. 
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1
 Thus the title of Joachim Arenth’s 1993 book: Arenth, Joachim. Der Westen Tut Nichts! Transatlan-

tische Kooperation Während Der Zweiten Berlin-Krise (1958-1962) Im Spiegel Neuer Amerikanischer 

Quellen. Frankfurt/Main, Berlin, Bern, 1993. 
2
 This is of course a statement endowed with the wisdom of hindsight. Gerhard Wettig has argued in his 

extensive 2006 book on the Berlin crisis that all depictions of the crisis which claim the construction of 

the Wall signaled its end suffer from projectional self-delusion: Khrushchev kept threatening the West-

ern presence in Berlin into late 1963. See Wettig, Gerhard. Chruschtschows Berlin-Krise 1958 Bis 1963 

- Drohpolitik Und Mauerbau. Edited by Institut für Zeitgeschichte, Quellen Und Darstellungen Zur 

Zeitgeschichte. Munich: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 2006, p. 183.  However, even Wettig has to admit that 

the Soviets signaled to both NATO Secretary General Spaak and to Ulbricht that there would be no 

further changes in 1961 by September 19-20 already. Khrushchev then publicly signaled a lifting of his 

previous ultimatum as early as October 1961, thus ending the expectation of an imminent showdown in 

Berlin for that year, and therefore returned into the earlier crisis mode of a drawn-out conflict over the 

question of the future of Berlin and Germany. See Wettig, Drohpolitik und Mauerbau, pp. 196, 205-7.  

The crisis over the question of West Berlin as a refugee loophole had in any case peaked with the sector 

closure, but the crisis of Berlin as a larger political problem had not ended.   
3
 Gaddis, John Lewis. We Now Know - Rethinking Cold War History. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997, 

p.149. 
4
 This is largely the achievement of Hope Harrison, whose thorough research and writing on Walter 

Ulbricht and Nikita Khrushchev in 1961 has finally laid to rest the myth that Khrushchev handled East 

Germany like a puppet master; in the field of pulling strings, Ulbricht clearly held his own. See 

Harrison, Hope M. "Driving the Soviets up the Wall: A Super-Ally, a Superpower, and the Building of 

the Berlin Wall, 1958-61." Cold War History 1, no. 1 (August 2000): pp. 53-74. 

Wettig disagrees with Harrison (see Wettig, Drohpolitik und Mauerbau) primarily on the point that 

Khrushchev, for all intents and purposes, always had the last word on anything that East Germany could 

and could not do regarding Berlin.  Harrison’s point, however, was that Ulbricht’s constant nagging 

within the Eastern alliance led to a pressure on Khrushchev to agree to the eventual sector closure. 

Thus, while the larger Berlin crisis had indeed been triggered and operated primarily by Khrushchev, 

Ulbricht had managed to “wag the dog” to have the sector border closed as a crisis within the crisis. 

Harrison’s point that the Berlin Wall therefore ought to be called Ulbricht’s Wall (the upcoming Ger-

man title of her book), rather than Khrushchev’s Wall, holds true, despite the fact that Khrushchev was 

undoubtedly in charge of the Soviet Union and its empire. 
5
 See for instance: Karl J. Brandstetter, Allianz Des Mißtrauens. Cologne: Pahl-Rugenstein, 1989; Frank 

A. Mayer, “Adenauer and Kennedy: An Era of Distrust in German-American Relations?” German Stud-

ies Review 17 (February 1994), pp. 83-104; Christof Münger, Kennedy, Die Berliner Mauer Und Die 

Kubakrise: Die Westliche Allianze in Der Zerreißprobe, 1961-1963. Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh 

Verlag, 2003; Rolf Steininger, Der Mauerbau: Die Westmächte Und Adenauer in Der Berlinkrise 1958-

1963. München: Olzog, 2001; to name just a few. 
6
 Arthur Schlesinger, Kenneth O’Donnell, McGeorge Bundy, Walt Rostow, George Kennan, Paul Nitze, 

Hans Kroll, and most recently W.R. Smyser come to mind. 
7
 One illuminating case is the often-quoted John F Kennedy line “A wall is a hell of a lot better than 

war.”  Allegedly uttered by Kennedy in 1961, sometime within a fortnight of the wall’s construction, 

the quote has appeared in numerous publications, but actually stems, second-hand, from Kenneth 

O’Donnell’s recollections of the Kennedy years published in 1972, 11 years after they had allegedly 

been said, and spread from there. (See  O'Donnell, Kenneth P., David F. Powers, and Joe McCarthy. 

"Johnny, We Hardly Knew Ye": Memoirs of John Fitzgerald Kennedy. Boston: Little Brown, 1972.)  

O’Donnell kept repeating his own memories in interviews throughout the 1970s, and by the 1980s the 

literature on the Berlin Wall had widely accepted this sentence as Kennedy’s, without keeping in mind 

that it did not stem from an actual primary source, yet its timing (as remembered by O’Donnell) was 

both vague and unlikely.  O’Donnell was then quoted by Michael Beschloss in the Crisis Years, from 

where John Lewis Gaddis quotes it in We Now Know.  See Beschloss, Michael R. The Crisis Years: 
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Kennedy and Khrushchev, 1960-1963. 1st ed. New York: HarperCollins, 1991, p. 225; Gaddis, We Now 

Know, p. 343.  Eventually the sentence made it into public memory by forming the headline of Ger-

many’s SPIEGEL cover on the 40th anniversary of the construction of the wall (see “Besser als Krieg”, 

SPIEGEL magazine, August 6, 2001 edition).  Most recently, it is the subtitle of a book by W.R. Smy-

ser on the Berlin policy of the Kennedy administration. Smyser served as assistant to Lucius D. Clay in 

the U.S. mission to West Berlin in 1961.  Smyser, W. R. Kennedy and the Berlin Wall: "A Hell of a Lot 

Better Than War." Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2009.  While I do not doubt that Ken-

nedy might have said these words, the particular date attributed to this quote seems odd, and is therefore 

probably inaccurate. 
8
 Almost every book on the Berlin Crisis or the Cold War points this out, e.g. Gaddis, We Now Know, 

p.147; the resulting conundrum of why a move that had been anticipated can still be called a surprise by 

Western politicians remains the startlingly weak foundation of this tenet of the Berlin Crisis.   
9
 John Lewis Gaddis puts it almost mildly when he argues that the West won the Cold War: “This ar-

gument by no means absolves the United States and its allies of a considerable responsibility for how 

the Cold War was fought... .  Nor is it to deny the feckless stupidity with which the Americans fell into 

peripheral conflicts... . Nor is it to claim moral superiority for western statesmen. ... the Cold War left 

no leader uncorrupted: the wielding of great power, even in the best of times, rarely does.“ Gaddis, We 

Now Know, pp. 293-4. 
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Historiography of West German-American relations in the Berlin Wall Crisis 

 

The relations between the governments of President John F. Kennedy and West 

German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer have often been described as hampered by the 

personality differences between the two statesmen, characterized by misunderstand-

ings and misconceptions about each other's intentions and approaches with regards to 

the Soviet Union and the future of Germany. These relations have therefore been in-

terpreted as a conflict of age and ideology between a young, innovative U.S. president 

full of new ideas and an experienced but old fashioned German chancellor.
1
 Although 

historiography has focussed on Adenauer and Kennedy as polar opposites in terms of 

age and character, a precise description of the development of their interactions imme-

diately preceding the Berlin Wall Crisis in 1961 is still missing, despite the fact that 

the construction of the Berlin Wall remains the single most important political tragedy 

in postwar German history. This chapter analyzes the relevant works of historiography 

on West German-American relations in 1961 and attempts to sketch their main posi-

tions within the framework of the history of the Cold War. 

 The majority of publications on the era focuses primarily on the policies and 

personalities within the Kennedy administration itself. Since it was the "New Frontier" 

approach of the Kennedy administration that attempted to bring a new dynamic into 

U.S.-Soviet relations, the literature has usually pointed at Khrushchev and Kennedy as 

the main opponents and actors in the conflict over Berlin. Inevitably, these U.S.-

centered accounts tend to take positions in a debate on the Cold War and the Kennedy 

administration in general without going into the political specifics of Berlin. Thus they 

deemphasize the particular German aspects of the crisis. They can be located between 

the extremes of either depicting the Kennedy administration as pursuing a new politi-

cal approach in a critical phase of a global ideological conflict, or as describing the 

U.S. government as a wavering and indecisive government led by an inexperienced 

and confused president facing a serious challenge.  

Not surprisingly, most German scholarship tends to bypass the debate on the 

performance of the Kennedy administration, and instead focuses on the different  
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relations between Adenauer and the postwar U.S. presidents and how these relations 

reflected on and affected the domestic German foreign policy debates at the time. The 

meaning and repercussions of these political relationships for Germany's role in 

Europe is considered, without taking the specific global aspects of the Berlin crisis 

into account. Many of these books therefore only bolster the seeming importance of 

U.S. decision-making in the Second Berlin crisis by depicting Adenauer as simply 

reacting to changes in U.S. and Soviet foreign policy. The debate in German historiog-

raphy thus centers on the image of Konrad Adenauer as an aging chancellor with a 

tenacious agenda that he stubbornly pursued. German historians mostly try either to 

reject or confirm this image by hinting at continuities or changes in his policy.
2
 

Both American and European diplomatic historians agree, as did Western me-

dia at the time, that Adenauer and Kennedy had considerable differences in their po-

litical strategies, but put different emphases on the historical impact of these differ-

ences. There also seems to be general agreement that Adenauer was steadfastly con-

tinuing his previous policies, while the Kennedy administration was attempting to in-

troduce changes to the Western alliance’s approach to the Berlin problem. The histori-

ography of German-American relations during 1961 can therefore be positioned 

around three differing views on the intentions and actions of the Kennedy presidency.  

The first, "classic" position is held mostly by historians or authors personally 

connected to the Kennedy administration itself, most notably in McGeorge Bundy's 

Danger and Survival and Arthur Schlesinger's A Thousand Days. These books, though 

they contain differing views on some details, defend John F. Kennedy's policies in 

1961 against most criticism by describing them as the only feasible course available at 

the time.
3
 

The second position is best loosely described as revisionist and is comprised of 

authors criticizing the Kennedy administration's policy on Berlin as confused, disor-

ganized or even misleading. The most prominent book in this category is certainly 

Michael Beschloss' The Crisis Years, which promiscuously cites even private anec-

dotes and non-official activities of John F. Kennedy during his time in office. Honoré 

Catudal was the first to read Kennedy's particular decisions in the Berlin crisis as an 
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organized attempt to stave off a larger crisis by letting the Wall be built.
4
 It is arguably 

a heterogeneous category, since Honoré Catudal proposed that the Kennedy admini-

stration handled the Berlin crisis rationally and with a firm hand, while other critics in 

this group would argue that the Kennedy administration acted in undue haste and 

panic.
5
 

As a third category there are a number of books that attempt to synthesize both 

criticism and defense of Adenauer and Kennedy into a post-revisionist general as-

sessment of the era. The most notable examples are Hans-Peter Schwarz's multi-

volume Adenauer biography and Frank A. Mayer's analysis of the Kennedy-Adenauer 

relationship. Furthermore there is Ann Tusa's account of Berlin's history in the Cold 

War, and Marc Trachtenberg's broad new hypothesis on Soviet political intentions in 

postwar Europe in the process of the creation of a superpower settlement.
6
 

The content of the classic position is best put forward in McGeorge Bundy's 

Danger and Survival, as it already engages some of the critics of the Kennedy admini-

stration from the second set. Yet, as Kennedy's former National Security advisor ad-

mits, "I am not a detached observer of President Kennedy."
7
 The Berlin crisis for 

Bundy was "centrally defined by the purposes and choices of Khrushchev." In this 

crisis, in "which there were real threats of war," there was not a moment in which such 

threats were explicitly put forward.
8
 Yet Bundy holds that Soviet threats were always 

the main driving factor in the entire crisis, and thus any final responsibility for the 

culmination of the crisis must lie with Moscow. A noteworthy second major argument 

holds that both Eisenhower and Kennedy remained equally adamant about Berlin, the 

only difference being the increased pressure under which Khrushchev put Kennedy 

during and after the Vienna summit in June 1961. "We thought it wise," Bundy claims, 

"to take him seriously, as our predecessors had," though Bundy concedes there were 

differences between Eisenhower and Kennedy in the approach of how to make the 

Soviets aware Moscow would have to "carry an unacceptable risk of nuclear war" over 

Berlin.
9
 Thirdly, Bundy holds that the closing of East Berlin's sector border came as a 

surprise not easily predictable in the form it eventually took. These three points form 

the core argument of the classic position: Khrushchev was actively increasing the ten-
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sion, Kennedy's policy on Berlin did not fundamentally differ from Eisenhower's, and 

the Wall came as a surprise.
10

 

This general position came under attack by revisionists such as Honoré M. Ca-

tudal. In his 1980 case study on Kennedy in the Berlin crisis, Catudal argued that 

Kennedy deliberately referred to Berlin as West Berlin in all of his speeches, a criti-

cism which Bundy tried to refute.
11

 While Bundy admits that Kennedy's incidental 

choice of words when referring to Berlin as West Berlin might indeed have encour-

aged Khrushchev to build the Wall, Bundy argues that it also deterred the Soviets from 

trying to capture West Berlin at the same time.
12

 Honoré Catudal published his inter-

pretation of Kennedy's handling of the Berlin crisis in 1980 not intentionally as a revi-

sion of the history of the Kennedy administration but as an exemplary case of deci-

sion-making. He concluded that an East German closing of the sector borders in Berlin 

was a risk consciously taken while at the same time it was intended to signal to 

Khrushchev that West Berlin must remain untouched. Thus, Bundy's admission that 

Kennedy’s choice of words might have encouraged Khrushchev to go forward with 

sealing off West Berlin did not effectively disprove this part of Catudal's argument. 

Arguing that this policy in the end succeeded, Catudal tried to counter the myth that 

the West was surprised by the sector closure; rather, he held, coolly accepting a border 

closure while signaling to the Soviets that West Berlin was off limits had preserved 

peace. It is not surprising that McGeorge Bundy could not accept such an interpreta-

tion of Kennedy’s policy, even if it depicted his president's first year as a period of 

sober and successful foreign policy decisions. To this day, the Berlin Wall is a phe-

nomenon heavy with emotional meaning. The image that Kennedy accepted a sector 

border closure without a single attempt of preventing it prior to the Wall's construc-

tion, in order to avoid war, would make Bundy's administration vulnerable to partisan 

criticism, no matter how many supporting arguments can be found for such a rationale. 

The revision of Kennedy's Berlin policy in 1961 went further in Michael 

Beschloss' The Crisis Years. Beschloss’ criticism built on Catudal's work but came to 

different conclusions. Seeing a secret back channel to Khrushchev in Georgi  

Bolshakov, an Information Officer at the Soviet Embassy in Washington who met 
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Robert Kennedy "two or three times a month" between May 1961 and mid 1963, 

Beschloss argued that "by indirect or direct communication with Khrushchev, [Presi-

dent] Kennedy managed to achieve an interim solution to the Berlin crisis."
13

 Thus 

Beschloss hinted that Kennedy might have followed the same path he later took during 

the Cuban Missile Crisis: striking a deal with the Soviet Premier. However, in his de-

scription of the events, the Kennedy administration looks anything but organized: 

doves and hawks in the State Department and Pentagon cannot seem to agree on a 

coherent attitude toward Berlin. The administration's policy seems almost in disarray, 

culminating in Dean Acheson's infamous alleged comment that "this nation is without 

leadership."
14

 By combining such quotes with anecdotes about Kennedy's alleged drug 

abuse and remarks about suspected political involvement of criminals, Beschloss cre-

ated a dense atmosphere of seemingly dubious decisions taken in undue haste or in 

conspiratorial manner. Undoubtedly, with Beschloss' book, criticism of the Kennedy 

administration had reached a new level. Yet, with regard to Berlin in 1961, Beschloss’ 

revision remained imprecise. The supporting evidence for his version of the crisis was 

weak, since it mostly rested on assumptions about undocumented contacts between 

Bolshakov and Robert Kennedy.
15

 Furthermore, Adenauer seemed to have hardly any 

influence on the course of events. In fact, it seems he barely played a role in 

Beschloss’ version of the crisis. 

It is Adenauer’s role in which the third group of works in the historiography 

disagrees with the Catudal-Beschloss revisionism. Dissatisfied with the picture of U.S. 

dominance in the crisis, European historians often emphasize that the course of the 

Berlin crisis was also influenced by domestic European issues. These post revisionists 

synthesize the classical view of the Kennedy administration as a rational actor under 

Soviet pressure with some of the revisionist positions by adding external European 

factors into the story. The Berlin crisis in 1961 is interpreted not only as a Cold War 

conflict dominated by the Soviet Union and the United States as main agents, but also 

as a multilateral diplomatic dialogue, in which various European and transatlantic is-

sues played into the daily management of the crisis. Consequently, both the Kremlin 

and the White House appear as major voices in a cacophony of European  
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governments’ diplomatic communications. Though this is partially due to a different 

focus of the various books, these  

studies also contend that not all alleged flaws in the Kennedy administration's policy 

toward Berlin criticized by the revisionists are really Washington's fault. For instance, 

the frequent delays in Western diplomatic actions from 1958 to 1961 can be at least 

partially attributed to the lack of consensus among America's European allies, rather 

than to a lack of leadership in the White House.  

There are three recurring themes influencing the crisis management of 1961 

within the Western alliance which are most often mentioned in these Eurocentric ac-

counts: British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan's reluctance to drive a hard bargain 

with Khrushchev, French President Charles de Gaulle's queasiness concerning Wash-

ington's influence in Europe, and Chancellor Adenauer's almost irrational fear of a 

superpower deal made behind his back that would legally acknowledge German divi-

sion.
16

 However, most of these post-revisionist books neither simply agree with the 

three claims of the classic position, nor do they share Catudal's and Beschloss' revi-

sionist notion that Kennedy somehow communicated with Khrushchev about the wall, 

accepting it as a lesser of two evils.  

Frank Mayer's study on the relation between Adenauer and Kennedy in the 

Berlin crisis, for instance, sees the crucial problem in German-American relations 

elsewhere.
17

 For Mayer, Beschloss' aforementioned back-channel between Kennedy 

and Khrushchev is not as important to the events of 1961 as the improvement of Ger-

man - French relations. Interpreting the entire crisis in the larger context of the devel-

oping Franco-German friendship that led to the like-named treaty of 1963, Mayer tried 

to show that the Kennedy administration by and large missed the extent and quality of 

the beginning process of European unification. Thus, due to American disapproval of 

de Gaulle's Force de Frappe and a fear that Adenauer might eventually choose be-

tween a French nuclear umbrella and an American one, thus threatening the US pres-

ence in Europe in the long run, German-American relations worsened. According to 

Mayer, John F. Kennedy's short era in the White House indeed constituted a downturn 

in the friendship between the two governments, though “the linkage between Bonn 
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and Washington had been bruised but not broken.”
18

 The fear of an independent West 

Germany drifting away from its American ally due to a French offer of nuclear protec-

tion, however, is not the only reason cited by Mayer for the alienation between Wash-

ington and Bonn in the early 1960s.  

One of the first German books written on Kennedy's decision-making in the 

Berlin crisis was by Walther Stützle.
19

 Written in the light of the new Social Democ-

ratic Ostpolitik in the early 1970s, Stützle argues that Kennedy's ideas for a US-Soviet 

agreement on the status quo directly threatened Adenauer's domestic position. While 

Kennedy believed the conflict over Berlin and Germany was a cause of the Cold War, 

Adenauer believed it was a result.
20

 Thus, any attempt to change the situation by a new 

American political approach would inevitably reveal the fundamental differences be-

tween Bonn and Washington. Adenauer feared that Kennedy's policy would publicly 

highlight the inconsistencies in his own policy concept for Germany - that a German 

unification by a policy of strength, as he had always claimed was possible, was actu-

ally increasingly unlikely. Stützle concludes that the Berlin Wall clearly signaled the 

final failure of Adenauer's unification policy, a failure "on a monumental scale."
21

 

Though Stützle’s work was obviously influenced by the contemporary political battles 

about Brandt's Ostpolitik, it remains undisputed that Kennedy and Adenauer had fun-

damental differences about the future direction of Western strategy toward the Soviet 

Union.  

The historiographical discourse on the Berlin crisis of 1961 had thus developed 

early on a “Europeanized” string, which slowly effected a move away from a strict 

East-West conflict interpretation towards including more factors from the political 

domestic situations in the various European states. By the late 1990s, this tendency 

also seemed to surface in the US historiography of the crisis, while at the same time 

the general historiographical review of Soviet intentions during the Cold War trig-

gered a reconsideration of arguments made as early as 1971 – that the Soviet Union’s 

motivation to threaten the Western alliance on West Berlin had been primarily moti-

vated by fear of West Germany acquiring nuclear weapons. This was most forcefully 

argued anew in 1999 in Marc Trachtenberg's A Constructed Peace. In his view, West 
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Germany’s desire for nuclear weapons, as part of Adenauer’s policy of strength, at 

least partially provoked Khrushchev’s desire to create tension over Berlin, to find lev-

erage to force the West into keeping nuclear arms out of West German hands. At the 

end of the Kennedy era, Trachtenberg concluded, an informal system had developed 

that linked the safety of West Berlin to Germany's not being armed with nuclear 

weapons: “To threaten the status quo in Berlin would put Germany's non-nuclear 

status at risk. The same point applied to the Germans, but in reverse: they could not 

move ahead in the nuclear area without creating tension around Berlin.”
22

 

According to this argument, West Berlin’s safety was the informal guarantee 

for a non-nuclear West Germany, and vice versa. This line of thought overemphasizes 

the issue of German nuclear weapons for a number of reasons. First of all, there seems 

to be no evidence that Khrushchev clearly communicated a link of his fear of Ger-

many acquiring such weapons with his threat to the status of Berlin and the GDR. As 

Catherine McArdle Kelleher already argued in 1975, the Adenauer government used 

the idea of an independent German nuclear force as a diplomatic wildcard to keep the 

West along its course of a policy of strength.
23

 Really acquiring such weapons would 

have rendered NATO's nuclear protection for Germany superfluous while alienating 

West Germany’s Western European neighbors, and thus would have endangered Ger-

many's membership in the Western alliance as such. A neutralized West Germany 

with its own nuclear weapons, however, would clearly have been incapable of reach-

ing unification by peaceful means due to lack of international support, yet unification 

was the political goal of the Federal Republic, and clinging to this goal was fundamen-

tal to Adenauer's success in elections. Thus West Germany was always able to remind 

its allies that, in case the alliance should openly drop support for the goal of German 

unification, the Bonn Republic might acquire its own nuclear weapons and become 

prone to depart on some new political Sonderweg. Yet, following this path would 

surely have meant stalling unification for the foreseeable future. How likely was the 

Soviet Union to negotiate on a unification of Germany with a conventionally inferior 

neutral West Germany armed with nuclear weapons, when such demands were no 

longer supported even by the Western alliance? 
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Trachtenberg's argument assumes that Khrushchev was unaware of this West 

German dilemma. Certainly, to Moscow the thought of nuclear arms in the hands of 

West German generals was horrifying, especially considering that some of the Federal 

Republic Army’s leading officers had served under Hitler. However, by 1961 Khrush-

chev himself had remarked privately that he no longer considered the West Germans a 

threat to peace. It must have been more important to Khrushchev to gain what was still 

missing: to secure the status quo in Europe. Legalizing the Soviet gains of the Second 

World War was still an unachieved goal in terms of international law, since the war 

had not formally ended with a full peace treaty. To this end, legal acknowledgement of 

the German division by the West was fundamental. Berlin, as a divided city under four 

powers, was a continuous reminder that in Central Europe the war had left behind a 

legal interim construct that was not meant to last and could not continue forever in its 

present state. As such it certainly lay at the heart of the Cold War in Europe.
24

 Apart 

from short-time public relation stunts such as pounding his shoe on the table at the 

United Nations, Berlin was the best lever Khrushchev could employ to get the West's 

attention for a sustained period of time. It is in this context that Khrushchev's repeated 

references to Berlin as a bone in his throat and it being abnormal make sense.
25

 Quell-

ing the source of unrest in Central Europe was to be achieved by removing all doubt 

about the future of the status quo.  

At the core of this doubt lay that historical irregularity and living remnant of 

the Second World War, the Western allied sectors of occupied Berlin. By threatening 

to hand full sovereignty over its territory to the GDR, which in turn could put pressure 

on West Berlin, Khrushchev considered himself in a superior position: either the West, 

in order to keep its Berlin sectors, would be forced to negotiate with and acknowledge 

the GDR; or it would have to withdraw from Berlin, ensuring a clean, total and proba-

bly permanent division of Germany, which in turn would weaken Adenauer and his 

perceivedly revanchist foreign policy. To Khrushchev, all the foreseeable outcomes of 

this crisis seemed an improvement to the position of the Soviet Union in Europe. Marc 

Trachtenberg’s claim for the importance of West Germany’s nuclear option in the cri-

sis is therefore mostly ignored. While there were earlier publications arguing that the 
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prospect of German nuclear weapons might have been a driving force behind the Ber-

lin crisis, few of the latest publications grant West Germany’s nuclear weapons option 

a dominant role in triggering the crisis.
26

  

A fourth perspective in the historiography on the Berlin crisis, although the-

matically disconnected from the debate described so far, is the history of the idea of 

Flexible Response and the following discussion over it between the Western allies, 

which is highlighted with the publication of General Maxwell Taylor’s The Uncertain 

Trumpet and Taylor’s role as a military advisor to Kennedy.
27

 A review of America’s 

nuclear strategy for the Cold War and a rejection of the applicability of the concept of 

massive retaliation for minor incursions in smaller theaters such as Berlin also created 

fears of being let down, especially on the part of West Germany’s government, and 

almost all publications on the Berlin crisis point out this aspect as an accompanying 

complicating factor in the intra-alliance diplomacy for the Kennedy administration. 

The publications that trace the discourse on Flexible Response, however, do not in 

particular review the interaction of that discourse with day-to-day crisis management 

of the Western allied governments during the Berlin crisis.
28

 

This highlights a larger problem with the interpretation of the Second Berlin 

Crisis. Most Cold War historiography implicitly embraces a variation of the longue 

durée concept of French structuralist historical thinking: the cornerstones of the Cold 

War are assumed to be unalterable constants, such as the fundamental systemic con-

tradictions of the two political systems involved, or the geographic and geostrategic 

components defining the particular Cold War problem zones, such as Berlin’s and 

Cuba’s location in the opposing camps’ perceived hegemonial hemisphere, while the 

events of the Cold War themselves are read as results of structural processes deriving 

from these cornerstone constants. Following this line of thought, it appears that the 

Communist system’s flaws create a refugee flow to West Germany, which moves 

through West Berlin, which is particularly vulnerable to Soviet pressure, and hence 

invites Khrushchev to bring about a crisis in the area. Day-to-day events (such as indi-

vidual pieces of diplomatic communication) are mostly interpreted as mere expres-

sions of these underlying processes, and not as factors that might have potential  
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influence on the larger course of events themselves. Only occasionally, personality 

(e.g. Adenauer’s alleged stubborness) comes into play as a factor, but mostly the over-

arching ideological conflict determines the picture. Almost always, people’s characters 

are assumed as constant, and not changing.
29

 In the case of the Cold War, this means 

reading history backwards: we interpret only those elements as indicative which can 

be viewed as symptoms of the assumed underlying process and can be seen as an ex-

pression of the longue durée ocean current, and disregard as noise those elements 

which run against the grain of our narrative.  

Diplomatic correspondence proposing a complicated political initiative that 

never went beyond the planning stage is thus often ignored, even if it implies political 

thought that was outside the framework, or if it shows that at particular junctions, his-

torical actors pondered courses of action quite unbefitting the character ascribed to 

them in Cold War historiography. Moments showing a wavering Adenauer, a modest 

Khrushchev or a hawkish Macmillan defy all simplification of the Berlin crisis in 

1961, and therefore tend to be skipped in favor of character descriptions which befit 

historical analysis of larger scope. John Lewis Gaddis, for instance, analyzes the Cold 

War as a global conflict; historians who discuss particular nations’ policies in the pe-

riod have to simplify external factors for the sake of narrower scope and focus, 

whether over time, in the number of political actors, or in any other category of analy-

sis.  

At a much closer level of inspection, however, in day-to-day life of politicians 

and diplomats in Western democracies, microscopic timing of events and communica-

tion can make a world of difference. Fernand Braudel might have called them mere 

surface disturbances, but the order and timing even of minute events may determine 

political decisions on that one time table which eventually matters to all democratic 

politicians: elections. In their otherwise thoroughly researched book on Khrushchev, 

for instance, Timothy Naftali and Aleksandr Fursenko wrongly date the election which 

forced Adenauer into a power-sharing coalition government as 1958, when it actually 

only happened in the fall of 1961 after the Wall was built.
30

 From a perspective that 

views the entire reign of Khrushchev, such a mishap seems only to affect the narrative 
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peripherally; from a perspective that views history as an evolution of day-to-day de-

velopments lived forward within the West German election year of 1961, such detail 

becomes a framework for political decision-making itself, and hence affects events 

that would reverberate until the end of the Cold War.  

Different levels of analysis in time and scope will therefore yield narrative 

variations of historical causalities depending on the author’s focus or perspective; this, 

however, is not to say that there are not omnipresent constants involved in the Berlin 

crisis which set the framework for political decision-making. The most obvious, and 

therefore most often neglected one, was postwar Berlin’s peculiar position in interna-

tional law. Since West Germany, forged out of the three Western allied zones of Ger-

many, had been founded in 1949 as a semi-sovereign state under occupation of the 

Western allies until an actual peace treaty was to be signed, the early years of the Cold 

War had left Germany’s former capital Berlin under allied administration, separate 

from the Federal Republic. Since Berlin proper was entirely inside the Soviet occupied 

zone of Germany, and the Soviet sector of Berlin also encompassed Berlin’s historical 

center, including most former government buildings right down to the old Royal Pal-

ace (though not including the Reichstag), pushing to make the Soviet occupied sector 

of Berlin the capital of a Communist East Germany came natural to East German 

communists, but was not allowed by the Soviet Union until the 1970s. From a Western 

perspective, citizens of the western sectors of Berlin could consider themselves part of 

West Germany in almost all respects except in international law; the victorious powers 

had specifically split the capital from the surrounding Soviet occupation zone into four 

separate allied occupied sectors, similar to what had been done with Austria and Vi-

enna. As the Federal Republic was founded, the Western allies had specifically clari-

fied that neither West Berlin – the three Western allied sectors of the city – nor greater 

Berlin (i.e. all four sectors) could be considered part of West Germany until a formal 

peace treaty was to be signed. While the West German government was allowed by 

the Western powers to represent the interests of West Berlin in international affairs – 

West Berlin would even send deputies into the West German parliament, who were 

only allowed to observe, but not to vote – it left the prerogative over all Berlin matters 
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formally to the four power military commandants of the city.
31

 Laws enacted by the 

federal West German parliament in Bonn meant to become valid in West Berlin had to 

be independently ratified by the West Berlin chamber of deputies, which in turn 

needed to have all its decisions formally rubber-stamped by the Western allied com-

mandants. For the West German government, to emphasize the allied legal responsi-

bility for Berlin meant to highlight a feeble construct of international law to West 

Germany’s advantage. Upholding West Berlin’s legal status was synonymous with the 

Western commitment to not only defend West Berlin from any attempt of Soviet or 

East German annexation, but also, and more importantly, to point out the glaring pro-

visionality of its four-sector arrangement. Hence emphasizing West Berlin’s legal 

status simultaneously brought to mind the long-term desirability for a German unifica-

tion, which would also put the political island of West Berlin back into a self-

sustaining economic context. During the Berlin blockade and the famous airlift, the 

Western allies had found themselves in a tactically inferior situation which could not 

be militarily solved; the June 1953 uprising in East Berlin and the following Soviet 

crackdown had then proven that there would not be a “rollback” in East Germany ei-

ther; by 1956, the Western allies had officially committed NATO to the defense of 

West Berlin, which consequently meant losing West Berlin to the Soviets would de-

stroy the credibility of the brand new NATO alliance.
32

  

Hence, within a decade after the war the insistence on a formally acknowl-

edged allied prerogative over Berlin and Germany had strangely reversed the power 

dynamics: West Germany’s booming economy had turned the Federal Republic into a 

vital part of the Western world, and Bonn’s allegiance to the Western democratic 

camp rested at least partially on the Western allies’ guarantee of support for a future 

re-unification of the German occupation zones “in peace and liberty,” as the West 

German constitution held in its preamble; that included Berlin, and hence required that 

Berlin would remain a Four-Power controlled entity until the day unification would 

make Berlin the functioning capital of a united Germany again. This intricate link be-

tween West Germany’s interim constitution and Berlin proper – all four sectors of the 

city defined as the capital of a future Germany – formed a chain of legal necessities 
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which can only be described as a metaphorical leash by which the West German gov-

ernment dog could pull its Western allied owner.  

The Western allies were thus bound to formally support West Germany’s call 

for unification if they wanted the West German populace to remain committed to the 

Atlantic Alliance; for the Federal Republic’s constitution, reunification could only 

happen with a united Berlin, which in turn could only unite if the Soviets and East 

Germany’s Communist regime would give up East Berlin and East Germany. Simply 

legalizing the status quo into a permanent division of Germany would leave West Ber-

lin as an unsolved strategic conundrum to the Western allies, quite possibly endan-

gered by a surrounding East Germany encouraged by a newly gained sovereignty. 

Hence, if the Soviets and the Western allies signed separate peace treaties with their 

respective German ally, the Berlin problem would still not be solved. Clearly, this 

peace was to be feared, as it contained more risks of war than the status quo without 

peace treaty. 

For better or worse, the Federal Republic had thus been set up with an iron link 

to the fate of Berlin, which in turned linked the United States, Great Britain and 

France, and by 1956 NATO, to the foreign policy limitations of the Bonn Republic. 

Under Chancellor Konrad Adenauer, Foreign Minister Walter Hallstein, and the Inter-

national Law Professor and Director of Political Planning at West Germany’s Auswär-

tiges Amt Wilhelm Grewe, the Federal Republic declared it would break diplomatic 

relations with any country which formally recognized East Germany besides the So-

viet Union. This so-called “Hallstein doctrine,” which had really been developed and 

formulated by Grewe, was driven by the idea that an increasingly economically impor-

tant West Germany might, by sheer magnetism of its peacetime power, manage to 

isolate East Germany diplomatically while making the Soviet Union realize that the 

only way to improve economic and political relations with Western Europe ran 

through Bonn.
33

 Many members of Adenauer’s Christian Democratic Union party 

(CDU) still believed that a unification of Germany meant a restoration of Germany in 

the borders of 1937. Any Soviet acceptance of Bonn’s foreign policy demands was 

widely considered impossible, as it would entail at least a dissection of newly  
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constituted postwar Poland. Until West Germany accepted the Oder-Neisse-line be-

tween East Germany and Poland as the future border between a united Germany and 

Eastern Europe, no one in Washington, Paris or London realistically expected any 

movement on the question of German unification. Adenauer could not easily offer to 

give up claims to territories east of the Oder to Poland without risking some of the 

very votes which gave him his comfortable parliamentary majority.
34

  

Ironically, these developments had tied the Western allied governments to 

Adenauer; since the main West German opposition labour party (SPD), while anti-

communist, initially seemed to prefer the concept of a neutral reunited Germany, a 

SPD government in West Germany seemed undesirable to the Western allies until the 

SPD would formally realign itself more strongly with the West. Only the rewriting of 

its political programme in 1957, the so-called Godesberger Programm, made the SPD 

a full supporter of West Germany’s integration into the Western alliance. Since the 

Western governments had no political incentive to threaten West Germany with a 

separate peace treaty due to the implied repercussions for NATO, Paris, London and 

Washington had actually little leverage to force the Bonn Republic into a legal accep-

tance of the status quo in Central Europe; this invited the Soviet Union to threaten the 

West with a separate peace treaty with the GDR for bargaining purposes. A unilateral 

Soviet peace treaty with East Germany would not only massively complicate the legal 

situation in Central Europe, it would also throw open the question of the allies’ rights 

to be in Berlin, which rested on the agreements of the wartime alliance. While the 

Western powers might argue their legal position remained untouched by a separate 

Soviet-East German treaty, it was far from sure whether the international community – 

in this particular case meaning the neutral nations in the United Nations General As-

sembly – would support the West on this argument into a nuclear stand-off. 

While Berlin’s legal framework had remained constant after 1949, the circum-

stances for its political future changed: in Moscow, in the capitals of the Western al-

lied powers, in East Berlin and in Bonn. Debates on Flexible Response, the appear-

ance of a credible domestic opposition to Adenauer which might change the constitut-

ing factors of West Germany’s foreign policy, the increasing economic pressure on 
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East Germany due to the refugee flow, and West Berlin’s difficult military situation all 

pointed toward increasing pressure to change the framework in which postwar Berlin 

had been constructed. 

Most of the new Cold War history published since 1989 has agreed that 

Khrushchev, initiated, drove and steered the Berlin crisis. Within that crisis, however, 

both revisionists and post-revisionists have argued convincingly that the Western gov-

ernments and Eastern satellites had played their own, complicating roles.
35

  

Bearing this in mind, this dissertation traces both the long-term and short-term factors 

that drove the political interactions of the West German and American governments in 

their decision-making during the Berlin crisis. 
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Eisenhower, Adenauer, Khrushchev and the Berlin Conundrum, 1957-1960 

On November 10, 1958, Nikita Khrushchev, Chairman of the Communist Party 

of the Soviet Union, gave a speech at a Soviet-Polish Friendship rally at the Moscow 

Sports Palace.
1
 The four-power agreement on Germany, and on Berlin in particular, he 

said, was no longer tenable. Announcing that the Soviet Union would hand over con-

trol of its Berlin sector to East Germany in six months, he challenged the position of 

the Western Allies that Berlin was legally one capital of an occupied Germany and not 

to be legally separated. This would put both Bonn and Washington, supported by 

France and Great Britain, under immense pressure to acknowledge the legitimacy of 

East Germany as a sovereign state. A legal recognition of the GDR by one of the vic-

torious powers of World War II would probably be the final word on the division of 

Germany. That, in and of itself, bore the danger of a revival of German border revi-

sionism. The Adenauer government had pursued a policy of allying with the Western 

powers while simultaneously isolating East Germany diplomatically, in the hope of 

bringing about a reunification through Western strength. Already under heavy criti-

cism from both ends of the political spectrum, the Adenauer government increasingly 

faced domestic pressure from center parties such as the Free Democrats to revise its 

Cold War policy towards the Soviet Bloc. If the Soviet Union or any of the other for-

mer wartime allies formally acknowledged the GDR, the failure of Adenauer's reunifi-

cation policy would become apparent, and the political future of the 82 year-old chan-

cellor would be in danger. Foreseeing strong resistance against a move towards accep-

tance of the GDR from West Germany, Khrushchev had therefore infused his speech 

with direct threats against the West German chancellor and his Minister of Defense, 

Franz Josef Strauß, warning them that Germany would not survive war for a day.
2
 

 This speech is usually seen as the beginning of the Second Berlin Crisis, which 

would, depending on the school of thought, last until somewhere between late 1961 

and 1963. Adenauer, however, at first refused to credit the speech with any impor-

tance; he hoped that Khrushchev was simply drunk and ad-libbing, which was alleg-

edly typical behavior.
3
 On November 20, however, Soviet ambassador Andrei Smir-

nov announced that the CPSU's chairman would soon officially declare the Soviet 
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Union's intent to abolish the occupation statute and hand over Soviet sector control 

responsibilities to the GDR. At that point, Adenauer knew for sure that the West was 

heading for considerable political trouble with the Soviet Union; he immediately wrote 

letters to Harold Macmillan, Charles de Gaulle, and US Secretary of State John Foster 

Dulles. On November 27, the formal Soviet statement was delivered to the British and 

American ambassadors in Moscow. In 24 pages, Khrushchev elaborated on how the 

current state of affairs in Germany was unnatural, since the quadripartite agreements 

on the city had lost force. Unless the West would agree to turn its Berlin sectors into a 

demilitarized, neutral "free city" within six months (in return for which the GDR 

would guarantee free civil access), Allied military access to Berlin would be restricted. 

Although the tone of the document was more moderate than Khrushchev's speech, the 

use of a deadline in a diplomatic note alarmed Western diplomats. They concluded 

that a crisis was at hand. 

 Adenauer received a copy of Khrushchev's statement during a meeting of the 

CDU's federal party board. The chancellor needed little time to form an opinion on 

what had triggered Khrushchev's move: 

I am convinced that ... just as with the three Western powers - even if not as 

deeply - the Russian side has gained the impression that we are softening, that, 

gradually, the German people are coming round to the Russian position on the 

question of reunification.
4
 

 

Why did the German chancellor believe Khrushchev's move was motivated by West-

ern signals of compromise? From Bonn’s perspective, the chancellor might have been 

right. However, the situation looked very different from Moscow and Washington and 

Bonn, respectively.  This difference in perspective was deeply linked to the question 

of nuclear arms in both Moscow and Bonn. 

 After the Soviet Union had publicly demonstrated its technological prowess in 

the development of rockets with the launch of Sputnik on October 4, 1957, it was only 

a matter of time before the Soviet Union developed an arsenal of intercontinental bal-

listic missiles. While from a Western perspective Moscow would be a strategic equal 

within a few years, the Soviet Union viewed West Germany's rearmament as a further 

threat to the future strategic balance. In May 1957, the Bundestag publicly debated 
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developing nuclear weapons and rejected a Soviet offer for a conference on a confed-

eration of both Germanys. On September 15, the German populace expressed its 

overwhelming support for its government by sending the CDU back into parliament 

with its best result ever, a stunning 50.2% percent of the vote. Only a month after the 

election, the Adenauer government broke off diplomatic contacts with the Republic of 

Yugoslavia, implementing Foreign Minister Walter Hallstein's doctrine of a diplo-

matic embargo on any nation recognizing East Germany. The West German Minister 

of Defense, Franz Josef Strauß, demanded in March 1958 that Germany should ac-

quire nuclear weapons. Thus for Bonn, staying the course in the Cold War both dip-

lomatically and in terms of the arms race was synonymous with maintaining the status 

quo, and as such considered a path of security. 

From Moscow's perspective, these developments clearly signaled that the West 

German government would not easily give up its claim to be the sole legal representa-

tive of Germany, responsible for the entirety of the former Third Reich. The existence 

of a socialist German state would not be acknowledged, while the government of West 

Germany would continue to demand the retreat of Soviet power from parts of Eastern 

Europe. Adenauer's reelection and the possibility of NATO equipping West Germany 

with nuclear weapons added to a perception in Moscow that, despite the development 

of the Soviet Union’s own nuclear arsenal, pressure from Bonn could mount in the 

future. Moscow emphasized that the stronger and more rigid the position of West 

Germany was, the less likely the chances were for reunification. Any possession of 

nuclear weapons by West Germany - whether by development or by an allied gift - 

would mean the end of any possibility of German unification. On December 12, 1957, 

Soviet Prime Minister Nikolay Alexandrovich Bulganin warned Adenauer that 

"Equipment of West Germany with atomic weapons ... would bar the only way to re-

establishment of Germany's unity."
5
 Bulganin reasserted that the only path to unifica-

tion was a neutral German confederation including a non-nuclear corridor in Central 

Europe.  

Lacking a nuclear deterrent to protect such a neutral corridor nation, Bulganin's 

offer contained for Adenauer the inherent danger of later being subject to the pressure 
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of Soviet conventional military superiority. During the summer of 1958, it seemed 

inevitable to the German chancellor that the Bundeswehr would eventually gain access 

to nuclear weapons, either by cooperation with France or via other NATO nations.
6
 

Once equipped, the balance of power between Bonn and Moscow might be fundamen-

tally altered. Following the failure of the Geneva Foreign Minister's conference in late 

1955, it was Adenauer's overwhelming fear that the Western Allies might grow tired 

of the conflict over Germany's division and submit to Soviet suggestions for an 

agreement.
7
 Only the spectre of a West Germany with nuclear arms, Adenauer con-

cluded, would keep London, Paris, and Washington on Adenauer's preferred course. 

Thus, West Germany's drive for nuclear weapons was partially a bluff. Bulganin had 

clarified that a nuclear-armed West Germany would mean the end of any Soviet readi-

ness to negotiate unification, and have potentially signified the public failure of 

Adenauer's unification policy. Negotiating with the Soviets on the basis of Bulganin's 

corridor offer, on the other hand, might have meant treading the slippery slope toward 

the neutralization, and eventual integration, of Germany into the Soviet Bloc.  

In this situation, Adenauer's policy was caught in a trap. It was still unclear 

whether the German populace would accept a nuclear-equipped Bundeswehr. The 

Bonn government commissioned a secret poll during the height of the arms debate in 

1958, which asked respondents if they "agreed or disagreed with the Federal Govern-

ment's position on nuclear weapons." A stunning 47% were against nuclear weapons 

for the Bundeswehr, only 23% agreed to the idea, and 25% remained undecided. Even 

among CDU voters 21% were against nuclear arms. More important, however, was the 

analysis of the reasons cited in the poll: 40% of those against arming the Bundeswehr 

with such weaponry mentioned as their prime reason that the installation of nuclear 

weapons would increase the risk of war. In other words, the only presentable argu-

ment, that of the additional value of a nuclear deterrent, did not appeal to the popula-

tion.
8
 While poll results had been different during the rearmament debate a few years 

earlier, where the necessity of a conventional deterrent was accepted as legitimization 

for the Federal Republic's Army, it was now clear that the CDU government could not 

hope for much public support on the issue of acquiring nuclear weapons. 
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This constituted a German political dilemma: While it seemed logical publicly 

to demand the acquisition of nuclear weapons, actually acquiring such weaponry was 

politically perilous, and thus unfeasible for the chancellor. This was not immediately 

obvious to the Soviet leadership. In Moscow, a German drive for nuclear forces re-

mained high on the list of impending political disasters. Since 1955, the Soviet Bloc 

had, from its own perspective, followed a policy that deserved some kind of Western 

concession: the USSR had cut its conventional forces from 5,750,000 to 4,000,000 

men; proposed a neutralized confederation of both Germanys to Bonn in 1956; col-

laborated on the Austrian State Treaty; closed its naval base in Porkkala, Finland; and 

withdrawn its troops from Romania in May 1958.
9
  

The West had attributed little value to these actions, either individually or as a 

whole. The crushing of the Hungarian Revolt in 1956 had put Soviet policy in a very 

negative light in Western capitals. To the West, there did not seem to be much of a 

difference in policy between Krushchev's handling of Hungary and the handling of the 

1953 uprising in East Berlin. 

 The arrival of intercontinental ballistic missiles in the Soviet arsenal, heralded 

with much fanfare by the launch of Sputnik, improved the situation in the minds of the 

Soviet leadership only insofar as it provided for the possibility of a real intercontinen-

tal nuclear balance between Washington and Moscow for the first time - as opposed to 

the widespread popular belief in East and West alike that a balance already existed. 

Although Eisenhower's U-2 flight program over the Soviet Union in the following two 

years would reveal to top policymakers in the US administration the relative weakness 

of the Soviet missile program, the actual strength of each other’s nuclear forces re-

mained a mystery to most decision-makers on both sides of the Iron Curtain. While the 

Soviet leadership was expected to slowly lose its fear of a preemptive nuclear strike 

due to the increased risk for the West, the Western perception of an allegedly existing 

power balance remained unchanged. A claimed strategic balance in the public mind 

was slowly turning into a real one. This "real" balance was therefore opening a gap for 

Soviet pressure on issues where the West would either be indecisive, unclear or vul-

nerable. 
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 For Nikita Khrushchev, as well as the Soviet General Staff, most of whom had 

made their Red Army career in the wake of Hitler's Operation Barbarossa, the fore-

most security issue remained preventing any potential enemy from successfully 

launching a first strike into the Soviet Union, be it conventional or nuclear.
10

 An 

American nuclear first strike could only be countered with Soviet second-strike capa-

bility, raising the risk of any preemptive nuclear attack to an unacceptable level, re-

gardless of how high precisely that risk was deemed to be.
11

 A conventional attack 

staged from Western Europe, however, could only be countered by a buffer zone in 

front of the Soviet Union and by conventional military superiority. Such an attack, 

given Moscow's situation in the late 1950s, could only be staged from West Germany. 

The Federal Republic was the only country within NATO expressing discontent with 

the existing territorial borders. The governing CDU party's contacts to the exile orga-

nizations of Sudeten Germans, Silesians, and former Eastern Prussians were well 

known. West Germany's continued refusal to acknowledge the legitimacy of the GDR 

might in the long run not only serve as a pretext for war, but also generally undermine 

the legal basis for the Soviet presence in Central Europe. With the spectre of West 

German nuclear arms on the horizon and a growing West German conventional force, 

the Soviet Union was confronted with the fact that its wartime foe was playing an in-

creasingly important role in making NATO's military policy. In the meantime, the 

GDR was showing less economic progress than had been anticipated. In fact, the 

number of people leaving the GDR for the capitalist West remained steadily high.
12

 

The majority escaped through the sector borders of that ‘open’ city, Berlin.  

The issue of Berlin was also intimately tied to the problem of the legitimacy of 

the GDR. The division of the city into four Allied sectors was the last publicly visible 

remnant of the wartime Four Power Alliance. The Potsdam provisions still allowed the 

presence of American, French, and British forces. These symbolic military units were 

continuous, visible proof of the fact that the division of Germany had been intended as 

an interim agreement. West Germany, meanwhile, was refusing to acknowledge the 

Eastern zone of Germany as a subject of international law. If the GDR ever experi-

enced another period of instability, as in 1953, how would West Germany react once it 
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had acquired nuclear weaponry? Clearly, as long as the status of Berlin was an issue, 

the status of Germany as such was an issue; and as long as the division of Germany 

was under dispute, the GDR and its function as a Soviet military buffer zone was in 

question. Since early 1956, Khrushchev had attempted to make the GDR an example 

of socialist success to the capitalist world, though ‘flight from the Republic’ was a 

continuing concern.
13

 At a conference of the political advisory council of the Warsaw 

Pact member states, he declared East Germany to be the showcase for peaceful com-

petition: 

 The borders are simply open there and there is permanent contact with the 

capitalist world, to which the Federal Republic of course belongs. It is not only 

an ideological battle that is fought there, but also an economic battle between 

socialism and capitalism. The conclusion will be drawn there, which order 

creates better conditions: the one in West Germany or the one in East Ger-

many. That is the question today.
14

 

 

Despite Khrushchev’s optimism in 1956, by 1958 more than 500,000 addi-

tional people had fled the GDR. Obviously, the economic battle had not developed as 

planned. West Berlin, in many ways, was at the core of the East-West conflict. Now 

that Moscow was developing an effective nuclear deterrent, and West Germany had 

not yet acquired control over nuclear weapons, it was time to put pressure on the West 

to come to legal terms with the status quo. Doing so would eradicate the legal basis for 

German revisionism as well as establish the GDR as a legitimate state and Soviet ally. 

Again, Berlin was the only spot where the Soviet Union could easily apply pressure 

from a tactically superior position. 

 The development of a Soviet opportunity to apply pressure had not developed 

unnoticed in the West in the months preceding Khrushchev’s speech. David Bruce, US 

ambassador to West Germany, had an inkling that the Soviet Union was preparing to 

chip away at Western rights in Berlin. On January 9, 1958, he warned the State De-

partment of impending Soviet “salami-slicing” tactics being used in the divided Ger-

man capital. To facilitate legal recognition by the West, the Soviets, he contended, 

would gradually grant East Germany increased authority over their own affairs, forc-

ing the West into dealing directly with the East German state. Thus the danger did not 
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lie in any abrupt move but in a succession of incremental steps, such as an attempt by 

the USSR to gain minor legal concession over the air corridors, which could prove 

devastating in a new land blockade of the city.
15

 Inevitably, the notion of simply re-

peating the Berlin airlift in case of a new crisis had come up among Allied planners. In 

February 1958, months before Khrushchev's initiation of the crisis, an Allied meeting 

in Washington discussed this contingency. Admiral Radford of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff dismissed a new airlift as impractical - the plan figures were still based on num-

bers from 1954, when Berlin's standard of living had been significantly lower.
16

 

 Yet, in the spring of 1958, despite early forebodings from Ambassador Bruce, 

a crisis had not quite begun. In the fourth week of March, the German Bundestag be-

gan a four-day debate on West German foreign policy, triggered by liberals and con-

servatives in the house, to discuss both the ‘German question’ and nuclear armaments. 

It would be, as Adenauer biographer Hans Peter Schwarz holds, the toughest parlia-

mentary debate for the government in the entire Adenauer era.
17

 The Free Democrats’ 

speaker Erich Mende initiated the attack on the chancellor. A reunification of Ger-

many, he stated, would only happen if the Soviet Union "can rest assured that central 

Germany will not become part of NATO," and therefore reunification negotiations had 

to begin with a clarification of Germany's future military neutrality. This was anath-

ema to Adenauer’s policy of placing Germany firmly in the Western camp. The Social 

Democrat Fritz Erler added fuel to the fire: not only was the CDU's linking of military 

strategy with foreign policy awkward, he said, but Defense Minister Strauß' speech 

was reminiscent of Goebbels' total war speech! The conservative faction left the house 

in protest. Erler continued undisturbed. Nuclear equipment for the German army 

would prevent any Soviet concessions on the German question, and thereby actually 

prevent unification. Erler concluded: “If one wants détente, one cannot simultaneously 

pull more nations into the nuclear arms race.”
18

 

Eventually, the Bundestag with its conservative majority agreed to a resolution 

stating that barring agreements on general disarmament (nuclear and conventional) - 

quite unlikely given the circumstances - the Bundeswehr should be equipped with “the 

most modern weaponry,” a barely concealed euphemism for a nuclear arsenal.
19

 



 36 

 During the spring of 1958, signals went back and forth between Moscow and 

Bonn. A day before the Bundestag debate, Adenauer received Soviet ambassador 

Smirnov. The ambassador had brought an aide mémoire on the German question for 

the planned Geneva summit: if the Federal Republic insisted on debating reunification 

at the summit, the Soviet Union would understand it as a request to abort the summit 

altogether. Adenauer then suddenly, and surprisingly, suggested to the ambassador 

that a compromise could be found if the Soviet Union would agree to an "Austrian 

solution" for the GDR, a neutralized, democratic East Germany. Though the sugges-

tion was tempting on the surface, the Soviet ambassador was not a fool; the analogy 

between Adenauer's successful reintegration of the initially independent Saarland and 

a potentially 'Austrianized' GDR was apparent.
20

 Further signals that the German 

chancellor was serious about this proposal did not materialize. In fact, the next day the 

chancellor gave a classic Cold War speech about the danger of World Communism. 

The only consistent signal for the Soviets to understand at this moment was that even 

Adenauer was privately pondering acceptance of two distinct German states. Smirnov, 

if he even contemplated the request seriously, continued to place pressure on Bonn. 

Within hours, Smirnov’s aide mémoire had leaked to the press. Facing a choice 

between a debate over global disarmament or a debate over German unification, 

Adenauer was now in an awkward position. He could either insist publicly on asking 

for German unification at the Geneva summit, thus ruining the disarmament confer-

ence and making himself vulnerable to the Social Democrats’ anti-nuclear campaign, 

or he could drop the demand altogether, opening his flank to attacks from domestic 

nationalists in the conservative and liberal parties. Though the ensuing parliamentary 

debate went reasonably well, the CDU now faced five Länder election campaigns be-

tween the hammer of an anti-nuclear campaign and the anvil of liberal nationalists 

clamoring for German unity. Faced with this dilemma, Adenauer adapted his foreign 

policy to suit party priorities. His rhetoric quickly changed: disarmament had to come 

first, reunification second.
21

 The German question should be secondary if it were to be 

discussed at the Geneva summit. Thus, the CDU's own domestic election slogans in 

1958 added another potential signal that Moscow could interpret as a weakening in 
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Western resolve to maintain the legal status quo of Germany as one formally divided 

nation. 

 In the meantime, within the USSR, Khrushchev’s domestic power grew. In 

June of the previous year, Nikita Khrushchev had resisted an attempt by several mem-

bers of the Politburo to oust him from power. One of the group members had been 

Prime Minister Bulganin himself.
22

 In the spring of 1958, an opportunity to get rid of 

Bulganin had appeared; he would be replaced - with Nikita Khrushchev. On March 27, 

1958, Nikita Khrushchev added the post of Chairman of the Council of Ministers to 

his duties. He had now technically acquired as much formal domestic power as Stalin. 

Given a choice between the two, Bulganin had been Adenauer's preference. With 

Khrushchev, Adenauer believed, tensions could only mount.
23

 Thus, just as Adenauer 

was turning to détente rhetoric for domestic reasons, the situation in the Soviet Union 

was hardening. If there ever was a chance for Nikita Khrushchev to interpret 

Adenauer's domestic about face as a serious signal in the summer of 1958, the Bunde-

stag quickly dispelled any illusion that Germany had reordered its foreign policy pri-

orities. On July 2, the Foreign Relations committee of the Bundestag unanimously 

called for a "solution to the German question" within the framework of a Four Power 

conference. This stunning naiveté was certainly sobering to Soviet diplomats. How 

could they enter talks when the topic was disintegration of the GDR? Ten weeks later, 

a formal reply note sourly turned down the Bundestag request.
24

 

 In the meantime, the Soviet missile program had made considerable progress. 

The Soviet R5-M missile, which came to be designated as the SS-3 by NATO, had 

been successfully tested almost three years earlier. This medium-range ballistic missile 

(MRBM) would be equipped with a nuclear warhead of 300 kilotons TNT equivalent. 

It was the first nuclear missile in the Soviet arsenal capable of reaching London and 

Rome - but not quite from within Soviet territory. With its range of 1200 kilometers, 

Western European capitals were just out of reach. If the missiles were placed in a 

Warsaw Pact member state, however, Soviet rockets would be able for the first time to 

threaten Western Europe's capitals directly.
25

 From that moment on, Khrushchev's 

threats, such as his warning of a Soviet nuclear attack during the Suez crisis, would no 
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longer be bluffs. Locations in two countries were eventually found suitable for a 

placement of nuclear missile units: Vlorë, a harbor town on the Albanian coast, and 

Fürstenberg and Vogelsang, two small towns in East Germany between Berlin and the 

Baltic Sea.26 Within the next year, London, Paris, Rome and most of the Mediterra-

nean would come within reach of Soviet missiles.  

 Meanwhile in Western Europe, another process had begun during 1958 that 

would gradually and indirectly diminish the basis for the Soviet fear of West German 

nuclear weapons. In France, General de Gaulle had come to power after the Fourth 

Republic had run into serious trouble with its Algerian war. Only weeks after taking 

office, he had ordered the new Minister of Defense, General Guillaumat, to disregard 

an already dormant secret German-Italian-French agreement on nuclear cooperation.27 

Guillaumat even claimed there was no such agreement! At first, Adenauer was deeply 

disappointed. Eventually, the French general and the German chancellor would meet 

in person in Colombey-les-Deux-Églises in the fall. Only then would the two begin the 

process of Franco-German rapprochement that culminated in the Franco-German 

friendship accords of 1963. France under de Gaulle was clearly on a new path, for it 

would soon be a nuclear power of its own. The general intended to lure Bonn into 

France’s orbit with the French nuclear shield, and thus make France the preeminent 

continental European power. Since this attraction would be lessened if Germany ac-

quired a nuclear force of its own, de Gaulle promptly halted all further Franco-German 

nuclear cooperation. Germany, it seemed, would not easily get nuclear weapons from 

France anytime soon. De Gaulle signaled his future intentions to the other wartime 

Allies on September 17, 1958, just three days after his first successful meeting with 

Adenauer. A directorate of France, the United States, and Great Britain, so the memo-

randum suggested, should steer the Western world. Adenauer was again disappointed 

by this French duplicity. Even when the memo leaked to the public, by late October de 

Gaulle had again managed to calm down the chancellor.28  

It is unlikely at that point that Khrushchev was aware of the disarray in Franco-

German nuclear cooperation. The increased likeliness of a West German nuclear arse-

nal, combined with its continued refusal to accept the reality of the GDR’s existence 
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as well as East Germany's inability to cope with its capitalist competitor next door left 

only a small window for Khrushchev to secure a final settlement of the post-war status 

quo. The availability of the R5-M would now help to make his point understood. 

 The upcoming crisis was first signaled by the politician who had the most to 

gain from Khrushchev's pressure. On October 27, 1958, East German Communist 

Party Leader Walter Ulbricht gave a speech in East Berlin. This city, he alleged, was 

in the Soviet sphere. The Western allies had "undermined the legal basis for their 

presence in Berlin and forfeited all legal claim and every moral and political justifica-

tion for continuing the occupation of Western Berlin." Secretary of State John Foster 

Dulles, when asked in a press conference ten days later whether this constituted a 

threat to Berlin, replied simply that it did not. Since the West was willing to hold the 

Western sectors by force, the Communists would be deterred.
29

  

Dulles' spontaneous reaction already contained the major components of the 

Eisenhower administration's public position on the Berlin crisis for the following two 

years. First, the statement tried to deny the existence of any real threat. Second, it held 

that at the core of the crisis was the question of whether the Western sectors could be 

militarily held. This expectation had been partially triggered by earlier suggestions, 

such as the aforementioned by ambassador David Bruce that a crisis over West Berlin 

was mounting. The public display of calm contrasted with the hectic activities that 

ensued in Foggy Bottom three days later, after Khrushchev had delivered his Sports 

Palace speech.  

Only hours after the Chairman's remarks, an American State Department 

speaker categorically ruled out the legality of a unilateral withdrawal from the Four 

Power agreement. Foggy Bottom claimed that occupational rights in Germany 

stemmed not from the Potsdam agreements but from Germany's unconditional surren-

der and the victors’ ensuing governmental control over Germany. Yet, behind closed 

doors, Khrushchev's speech had immediately been interpreted as the first step in a 

larger operation to force a recognition of the GDR. Calling for a quick Western reply, 

the State Department requested a joint Three Power statement from Paris and London. 

De Gaulle and Macmillan hesitated to make such a statement, and the delay prevented 
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an immediate display of Western resolve; hence no statement was made at all. This 

pause may well have emboldened the Soviets and, in any case, Western resolve was 

quickly tested by Smirnov's announcement of an upcoming official document to 

Adenauer on November 20. President Eisenhower's initial instinct, as Undersecretary 

of State Herter noted after a telephone conversation, “was to make a very simple 

statement to the effect that if the Russians want war over the Berlin issue, they can 

have it. However, in a lighter vein, he said he would certainly hold off any such state-

ment awaiting further developments.”
30

 

Dulles favored a joint Western allied communiqué simply announcing that any 

Soviet hand-over of their Berlin responsibilities to the GDR would have no effect on 

the validity of the Four Powers’ rights. It would have been a clear diplomatic response 

to a very complicated question. Yet, Paris refused. De Gaulle, insistent on showing his 

new devotion to Franco-German friendship, argued that any Three Power note would 

only signal Western fear and anxiety. Time had run out. On November 27, Khrush-

chev's note arrived. The crisis had become a reality, with an official six-month dead-

line. 

 The lack of a joint Allied approach for handling Khrushchev's ultimatum kept 

the Western foreign ministries busy for the following four years. This led to various 

contradictory signals from Western capitals to Moscow. In the short period from No-

vember 13 to November 20, 1958, US newspapers published a string of stories about 

Berlin contingency planning, all of which made Washington appear quite resolute on 

the issue of Western access. At the same time, a US convoy taking the transit route to 

Berlin on November 14 refused to be searched at the Soviet checkpoint at Potsdam-

Babelsberg. A US battle group was secretly put on alert; both General Lauris Norstad 

and the Joint Chiefs of Staff asked for permission to force the convoy through. Presi-

dent Eisenhower refused. The convoy was eventually released after negotiations.
31

 In 

the same week, however, John Foster Dulles confirmed a contingency plan to the press 

that the Western allies would regard East Germans at the checkpoints as “Soviet 

agents,” and therefore not interpret their presence as a breach of the Four Power 
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agreement. The United States, it seemed, was visibly ready to be flexible, but how 

much and on which issue exactly remained difficult to determine. 

 Another Western ally, however, had begun to express serious doubts about the 

Allied stance on Berlin. Sir Anthony Rumbold, the British Foreign Office official in 

charge of German affairs, sent out a six-page memorandum to the British embassies in 

Western capitals. It argued that Khrushchev's threat was mainly motivated by West 

Germany's impending acquisition of nuclear weapons, and concluded that West Berlin 

could not be held if Khrushchev wanted it: “We cannot stop him from doing this. The 

main question for us to decide is therefore how to react when he does it.”
32

 

The memo revealed the British view on Berlin. The United Kingdom, Rum-

bold argued, was a hostage of Adenauer's policy. If the situation seriously deterio-

rated, the West should be ready to recognize the GDR and give up Berlin proper in 

exchange for whatever concessions the West could negotiate. The British memoran-

dum’s premises and conclusions were refuted quickly by both de Gaulle and 

Eisenhower. It smacked too much of defeatism and appeasement. Furthermore, this 

approach was a complete negation of the postwar policy on Germany.  

Bonn was shocked by the British position. Throughout the Berlin crisis, 

Adenauer would deeply mistrust any attempt by Macmillan's government to mediate 

between Moscow and Washington. Although Harold Macmillan tried to salvage the 

situation by writing a letter to Khrushchev remarking that the Chairman's speech did 

not match his earlier, more peaceful statements, Rumbold's memo had poisoned the 

atmosphere between the Auswärtiges Amt and the Foreign Office.
33

 

 British contemplation of a complete diplomatic recognition of the GDR, to-

gether with Dulles' public admission of the details of a Western fallback position 

helped confirm Adenauer's fear that Germany's Western allies were losing patience on 

the issue of German unification. It is interesting that John Foster Dulles' remark that 

the West might accept GDR personnel as Soviet agents was made on November 26, 

the same day de Gaulle and Adenauer met in Bad Kreuznach, and the day before 

Khruschev's note was delivered. Intentionally or not, Dulles’ remark revealed a widen-

ing rift between Adenauer's and de Gaulle's hard position on Berlin, and Washington's 
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tactical flexibility on the other. At the same time, doubts over American resolve on 

Berlin only helped to strengthen some West German politicians' conviction that West-

ern Europe needed its own nuclear deterrent. France, however, was not yet able to 

offer such protection to Bonn. For better or worse, Dulles' revelation could only show 

Adenauer that he was still quite dependent on American goodwill. The “Soviet agent” 

concept, however, did not hold up for long in the face of West German public pro-

test.
34

   

 Therefore, when the chancellor received a copy of Khrushchev's document the 

next day, his conclusion that Khruschev believed the three Western powers had be-

come “soft” was not entirely unfounded. The following afternoon, Prime Minister 

Macmillan wrote to his Foreign Minister Selwyn Lloyd that Khrushchev's real inten-

tion might be a summit conference on Berlin, and that he, Macmillan, would person-

ally see to it that the West would suggest one.
35

 Adenauer's suspicion of British inten-

tions was therefore justified insofar as he did not believe that Britain had given up its 

preference for negotiations. While Western politicians on the continent, especially 

Brandt, Adenauer, and de Gaulle, consistently signaled to Washington and London 

that they refused to negotiate with the Soviets under pressure, London contemplated 

the opposite approach. Eisenhower realized that it was up to him to avoid a cata-

strophic split in the Western position.  

Though the president's initial reaction, unlike Adenauer's, was that a Free City 

of Berlin might even be worth considering under certain conditions, Dulles now con-

vinced him to reconsider. Not only would the West Germans reject any attempt to 

negotiate the status of Berlin, the Soviets would also be in a much better position to 

undermine democracy in such a free city.
36

 Instead, the contingency plans were re-

vised and made significantly more offensive in character: if a Western test convoy 

were to be stopped by East Germans on the Autobahn, a military probe using force 

would follow, to emphasize Western resolve.
37

 

When asked to agree to these revised contingency plans during the NATO For-

eign Ministers’ Conference in Paris on December 14, 1958, France and Great Britain 

hesitated to sign on to the military probe follow-up concept. Eventually it was decided 
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that should a convoy be stopped, the Allies would hold consultations. London, Paris, 

and Washington did agree to deny the GDR any form of recognition. Furthermore, the 

“Soviet agent” concept was officially taken out of the contingency plans. Adenauer's 

demands were thus at least formally fulfilled; but the West still lacked a cohesive ap-

proach on how to handle a serious test of its resolve.
38

 

At the end of the year, US ambassador Llewellyn Thompson delivered a West-

ern reply to Khrushchev which declared that the 1945 Four Power agreement on Ber-

lin and Germany could only be replaced by a similar agreement signed by all four 

powers. The United States offered negotiations on the reunification of Germany on the 

basis of free elections. The Berlin question could be discussed within the larger 

framework of the German question, if the USSR withdrew its time limit on the length 

of the negotiations.
39

 Adenauer's tough line had prevailed, but the slowness of the 

Western reaction had revealed signs of a split. 

Five days later, in early 1959, Soviet Foreign Minister Anastas Mikoyan vis-

ited the United States. Ignoring most of the previous US reply, Mikoyan emphasized 

that Khrushchev's speech was not to be understood as an ultimatum, but as a request 

for negotiations. Mikoyan brought an aidé memoire containing a complete outline for 

a peace treaty on Germany, aimed at a confederation of two German states. It pro-

posed that all wartime opponents of the Third Reich first sign a peace agreement with 

both the Federal Republic and the GDR.
40

 This was of course unacceptable to both the 

West Germans and Americans alike, since it entailed a legal recognition of the divi-

sion of Germany prior to any further steps. American and German newspapers con-

demned the Soviet plan. Mikoyan's suggestion, however, had now put public pressure 

on the Eisenhower administration to come up with its own plan for the future of Ger-

many.
41

 

While the German desk chief in the State Department, Martin Hillenbrand, de-

scribed his new task as “talking the Berlin crisis to death,” Secretary of State Dulles 

saw some potential in the idea of a confederation. He went so far as to hint at a press 

conference on January 13, 1959, that, though free elections would be the natural way 

to unification, they might not be the only way. The British government, the Senate 
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Foreign Relations Committee, even the CIA noted the positive effects of this flexible 

position; the German chancellor did not.
42

 In a diplomatic tug-of-war, Adenauer tried 

to hold the Dulles as close to his previous position as possible without opening any 

room for compromise with the Soviet Union. Dulles, at the same time, tried to put 

gentle pressure on Bonn to signal that some form of leeway had to be given. The 

chancellor evaded by offering to initiate diplomatic relations with Poland and Czecho-

slovakia, while avoiding any substantial commitment on his policy on Germany. 

Eventually the president decided that Washington would support Bonn's position.  

But what, exactly, were Bonn's ideas on how to solve the Berlin crisis? There 

were no solutions or negotiation options offered by Adenauer. It was this lack of room 

to negotiate with the Soviets in combination with the calls from Bonn to remain firm 

that would, over the next two years, repeatedly lead Eisenhower to reconsider the Free 

City proposal. Berlin was, due to its untenable military situation, the only place where 

the Soviet Union could easily apply pressure on the United States from a position of 

tactical superiority. It seemed inevitable that the White House would sooner or later 

consider a split of the Berlin question from the general question of German unifica-

tion, if only to find some means of covering this vulnerability. This was Adenauer's 

not entirely unfounded expectation and fear. 

At the end of January, Eisenhower agreed to a dual contingency concept of po-

litical and military mobilization designed by Dulles. This contingency concept was a 

careful compromise that respected French and British reservations regarding the origi-

nal test convoy contingency plan. According to the dual concept, it was now intended, 

in case of a blockade, to rally public opinion against the Soviets first, while a test con-

voy would try to get through to West Berlin. If it was stopped, it would not open fire 

but turn back. A military airlift would then supply the West Berlin garrison while the 

West called for a special session of the UN Security Council, appealed to the General 

Assembly of the United Nations, and recalled Western diplomats from Moscow. At 

the same time, visible military preparations should be made to signal the West's readi-

ness for an impending breakthrough attempt. Most importantly, the plan conceded that 

the Allies would act flexibly and in consensus if the Soviets or the GDR did not back 
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down from their policy; the definition of the casus belli was left to the moment. While 

the president, John Foster Dulles, and Defense Secretary Neil McElroy all agreed to 

the dual contingency plan, Chairman General Nathan F. Twining of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff (JCS) objected. Twining, speaking for the JCS, recommended that “we make up 

our minds now as to our sequence of action rather than attempt to address the problem 

only after we were stopped” by a Soviet blockade of Berlin.
43

 Fearing that “the United 

States will go half-way and then quit” if decisions were left to last-minute consulta-

tions with America’s allies, Twining advised that, in the opinion of the JCS, “if we do 

not carry through with our resolution to risk general war we might as well get out of 

Europe.”
44

 The president and Dulles, however, favored consensus-building in the alli-

ance rather than unilateral action. Already by the end of January 1959, the Eisenhower 

administration had opted for a flexible contingency that would allow backing out of 

Berlin if war looked inevitable and Western public opinion did not support a defense 

of the city. Though this was still far from Adenauer's nightmare of being completely 

let down by his allies, the dual contingency had indeed opened this possibility. 

To bridge the gulf between the positions of the Western Allies and to secure a 

consensus, Dulles began visiting European capitals in February. The British cabinet 

had already found the current state of German division to have positive aspects be-

cause it allowed for “work towards a new attempt to reach agreement between the 

great Powers on a political and economic settlement in Europe.”
45

 Quite unabashedly, 

Macmillan's cabinet thus found that the core problem of the crisis, the future of Berlin, 

could be more easily solved by splitting it from the question of the future of Germany. 

At the end of his visit to London, Dulles had to use sobering formulations to keep 

Britain on the American course. The dual contingency plan, he said, was the “most 

moderate program” Washington could agree to, warning that the Defense Department 

had a much tougher course in mind. While Macmillan eventually heeded the Secretary 

of State’s warnings, Dulles left London with the impression that British support in a 

real crisis situation would not come easily.
46

 

The impression given by the French government revealed another problem to 

Dulles. The secretary of state had not expected the French position to differ from the 
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US public posture, yet it became obvious to him that de Gaulle's supposedly firm sup-

port for German unification was actually only lip service to Adenauer. Both de Gaulle 

and Dulles conceded, however, that it was unlikely that the summit would result in 

German unification. For the secretary of state, French support for the dual contingency 

helped isolate Macmillan's disturbing propensity for flexibility within the Western 

Alliance. Paris, however, criticized the dual contingency plan as weak and suggested 

immediate military action including partial or even general mobilization in case of a 

blockade. Considering French military resources, Dulles interpreted this as an over-

statement of Paris' resolve.
47

 

In Bonn, Adenauer had, at Dulles’ request, pondered radical proposals for a 

change of Bonn's unification policy. Without consulting the Auswärtiges Amt, a circle 

of trusted advisors led by Hans Globke had created a working paper with a startling 

proposal.
48

 Within five years time, a referendum in both the Federal Republic and the 

GDR should clarify the desirability of unification in both Germanys. If the answer 

turned out to be negative, the proposal called for a referendum of the population of 

Berlin to decide whether the city should remain free or whether it would join either 

West or East Germany. After signing a corresponding treaty, both West and East 

Germany would then become sovereign states. In return for this offer, Adenauer de-

manded a security guarantee from the Western Powers for the Federal Republic. While 

it has been argued that the Globke Paper offered to sacrifice the core elements of 

Adenauer's foreign policy - the Hallstein doctrine, non-recognition of the GDR, and 

even the claim of being the sole representative of Germany - it contained barely con-

cealed spikes that would have made it unacceptable to both Moscow and Washing-

ton.
49

 

First of all, it was not likely after the experience with Austria and the Saarland 

that anyone would expect the GDR population to vote against unification. Even if they 

did, however, what would happen if the West voted massively for, the East against, 

unification? Or vice versa? The potential political embarrassment for Moscow was 

enormous. The Globke offer organized unification in relative political safety for the 

West; it was, however, politically much riskier for Moscow. Furthermore, should uni-
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fication be rejected for whatever reason by the combined German electorates, 

Globke’s Allied security guarantee for West Germany might then have to include the 

whole of Berlin if that city were to opt to join the Federal Republic. In that case, the 

United States would have increased its commitment to an automatic participation in 

any future war over Berlin, something Eisenhower had just steered his administration 

clear of with the introduction of the dual contingency plan. In other words, the Globke 

plan offered concessions in a package that was unlikely to be accepted by either side, 

but could serve as bait for continued talks.  

When Dulles arrived in Bonn, the Globke plan was kept secret. Instead, 

Adenauer had sent Dulles a memorandum prior to his departure for Europe suggesting 

that, in case of progress on the Berlin question, West Germany was ready for com-

promise on several issues, such as a declaration on the Oder-Neiße Line including a 

statement of non-aggressive intention, combined with an offer of economic coopera-

tion with Poland. Furthermore, West Germany would initiate diplomatic contacts with 

Poland and Czechoslovakia. The memorandum specified that the topic of the upcom-

ing summit should not be German reunification but intensive and detailed disarma-

ment negotiations, just as the CDU had demanded the previous summer. Dulles easily 

recognized this as an attempted diversion. What was now needed, he clarified, was the 

improvement of Bonn’s contacts with the GDR. This Adenauer evaded by hiding in 

details, arguing that he had tried in vain to improve contacts with the GDR on several 

occasions, but Pankow had sabotaged these endeavors every time. Dulles then pushed 

for flexibility from another angle by describing the contingency plan for waging nu-

clear war over Berlin.  

Shocked that Washington was indeed contemplating going that far, Adenauer 

initially refused West German participation in a contingency plan that involved escala-

tion to the nuclear stage from the outset. It was only then that the chancellor realized 

he had to participate, for otherwise he risked losing American support. He eventually 

agreed to the dual contingency plan since both Paris and London had also agreed. It 

showed resolve, yet offered an opportunity for reconsideration in case the crisis deep-

ened. With Adenauer's concurrence and maneuvering, the alliance had found common 
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ground, very close to where it had stood before. Dulles returned to Washington with a 

minimum consensus among Western allies, but no concrete proposals on Berlin from 

the chancellor. It had not even been necessary for Adenauer to pull out Globke's pa-

per.
50

 

Dulles had hardly returned to Washington when it became clear that an illness 

he had successfully battled earlier could no longer be ignored. On February 10, he 

went to the hospital for the treatment of what was announced as a hernia, but was 

really cancer. Bedridden, the secretary of state was now losing control of the situation. 

Harold Macmillan was about to set off for Moscow on a trip which had been a year in 

the planning. The British Prime Minister would use this visit to attempt to initiate ne-

gotiations over Berlin. Macmillan’s interest in negotiations was motivated by the fear 

of an increase in the Pentagon’s influence on US policy with Dulles out of commis-

sion and by British domestic considerations. With the Tories facing defeat in the elec-

tions scheduled for the end of the year, a diplomatic success was considered one way 

of achieving a turnaround in the polls. Knowing he could not give any promises to 

Khrushchev, Macmillan hoped he could present himself as the leading peacemaker of 

the Western Alliance by mediating between Moscow and Washington. While Khrush-

chev remained adamant about his demands, knowing that the R5-M missiles were now 

already in place and only waiting for the nuclear warheads to arrive, Macmillan com-

municated that the United States would never give up its access routes to West Berlin. 

London, Khrushchev was informed, was ready to recognize the GDR if Western rights 

to West Berlin would remain untouched. Khrushchev ignored this particular British 

offer, but indicated his willingness to negotiate. By winning Khrushchev's agreement 

to a Foreign Minister's conference in the fall, Macmillan returned firmly believing that 

he had forestalled a military conflict over Berlin.
51

 

In the meantime, Christian Herter took over the duties of John Foster Dulles as 

secretary of state, a post he would formally assume on April 22, 1959. While Dulles 

had tried to establish a clear Western position on Berlin and had been critical of Mac-

millan's independent diplomatic efforts, Herter gave contradictory signals. In early 

March, right after Macmillan's visit to Moscow, Herter declared before the Senate's 
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Foreign Relations Committee that he supported the use of nuclear weapons in defense 

of Berlin. Asked again by the same committee during his confirmation hearing later 

that month, Herter ruled out any such use.
52

 Senator J. William Fulbright, who chaired 

the Foreign Relations Committee since January 30, had been an outspoken proponent 

of negotiations with the Soviet Union, proposing a complete withdrawal of US forces 

from Europe and a UN guarantee for West Berlin as replacement for the Four Power 

agreement. At this point Herter’s position was quite confusing; was he merely paying 

lip service to the Democratic majority in the Foreign Relations Committee in order to 

secure confirmation or was he speaking his mind about his own intentions?  

Either way, Herter's wavering and seeming weakness on the issue and Dulles' 

fading from the diplomatic scene heightened the fear in London that the Pentagon 

might gain the upper hand in determining Washington's policy. Macmillan's cabinet 

wanted to end the crisis quickly by negotiations, before a military standoff over Berlin 

could give policy hardliners a chance to employ their contingency plans. In conversa-

tions with de Gaulle and Adenauer shortly after his return from Moscow, the British 

Prime Minister discovered the limits of his influence on Western foreign policy. De 

Gaulle agreed to Macmillan's desired summit on the condition that a Foreign Minis-

ters’ conference would take place first. Furthermore, both Paris and London agreed 

that the stamping of passports by GDR personnel - the “Soviet agents” - would not 

constitute a casus belli. This part of their talks was carefully concealed from the Ger-

man government. While Macmillan strove to organize a grand summit, it quickly be-

came clear that Adenauer was not sympathetic to the idea of what he regarded as ne-

gotiations for the maintenance of already established rights. Thus, the British drive for 

negotiations was held back by both Eisenhower and Adenauer, but supported by De-

mocrats in Congress who were also using the Berlin issue as a weapon in the domestic 

struggle against Eisenhower's balanced budget policy.
53

  

In the meantime, a secret military organization set up by the three Western Al-

lies took up its assigned work of preparing for a military crisis over Berlin. “Live 

Oak,” as the organization was called, was located outside the fence of the NATO 

headquarters at Camp de Loges in St. Germain near Paris. Placed under direct com-
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mand of NATO Commander in Chief General Lauris Norstad, Live Oak was not really 

part of NATO, but freely used the NATO resources of its three member states in plan-

ning for the contingencies.
54

  

As the Soviet deadline of May 27, 1959 drew near, it became increasingly 

clear that the West was in disarray. Within the broad framework of Western activity 

ranging from London's signals of cooperation to Moscow, first Dulles' and then 

Herter's confusing signals, to Norstad's and the Pentagon's hard line, Adenauer's hesi-

tant and erratic maneuvers had kept the West from finding a meaningful new position 

with which to face Soviet demands. The Washington Four Power Working Group, a 

quadripartite diplomatic conference consisting of American, German, French and Brit-

ish personnel, met regularly beginning in early February 1959 to develop a joint West-

ern negotiating position on Berlin, but could not establish a unified position, mostly 

due to West German inertia. It was only at the end of the conference, as the first Soviet 

deadline of May 27, 1959, drew near, that West German ambassador Wilhelm Grewe 

offered more options, such as the possibility of a German confederation without prior 

elections. This proposal was blocked by the French ambassador, who criticized the 

idea of direct German-German talks. Whether intentionally or not, a French diplomat 

now saved Adenauer's government from a far-ranging Western offer of negotiations 

with the Soviets, thus serving France's interests in many ways.
55

 

However, the longer Adenauer successfully stalled attempts at unwanted 

changes, the greater became the pressure on his German unification policy. For the 

moment, the West was stuck with its promised conference on Berlin and Germany in 

Geneva, which was to begin on May 11 and would eventually last into August. There, 

the crisis was truly almost “talked to death.” In Geneva, diplomats fought over the 

order of the delegations at the negotiating table, particularly the seating of the two 

Germanys in relation to the Allies and to each other. The seating arrangement sym-

bolically signified the initial standing and international status of each of the German 

states. In a climate where the exact distance between the tables, in centimeters, had to 

be fixed in writing prior to discussion of the real issues at stake, achieving a concrete 

agreement on basic policy was probably an unrealistic expectation. Herter presented 
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the proposal for German unification worked out in Washington in the Four Power 

Working Group, which came to be known as the Herter Peace Plan, while Gromyko 

repeated the terms laid down in his note of January 10. The conference developed as 

two monologues – with each side restating its previously-held position – rather than a 

dialogue on the issues of Berlin and German unification. Clearly, the Soviet Union 

was not interested in talks on German unification; rather, a settlement for Berlin was 

to be found, preferably disconnected from any other issue.
56

 This was exactly what the 

West, by and large, was seeking to prevent. Severing the Berlin question from the 

question of German unification would make the occupied city an even easier target. 

The death of John Foster Dulles caused a recess in the conference while For-

eign Ministers flew to the American capital for the funeral. On the exact day of Dulles' 

funeral, May 27, 1959, the six-month deadline set in Khrushchev's November speech 

passed. This opened up a way for the Soviets to leave the conference without mention-

ing their deadline again and for the West to leave the conference without having of-

fered any substantial compromise. For Khrushchev, his son later described, Dulles' 

funeral was therefore also a political problem: 

Gromyko sent a telegram to Moscow asking for instructions. If we took part, it 

would show loyalty, and if we did not, Father thought it would demonstrate 

stupidity. "And how would it look?" he fumed... A coded message was sent to 

Gromyko instructing him to participate...
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It was during the funeral recess, as the deadline passed and the West did not 

yield, that it became clear to Eisenhower that Khrushchev had missed his opportunity 

to gain prestige by forcing the West to make concessions. Eisenhower now suggested 

a partial separation of the Berlin question by agreeing to a summit if the Soviets 

agreed first to a general interim accord on Berlin until unification. By offering this 

seeming separation of Berlin from the unification problem, Eisenhower put pressure 

on the Soviet delegation, while remaining firm on "the two or three things that are 

basic to our whole position."
58

 These "two or three things" would later develop into 

the clearly defined "three essentials" of the Kennedy administration. Obviously, 

Eisenhower had not specified them, and therefore had not made it clear whether this 

would include free movement within the city. 
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Just as the conference reconvened, the president explained in his weekly press 

conference his preconditions for participating in a summit; the least of which was an 

interim agreement on Berlin guaranteeing American rights and presence in the city. 

While Gromyko, on the flight back from Washington, insisted on a change in the 

status of West Berlin, the Western foreign ministers refused to agree to any removal of 

their occupation rights. Both sides hardened their positions. In the meantime, Walter 

Ulbricht and Otto Grotewohl had arrived in Moscow to help Khrushchev create last 

minute proposals that might be acceptable to the West. Khrushchev, however, "saw 

only one reason why the Americans would want to keep a large force in Berlin: they 

intended to base strategic missiles there."
59

 If only for this reason, withdrawal of 

Western forces from Berlin remained essential to Khrushchev, making any compro-

mise impossible.  

 Meanwhile Marshal Zakharov, Chief of the Soviet Armed Forces in Eastern 

Germany, had personally reported to Moscow the readiness of the R-5M missiles in 

Fürstenberg and Vogelsang. With the missiles visible to spotters of West Germany's 

secret service, Khrushchev added an exclamation point to his demands. Moscow's 

flexibility on all issues was fading quickly. However, it remains unclear how the de-

ployment of these particular missiles were interpreted and subsequently used by both 

sides. They were removed again from East Germany before Khrushchev's visit to the 

United States in September, probably because they had already outlived their useful-

ness by that point: the USSR had increased its missile range by the end of the year; 

Eisenhower had invited Khrushchev to a summit without preconditions; and the West 

had not changed its position on West Berlin. Live Oak was proof that the West would 

not be easily intimidated. Its contingency plans increasingly stressed the need for 

larger division-size military forays into GDR territory in the event of a Soviet block-

ade of Berlin, as part of a breakthrough operation to West Berlin. The Soviet missiles 

in the GDR were therefore also very closely stationed to the path of such break-

throughs from West Germany to West Berlin, if such scenarios were to occur. This 

combination of reasons must have led to the Soviet decision to redeploy these missiles 
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back east into the Kaliningrad area in late 1959, rather than an rumored agreement 

between Eisenhower and Khrushchev, as recently alleged.
60

  

While the conference in Geneva was stalled, Gromyko extended the deadline 

by another year.
61

 Despite the West's willingness to sacrifice substantial aspects of the 

status quo merely to maintain the legal status of their presence in Berlin, Gromyko's 

delegation was not impressed. On June 16, when Christian Herter offered to limit 

Western troops in Berlin to conventional weapons and to accept East German person-

nel as Soviet agents, Gromyko did not react. When West Berlin Mayor Willy Brandt 

heard of the Western offer, he commented in private that the West had now gone be-

yond the limits of what he considered to be tolerable.
62

 

Under these circumstances, Washington decided to lure Khrushchev into an in-

terim agreement on Berlin by offering him a prestigious meeting with the American 

president. Soviet First Deputy of the Council of Ministers Frol Romanovich Kozlov, 

who was scheduled to return to Moscow from a visit to the United States, was the cho-

sen messenger. On July 13, Assistant Secretary of State Robert Murphy, an old com-

panion of Eisenhower and his political advisor in North Africa during the war, was 

asked to hand a written invitation to Kozlov proposing that Khrushchev make an in-

formal visit to the United States. The invitation was initially not intended to be dis-

closed to the public, since Murphy was specifically instructed to tell Kozlov that 

Khrushchev should only reply to the invitation if there was simultaneous progress at 

Geneva.  

Yet, despite the fact that Murphy had been in the meeting where this decision 

was made, he did not tell Kozlov that there were strings attached to the invitation. This 

diplomatic faux pas raises many questions. Given the improbability that a diplomat of 

Murphy's standing would forget or misunderstand such an important task, some have 

wondered about his real intentions. Bremen concludes that Murphy, known as pro-

German and a hawk within the State Department, might have deliberately forgotten to 

tell Kozlov in order to prevent any compromises made in Geneva "on Berlin's back."
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Murphy's disastrous error became clear when Khrushchev accepted the invitation 

while negotiations in Geneva were still stalled. Although the State Department tried to 
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convince a furious Eisenhower that Khrushchev's visit could be used to sway world 

opinion for the administration's position on Berlin, the president insisted that both the 

Soviet ambassador and Kozlov be informed of the importance of progress in Geneva.
64

  

When Macmillan realized that the White House desired preconditions for the 

visit, he pushed hard to get a Four Power summit on his terms instead of an exclusive 

Soviet-American meeting. In the end, however, Macmillan bowed to the fact that Brit-

ain was not in a position to force both sides to the table on his conditions. On August 

1, Herter and Gromyko, after a last three-hour talk in Geneva, finally agreed to dis-

agree on the question of Western rights in the city. On August 5, the conference re-

cessed without appointing a time and place for the next meeting. While Khrushchev 

now had reason to believe he could directly achieve with Eisenhower what the Foreign 

Ministers in Geneva could not, the West had for the first time publicly debated the 

Berlin question separately from the question of German unification. Movement, fi-

nally, seemed possible. 

It was now necessary to give the public impression that the West would not be 

divided on the issue, and that all Western Powers had an equal say in the joint policy 

despite the fact that Khrushchev and Eisenhower were holding informal bilateral talks. 

The president therefore took a trip to the European capitals before Khrushchev’s US 

visit. Between August 26 and September 7, Eisenhower traveled to Bonn, London, and 

Paris, finishing his tour with a golfing weekend in Scotland before returning to Wash-

ington. To keep up the pressure, Khrushchev sent letters to all three European leaders, 

again stating that a Soviet-East German peace treaty would end Western rights in the 

divided city. As a counter-maneuver, Eisenhower had developed a proposal for the 

idea of accepting an East German-Soviet treaty by interpreting allied rights as unaf-

fected by it. That would have left Khrushchev a way to save face, and in return the US 

would demand official declarations from Moscow regarding Western occupation 

rights in Berlin. In Bonn, Adenauer had spoken to the president about France, its Alge-

rian problems, and the developing Franco-German friendship, quite possibly to create 

the impression that the United States was now in competition with Paris for German 

friendship. The president chose not to inform the chancellor of his latest idea; neither 
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did he tell Macmillan. Only de Gaulle was informed that accepting a treaty in return 

for continuation of Western presence was a possible talking point with the Soviet 

leader.
65

  

The debates between Eisenhower and Adenauer reproduced the debate between 

Dulles and the chancellor a year earlier. Washington wanted more options, while 

Adenauer tried to polarize the issues between total surrender and non-recognition of 

the GDR. To Eisenhower's surprise, the German chancellor repeated his position of 

the previous year on Berlin and armed conflict: war should not be waged, and if every-

thing else failed, Germany would accept the Soviet free-city proposal, but only under 

direct military pressure. Since he did not believe Khrushchev would dare to go that 

far, Adenauer believed that the status quo could be maintained by calling the Soviet 

leader’s bluff. Eisenhower did not comment on Adenauer's lack of support for the con-

tingency plans, but replied that Washington was searching for a long-term solution to 

the Berlin problem. Again, Adenauer had nothing new to offer. Herter, however, while 

speaking with Foreign Minister von Brentano, did receive vague suggestions on the 

free city proposal; if the Soviets would sign a three year moratorium on Berlin, it 

might be possible to work out a consensual concept for a free city.
66

 Leaving Germany 

with the impression that the chancellor had become slightly more flexible, the presi-

dent was now able to hint to Khrushchev that a long-term solution to Berlin was pos-

sible. This unspoken promise eased much of the tension during Khrushchev’s visit to 

the United States. While the president publicly declared the Berlin situation as “ab-

normal,” Khrushchev signed a communiqué stating that the ultimatum had been 

lifted.
67

 After Khrushchev's visit, both sides again had room to maneuver.   

From December 19 to 21, 1959, the Western leaders met in Paris to discuss the 

question of Berlin and Germany. While London sided with Washington in the search 

for a long-term solution, Paris sided with the chancellor who, on the first day of the 

conference, declared he would not accept any changes to the legal basis of the Western 

presence in Berlin, nor on the question of recognition of the GDR. He immediately 

announced that any compromise on Berlin underwritten by his government would cost 

him the election in 1961, and a Social Democratic government would mean losing 
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Germany to the Soviet Union.
68

 Though Adenauer hinted he might be ready to accept 

Soviet “agents” if a legal change in status could be avoided, Eisenhower pushed for 

leeway on exactly this point. Hinting that Soviet salami-slicing tactics might not di-

rectly infringe on any Western rights, yet still endanger the population of the city, he 

tried to gain Adenauer's agreement to a Western offer of a "guaranteed city" if West 

Berlin could not be held against such pressure. When Adenauer remained firm the 

December meeting ended without agreement on a joint Western fallback position.  

The big summit of Paris, scheduled for May 1960, was now drawing close, 

with Khrushchev expecting results. The president still wanted a fallback position. 

When Adenauer visited Washington in March he tried to change the chancellor's mind 

by suggesting that Berlin would be more secure with a UN guarantee. France had just 

secretly tested its first nuclear bomb in Reggane in the Sahara. Though it is unclear 

whether the chancellor immediately knew of the French nuclear test, it might have 

inspired his boldness as the prospect of an additional French nuclear deterrent drew 

closer. Adenauer now assured the American ambassador that West Germany was 

ready to participate in an armed conflict over Berlin and repeated this assertion during 

his visit in Washington. The chancellor expressed strong support for Eisenhower’s 

foreign policy, but reminded him how important the upcoming German elections were 

to the Federal Republic's political stability.
69

 In other words, Washington still had no 

clear signal from Bonn as to what was a permissible fallback position for the summit. 

The president eventually accepted that he had no leeway for the May 1960 ne-

gotiations with Khrushchev. Although he had the impression that Adenauer had shown 

"clear signs of growing senility," he could not help but realize that "as long as Chan-

cellor Adenauer's position is as inflexible as it is ... there seemed to be little profit in 

discussing ... alternatives with respect to Berlin."
70

 None of the following meetings 

with Macmillan or de Gaulle in the months preceding the ill-fated Paris summit of 

1960 provided any grounds for a compromise encompassing all the allied positions. 

De Gaulle preferred a bluff to negotiations as a means of displaying Franco-German 

friendship. The French posture, Adenauer's refusal to initiate even low-level talks with 

the GDR before the elections, Macmillan's preference to negotiate under pressure, and 
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the fact that Berlin was a prime target for Soviet pressure on the West left the Ameri-

can president in a difficult dilemma. While Khrushchev's posture had been softened 

with signals of impending compromise, Eisenhower could not really make any sub-

stantial offer before the German elections without opening a major rift in the Western 

alliance. In other words, the conference was doomed before it began. 

During the Geneva foreign minister conference the previous year, the president 

had canceled all U-2 reconnaissance flights over Soviet territory. In February 1960, 

before Adenauer's visit, he had repeated his misgivings about such flights, criticizing 

the political risks they entailed. Yet, on the eve of the Paris summit, American spy 

planes were crossing some of the most sensitive regions in the central Soviet Union. 

On April 9, the first U-2 on its way to Tyura-Tam was shot at unsuccessfully by So-

viet ground-to-air missiles. The flights continued nonetheless. Finally, on May 1, 

Francis Gary Powers took off in a U-2 plane from Peshawar, Pakistan, and crossed 

into Soviet territory at 5:36 a.m. Moscow time, at first heading toward Tyura-Tam, but 

then turning north preparing to cross the entire country and eventually to land in Nor-

way. The task was to photograph a nuclear industrial center near Sverdlovsk called 

Chelyabinsk-40. However, since the April 9 flight, Soviet air defense was on a state of 

high alert. It should not have come as a surprise that this time the U-2 was shot down. 

The implications of Powers and his U-2 flight are better described elsewhere, but it is 

worth noting, as Khrushchev's son Sergei later argued, that “the fact that the operation 

was carried out on May Day shows it was not undertaken by chance. It seemed to have 

been arranged to goad Father into responding irrationally.”
71

 

Whatever the US motives behind the U-2 gamble, the Powers incident and the 

US handling of the crisis - especially the president's later announcement in which he 

reserved the right to order similar flights until the Soviet Union opened up to inspec-

tion - derailed any chance of success at the Paris summit. Publicly humiliated, the So-

viet premier now wanted an official apology from the president, a demand unaccept-

able to Washington. As the summit collapsed and Khrushchev returned home, a nerv-

ous Macmillan requested the public announcement of Western acceptance of Soviet 

"agents" for the passport procedures. With de Gaulle's support, Eisenhower convinced 
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Macmillan that this was not in the West's best interest. For the time being, the dead-

lines had passed and no deal on Berlin was in sight. 

Adenauer was happy that the failure of the summit relieved him of the respon-

sibility for putting forth any new initiatives. Secretly, he had already prepared another 

desperate yet inacceptable offer, this time for a neutralized GDR incorporating Berlin 

proper as the capital of a newly created "Austrianized" state for a period of 20 years. 

Again, this was a plan unlikely to appeal to the Soviets, even though it seemingly con-

tained the ultimate sacrifice one could ask the chancellor to make: Berlin.
72

 As news 

of the conference's failure broke, the chancellor remarked to his press officer Felix von 

Eckardt: "Once more we were really lucky there!"
73

 

Consequently, the remaining months of the Eisenhower administration were 

concerned with contingency planning. Several times during the summer Khrushchev 

renewed a new 6 to 8 month deadline during which a new summit would have to take 

place, or else a peace treaty with the GDR would be signed.
74

 The only change was 

that now Khrushchev threatened the signing of the treaty if the Bundestag held its an-

nual meeting in West Berlin, something it had done since 1955. While France now 

considered it a better idea to reaffirm publicly its allied rights by preventing a Bunde-

stag session in Berlin, Washington and Bonn at first thought it wiser not to give in. 

Eventually, both the Bundestag and Bundesrat gave in and delayed their sessions. 

Robert Bowie, President Eisenhower’s former Policy Planning Director, had 

been asked by congress to produce a policy advisory report to the secretary of state on 

NATO’s future tasks. In August 1960, Bowie concluded in the report: 

We are currently faced with ... possible hostilities, for example, over Berlin. ... 

The Soviets could increase non-nuclear military pressure beyond the ability of 

our forces to respond in kind. Then we would have to choose between defeat 

and general war. Those are grim alternatives.
75

 

 

The longer the Berlin crisis took, the clearer it now became that the threat of a 

nuclear response alone could not credibly protect the German capital. Risking a global 

nuclear war for a city of three million people looked more and more like an empty 

threat. As if to prove the failing Western deterrence, East Germany began imposing 

travel restrictions for West Berliners trying to enter East Berlin in the fall of 1960, in 
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open disregard for allied agreements on Berlin. US ambassador Dowling recom-

mended immediate countermeasures to stop the East Germans from exerting further 

pressure.   While it was easy to get Paris and London to agree to restricting East Ber-

liners’ travel to the West in kind, an accompanying West German economic embargo 

on the GDR was a more difficult proposition. The West German Minister of Econom-

ics Ludwig Erhard argued that economic ties were the last real connection between the 

two parts of Germany. If the goods supplied by West Germany to the GDR would be 

supplied by any other nation, such an embargo would be counterproductive. There-

fore, Washington promised to organize Western support for a general economic em-

bargo on East Germany if the Federal Republic enacted one. In the meantime, on Sep-

tember 26, the Soviets officially backed the GDR travel restrictions.
76

 

Four days later, the Federal Republic announced that it would end the month-

old interzonal trade agreement with the GDR on January 1. While ending this agree-

ment would reduce West German trade by less than 5%, it would mean an 11% reduc-

tion in East Germany’s trade, including many goods not available from other sources. 

This, in combination with the fact that collectivization of East German agriculture 

dramatically increased the refugee flow, left the Soviet zone of Germany in a very 

troublesome situation for the coming year. Bonn's move was not coordinated with 

Washington since it did not entail an immediate embargo; rather, Bonn issued an ulti-

matum on East Berlin to come to the negotiation table before year's end. London and 

Paris both feared an escalation of the crisis, and refused to join in further economic 

measures. Only Washington decreed an embargo on East German products. The GDR 

eventually had no choice but to give in, and on December 29, 1960, a mere two days 

before the deadline, the interzonal trade agreement was renewed and the travel restric-

tions lifted. East Berlin had tested Western resolve on Berlin, and been forced to back 

off. 

The Eisenhower administration had thus managed to keep the vulnerable 

Western position intact at the price of increasing pressure on his successor’s admini-

stration. By December, Khrushchev had already signaled to president-elect John F. 

Kennedy that he was willing to wait for the new administration to settle in before 
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bringing up the issue of Berlin again. The differing positions within the alliance on 

Berlin and the future of Germany, which Khrushchev had hoped to use to his advan-

tage, had only delayed and complicated, but not prevented, a joint Western response. 

This delay and the continuing lack of a clear consensus in the Western alliance had led 

to the flawed promise of an agreement to be reached at the Paris summit. The collapse 

of the Paris summit helped save the Western Allies’ face, but considerably increased 

Khrushchev's belief that the West now owed the Soviet Union concessions. Undoubt-

edly, Khrushchev himself had overestimated the effect of his threats and underesti-

mated the repercussions on the issue. The rift between the Soviet Union and China led 

hardliners within Khrushchev’s own party to put increasing pressure on him to take a 

stronger stand against the West.
77

 Meanwhile, Khrushchev’s continuous public postur-

ing over the Berlin issue only added to the growing refugee problem. Thus, the West 

had, by delaying the talks, inadvertently helped to set in motion a countdown to the 

inevitable moment when the embarrassment of an impending demographic collapse of 

the GDR would have to be addressed by other measures.  

The foremost proponents of this "bluff and delay" strategy, each for different 

reasons, were clearly de Gaulle and Adenauer. While the German chancellor had put 

his election campaign for 1961 at the top of his agenda, assuming he would lose to the 

opposition if he allowed any compromise on Berlin, the French president primarily 

steered this course to win Bonn's esteem and thus diminish America’s influence in 

Germany. France could only gain such a more independent role in European politics 

through the development of its own nuclear deterrent. Eisenhower, however, was also 

aware that Prime Minister Macmillan and the British Foreign Office were unwilling to 

risk military conflict over Berlin since they had used almost every opportunity at their 

disposal to convince Washington to re-negotiate the Berlin agreements. In this setting 

it was very difficult to find a joint negotiating position, though the US president tried 

to both push Adenauer for more flexibility and Macmillan for more support. The 

Western course had developed along Adenauer's line largely thanks to the chancellor's 

strategy of avoidance, while the State Department was also aware that the lack of a 
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precisely defined Western position would eventually add to the mounting pressure on 

Berlin. 

In other words, over the course of the crisis Adenauer had managed to buy 

time at the price of mounting tension between the blocs in the near future. His lack of 

flexibility concerning legal issues was intended to force the Western Alliance to stay 

the course. This policy, however, had inadvertently revealed the limits of the Western 

Alliance to Moscow and made Khrushchev believe the West would eventually make 

concessions. When Khrushchev's periodic renewal of a deadline during 1960 had in-

creasingly worsened the political climate, the Soviet chairman had maneuvered him-

self into a situation where he would have to act just to save face unless the West of-

fered him an easy way out. Such was the state of the Berlin problem when President 

Eisenhower briefed his successor John F. Kennedy on December 6, 1960. Eisenhower 

pointed out to Kennedy the increasingly risky situation in East Germany: 

This is acute and dangerous, and Mr. Khrushchev has heavy pressures to get 

the Berlin question settled and to stop the movement of refugees to the West 

from behind the Iron Curtain.
78

 

 

Yet Eisenhower could not give his successor any good advice on what to do. 

No one has yet been able to devise an acceptable and negotiable formula to 

solve the Berlin problem separate from a solution for Germany as a whole. The 

best hope may lie in agreement with the Soviets on more basic issues.
79

 

 

This was not new advice to Kennedy. As the previous months had shown, such formu-

las were difficult to make when Adenauer had his way. The new president did not in-

tend to stick to basic issues though. In fact, the president-elect transition team had al-

ready established contacts with the Soviets. 
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The Old Man and the Atlantic: Adenauer and the early Kennedy administration 

 

 With a new president taking office in the US, many political observers now 

doubted whether the good relations between the White House and the chancellor’s 

office could continue. The president-elect had proposed significant changes to Ameri-

can foreign policy towards Europe in the past. As early as October 1957, then as a 

Massachusetts senator, John F Kennedy had outlined his views on foreign policy in an 

essay in Foreign Affairs. Warning of impending global political changes, Kennedy 

hinted that the process of European integration with France as a nuclear power might 

soon lead to a detachment of Europe from the United States. More countries, he 

warned, might gain access to nuclear weapons. “China, Germany and India and sev-

eral smaller nations may soon possess nuclear tools of destruction.”
1
  

This future seemed rife with a strategic risk usually referred to as the n
th

 coun-

try problem - the exponentially growing chance of a general nuclear war breaking out 

due to a conflict initiated by two out of n nuclear equipped opponents. Hence, the 

spreading of nuclear weapons among many nations or military commands had to be 

prevented. For the abstract system of thought underlying the n
th

 country problem it did 

not matter whether these weapons were spread solely among members of two oppos-

ing factions like NATO and the Warsaw Pact. “N” simply referred to the number of 

parties authorized to use nuclear weapons. From this perspective, it was also essential 

that within the US forces only the president be authorized to order the use of nuclear 

weaponry. From an abstract security perspective of a global nuclear power, it was 

keen reasoning and made perfect sense to warn of an increase in n. 

Yet, to Adenauer this conclusion was a nightmare. He had always demanded 

and declared that Germany would regain full national sovereignty upon reunification. 

For the German chancellor, the election year of 1961 promised to be successful. He 

had, in the eyes of his electorate, steered safely through the Berlin crisis in seemingly 

close cooperation with Washington. Therefore he was unwilling to agree to any treaty 

barring Germany's access to nuclear weapons since this meant a downgrading of Ger-

many's future legal status, making it a lesser power among equals within Western 
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Europe. While West Germany, a state of still limited sovereignty, had already signed a 

declaration that it would not build its own weapons of mass destruction, Adenauer had 

hinted time and again that this did not exclude the possibility of Germany acquiring 

them elsewhere.
2
 While the United States had the long-term strategic goal of prevent-

ing the proliferation of nuclear weapons, Adenauer had to keep insisting on an option 

to acquire them, if only for the sake of keeping that option open.
3
 

 Kennedy had mentioned China and India in one breath with Germany, which 

clearly signaled that he had no sympathy for the nuclear option policy of the old man 

from the Rhine. While this alone must have already sounded alarming to the German 

chancellor, the senator's essay went much further:  

...[W]e have underestimated as a nation the capacity of the Russians to com-

pete with us militarily... American thinking, conditioned to the notion of two 

world camps, most needs reorientation- to accept partial gains in order to un-

dercut slowly the foundations of the Soviet order. For it is most unlikely that 

any Iron Curtain country will defect simply from East to West.
4
 

 

With this, the future presidential candidate had touched on Adenauer's sore spot. How 

could Bonn's "policy of strength" ever lead to German unification if the Federal Re-

public refused to acknowledge the existence of the GDR? Kennedy's answer to this 

was clear and simple. There would be no unification in the near future, no easy defec-

tion of a satellite state from the Soviet sphere. East Germany was to be accepted as a 

"partial gain" of the Soviet Union. Therefore Kennedy implicitly demanded that Ger-

many's most important ally should publicly admit the futility of the chancellor's de-

mands for unification. Adenauer’s unification strategy would be revealed as an em-

peror without clothes.  

That was not the only issue with Germany the Massachusetts senator raised. 

Blaming the failure of the European Defense Community on the "unnecessarily forced 

pace of German rearmament," Kennedy further concluded: 

American policy has let itself be lashed too tightly to a single German govern-

ment and party. Whatever elections show, the age of Adenauer is over. The 

biggest question in any government must now be the identity of Adenauer's 

eventual successor.
5
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Like Eisenhower, the German chancellor had outlived his usefulness - "whatever elec-

tions show." Kennedy certainly did not believe in Adenauer's equating Social Democ-

rats with Moscow puppets and he made clear that even if Adenauer prevailed in elec-

tions, he would face public pressure to adhere to Washington's wishes. 

 The fundamental underlying factors of the relationship between Eisenhower 

and Adenauer - a warm public relationship between the two leaders, accompanied by a 

seemingly well coordinated alliance policy - were thus cast in doubt by the presiden-

tial candidate John F. Kennedy. In addition to the obvious differences in their ages, 

there was also a strong biographical contrast between Kennedy and his predecessor 

that did not bode well for Adenauer. While Eisenhower's entire political career was 

rooted in the forging of the European Alliance and the fundamental experience of 

World War II in Europe, John F. Kennedy had experienced his war in the Pacific and 

lost his older brother in the European theatre. Kennedy's frame of reference to Ger-

many was the 1938 Munich crisis. His father had been the American ambassador to 

London in 1938 and was later often accused of being an appeaser. The young John 

Kennedy had worked there for six months as an embassy secretary, and had always 

fought against the reputation of being pro appeasement. This experience became the 

basis for his Harvard senior thesis which was later expanded into the book Why Eng-

land Slept – a reference to Winston Churchill’s collection of speeches entitled While 

England Slept – detailing the danger for militarily unprepared democracies when 

competing with authoritarian regimes.  

Eisenhower, in contrast, had personal memories of a Europe with an integrated 

unified Germany before the Nazis, and a much more eurocentric worldview in general. 

Kennedy's perspective had been formed by a Europe in crisis without the helping hand 

of the United States, where Germany had been either a grave threat to world peace, or 

had only a minor status among the Western nations. The Bostonian also placed more 

emphasis than Eisenhower on the future of developing regions and younger nations in 

Asia and Africa. Naming Germany in a major speech together with China and India 

revealed the more distanced relationship this politician had to America's West German 

ally. While NATO remained the most important alliance for the United States, it was 
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obvious that the West German government's foreign policy on Eastern Central Europe 

was an obstacle and not an asset to Kennedy's vision of a successful US foreign pol-

icy. Moreover, as his essay clarified, this obstacle should not hinder attempts to solve 

the larger global problems at hand. Thus, the constraints that had tied US foreign pol-

icy to a "single German government" might have to be loosened. These constraints 

were easily recognizable in Kennedy's essay as the fundamental tenets of Adenauer's 

foreign policy. These differences were a bad omen for the future relations between 

Adenauer and Kennedy. 

 By the time the US election campaigns had picked up speed in 1960, Adenauer 

had clearly chosen his favorite successor to Dwight Eisenhower: Republican Vice 

President Richard Nixon. Kennedy had, by then, stated time and again that his inten-

tion was to "find a new approach to the Russians," one that avoided the close ties be-

tween the foreign policies of Bonn and Washington which he considered "in the literal 

sense, reactionary."
6
 Adenauer's retort to this was as direct as it could be without seri-

ously endangering German-American relations; during the campaign, a German De-

fense Ministry paper was leaked to the American press which emphasized the danger-

ous repercussions of a Kennedy election victory for German foreign policy. The Bal-

timore Sun headline "Nixon more acceptable to Germans" made clear to Kennedy's 

staff that Adenauer would remain an uneasy partner.
7
 It would not be the last time that 

suspiciously well-timed leaks attempted to sway American or German public opinion 

in the chancellor’s interest.  

Adenauer's press secretary Felix von Eckardt, observing the US election cam-

paign, reported both the stunning intellectual capability of Kennedy's team and its na-

iveté vis-à-vis the Soviets. The latter, especially, ran against the personal convictions 

Adenauer had developed from his view of history - that the Soviet Union was aggres-

sive by nature.
8
 This was not the image of the Soviet Union Kennedy's advisory team 

held. It was important to them that a form of peaceful status quo between the blocs 

could be developed that would end the era of periodic Cold War crises and usher in a 

phase of peaceful competition to diminish the risk of a global war. Surely, they 

thought, the Soviets would be as interested in such an arrangement as the West. It was 
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this conviction that guided the first contacts between the presidential transition team 

and Khrushchev‘s informal envoys. Walt Rostow, a professor at MIT and a future 

Deputy Special Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs in 1961, wrote 

to Kennedy a week before the November 9, 1960 election that he had  

...spent three days with a group of Russians headed by two men close to 

Khrushchev... . Chinese pressure and the German technical breakthrough may 

have brought them close to the point of serious arms control negotiations. It 

will be urgent to appoint an absolutely first rate Presidential assistant to take 

this in hand... to whip new and serious proposals into shape.
9
 

 

This contained two implications important for German-American relations. 

First, it showed that Kennedy's advisor believed West Germany's nuclear option to be 

a motivating factor in arms control negotiations with the Soviets. It was implicit that 

serious negotiations would therefore have to include the West German nuclear option. 

Second, it implied that previous arms control proposals had not been serious enough. 

In other words, West Germany's nuclear option was considered negotiable as part of 

future arms limitation talks. Such new talks, Rostow hoped, could take place as soon 

as the new president had made a decision on whether the United States would content 

itself with the deterrent of a nuclear second-strike capability or whether it should con-

tinue to increase the nuclear strength for a first strike. This question was pondered a 

week after the election, and presented to Kennedy in a long staff memorandum on 

military and foreign policy on November 17. 

It seems possible that in the first six months of the new Administration, serious 

negotiations on arms control ... will be undertaken. If present indications are 

correct, they may lead to a Summit Conference which will dominate the inter-

national scene... One way of putting the fundamental strategic problem of the 

first six months is this: How can we prepare for and engage in such negotia-

tions while strengthening our own military posture; while strengthening our 

stand in Berlin; ... An informal but authoritative message should go soon to the 

Russians which would indicate the following: ... The new Administration will 

be prepared to negotiate seriously on controlled disarmament by, say April 15, 

1961. ... Serious negotiations must go beyond the test ban... . If serious... nego-

tiations are to take place, a mood of more general relaxation of tensions will 

be required... In particular such negotiations are not likely to be compatible 

with pressure on Berlin... In order to put pressure on the Russians to negotiate 

seriously... the President must ask and get... a revision of the McMahon Act 

sufficient to permit a NATO nuclear deterrent to be negotiated... De Gaulle 
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should know that ... we are prepared to ... have France a full-fledged NATO 

nuclear partner... Moreover, the British and the other Europeans should know 

that we have a plan for bringing a German nuclear capacity under NATO dis-

cipline... The President's Inaugural Address must strike -- for our own people 

and for the world -- precisely the right note of strength, caution and dead ear-

nestness in the pursuit of arms control.
10

 

 

This was a striking change of priorities from Eisenhower's policy. The Berlin 

issue was now assessed mainly for its impact on the desired arms control talks, which 

were a priority if the Soviets chose to cooperate. In other words, Kennedy and his ad-

visors saw Berlin merely as an obstacle to peaceful cooperation with the Soviets. 

Rostow emphasized this assessment in a memorandum, which defined questions an 

expert team on Berlin should be prepared to answer: 

At the moment Khrushchev seems anxious for an arms control ... negotiation... 

We must try to make clear that such a negotiation requires an atmosphere in-

compatible with an ultimatum and salami tactics in West Berlin. A continua-

tion of the status quo may be the optimum realistic Western position. Neverthe-

less, in one form or another the Berlin problem will have to be faced in 1961 

even if what we seek and get is merely some continued version of the status 

quo... Is there anything we should be prepared to give up? What are Willy 

Brandt's minimum conditions for keeping the show on the road for the long 

pull? Adenauer's? Is there any de facto arrangement with East Germany that 

would permit the Russians to save face without affecting the position of West 

Berlin or the politics of West Germany adversely?
11

 

 

The president-elect would need a team to answer these questions. It is notewor-

thy, however, that the memorandum asked what aspect of the Berlin status quo could 

be given up and not how far the administration should go to convince the Soviets that 

the West could not accept a change in the status quo. The Berlin crisis had thus turned 

into a regional obstacle to global arms control talks. The memorandum implied that 

Washington had to be prepared to make some legal concessions on Berlin to clear the 

path for a wider, global arrangement between East and West.  

 It was clear from the outset that, in order to foster talks that might eventually 

bring about such an arrangement, a different sort of atmosphere was necessary. Given 

public tension, such talks could not be held under the scrutinizing eyes of the media. 

In an early report by the members of the task force on disarmament, the president-elect 
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was advised that private talks via informal channels with representatives of the Soviet 

Union were the best way to initiate far ranging agreements. 

Bilateral and informal contacts should be re-instituted with the Soviet Union, 

bearing in mind the sensitivity of NATO nations with regard to such discus-

sion... . It is important that bridges of communication be constructed, and these 

are most serviceable when built away from the limelight and the temptations of 

publicity. ... A basic policy decision on East-West diplomatic contacts must be 

made by the President.
12

 

 

The new administration did not consider the overall strategic situation suffi-

ciently secure to enter into any direct negotiations with Moscow. Arms control talks 

could only take place if the public felt that Western nuclear deterrence provided ade-

quate security for the duration of the talks. However, the entire composition of the 

Western nuclear deterrence had come into question. The increasing doubts in a suc-

cessful Western nuclear first strike simultaneously diminished the perceived credibil-

ity of its deterrence. The perceived Soviet superiority in conventional forces increas-

ingly triggered a demand to complement the nuclear deterrent with an increase in 

Western conventional capability. Thus, Kennedy faced the problem of first having to 

restore the credibility of the total Western deterrent in the Western public mind before 

he could sit down to begin arms control negotiations.  

In late 1960 and early 1961, the transition team began an in-depth reconsidera-

tion of the current strategy of deterrence. Dean Rusk, future Secretary of State, asked 

Walt Rostow to ponder how to "avoid situations where the apparent choice for the 

United States is to accept substantial setback on the world scene or to bring to bear 

nuclear weapons." Rostow replied that it had been Dulles’ posture that the United 

States’ "ironclad determination" to use nuclear weapons in the case of an attack on an 

ally would deter Moscow or Peking. This policy, Rostow concluded, was now incapa-

ble of deterring limited military conflicts. Its logic, he argued, was failing since the 

Soviet Union had  

...acquired a nuclear delivery capability that roughly matched our own... .  It is 

now conventional wisdom among military analysts... that we must develop and 

concentrate non-nuclear forces and provide them with sufficient mobility to 

counter -- and if possible to forestall -- limited military forays... . First, we 

must mount a ... policy designed to prevent conditions from arising which 
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would tempt Communist authorities from launching military operations, at any 

level -- not merely the level of Korea-type attack. Second, such a policy must 

be designed by specific areas, to meet specific conditions and specific potential 

Communist temptations. The somewhat abstract and theological cast of the de-

bate on military policy must be broken, then, to embrace anticipatory actions, 

notably civil actions by the United States... We need a country approach to the 

deterrence of military action.
13

 

 

In other words, a specific diplomatic solution was deemed necessary for each area of 

tension that required credible deterrence. Yet, what would anticipatory civil action 

mean in the case of Berlin? In the case of Berlin Rostow concluded that the Soviets 

may judge it feasible to confront us with the choice of nuclear war or with-

drawal... . Thus, although it is unlikely, we must contemplate the possibility of 

a limited engagement in Europe... . Aside from a buildup of conventional 

forces for this purpose (which I would support), we should consider signaling 

by appropriate means to the Soviet Union that if they apply force on Berlin, we 

are prepared to counter by inducing military and political unrest in their East 

European empire.
14

 

 

Rostow forwarded the memo to Kennedy, adding that the future Secretary of State 

Rusk had "expressed anxiety" about this guerilla counter-warfare position. Rostow 

also suggested that the president restore diplomatic deterrence with the Soviets as 

well: 

 It seems to me essential that in his first formal communications with the Soviet 

government, that the new President make clear, in general, that the exploration 

of possibilities of disarmament cannot proceed in a setting where the Cold War 

is being pursued by military or quasi-military means. This proposition relates, 

of course, to Berlin and Quemoy and Matsu. It also relates to the competition 

between the Communist World and the Free World in the underdeveloped ar-

eas.
15

 

 

In other words, Rostow asked the President to strengthen an allegedly failing deter-

rence in several arenas at once, and from the new position of strength to prepare for 

disarmament talks. Future Secretary of State Rusk obviously had his doubts whether 

this was wise diplomacy or not.  

In the meantime, the State Department's German Desk reviewed the previous 

approaches to the Berlin problem in order to brief President Eisenhower on his  
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meeting with the president-elect. The State Department's Office Director for Germany, 

Martin Hillenbrand, prepared a memorandum on the crisis entitled "The Berlin prob-

lem in 1961." This memorandum is analyzed in depth here, since it described in detail 

the State Department’s position on Berlin in early 1961. Hillenbrand expected the cri-

sis to reach its climax within the year. The entire Berlin situation was a "thoroughly 

unsatisfactory state of affairs for the West." Hillenbrand intended to describe all "the 

approaches realistically open to us." There were two theories on Soviet motivations in 

Berlin circulating in his department:  

a) that the Soviets are using Berlin essentially as a lever to achieve ... recogni-

tion of the GDR ..., or b) that West Berlin is a primary objective in itself be-

cause its continuance in its present form is so harmful to the East that it must 

be eliminated. The truth probably lies in a combination of the two. ... 

Considered purely as a holding operation, Western efforts since November 

1958 have been fairly successful. ... The French and the Germans ... have been 

consistently negative in opposing the introduction of any elements of flexibility 

into the Western position, either on Germany as a whole or on Berlin in par-

ticular... . Despite the concern which they caused the Germans and the Berlin-

ers, the Western proposals for an interim arrangement on Berlin might have 

provided a satisfactory modus vivendi for a period of some years.
16 

 

 

Expecting that the Soviets would surely begin new negotiations on the basis of 

the Free City proposal mentioned before the end of the Paris summit, Hillenbrand de-

scribed the difficulty of arriving at new options for the West, and concluded that the 

Soviets might need warning signals accompanying any Western initiative on negotia-

tions.
17

 This was not identical to Rostow's proposals for restoration of deterrence, but 

it complemented them. While both Rostow and Hillenbrand had emphasized the ne-

cessity of signaling early to Khrushchev the earnestness of Washington's position on 

Berlin, and had linked it conditionally to disarmament, Hillenbrand emphasized sev-

eral times the necessity of a modus vivendi for Berlin. This new modus vivendi would 

involve a change from the status quo. However, this change was only acceptable to the 

United States, the Soviet Union and the GDR, but not necessarily to the West German 

leadership.  

In describing the approaches to the Berlin question discussed in previous years 

of the crisis, Hillenbrand listed the nine general courses of action available.  
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The first set of options he categorized as "All-German Sweetening for Some 

Interim Arrangement on Berlin." Hillenbrand generally gave them a low chance of 

success. Among these were various forms of offers to the Soviet Union, such as troop 

reductions in West Germany, delays for free elections by several years, and a general 

peace treaty on Germany, all in exchange for an interim arrangement on Berlin for the 

duration of German Unification negotiations. 

The second course, a "Temporary Geneva-Type Arrangement," would try to 

pick up negotiations where the Geneva conference had ended in 1959. He expected 

such negotiations would not bode well for the West: 

The idea that the West is in a position to improve its situation in Berlin to any 

marked degree hardly seems realistic, although this consideration has not de-

terred the Germans and the Berliners from making rather far-reaching pro-

posals for Western demands to be made during negotiations, the achievement 

of which would constitute a major diplomatic defeat for the Soviets... 

 Abstracting from what might be politically acceptable, the Berlin situation 

can, of course, be broken down into a number of elements which are particu-

larly objectionable to the Soviet Union and the GDR on which the West might 

conceivably make further concessions. There is West Berlin's role in the con-

tinuing heavy refugee flow, as a center of Western intelligence activity, and as 

a show window for the East and center of psychological and political pressure 

on the entire satellite area, particularly the GDR. ... Apart from the impossibil-

ity of obtaining quadripartite agreement, it is difficult to see how the West 

could go much beyond Geneva without undermining the entire rationale of its 

position in Berlin. There is little indication, therefore, that an interim ar-

rangement of the Geneva-type, unaccompanied by impossible conditions, will 

be a feasible objective.
18

  

 

In other words, an official interim arrangement was improbable because the 

Soviets would not agree unless the arrangement contained "impossible conditions" 

such as an end to West Berlin's role in the refugee flow, which was impossible be-

cause it could not meet official quadripartite approval. Here, Hillenbrand defined a 

dilemma that America's Berlin policy now faced: either risk embarrassment by insist-

ing on unenforceable rights with regards to Berlin, a term which he had coined in 

1959 for such aspects as free civil movement between both parts of the city, which 

were considered unenforceable by US military pressure; or to risk losing NATO by 

proposing compromises on Berlin that ran counter to Allied positions.
19
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 The other groups of options were remarkably shorter. "An All-Berlin proposal" 

was touted as a mere tactical move to win time in negotiations. An American sugges-

tion of a "Guaranteed City," calling for an international guarantee of West Berlin’s 

independence, however,  

represents perhaps the most acceptable arrangement on Berlin which can be 

devised involving a change of juridical basis for the Western presence in the 

city... it has never been discussed within the United States government or put 

forward to our Western Allies. ... The West Berlin authorities would be em-

powered to request that foreign troops up to a stated ceiling be stationed in 

West Berlin. ... While such a "guaranteed city" arrangement would obviously 

be preferable to anything along the lines of the Soviet Free City proposal, it 

involves many hazards.  For example, its advocacy by the United States at the 

present time would probably cause a political crisis within the Western alli-

ance... However, given the division of Germany for an indefinite future, and 

with the passage of time rendering the Western occupation of Berlin increas-

ingly anachronistic, a formula along these lines will presumably continue to 

have a certain appeal.
20

 

 

Again, a seemingly feasible solution seemed barred by Allied sensitivities. Hillen-

brand continued outlining the remaining options for American policy. The next ap-

proach was the "Solution C of the April 1959 London Working Group Report," which 

suggested as a fallback position to ignore Soviet unilateral treaty changes and to ac-

cept GDR personnel as agents as long as Western access remained undisturbed. A 

"Tacit Temporary Freeze" until after the German elections in September 1961 consti-

tuted a delay strategy which could lead into the Solution C option. The option to con-

tinue such a delay strategy as a long-term strategy, "Delaying Action Without Specific 

Substantive Arrangement," was deemed unlikely to succeed. The penultimate path 

Hillenbrand discussed was a "Mitigated Breakdown of Negotiations" which would 

require a “tacit understanding with the Soviets” to preserve the essentials of the West-

ern position in Berlin.
21

 

Finally, the last option was to risk a "Complete Breakdown of Negotiations with the 

Soviets," quite possibly leading to a direct implementation of the contingency plans. 

This was the last resort. Of the nine possible courses of action Hillenbrand envisioned, 

only the "Guaranteed City" proposal seemed to offer a promising outcome, but the 

Western Allies seemed to resist even this idea.  
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When coming into office, Kennedy and Rusk were both aware through Hillen-

brand’s paper that a modus vivendi with the Soviets for Berlin could not be found in 

consensus with the European partners. This was at the same time that the disarmament 

team advised the president to establish channels of communication with the Soviets 

away from the limelight. For the first time, halting the refugee flow through West Ber-

lin had now been mentioned as a “conceivable concession.” While Hillenbrand had 

only brought this up within his analytical framework of enforceable and unenforceable 

rights in Berlin, Secretary of State Herter had also drawn president-elect Kennedy’s 

attention to the refugee problem on December 6, 1960, in a preparatory meeting with 

Kennedy and Eisenhower. Herter had clarified then that the GDR could not risk a con-

tinuing loss of people. “This is acute and dangerous, and Mr. Khrushchev has heavy 

pressures to get the Berlin question settled and to stop the movement of refugees to the 

West from behind the Iron Curtain.”
22

 

On January 9, a day before Hillenbrand sent his Berlin Problem memorandum, 

Allen E. Lightner, the State Department’s Deputy Chief of Mission in Berlin, cabled 

his own assessment of the situation to Foggy Bottom. The Soviets, he argued, were 

holding back forcing a crisis on Berlin, and awaited further negotiations, but there 

were pressures building up: 

Refugee flow, which currently has reached proportions surpassed only in “cri-

sis years” of 1953 and 1956, poses perhaps most important socio-economic 

problem. ... Consideration of drastic control measures is presumably being 

held in abeyance, pending negotiations on Berlin.
23

 

 

 The Berlin branch of the State Department was clearly aware that the refugee 

flow had not only become a pressing problem for the GDR, it had also caught wind of 

rumors that the GDR was pondering “drastic control measures.” While this rumor had 

been circulating in the city for years, Lightner’s memo had now made a causal connec-

tion between such rumored measures and the current absence of negotiations on Ber-

lin. 

Meanwhile, in the weeks of January 1961 before Kennedy's inauguration, 

Khrushchev sent out signals that he was indeed serious about bringing up the issue of 

Berlin again. In a speech before representatives of the Communist Party on January 6, 
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he repeated his threat to sign a peace treaty with the GDR unless an agreement on Ber-

lin was found. At a banquet, he told the West German ambassador to Moscow, Hans 

Kroll, that he could not hold out much longer against pressure from “certain quarters” 

with regards to Berlin. It was unclear whether that meant pressure from the GDR, 

from within the Warsaw pact, or from within the CPSU.
24

 

 Thus, the presidential transition team was developing an intricate strategy that 

was a departure from previous policies on Europe, while Moscow sent warning signals 

to Bonn that the Berlin crisis was not over. While Adenauer awaited the effects of 

administrative change in Washingtonm he was also preparing for an election campaign 

year in which he intended to present himself as an unfazed captain staying his rigid 

course. Adenauer’s strategy therefore required a year without any challenges to his 

foreign policy framework, which paralyzed Bonn’s foreign policy. Kennedy was ad-

vised to strengthen the deterrence posture to establish a public feeling of security for 

serious, and if necessary bilateral, negotiations between Moscow and Washington. The 

Berlin problem had become subordinate to this goal. For now, the German chancellor 

was left in the dark about the recommended future Berlin strategy at the White House. 

 The new president’s inaugural address did not change this situation; indeed 

Berlin was not mentioned in the speech. Clearly, the presidential advisory team hoped 

that this would give Khrushchev a chance to drop his threats and change policy. At the 

same time, the presidential address had to send out those strategic signals that were 

agreed upon in the preceding months: to restore the credibility of deterrence, while 

giving room for negotiations. Additionally, the president had to clarify the relative 

importance of this and other foreign policy issues. Although the speech is well known, 

it is quoted here in part to shed some light on the order of importance given to these 

different issues. The address also managed to cloak its signals in wonderful rhetoric. 

After three introductory paragraphs referring to the presidential oath, religion, 

and American heritage, Kennedy delivered two paragraphs of warning to enemies of 

democracy: “Let every nation know... that we shall pay any price... to assure the sur-

vival... of liberty.” One short paragraph of barely three sentences then signaled to 

European allies that NATO was not forgotten: “To those old allies whose ... origins we 



 79 

share, we pledge the loyalty of ... friends. United, there is little we cannot do ... Di-

vided, there is little we can do - for we dare not meet a powerful challenge at odds and 

split asunder.”  

That was all on the subject of Europe. The next three long paragraphs were 

concerned with the freedom and prosperity of the new nations in Africa and Asia, and 

ended with a passage on the “sister republics south of our border.” That paragraph 

ended with a sudden stern warning to Moscow and Havana: “Let all our neighbors 

know that we shall join with them to oppose aggression or subversion anywhere in the 

Americas. And let every other power know that this hemisphere intends to remain the 

master of its own house.” Surely that paragraph must have given Fidel Castro sleep-

less nights, for it left unclear whether it meant deterrence of Communist subversive 

activities from Cuba - or Cuba itself. The next paragraph signaled general assistance to 

the United Nations, followed by another that asked nations which “would make them-

selves our adversary” to join a quest for peace.  

These rhetorical moves between direct threats and gestures of reconciliation 

only made sense from a perspective of having to restore deterrence to achieve negotia-

tion capability. The implicit incorporation of Cuba into a democratic hegemony over 

the Western hemisphere insinuated in Kennedy’s speech must have sounded very 

threatening to both the Cuban and Soviet governments. This was obviously an excep-

tion to the concept of mutually accepted spheres of influence of the superpowers, a 

concept otherwise respected – and claimed – in the address.  

The rhetorical pendulum continued swinging from threat to appeal and back, 

culminating in a general call to the Communist Bloc for negotiations: 

We dare not tempt them with weakness. For only when our arms are sufficient 

beyond doubt can we be certain without doubt that they will never be em-

ployed. But neither can two great and powerful groups of nations take comfort 

from our present course – both sides overburdened by the cost of modern 

weapons, both rightly alarmed by the steady spread of the deadly atom... Let us 

never negotiate out of fear. But let us never fear to negotiate.
25

 

 

Only ten days later, in his first State of the Union address, the president clarified this 

policy of negotiating from a position of strength in a simple metaphor: 
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On the Presidential coat of arms, the American eagle holds in his right talon 

the olive branch, while in his left is held a bundle of arrows. We intend to give 

equal attention to both.
26

 

 

This simply was the essence of Kennedy’s professed political conviction since his 

senior thesis on the Munich Crisis. 

 For the topic of Western policy on Berlin, there were three important aspects 

entailed in this position. Superficially, the avoidance of any mention of Berlin while 

sending credible signals of military steadfastness was in line with both Bonn’s and 

Paris’ stance on Khrushchev’s threats. It did not, therefore, give any direct reason for 

concern to the European Allies and seemingly showed European governments that the 

new administration’s foreign policy would not diverge very far from Eisenhower’s. 

The desire for negotiations, however, raised the question of what exactly could 

be negotiated with regard to Berlin. Since Kennedy had already mentioned his inten-

tion of getting together for serious talks with the Soviets in his Foreign Affairs article 

in 1957 and during the campaign, Adenauer and most Western diplomats were not 

particularly surprised by these signals. Only the question of what exactly would be 

negotiated was of concern to the Bonn government. These concerns would be raised 

later during Adenauer’s first visit to Washington. 

The third aspect which had implications for Berlin and US-German relations 

was the question of Cuba as an object of hegemonic dispute between Western and 

“Communist” nations. Havana had formed an alliance with Moscow, but Washington 

had announced resistance to what it perceived as a Soviet claim to Cuba, thereby ex-

cluding the island from the two “powerful groups of nations” which in Kennedy’s 

speech had acquired rhetorical immunity from interference. However, Soviet prestige 

was now invested into the protection of Cuba in a similar form as American prestige 

was involved in the protection of West Berlin. Few seemed to take offense from the 

fact that, as far as potential negotiations with the Soviets were concerned, such an ap-

proach might be contradictory.  

In the meantime, the White House was still keeping up to date on how Khrush-

chev was proposing to carry out the threat he had made on January 6
th

 to “solve” the 

problem of Berlin. The day after Kennedy’s inauguration, US ambassador Thompson 
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held a private two-hour talk with the Soviet leader. Thompson’s report, cabled to his 

Secretary of State Rusk, who in turn informed the new president, did not bode well: 

the Soviet threats to Berlin would become more rather than less severe.
27

 Wilhelm 

Grewe, the German ambassador to Washington, sensed that since Berlin had not been 

mentioned in the State of the Union address, the new US administration might have 

new ideas on Berlin. Meeting with the State Department’s Under Secretary Chester 

Bowles and Martin Hillenbrand, Grewe was assured that the president was  

both intelligent and tough, and would not be pushed around. He had both con-

victions and courage. However, he was anxious to find the beginnings of solu-

tions. Ambassador Grewe commented that this was precisely his impression... 

He believed his Government felt the same way... This was why he had actually 

received no instructions to query the Department as to why the President’s 

State of the Union address did not contain any reference to Berlin, despite cer-

tain murmurings in the German press on this score. [The Under Secretary 

said...] A reference to Berlin had actually been in the first draft, but this was 

eliminated in the process of revision in the White House in order to avoid high-

lighting the issue.
28

 

 

While Bowles thus signaled that there was no change in the US posture on Berlin, he 

also hinted that the new president was interested in “finding solutions.” This did not 

seem a departure from Eisenhower’s quest for viable fallback positions on Berlin, and 

therefore Grewe did not send any worrying reports about changes in US policy to 

Bonn. 

 While the new administration set up task forces for other foreign policy prob-

lems such as Laos, Vietnam, Cuba and the Congo, and assigned top-ranking White 

House officials to lead them, it did not establish a task force for Berlin. In the mean-

time, the reevaluation of the overall US strategic situation had resulted in the funda-

mental realization that the United States was in a position of relative strategic superi-

ority to the Soviet Union. Since the Kennedy campaign had won the election partly by 

warning of a “missile gap” between Soviet and American nuclear forces, it was not a 

good time to announce a mere fortnight into office that such a spectre had no basis in 

reality. Nevertheless, Defense Secretary Robert McNamara was reported to have men-

tioned to several journalists in an off-the-record meeting on February 6 that there 

never had been a missile gap. The ensuing public outcry forced the president to state 
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in a press conference two days later that a final judgment on relative US strength could 

not be made at this point.
29

  

However, the Pentagon had higher estimates on the relative strength of Soviet 

nuclear forces aimed at Central Europe. While the United States itself had turned out 

to be far less vulnerable to direct Soviet nuclear attacks than had been anticipated dur-

ing the campaign, a special CIA working group estimated in January 1961 that  

as many as 200 MRBM’s [Medium Range Ballistic Missiles] may have been 

moved into East Germany between late 1958 and the fall of 1960. ... The work-

ing group’s findings are couched in guarded language reflecting the paucity of 

hard evidence... Most of the information on which the report is based is in the 

form of sighting reports of missile carriers and liquid oxygen transporters. 

Nevertheless, the working group unanimously agreed that MRBM’s have been 

deployed in East Germany in large numbers.
30

 

 

While Europe was threatened by large numbers of Soviet short and medium 

range nuclear weapons, Washington found the previously estimated numbers of nu-

clear weapons aimed at the United States to be too high. Although this did not mean 

that the White House had at a stroke won back a position of credible deterrence – es-

pecially since it could not relate this information to the public – McNamara’s revela-

tion was an instant embarrassment for the Soviet Union. Now Khrushchev knew that 

the US administration had a more realistic estimate of the relative strengths of the su-

perpowers. On January 30 Ambassador Thompson had already come to the same con-

clusion, that “we are grossly overestimating Soviet military strength relative to 

ours.”
31

 

Furthermore, on February 4 Thompson sent an abbreviated telegram of his un-

derstanding of Khrushchev’s real motives on Berlin, in which he listed the reasons 

why Khrushchev would be forced to act on Berlin: it was convenient; Soviet prestige 

was at stake; Khrushchev was under pressure to do so; not acting would destabilize the 

status quo.
32

  However, Thompson continued, he was not sure how far Khrushchev 

would try to push the issue; after all the separate peace treaty also implied uncalcula-

ble risks for Moscow: 

If there is no progress ... Khrushchev will almost certainly proceed with sepa-

rate peace treaty. Extent to which he would then allow East Germans attempt 
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gradual strangulation of Berlin would depend upon other developments, but 

separate treaty would in my view bring about highly dangerous situation and 

one which could get out of control.
33

 

 

In Thompson’s view, both sides had to find a way to save face. He was asked 

to come to Washington during the second week of February to present his views to the 

president and to take part in the Soviet policy review group. In the meantime, the ad-

ministration made its first contacts with Adenauer’s government, and continued its 

low key policy on Berlin. The US ambassador to Bonn, Walter C. Dowling, handed a 

first letter from the president to Chancellor Adenauer on February 8. Dowling then 

cabled his personal estimate of the situation in Germany to Washington:  

I agree with Ambassador Thompson that the prospects for German reunifica-

tion on terms satisfactory to us in the foreseeable future are practically speak-

ing nil, and that he should take a good look at approaches which might be 

made re negotiation with the Soviet Union, out of which might come terms for 

mutually acceptable “modus vivendi” for an indefinite period of years. At the 

same time, I feel it is most important to continue to try to convince Khrushchev 

that there is no painless way for him to undermine the Western position in Ber-

lin, and that if he attempts to achieve this by unilateral action, dangers of the 

ensuing situation will be as great for the Soviet Union as for the West.
34

  

 

Dowling’s appraisal contradicted the contents of Kennedy’s letter to Adenauer. 

The letter was a classic diplomatic introduction, trying to calm the chancellor’s fears 

of a US withdrawal from Europe while avoiding the issue of Berlin, yet hinting at pre-

vious US-German diplomatic difficulties and how they could be overcome by unity. It 

was a straight continuation of the references to the Atlantic Alliance in Kennedy’s 

inauguration address, emphasizing the alliance’s importance to the United States, and 

not giving the slightest hint on the Berlin policy, unless one interprets remarks about 

differences in opinion and calls for unity as precursors of future problems.
35

 

 Washington brooded over Soviet policy. After a very high-level meeting on 

February 11 with Secretary of State Rusk, Vice President Johnson, Special Assistant 

for National Security Affairs McGeorge Bundy and the four current or former ambas-

sadors to the Soviet Union, Thompson, Kennan, Harriman and Bohlen, the president 
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decided to have a separate review group set up for Berlin policy. This group would 

later be directed by none other than former Secretary of State Dean Acheson.
36

 

On February 15, two days after the decision to form this group was made, the 

president and his secretary of state assured the visiting West German Foreign Minister 

Heinrich von Brentano that the new administration was indeed interested in the ques-

tion of Berlin: 

[Kennedy] was anxious to have the Germans understand the reason why his 

administration had so far been silent on the Berlin question... This did not by 

any means signify a lessening of the United States’ interest in the Berlin ques-

tion. As long as there was a lull, however, he had not wanted to provoke either 

action or comment in the matter. But the President expected renewed pressure 

by the Soviets in the coming months. He asked the Foreign Minister for his 

comment and suggestions concerning possible effective means with which to 

counter the subtle pressures which the Soviets were expected to exert. 

Von Brentano assured the President that Germany fully understood the stand 

taken by the US and was in complete agreement... Moreover he, too, felt sure 

that there was no need to raise the question now. We would have to deal with it 

sooner or later. Von Brentano expressed his belief that Soviet pressure would 

again be exerted, if only in response to pressure by the Soviet Zone of Ger-

many. The leaders of the Soviet zone cannot tolerate the symbol of a free Ber-

lin in the midst of their Red zone. This is completely unacceptable to them, and 

therefore they will do all in their power to stimulate the Soviet Union to action 

with regard to Berlin. Von Brentano feels that such pressure will be dangerous 

only if it should result in a blockading of Berlin. For instance, this might be the 

result if the Soviet Union were to sign a separate peace treaty with Eastern 

Germany. 
37

  

 

Von Brentano implicitly admitted that while the GDR leadership clearly seemed to 

play its own role in the Berlin crisis, the goal of all Western policy should be to keep 

deterring the Soviet Union from allowing any encroachment on Western access rights 

in Berlin. The president kept using the term “infringement of Western rights” without 

explicitly referring to the four power status of the city, while simultaneously pushing 

von Brentano on his proposals for Western policy in case of gradual Soviet pressure 

on those rights after a separate peace treaty: 

The President came back to this point several times, indicating the gradual de-

velopment of Soviet action, that is, first signing a separate peace treaty – while 

continuing the status quo in Berlin for a certain length of time – and then re-

sorting to further and more drastic action. The Foreign Minister agreed that 



 85 

this danger definitely existed and that the signing of a separate peace treaty 

would result in a step by step development, eventually leading to drastic action 

with reference to Berlin. ... While the Foreign Minister considered this a possi-

bility, he appeared to feel very strongly that there would be no action on the 

part of the Soviets as long as they knew that the Allies would not stand for any 

disruption of the present Berlin arrangement. 

The President then asked whether Brentano thought that the United States dif-

ficulties in the Congo, Laos, and in Latin America would increase the chances 

of trouble in Berlin. The Foreign Minister thought so.
38

 

 

Without being aware, von Brentano had squarely positioned West Germany 

against the foreign policy vision debated within the Kennedy administration. While he 

had basically restated the same position the Adenauer government had taken through-

out the entire crisis since 1958, his remark that Soviet pressure would only be danger-

ous if it resulted in a blockade of Berlin hinted that the Adenauer government had al-

ready contemplated other forms of Soviet threats such as direct invasion, and deemed 

them comparatively unlikely. Linking Berlin to US difficulties in other areas of the 

world implicitly undermined Walt Rostow’s proposed “country approach to deterrence 

of military action.”
39

 If US policy in Latin America was indeed linked to the situation 

in Berlin, the new administration’s foreign policy would be limited by the same con-

straints that Kennedy had criticized in his Foreign Affairs article of 1958.  

Notwithstanding the Berlin development, Rostow had advised the president on 

how to pursue a course of peaceful competition. Just the day before Brentano’s visit, 

Rostow prepared in a memorandum to the president some possible messages to Mos-

cow: 

 1. The President is anxious to improve the relations between the U.S. and the 

Soviet Union... 

2. Such sustained explorations of difficult problems require a quiet interna-

tional atmosphere... 

4. But Mr. Khrushchev should understand that, like his predecessors in office, 

the President will place the highest priority on protecting the truce lines which 

emerged from the Second World War and its aftermath... 

PS. You may wish to write a letter for Tommy [Thompson] to carry back.
40

 

 

The review of Soviet policy was now beginning to effect change. The tactic of 

ignoring the Berlin issue was now to be carefully replaced with more deterrence  
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signals. Berlin would be brought up under the label of “truce lines emerging from the 

Second World War,” while the larger policy goal – reaching a safer status quo – was 

to remain. Ambassador Thompson would carry Kennedy’s letter to Khrushchev back 

to Moscow on February 22. 

In the meantime, Khrushchev had prepared another diplomatic move that 

would further complicate the situation. When the Soviet ambassador to West Ger-

many, Andrei Smirnov, returned earlier from Moscow to Bonn than expected, he 

handed a message to Konrad Adenauer on the same that day Kennedy met Foreign 

Minister von Brentano in Washington. Von Brentano had been informed of the im-

pending arrival of a Soviet message to the chancellor, yet due to his being in Washing-

ton he could only inform the president about the expected content. While it was as-

sumed to be an answer to the chancellor’s own letter on the issue of repatriation of 

Germans held in the Soviet Union since World War II, Brentano suspected it would 

also contain a proposal for German-Soviet bilateral talks on Berlin and the future of 

Germany. Such talks were out of the question, given the delicate situation in which the 

Adenauer government found itself, quite apart from the fact that such Soviet-German 

talks were always reminiscent of the 1922 separate German-Russian agreement of 

Rapallo. Therefore, “[t]he Foreign Minister wanted it understood that Germany had no 

intention of engaging in such talks.”
41

 

Whatever he intended, Khrushchev’s offer was bound to stir Rapallo memo-

ries. His otherwise comparatively unimportant letter and memorandum to Adenauer of 

February 17, 1961 has usually been interpreted as diplomatic noise, an attempt to seed 

distrust in Western Allied relations by causing confusion about the intentions of his 

Germany policy. Adenauer did not hesitate to send Washington copies of Khrush-

chev’s messages once they had been fully analyzed. But when they arrived in Wash-

ington sometime in the first week of March, both the White House and the State De-

partment were already aware of the content. A civil servant in Bonn’s Foreign Office 

had been assigned the task of analyzing the documents for the Federal Chancellery 

right upon their arrival. Under the cover name of “Rouget” he detailed Smirnov’s 
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messages to a contact officer in the American embassy. The contents were cabled to 

the secretary of state and the White House as early as February 20: 

In “unofficial” meeting February 19 Rouget of FonOff Sov Referat [German 

Foreign Office, Soviet Affairs Department] briefed Emb Off [Embassy Officer] 

on Khrushchev letter and Sov “Memorandum” handed over by Smirnov to 

Chancellor, Feb 17 as follows: 1) Letter dealt only with German repatriation... 

2) Memorandum covered following points: A) Berlin free city must be ar-

ranged. Interim Agreement not excluded, but only if fixed time limit set. Fe-

dRep [Federal Republic] not authorized to participate in negotiating interim 

agreement... 

B) Separate Peace Treaty with GDR will be signed either after set time limit 

expires, or if FedRep does not RPT [repeat] not participate in arranging peace 

settlement. Separate treaty will liquidate Berlin occupation, and require nego-

tiating access with GDR. 

C) West German revisionism over border question necessitates conclusion 

peace treaty. Leaders of SPD and Western powers consider West German 

claims unrealistic anyhow ... 

D) Reunification and peace treaty are separate questions. Western argument 

that two are related would be meaningful only if reunification were imminent, 

which it is not. 

E) Negotiations cannot RPT not be further deferred. (No time mentioned). US 

elections, “working-in” period... , FedRep elections, need to settle down after 

later were all a train of delaying arguments. 

F) USSR will be glad to consider any FedRep proposals, but only if they are 

based on the present situation, i.e. division of Germany.
42

 

 

The mysterious German civil servant went on to present his analysis of the situation. 

The offer, he concluded, clearly intended to embarrass Adenauer:  

...over-all aim is to engage FedRep in bilateral talks on German questions 

which will furnish alternative opportunities either to talk Chancellor, tradi-

tional hard man of West, around to softer position, or to make Chancellor 

[scape]goat of any breakdown of negotiations if he gets involved. 

Emb Off asked whether Sovs repeated hint of Smirnov letter to [SPD opposi-

tion party leader] Ollenhauer of Jan 1960, that a Berlin free city could have 

special ties to FedRep. Rouget said no, but Sov FonMin official had told Ger-

man Emb Off in December that FedRep might handle Foreign Affairs of “Free 

Berlin.” 

Rouget read much of foregoing from analysis he had prepared for Chancel-

lor’s office. Ostabteilung FonOff discussion slated today, and Rouget hopes 

texts will be turned over to three allies soon. Pending this, please protect 

source and do not attribute comments.
43
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Three remarkable observations emerge from this document. First it shows the 

often claimed, yet rarely proven extent of US intelligence on inner West German gov-

ernment proceedings. This source was certainly higher up within the West German 

administration than any comparable source the CIA had in the Soviet Union, such as 

Soviet Major Oleg Penkovsky, who is still referred to as the most important CIA 

source in the early 1960s. It remains unclear whether Konrad Adenauer himself was 

aware of this level of scrutiny, but his general skepticism about his own Foreign Of-

fice is a common subject among biographers. Second, it shows that West German-

Soviet contacts on the issue of Berlin and Germany were slightly more common than 

the chancellor communicated to the Allies, such as the hint dropped by the Soviet For-

eign Ministry official to a German embassy officer in the document. The spin that both 

“Rouget” and later Adenauer himself gave to Khrushchev’s letter – that it was mainly 

an attempt to embarrass the West German government – shows the extent to which the 

Adenauer administration was clinging to a hard-line position. Finally, it is remarkable 

how close Khrushchev’s letter in February 1961 came to Brandt’s detente policy: there 

would never be a formal peace treaty with both Germanies until unification. However, 

all of Khrushchev’s demands in points C to F of the letter had by 1972 become subject 

to international compromises and agreements, while the other points merely criticized 

the chancellor’s resistance to changes of the political status quo. 

Adenauer had support in the Western camp for his rigid position. The French 

ambassador made clear to Rusk on February 23 that Paris interpreted the Smirnov 

letter in a similar fashion – not as an offer but as a threat and a hint of an imminent 

crisis. Unlike Adenauer, however, Paris also interpreted Khrushchev’s signals as a 

request for talks: 

Ambassador Alphand continued, saying that while there were critical problems 

in Cuba, Laos, Congo and throughout Africa, nevertheless in the French view 

Berlin remained the number one problem even though the Soviets have been si-

lent on this issue recently. ... The French had an extensive summary of the 

[Smirnov] letter and it appeared to reiterate the two-Germanies concept and 

the free city of Berlin idea. Also the French were under the impression that the 

letter underlined the necessity and urgency of an agreement on Berlin and 

Germany. He thought that the Soviets, in effect, had asked for talks on this  
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subject with the Western Powers. He said that Gromyko had recently indicated 

the need for reaching a German settlement in 18 to 24 months. ...  

In any case, he thought there would be some move before the German elections 

and he repeated that Gromyko had stated that the Soviets would conclude a 

separate peace treaty unless there was an agreement within the period of 18 to 

24 months. ... [Secretary Rusk] thought it was important to tell Khrushchev 

soon that we were serious about Berlin even if the situation remained fairly 

quiet. 
44

 

 

According to Paris, therefore, the crisis was already in full swing, but there seemed to 

be no legal basis for negotiations. 

 Given that the West German position had obviously not become more flexible, 

the Kennedy administration was reluctant to arrange a diplomatic meeting between 

Adenauer and the president. However, diplomatic necessities now forced such a meet-

ing sooner than expected. Willy Brandt, mayor of West Berlin and German opposition 

leader, had announced a visit to the United States for mid-March. Rusk advised the 

president to schedule an Adenauer visit for the time near Brandt’s visit. 

I believe it is important that you receive Brandt while he is in Washington. ... if 

you did not see him, ... an inference of declining United States support would 

be drawn by some. However, I feel we should announce, as far in advance of 

Brandt’s visit as possible, your invitation to Adenauer, setting a specific date. 

Otherwise, the treatment that Brandt receives here might be interpreted in 

Germany as indicating United States support for him as opposition candidate 

as well as in his capacity as Mayor of Berlin.
45

 

 

Kennedy now found his Germany policy tied to German domestic events, yet 

his priorities remained unchanged. The president would first write to Khrushchev as 

Rostow had recommended, asking the Soviet premier for an informal personal meet-

ing and exchange of views. This letter was handed to Ambassador Llewellyn Thomp-

son, who left to return to Moscow on February 22. The next day the president in-

formed Adenauer that Averell Harriman would tour Western capitals as a roving am-

bassador to collect views and positions from the Western heads of state before Ken-

nedy met them. Simultaneously, the chancellor was invited for April, within a month 

of Brandt’s visit, and thus Washington would not appear to be interfering in the Ger-

man elections. The order in which these steps were taken clearly represent the changes 
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in foreign policy that had begun with the new administration. While Eisenhower had 

mostly consulted the Western allies to maintain a consensus prior to dealing with the 

Soviet Union, his Democratic successor intended to guide the political process of East-

West relations from the start, if necessary on his own. 

  Although generally skeptical of the new American president, Adenauer re-

mained unaware of this internal change in American foreign policy. Visiting Harold 

Macmillan in London in the same week as Kennedy wrote his letters, the chancellor 

told the British prime minister that he was in fact still “relaxed about Berlin.”
46

 On 

February 27, as Averell Harriman prepared to visit European capitals as Kennedy’s 

roving ambassador, Llewellyn Thompson arrived back in Moscow to find that Nikita 

Khrushchev had left for a visit to the Soviet Union’s Eastern regions. The very next 

morning, Rusk cabled to Thompson on how to converse with Khrushchev on Berlin. 

While asking Thompson to state that the legal demand for German unification was not 

negotiable, he should signal that Washington was preparing new policy proposals, 

while “it would not be possible for US to contemplate a change in city in regard to our 

rights and position in Berlin which would represent material change for worse in 

Western position in that city or access thereto.”
47

 This was no new position at all, but 

it again promised talks in return for more time from Khrushchev. Thompson, however, 

would be unable to reach Khrushchev for ten days. 

 In the meantime, another plan began taking shape in the White House, which 

the administration had inherited from Eisenhower – an operation to overthrow Fidel 

Castro in Cuba by sending in a sizable force of Cuban exiles, who had been trained by 

the CIA in camps in Central America. In a meeting a day before his inauguration, 

Kennedy had asked President Eisenhower whether this operation should involve pub-

licly visible US support. Eisenhower replied: “Yes, as we cannot let the present gov-

ernment there go on.”
48

 After he had received a full briefing on the state of the prepa-

rations on January 28, President Kennedy authorized a “continuation and accentuation 

of current activities of the Central Intelligence Agency” with regard to Cuba.
49

 Within 

five weeks time, in early March, the CIA’s preliminary operational plan was ready to 

present to the president.  
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The State Department in turn tried to gain time from the Soviets for talks on 

Berlin. In his reply to Rusk’s cable, Thompson allegedly dropped a hint to Khrushchev 

that the Berlin problems could be handled after the West German elections in Septem-

ber.
50

 On March 8, Averell Harriman gave a public speech in Berlin on the president’s 

position on the city. Any new talks about Berlin, he informed his audience, had to start 

again from scratch.
51

  

This had two implications – on one hand, that the Kennedy administration was 

actively looking for new proposals to make to the Soviets, on the other that they were 

withdrawing the offers made under Eisenhower, thus hardening their negotiating posi-

tion. The proposals and compromises that had been offered as a result of discussions 

among the four former allies during the Geneva conference and the failed Paris sum-

mit were now withdrawn. As far as Adenauer and Brandt were concerned, this was 

certainly welcome; but for Khrushchev that meant he was, in diplomatic terms, back to 

square one, while new proposals were nowhere to be seen.
52

 It was now clear that the 

Soviet Premier, despite two years of threats and pressure, had not gained any ground 

on Berlin. Moscow was again asked to wait, and engage in further talks, conferences, 

and summits. On the following day, Ambassador Thompson finally caught up with 

Khrushchev in Siberia and delivered President Kennedy’s letter asking for an informal 

meeting. As they spoke about Berlin, the ambassador followed his instructions and 

made clear that a change in the basic policy would be difficult. Thompson noted that 

Khrushchev did not seem very interested in West Berlin:  

He said USSR would join whatever guarantees necessary to keep West Berlin 

the way it is and added that no threat from any side would be allowed which 

would assure us that its prestige would not suffer. He said West Berlin had lit-

tle meaning for USSR. I said I agreed USSR had no interest in West Berlin, but 

pointed out Ulbricht was very much interested. Khrushchev replied Ulbricht 

would also sign commitment on West Berlin. In line with Deptel 1402 [Rusk’s 

orders] I said situation abnormal in Berlin because situation in Germany is 

abnormal; we were not disposed to legalize permanent division of Germany; 

we were re-examining whole problem of Germany and Berlin; problem of Ber-

lin unsatisfactory to both of us as is entire situation in Germany. I said I 

thought much could be done to reduce tensions and expressed opinion Presi-

dent would be disposed do something to help relaxation. ... He said peace 

treaty does not involve any factual change in situation. I interjected, “except 

Berlin”. He replied they were not striving for West Berlin. He said USSR even 



 92 

ready to keep such a capitalist island as West Berlin within GDR because 

USSR in 1965 will surpass West Germany in per capita production.
53

 

 

The most important signal emanating from this conversation was Khrushchev’s 

recognition that US prestige was at stake over West Berlin. While willing to accom-

modate Washington’s position, the Soviet premier also made clear that something 

needed to be done soon. In return, Thompson hinted the president was willing to act to 

defuse the situation. It was thus clear that neither leader was going to stick to mutually 

irreconcilable positions. 

Washington now pursued two contradictory goals: On one hand, a plan to 

overthrow Fidel Castro’s government in order to remove a Communist splinter in the 

Western hemisphere; on the other, an attempt to deter the Soviet Union from removing 

a geographically similarly placed Western island in an area which Moscow seemed to 

hope to incorporate in its sphere of influence. This was implied in Kennedy’s inaugu-

ration speech, yet the contradiction of these goals had still not caught attention in 

Washington.
54

  

  On March 10, when the president was briefed on Brandt’s impending visit to 

Washington, White House advisor Walt Rostow and NSC staff member Robert Komer 

introduced a new addition to the National Security Council, a professor at the Center 

for International Affairs at Harvard University, Henry Kissinger. Kissinger was there-

fore scheduled for briefings on the Berlin issue. The schedule showed that the White 

House staff did not deem the views of the Pentagon and the CIA to be very important 

for the policy on Berlin at this stage. Kissinger was to meet all of Monday afternoon, 

March 13, 1961, with State Department experts George McGhee, Henry Morgan, 

Charles Bohlen and Martin Hillenbrand. Tuesday morning, he was to meet for two 

hours with the CIA, then two hours with the Pentagon experts. Komer left no doubt 

that at this point the military aspects did not have much influence on the larger Berlin 

policy considerations of the White House. 

As to Pentagonians, Bill Bundy ... is seized with Berlin at policy level, and will 

receive you about 11 a.m. on Tuesday. He will turn you over to General Polk 

and then Jim Scofield. There is really little ore to be mined in Pentagonia at 

this point but Scofield is a rough-and-ready think type worth talking to. ... You 
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can arrange for Pentagon briefing on contingency planning while you’re over 

there, but I doubt whether it’s a very high priority matter.
55

 

 

While Kissinger prepared for his assignments, the first State Department report 

to the White House on Berlin was finished. Again written by Martin Hillenbrand, it 

was largely based on the thoughts he had developed in his paper for the presidential 

meeting of January 10. The report did not offer any new options to the administration, 

and was soon considered insufficient.
56

 As the State Department experts could not 

produce the new approaches desired by the White House, the president and his staff 

were now alone in their desire for alternatives to the conventional wisdom. Direct sig-

nals transmitted between the president and Khrushchev by Thompson and the advice 

given by White House staff therefore increased their influence on the president’s Ber-

lin policy decisions. In the meantime, Kennedy had rejected alternative versions of the 

Cuban invasion as too visible, asking for versions that would not require open US 

military support.
57

 While the CIA personnel rushed to redesign the plans, Willy Brandt 

visited Washington on March 13-14. In their respective meetings with the Berlin 

mayor, Kennedy and Rusk had almost identical questions: How would the crisis affect 

the German elections, and how did the elections fit into the expected crisis? Did the 

GDR consider West Berlin as a problem in its own right? Would the East Germans act 

independently from Moscow after a treaty?  

Brandt replied that the GDR would not act on its own, but that a separate peace 

treaty was to be expected before the Soviet party congress in October. Khrushchev 

would not act militarily, but a crisis would probably ensue; as to Berlin being a prob-

lem for the GDR – yes, its existence even made it hard for Ulbricht to stabilize his 

regime. “[Brandt] said he had to admit that the existence of West Berlin was a serious 

problem for the Ulbricht regime which had absolutely no mass basis of support, un-

like, for example, Poland.”
58

 Brandt added that a non-nuclear Central European zone 

as a negotiation option on Berlin would not receive his support. Offers of this sort to 

the Soviet Union as part of a larger agreement on Germany and Central Europe were 

therefore futile: both Adenauer and the opposition candidate rejected the idea of trad-

ing in the West German nuclear option for Soviet promises on Berlin. The next day, 
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Rusk, Kohler, Hillenbrand, Brandt, Brandt’s press chief Egon Bahr, and two staff 

members of the German embassy sat down for a second meeting. Brandt had some 

concerns about the coming months:  

One could not be sure what the Berlin time table envisaged. He had the im-

pression that the Soviets would not precipitate a Berlin crisis during the Ger-

man electoral campaign. On the other hand, Khrushchev might have to have 

something to tell his Party Congress in October on the subject. Mr. Kohler 

commented that he was glad to hear earlier from Mayor Brandt that the SPD 

had made contingency plans in the event that the Soviets hasted up the Berlin 

question during the electoral campaign. Mayor Brandt said that, under such 

circumstances, he would obviously have to leave the campaign and return to 

Berlin.
59

 

 

As the conversation continued, it was now Rusk’s turn to ask for potential new 

concessions. Thompson had hinted to Khrushchev that the president would be dis-

posed to do something to relax tensions, and Rusk scouted for options. 

The Secretary observed that, in the broadest sense, West Berlin might be con-

sidered a provocation to the other side. Were there any details in this connec-

tion, however, which might be considered unnecessarily provocative? Did any 

aspect of Western activity in Berlin cause the Mayor concern? After reflecting 

a moment, Mayor Brandt replied that perhaps the West should stop using refu-

gee statistics as part of its propaganda. This was rubbing salt in the wounds. ... 

However, he wished to point out that, if certain practices were changed, the 

East would always find new things to complain about. The basic fact was that 

the existence of the Free City of West Berlin was what they did not like. From a 

different point of view, however, West Berlin was perhaps a necessary safety 

valve for East Germany, enabling reduction of internal tensions within the 

GDR to more tolerable levels.
60

 

 

Brandt’s safety-valve theory would obviously not stand its later test; if anything, the 

closing of the escape hatch allowed the GDR to impose much harsher regulations on 

its citizens. However, the repercussions of the West Berlin “escape hatch” for the 

GDR had again been pointed out in Washington, even though Brandt made free 

movement within Berlin look like an essential aspect of the city’s freedom. 

 The GDR leadership was indeed concerned. On March 16, two days after 

Brandt’s visit to Washington, the East German SED Central Committee gathered for 

its twelfth plenary session; its agenda included a report on the economic causes of the 
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refugee flow by Walter Ulbricht himself. This brought home to the inner circle of East 

Germany’s Communist party that something had to be done to stop the loss of quali-

fied workers, farmers, and academics. Since the fall of the previous year the GDR 

leadership, foremost Ulbricht and Mielke, had been pressing Khrushchev to allow 

them to stop the refugee flow. In March 1961, the time had come to get a go-ahead 

from Moscow for the sealing of West Berlin’s sector border. To gather support for 

such a request from his Central Committee was most likely Ulbricht’s purpose in giv-

ing the March 16 refugee report.
61

 

 Curiously, that same day, Ambassador Thompson sent a long “eyes only” tele-

gram from Moscow to Secretary of State Dean Rusk, describing his view of Khrush-

chev’s potential actions and what the president ought to do. It made clear what now 

had to be at the center of Kennedy’s Berlin policy and at the core of his talks with 

Adenauer. The West Germans, Thompson argued, were again tending towards a delay 

tactic. By the time Kennedy could meet Khrushchev, Berlin would be at the top of the 

Soviet premier’s agenda. 

 Therefore seems to me important that President have something to say to 

Khrushchev on this problem which will at least give us possibility of avoiding 

separate treaty and subsequent Berlin crisis. ... As absolute minimum, I suggest 

President could discuss with Khrushchev possibility of both sides defusing Ber-

lin problem by unilateral actions on both sides without formal agreement. On 

our side this might mean giving up RIAS [US-sponsored Radio in the American 

Sector] and reducing covert activities based on Berlin.  

If we expect Soviets to leave Berlin problem as is, then we must at least expect 

East Germans to seal off sector boundary in order stop what they must con-

sider intolerable continuation refugee flow through Berlin. Wish point out that 

recent Western actions in Berlin have shown that, unless we change our policy, 

price we would exact for such action is virtual boycott East Germany. Seven 

year plan ... should in itself ease Berlin problem by reducing refugee flow 

which disadvantageous to West in many respects. 

I note von Brentano in discussion with President evaded being pinned down on 

facing consequences of separate peace treaty as Adenauer had always done. 

Suggest it would be advisable that Adenauer know ... that at present stage sim-

ply putting off decisions is not good enough, as we will in effect by inaction be 

choosing between alternatives. One of these is conclusion separate peace 

treaty and he should be prepared give President answers to such questions as 

following: if policy is not to take positive steps to prevent separate peace 

treaty: 
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1) How do Germans suggest we handle situations in which ... East Germans 

begin slow harassment...without disturbing Allied access; 

2) What action does he propose we take if East Germans close sector boundary 

and what would West Germans do; 

3) How would West Germans handle refusal East Germans deal with them... 

except on formal government basis. 

In this connection I do not believe West Germans can effectively desire of East 

Germans to continue trade as in these circumstances I believe Soviets would 

furnish East Germany requisite economic support although reluctantly. 
62

 

 

 Thompson had now redefined the precise dilemma of Washington’s Berlin 

policy, and hinted at a way out. His telegram has – with few exceptions – been inter-

preted as an early guess on what the East Germans would possibly do. Even the most 

recent historiography doubts that he intended to suggest that the president signal to 

Khrushchev to close the sector border to defuse the crisis.
63

 In line with Thompson’s 

earlier observations and later comments, however, the telegram amounted to exactly 

that, if unintentionally. Thompson criticized his colleagues for thinking that Khrush-

chev would really sign a treaty triggering a conflict. Instead, Thompson held, Khrush-

chev currently wanted to avoid a crisis because he was himself afraid of conflict. 

Merely more deterrence activities would then result in a real crisis; Khrushchev 

needed a way out. The upcoming meeting with the president would probably be 

abused for a test of nerves by the Soviet premier, foremost about Berlin; after that, 

Khrushchev would most likely decide whether or not to sign the treaty. Merely deter-

ring him contained a “real possibility of world war.” Offering reassurance on his 

European security concerns could improve the situation. If this was not possible, 

Khrushchev at least needed to save face until the German elections and his CPSU Oc-

tober party congress.  

Thompson demanded ideas on how both sides could defuse the problem “with-

out formal agreement” prior to this September-October period, and he considered it 

the absolute minimum the president needed to do. While the ambassador had offered 

specific actions that Washington could take to ease the pressure, he left open what the 

Soviets should be signaled they could do to defuse the situation on their part. This was 

immediately followed up with the expectation that the East Germans would at least 
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“seal off” the “intolerable” sector border. According to Thompson, the sector closure 

marked the minimum price to be paid if no positive steps for defusing were taken. 

And, as Hillenbrand had already stated in his paper on January 10, this minimum price 

was already a “conceivable concession” for the State Department’s German desk.
64

 

The economic Seven-Year-Plan, Thompson hoped, would reduce the flow of refugees 

in the long run, but the problem existed now. The idea to signal conceivable unilateral 

acts the other side could perform to defuse the crisis did not mention a sector closure; 

yet at the same time he termed the refugee flow as intolerable for the GDR. On top of 

that, he noted that West Germany would respond to such GDR measures with a de 

facto economic embargo. The GDR had shied away from a very similar measure sur-

prisingly quickly only a few months before, when West Germany had threatened not 

to renew the Interzonal Trade Agreement. Brandt had pointed this out to Kennedy just 

two days earlier. The fear of West German economic countermeasures against the 

sector closure by the GDR constituted a potential obstacle to the maintenance of the 

status quo. In turn, if the GDR attempted to blackmail Bonn by refusing to trade with 

the Federal Republic unless it officially recognize East Germany, the West Germans 

would not yield, and then Moscow would have to cover the economic costs for the 

GDR. In either case, in Thompson’s mind Bonn’s policy constituted a considerable 

obstacle to Khrushchev’s way out. Khrushchev could be inclined to risk a real crisis, 

not because he wanted to, but because there was no other way for him to save face. 

The president, Thompson suggested, should therefore both press Adenauer to identify 

positive signals that could prevent a risky separate peace, plus have other options at 

hand to offer to Khrushchev. 

 Another factor in evaluating Thompson’s cable is its coincidence with Ul-

bricht’s Central Committee meeting on the refugee flow the same day. Given the 

CIA’s numerous intelligence activities in Berlin, it cannot be ruled out, but it remains 

unlikely that Thompson was directly informed of the East German proceedings. But 

something must have triggered Thompson’s cable. Maybe Khrushchev was aware of 

Ulbricht’s preparations, and had chosen specific language on Berlin, similar to what 

he had done in December 1960 with West German ambassador Hans Kroll.
65
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Whatever triggered Thompson’s reassessment, for him the sealing of the Berlin 

sector border was the absolute minimum the West would have to concede. It was not a 

stretch of the imagination, since at least two newspapers pondered the same publicly, 

in the same week. One of it was purportedly read with great interest by Kennedy. This 

article, “The Disappearing Satellite” by a journalist named George Bailey, also ap-

peared on March 16, 1961. Explaining how dependent the East German economy now 

had proven after the Interzonal Trade Agreement squabble at the end of 1960, Bailey 

figured that “the Soviet Union and its East German minions have finally drawn the 

ultimate conclusion: the only way to stop refugees is to seal off both East Berlin and 

the Soviet Zone by total physical security measures.” But since the interzonal trade 

relied on West Germany’s goodwill, “the East German Communists and their Soviet 

masters are doomed if they don’t and damned if they do seal off East Berlin.” The 

West, Bailey argued, was therefore actually in charge of the situation. “West Berlin is 

not a holding action; East Germany is a holding action – and the bear’s grip is slip-

ping. It is the Soviets and not the West who have a Berlin problem, within the context 

of their much larger East German problem. ... The West’s main problem is to provide 

some way out for the Soviets with as little loss of face and as many guarantees of se-

curity as possible.”
66

  

The crucial issue was still whether Khrushchev would defuse the crisis this 

way and then stop; his signals so far suggested that he still wanted to neutralize West 

Berlin, or even to incorporate it into the GDR. Others in Khrushchev’s camp were 

now visibly pushing Moscow for an all-Berlin grasp and putting the Soviet leader into 

an increasingly embarrassing situation. On March 19, three days after Ulbricht had 

probably received his party’s support on the sector closure, the East German party 

chief made tough public demands in the press: immediate negotiations on a peace 

treaty with the GDR should begin, entailing GDR control over West Berlin traffic.
67

 In 

the propaganda race for harsh demands, Ulbricht was now ahead of Khrushchev. 

 By March 22, Thompson’s suggestions had caught the attention of the White 

House staff. Walt Rostow sent a one-page excerpt of the telegram to Kissinger. “Dear 

Henry: Someone has suggested the attached. You might think about it.”
68

 The attached 
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page forwarded to Kissinger was not attributed to Thompson, and only contained the 

passage that called for the president to have options to suggest to Khrushchev, while 

ending right before the paragraph that mentioned the closing of the sector border as a 

potential minimum solution. Was this an attempt to bring some flexibility into the Ber-

lin policy debate of the National Security Council, for which Kissinger was preparing 

at this time? In the meantime, NSC staff member Robert Komer had become even 

more restless with the State Department’s failure to offer practical proposals on how to 

reach a modus vivendi for Berlin: 

Martin Hillenbrand’s review of Berlin options adds up to nothing but gloom. 

The Soviets are in earnest, our counterploys are of problematical effect, and 

sooner or later we will end up in the soup. It seems to me that we have got to 

look beyond the present crisis.  

 

Pondering a distraction plan to lure the Soviets away from the concept of a separate 

peace treaty by offering a seemingly credible German confederal solution “postponing 

free elections,” Komer figured it might thus be possible to reach  

all-German negotiations which we could spin out forever. This might buy us 

time. I have no real solution for Berlin problem, nor has anyone to my knowl-

edge! But here is a critical issue, on which we ought to do more than regurgi-

tate the same old stuff. 
69

 

 

Unfortunately, Komer’s suggestion had itself been merely a regurgitation of 

Hillenbrand’s “tacit temporary freeze” and delay options. If anything, the memoran-

dum shows how urgently the White House advisors were now looking for new ap-

proaches with which to equip the president, and in this respect Thompson’s cable had 

been more explicit in terms of immediate proposals than anything else offered so far. 

 In both von Brentano’s and Thompson’s views the East German party chief 

was exerting pressure on Khrushchev to heat up the crisis. Though a separate peace 

would indeed pose a major potential security problem, someone in the White House 

also figured that Khrushchev risked deepening the rift between the Soviet Union and 

China by threatening to sign a treaty. Just as Komer wanted the president to have more 

options to offer Khrushchev a face-saving solution, another memorandum circulating 

on March 27 in the White House pondered: 
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There are important differences between interests of the Soviet Union and the 

East German regimes on the Berlin situation. Moscow, although ... wanting 

and probably intending to intensify the situation ... to force gradual Western 

concessions, would probably give greater emphasis in this context ... to avoid-

ing serious risks of general or local war than would the East German regime. 

Ulbricht is Stalinist by tradition and nature, and the weakness of his regime 

naturally inclines him toward repressive measures at home ... through extrem-

ist policies on the Berlin and German questions. ... When, however, the Sino-

Soviet dispute burst into the open, in the spring of 1960, Moscow rapidly com-

pelled the East Germans to give up any indication of support or sympathy for 

the Chinese ... . Should the Berlin crisis accentuate ... opportunity will again be 

offered to Ulbricht (and to Mao) to maneuver in such a way as to encourage 

the Russians to be more rather than less obdurate vis-a-vis the West. It seems 

unlikely ... that the Russians will take serious risks of general (or even local – 

interstate -- war) over Berlin; it seems certain that they will take less than Ul-

bricht (and Mao) think they should. ...  

Conclusion: In addition to all the basic reasons for the United States continu-

ing its policy of no concessions to the Russians on Berlin, the Sino-Soviet dis-

pute offers one other: a completely firm U.S. position would in the long run be 

more rather than less likely to increase Sino-Soviet differences on this issue. It 

would also increase Ulbricht’s discontent at relative Soviet moderation, and 

might even ... tempt him once again to seek some support elsewhere than in 

Moscow.
70

 

 

This advice was clearly along a harder line than Rostow’s and Komer’s sug-

gestion in their memo to Kissinger just five days before. Earlier in the year, the presi-

dent had mentioned to former Secretary of State Dean Acheson that he might be a 

good candidate to lead the Berlin policy review group. Involving a well-known elder 

statesmen considered a hard-liner in the group would not only add foreign policy ex-

pertise but also potentially add congressional support for the review group’s conclu-

sions. On March 27, McGeorge Bundy reminded the president that he had suggested 

this to Acheson earlier, adding that the former secretary of state “would obviously be 

first-rate for this. ... Henry Kissinger is already working on it for our staff, but I think 

he and Acheson can easily work together if you want.”
71

 Acheson, Bundy, and Kiss-

inger would increasingly push for a harder public stance on Berlin. As Warsaw Pact 

representatives convened for a session of their Consultative Committee in Moscow 

from March 27 to 29, 1961, Acheson agreed to direct the review group.  
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 This Moscow meeting, presided over by Walter Ulbricht, was not attended by 

the Albanian delegation. The Western press immediately interpreted this as a partial 

victory for the Soviet premier; the “Chinese critics” of Khrushchev within the Warsaw 

pact had thus lacked one supporting delegation; on the other hand, the conference 

again called for a final peace treaty with both Germanys within 1961, yet did not set a 

specific ultimatum.
72

 The Sino-Soviet split was therefore already widening, while the 

Warsaw Pact seemed to continue to support Khrushchev’s demands for a solution to 

the German problem. It is unclear whether Ulbricht asked the Committee to support 

closing the sector borders. The Czech Major General Jan Sejna, who defected to the 

West in 1968, claimed that Ulbricht had raised the issue of a Berlin sector closure on 

that occasion, but had been turned down for the time being. Khrushchev, it seems, still 

hoped that the West could be pushed to concede a neutralization of its share of Ber-

lin.
73

 Since the pressure on Khrushchev from within his own alliance to find a solution 

was now obviously mounting, the time for such a gamble was running out. 

 To defend West Berlin therefore offered a political gain beyond the mainte-

nance of the status quo. On April 3, three days after the Warsaw Pact conference, 

Dean Acheson handed in a first preliminary memorandum on Berlin policy to the 

president. It recommended a hard-line position towards the Soviets.  

Tentative Premises for Analysis: 1. There is no “solution” for the Berlin prob-

lem short of the unification of Germany... All courses of action are dangerous 

and unpromising. Inaction is even worse. ... If a crisis is provoked, a bold and 

dangerous course may be safest. 2. No agreement with the Soviet Union on 

Berlin is possible which will not weaken the Western position ... 3.It seems 

more likely than not that the USSR will move toward a crisis on Berlin this 

year. 5. Berlin is of great importance. It ... approaches certitude, that if the 

United States accepted a Communist take-over of Berlin ... the power status in 

Europe would be starkly revealed ... The United Kingdom would hope some-

thing would turn up. It wouldn’t. ... 6. If USSR is not to dominate Europe ... a 

willingness to fight for Berlin is essential. Economic and political pressures 

will not be effective... Nor would threatening to initiate general nuclear war be 

a solution. ... The fight for Berlin must begin, at any rate, as a local conflict. 

The problem is how and where will it end. This uncertainty must be accepted. 

... 9. The United States will have the gravest difficulty, as it has had in the past, 

in getting its allies, including the Germans, to agree in advance to a fight for 

Berlin. Nevertheless, the United States should proceed with its preparations. 
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These preparations will be apparent to the USSR and will contribute to the de-

terrent.
74

 

 

National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy commended Acheson’s memo as “first 

rate,” and in the light of British Prime Minister Macmillan’s impending visit to Wash-

ington the next day added that 

there is every reason to press strongly upon the British our determination to 

stand firm here. ... We should of course be willing to look at any new schemes 

they may dream up, but in return we should press very hard for British firm-

ness at the moment of truth.
75

 

 

 British “firmness” – meaning Macmillan’s advance agreement to the existing 

“Live Oak” contingency plans which called for automatic local conventional escala-

tion as a series of increasing deterrence measures over the Autobahn if West Berlin 

was to be blocked again – was obviously in doubt. Acheson made sufficiently clear in 

his memorandum that “firmness” meant at least as much a signal to the Soviets as a 

real determination to go into open-ended military escalation over a West Berlin block-

ade. Any misunderstanding, or mere bluffing, was considered as dangerous as not sig-

naling anything at all. This “bold and dangerous course,” however, did not offer the 

political options that Ambassador Thompson and the President’s advisors were in-

tensely seeking. Dropping a hint that they were seeking such options by sending an 

excerpt of Thompson’s cable to Kissinger had not resulted in Kissinger’s suggesting 

such option either.  Instead, on April 5, Kissinger suggested that Kennedy should put 

his own prestige deliberately at risk for the freedom of Berlin by visiting the city be-

tween his Paris visit and the upcoming intended Vienna meeting with Khrushchev.
76

 A 

deterrence signal of this sort was clearly not what Rostow and Thompson had had in 

mind.  

In Acheson’s view, having no publicly visible alternative course of action cre-

ated the ultimate deterrence. This left untouched the distinction between Washington’s 

publicly declaring a no-options policy on Berlin and privately seeking behind-the-

scenes enticements for Khrushchev to diverge from his collision course. Since Ache-

son was widely regarded as a classic cold warrior, he was the perfect figure to present 
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the White House’s public position, both to calm fears within the Western alliance that 

Washington might be willing to compromise the status of the city, and to bring those 

into line in the Western alliance who had not grasped the necessity of sending serious 

signals of risk of war. 

When Harold Macmillan visited Washington from April 4 to 9, Acheson pre-

sented his analysis of the Berlin situation to him in Kennedy’s presence.
77

 Noteworthy 

in the Kennedy-Macmillan talks were the British-American differences in the assess-

ment of the situation. Macmillan and Foreign Minister Lord Home wanted to have 

something to offer in the negotiations with the Soviets, claiming that the Soviet goal 

of neutralizing Germany had to be prevented at all cost. This was refuted by Charles 

Bohlen and Foy Kohler. President Kennedy repeatedly made comments along Ache-

son’s line. When Macmillan asked whether it would not be better to propose a Free 

City of Berlin, and asked to study at “what point we would break,” the time had come 

to clarify that the new administration did not intend to study this point. “The President 

said obviously the deterrent effect of our response keeps the Communists from engag-

ing us in a major struggle on Berlin. It was necessary to keep the fact of the deterrent 

well forward.”
78

 This did not convince Macmillan.  He asked what would happen to 

Germany after Adenauer had gone: would the Soviets try to lure the West Germans 

away by offering unification in return for neutrality? When the American ambassador 

to Britain, David Bruce, jumped in to reply he suddenly added an interesting piece of 

intelligence. The Soviets, he argued, really wanted to gain control of West Germany 

and had fundamentally misjudged the situation: “The extraordinary character of the 

immigration to West Germany is revealing. The immigration is weakening all that 

goes to make up the normal life of a state. Last year there were 200,000 immigrants, 

70 per cent from vital age groups. The East Germans are pressing the Soviets to stop 

the flow.”
79

 Wherever Bruce had that information from, it showed that Thompson’s 

assessment had support from other sources of information, and repeated Herter’s al-

most identical comment to Kennedy on December 6.  

Acheson’s presentation during the talks with Macmillan was obviously in-

tended to keep the British government in line with the public deterrence posture on 
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Berlin to which the Eisenhower administration had already committed. This presenta-

tion had to be made to Adenauer as well. Acheson flew to Bonn to ask the German 

chancellor for an advance commitment to the Berlin contingency plans. This was not a 

new demand, since these requests had been coming from Washington from the start of 

the Berlin crisis. Acheson’s reputation helped to calm Adenauer’s fear of a turn-about 

in American policy on Germany. He promised Adenauer that no Berlin concessions 

were in store and reportedly relieved the chancellor.
80

  

During Macmillan’s visit on April 4, the president also attended a meeting to 

decide whether the force of CIA trained Cuban exiles in Guatemala would be allowed 

to proceed. Joining the meeting was J. William Fulbright, Chairman of the Senate’s 

Foreign Relations Committee. Since late March, Fulbright had been trying to convince 

Kennedy that US involvement was impossible to conceal, and that the entire operation 

was wrought with danger. Eventually, only Fulbright voted against the operation, with 

Rusk abstaining. Obviously, the senator had been allowed into the meeting on April 4 

as a voice of dissent, producing arguments for the operational limits Kennedy intro-

duced at the next day’s meeting. On April 5, while Kissinger typed his memo to sug-

gest the president should deliberately risk his prestige for the city of Berlin, Kennedy 

pushed for reduced involvement of American prestige in the Cuban operation by limit-

ing the rules of engagement to the effect that the operation be aborted if United States 

forces were necessary to rescue the Brigade’s ships. The escalation risk resulting from 

the landing operation was limited, and the president additionally emphasized his op-

tion to stop the operation up to 24 hours before it began.
81

 The final decision on initia-

tion of the operation was set for the period of April 12-14, the time of Adenauer’s visit 

to Washington. Obviously, deliberately risking American prestige was not a preferable 

choice for the president. 

 The preparations for the president’s briefing for the meeting with Adenauer 

were in full swing. Henry Kissinger had also been assigned to write a preparatory 

memorandum on Adenauer’s psychology. Rated by McGeorge Bundy as “excellent,” 

it reached the president’s desk on April 10. Although parts of the document are still 

excised, the description of Adenauer and his compatriots did not leave much to the 
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imagination. To Kissinger, Adenauer was too old for his office, charged with irrational 

fears, in part even of his own people, which were having similar psychological prob-

lems: 

There are vague fears [in the German public] of being abandoned and equally 

vague yearnings for independent action. There is a feeling that the success of 

the Shirer book [on the Third Reich] and the Eichman [sic] trial are not acci-

dents: they are thought to reflect lower valuation of Germany as a nation and 

of German interests. Many Germans, including Adenauer, fear that we will 

make unwarranted (from the German point of view) concessions on the Oder-

Neisse line and on Berlin. There has been a profound misunderstanding about 

the nature and motives of the reassessment of our strategy. A major objective 

of the forthcoming meeting should be to dispel this atmosphere in so far as is 

possible. ... [A] summary of a few of his main traits may be useful:  

1. The Personality of the Chancellor.  

a. He is a believer in simple maxims which he holds rigidly. ... 

b. He is nevertheless deeply convinced of the transitoriness of most political 

constructions – particularly in Germany. ...  

c. He is tough and ruthless in domestic politics. ... He treats his colleagues 

with hardly more respect than his opponents. This may be due to his belief in 

the correctness of his maxims; or to his disdain for most of the German politi-

cal leaders [excision] Be that as it may, his is a lonely eminence. Probably 

even his own party will heave a sigh of relief when he steps down. [excision]  

c. [sic] Adenauer’s eminence in Germany is not undeserved ... Adenauer is dif-

ficult. But many of these difficulties are the defects of great virtues. He has 

earned respect for a major historical achievement. 

 2. Adenauer’s ambivalent attitude towards the German people.  

 Adenauer comes from a tradition to which the unification of Germany under 

Prussian aegis was highly distasteful. ... The chief lesson he has drawn from 

that history is that moderation and a sense of proportion are not a forte of the 

Germans. [excision] Much of Adenauer’s rigidity is therefore due to his dis-

trust of his own compatriots. ... To talk to Adenauer about the wisdom of flexi-

bility in the abstract is like telling a member of Alcoholics Anonymous that one 

Martini before dinner will not hurt him. ...  

Conclusions:  

1. The Problem of Confidence and NATO Strategy. 

The chief conclusion to be drawn from the above is that the conversations with 

Adenauer should be considered as much a psychological as a political chal-

lenge. More important than any specific policy decision is to provide reassur-

ance that the new Administration considers the Federal Republic an integral 

part of the Western community. Some comments on the Berlin problem along 

the lines of Mr. Acheson’s memorandum on Berlin ... would seem extremely 

helpful. It may be helpful to stress the point that a separate U.S.-Soviet deal 

over Berlin without concurrence of the Federal Republic will not be consid-

ered. [2 excised pages follow]  
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3. The German campaign.  

...Adenauer is likely to campaign on the not unjustified claim of having estab-

lished German-American relations on their present basis. Much as we should 

sympathize with him and much as he deserves our respect, we cannot cooper-

ate in staking our whole position on one man, even less on a man of his age.
82

 

 

 The State Department’s briefing paper for the president, less warmly recom-

mended by Bundy than Kissinger’s, also emphasized Adenauer’s need for soothing: 

Although his meeting with Mr. Acheson on April 9 should help to dispel mis-

conceptions, the Chancellor will come here with a need to be reassured about 

the degree and permanency of American commitment to Europe. ... An impor-

tant fact about Chancellor Adenauer is that ... he has suffered from an almost 

pathological fear that ... the United States and the Soviet Union will get to-

gether to make a deal at the expense of Germany. This is not the kind of fear 

which can be exorcised by rational argument.
83

 

 

Concluding on the briefings for the Adenauer meeting, Bundy commented: 

A net summary of the objectives of the meeting would be this: 1. To reassure 

the Chancellor, in part by what we say and in part by hearing what he says; 2. 

To reassure him of our basic commitment to effective defense – by arguing that 

this is what our whole new posture in NATO will be aimed at; 3. As a result of 

these political and military reassurances, to get his ... cooperation ... on the 

balance of payments and on aid to underdeveloped countries. I doubt that with 

a man of eighty-five we can expect to achieve these big goals if we do much 

talking about lesser matters.
84

 

 

Psychological considerations – deeply based on assumptions and observations 

about collective and personal biographies of the Germans and their chancellor – had 

thus taken precedence over an open approach. In these briefings, Adenauer as a person 

almost disappeared in a vague mist of history, history books, and historical repercus-

sions: a “difficult” man, tough and ruthless with his opponents, rigid, distrusting his 

own compatriots, eighty-five years old and in constant, “almost pathological” need of 

reassurance for fear of being let down either by his allies or his own people, who 

would trigger a sigh of relief in his own party upon his resignation. It is very difficult 

to read this description without getting the impression that the German chancellor was 

widely considered as brittle and tendentially paranoid. Even though Bundy also added 

a comment made to him by John McCloy that “Adenauer is really a great man, with a 
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striking personality and real personal warmth and wit when you get under the sur-

face,” it could hardly alter the general picture of the briefings.
85

 On the next day, as 

Adenauer arrived in Washington, the notion that the chancellor was to be carefully 

handled as a sensitive man burdened with psychological problems, gained even more 

credibility in the White House. In fact, the reassuring had already become necessary. 

Rostow wrote to the president: 

From contacts with Adenauer’s numerous advance scouts it is clear that the 

Germans are considerably exercised by the possible impact on the United 

States of the Eichmann Trial and the success of Shirer’s book. The question 

has been several times raised with me: What can we do to counter this image 

of contemporary Germany? I have replied that in general the German govern-

ment should not be excessively concerned about this matter; but it should try to 

build by its performance the image of a Germany which is increasingly assum-

ing the responsibility of a reliable ally in the common affairs of the North At-

lantic Community. Specifically, there is an early opportunity for Germany to 

project this constructive image ... in the forthcoming Consortium Meetings on 

India and Pakistan. A generous German commitment to support the develop-

ment plans of these two countries would affect the view of precisely the kind of 

American liberals who may be anxious about Germany’s Nazi past.
86

  

 

Rostow’s suggestion touched on the fourth of five issues that the president was 

to discuss with Adenauer, all on a canvas of general reassurance to the chancellor that 

the United States’ commitment to NATO was lasting and that Washington would not 

negotiate with the Soviets at the expense of West Germany. The first issue was indeed 

the future of NATO and the creation of a multilateral nuclear force, which Adenauer 

was expected to raise: “The Chancellor also believes it is very important to develop 

some means of NATO control over nuclear weapons, including MRBM’s.” Kennedy’s 

handwritten comment to this, jotted as a note on the side of the State Department 

briefing paper, was to “let him play it to us.”
87

 Obviously, there was no intention in the 

White House to proceed on the idea of a multi-lateral nuclear force; the president him-

self had decided to wait and listen to how the chancellor would try to sell the idea. A 

German “finger on the trigger” did not fit very well into Kennedy’s overall political 

concept. The next two major issues in the briefing paper, Berlin and the disarmament 

talks, were also inexorably linked to Germany’s remaining non-nuclear. The  
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president’s briefing paper paragraph on “East-West relations including Germany and 

Berlin” barely mentioned Berlin: 

In our relations with the Soviet Union, we must have our own objectives 

clearly in mind and pursue them resolutely. Within this context, and when it 

does not involve giving ground or sacrificing principle, we should avoid ac-

tions which might worsen those relations, particularly while the attempt is be-

ing made through “quiet diplomacy” to see what possibilities exist for reach-

ing agreement with the Soviets on such broad and basic issues as disarmament 

and nuclear test suspension. However, a major objective must be to try to pre-

vent Soviet miscalculation by making Western determination perfectly clear. 

The Western powers must move ahead with their planning and preparations 

for the next round with the Soviets on Berlin. 

 

In return, the following paragraph on the topic of disarmament argued:  

We do not intend to make a disarmament agreement without consulting the 

Germans and carefully considering their interests.
88

 

 

These were, now spelled out in detail, the lashes that tied American foreign policy and 

that the president himself had criticized in his Foreign Affairs article three years ear-

lier. 

 The fourth group of issues for the meeting with the chancellor the president 

was asked to raise concerned Germany’s aid to underdeveloped countries. Rostow had 

pondered politely whether the German fear of being let down by the United States 

should be used to ask the chancellor for a more forthcoming policy on these economic 

matters.  

In the fifth group of issues were the questions of European economic integra-

tion and US-German bilateral economic relations, the most important topic among 

which was still the question of balance of payments due to troop stationing via NATO. 

 The man the president was told to expect was a cunning, elderly German poli-

tician on the brink of paranoia, who would try to win Washington for the idea of a 

joint nuclear force. At the same time the Berlin crisis and the German nuclear option 

were considered obstacles to successful disarmament talks with the Soviets. This in-

terpretation was emphasized by information the State Department had additionally 

acquired from its German Foreign Office sources:  
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We have just learned from a Confidential source that the German Foreign Of-

fice has suggested that Chancellor Adenauer raise the points indicated: ... 

There is need for a supreme NATO body, authorized to make the quick deci-

sions necessary to offer military leadership the opportunity for successful de-

fense ... There should be one Supreme Commander for all NATO forces. ... In-

tegration of nuclear weapons within NATO forces is indispensable because of 

inferiority in conventional weapons ... The Supreme Commander should have 

authority to determine whether nuclear weapons should be used once political 

authority has reached the basic decision. 

 

The recommended reply was a list of diplomatic refusals: 

Although we see difficulty in trying to substitute for the President’s ultimate 

authority on the release of nuclear weapons, we are prepared to consider pro-

cedural arrangements ... to expedite consultation ... on the use of force. One 

NATO Supreme Commander: This suggestion raises many difficult questions ... 

that would require careful study. However, we are prepared to consider it if a 

consensus of NATO should be interested. ... We agree that effective deterrence 

requires maintenance of nuclear weapons in NATO forces. However, economic 

factors and the personnel situation should not prevent NATO countries from 

building strong conventional forces as a high priority task. It is essential that 

the military decision be fully responsive to political authority. That authority 

must be exercised in such a way as to maintain full military effectiveness.
89

 

 

This effectively amounted to one simple position: there already was an effective su-

preme commander as far as nuclear forces were concerned, and he was sitting in the 

Oval Office. By making an excessive amount of conventional defense contributions a 

necessary precondition for sharing nuclear control, NATO’s inferiority in conven-

tional forces were turned into a tool to avoid multilateral nuclear command. West 

Germany’s fast economic rise therefore offered a wonderful argument. That very year, 

the Federal Republic of Germany was expected to overtake the United Kingdom’s 

Gross National Product and move up to position number two behind the United States, 

after a stunning 11.3% growth in 1960.
90

 West Germany’s defense contribution to the 

Western alliance, however, was still much smaller than its overall economic position 

warranted. A request to ask West Germany to contribute more to the Western deterrent 

by increasing its conventional defense budget first was an obvious argument to delay 

the implementation of a multilateral nuclear force. In the upcoming Adenauer meeting 

this argument would not yet be necessary.  
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Thus briefed, the president now had to face a two-day window in which he had 

to soothe the chancellor’s fears of being let down over Berlin, ask Adenauer for op-

tions on Berlin to signal to the Soviets as Thompson had suggested, making Adenauer 

feel heard, win him for economic cooperation in aiding strategically important devel-

oping countries like India, possibly avoid making firm commitments to nuclear shar-

ing, and make a decision on the upcoming invasion attempt in Cuba. 

 The best way to combine these issues was to give Adenauer the feeling that he 

was being consulted on the innermost aspects of US foreign policy. The State Depart-

ment briefing paper had suggested: “In the initial small, short meeting, it might be 

well to give the Chancellor the feeling that we are taking him into our confidence by 

briefly reviewing certain current world problems such as Laos, the Congo and Chinese 

representation.”
91

 Cuba did not make this list, possibly because the imminent opera-

tion might not have been known to the briefing authors, but possibly also because 

Cuba was considered more of a domestic than a global issue. 

  On the first official day of Adenauer’s visit, time for the decision on landing in 

Cuba was running short. In addition, specific warning signals on Berlin arrived from 

Moscow. In the early morning of April 12, as Kennedy was meeting with Adenauer to 

debate NATO and nuclear strategy, Ambassador Thompson cabled the reported con-

tent of a confidential conversation the journalist Walter Lippmann had just had with 

Nikita Khrushchev.  

[V]irtually everything Khrushchev had told him had already been said pub-

licly, but he had been able [to]obtain some explanations and interpretations of 

what Khrushchev had meant by his various statements. On Laos Lippmann re-

ceived impression this problem would be satisfactorily settled. Lippmann said 

Khrushchev envisaged three possible solutions of German problem. Ideal solu-

tion would be peace treaty with both Germanies. Khrushchev realized this im-

possible of attainment. Second possibility was temporary arrangement along 

lines discussed at Geneva but with clear understanding that at end of tempo-

rary period occupation regime would end. Third possibility was separate 

treaty with East Germany. Although Khrushchev insisted German problem was 

overripe for solution, he said several times he realized he must give President 

Kennedy time to consolidate his position.
92
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This was the first clear hint that Khrushchev did indeed intend to try to end the 

Western presence in Berlin. Despite Thompson’s estimate that Khrushchev would not 

escalate a crisis over this issue, deterrence signals were still needed. The Soviet pre-

mier had also signaled that he would hold back for now, and seemed cooperative on 

other issues. For how much longer would he hold back? After the president and Rusk 

attended short meetings to decide on the Cuban invasion, Secretary Rusk went on to 

the State Department to meet with Adenauer and the German delegation to prepare the 

president’s talks on Berlin for the following day. The room was filled with American-

German relations experts and foreign policy staff, fifteen from each side, plus three 

staff members from the German embassy. The audience was far too large to ponder 

complex courses of action; it was nonetheless a good opportunity to tie in the entire 

German delegation by discussing their opinions on world politics. The Secretary of 

State introduced the new administration’s foreign policy on Berlin along the now es-

tablished line. Similarly, the chancellor replied in broad terms. As Rusk opened the 

meeting, he explained how the US administration’s silence on Berlin so far had not 

meant a lack of interest, but were part of  

an attempt to restore the channels of communications between the United 

States and the USSR. This did not mean that any problems had been solved, or 

that we were under any illusions that they had been. The Soviets would raise 

the issue of Berlin at some point, and we would like to have the Chancellor’s 

opinion in this regard. Without equivocation this new Administration – as did 

its predecessors – took its obligations concerning Berlin very seriously and ex-

pected to meet any test with great firmness and clarity.
93

 

 

Since this was very much what Adenauer had expected to hear, the chancellor 

now presented his view on the timing of the Berlin crisis. Like Brandt a month earlier, 

the chancellor expected Khrushchev to act before the German elections in September.  

The Chancellor began by saying that there was, as everyone knew, a party 

congress in the Soviet Union in October. He did not know, he continued, 

whether it would be good for Mr. Khrushchev to be having open difficulties 

with the Western Governments at that time. He did not believe that Khrushchev 

would want a crisis in September or October. In Geneva, the Soviets are trying 

to determine the position of the new Administration. He did not think they 

would allow a new Berlin crisis to disturb those talks. This would leave the pe-
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riod from May until September, and we must expect some trouble then. This 

was not certain, but it might happen.
94

 

 

Confirming that the new administration had “spoken very clearly on Berlin,” 

Adenauer came to the core of his own concerns: was the United States really willing to 

defend Berlin?  

The Chancellor said two questions arose. Were the stocks in Berlin sufficient 

for an emergency? Were the three Western powers prepared to take action so 

that the Russians would realize that they must not go too far?
95

 

 

It remains difficult to analyze this statement. On one hand, by asking whether 

the Kennedy administration was ready to act after stating that its language had been 

clear, Adenauer implied that Acheson had not succeeded in convincing him of Wash-

ington’s resolve; on the other, his statement that the Soviets should not go “too far” 

implied that a certain yielding to Soviet pressure had already been contemplated and 

been found inevitable. Rusk seemed to ignore this, for the secretary of state went on to 

tell the chancellor about the relationship of Laos to US-Soviet talks on disarmament 

and Berlin. Not Berlin or Geneva but Laos, he said, was considered the testing point 

for US-Soviet relations, since “[i]n our discussions with the Soviets, we had said little 

on Berlin, but we had been quite specific on Laos. ... He said his question was whether 

serious trouble over Laos would increase or decrease the danger for Berlin.” 
96

 

McCloy, in his role of the US delegations’ disarmament expert, now stepped in 

before the chancellor could comment, and added “that in every conversation he had 

had with the Russians concerning the Geneva talks, they had brought up Berlin and 

had given him a certain sense of immediacy. ... Therefore, the May-September period 

might indeed be a critical time.” Rusk then added that with Macmillan they had agreed 

that contingency plans would currently also “be renewed and reviewed so that im-

provisations would not be necessary.”
97

  

The meeting memorandum does not give any more details, except for the ex-

pected German request to be more involved in contingency planning. In other words, 

the German government refused to take up any specific position on Berlin until it was 

involved as an equal partner, while simultaneously any change in Berlin’s legal status 
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confirming West Germany’s increased influence in West Berlin affairs was to be 

avoided at all cost. The meeting with Kennedy the next day on Berlin showed this 

even more, while the tone of conversation was reportedly friendly. The minutes of 

Kennedy’s and Rusk’s joint meeting with Adenauer and von Brentano is a strange 

one. On one hand, Adenauer was known to dislike written protocols of high-level 

meetings. On the other, the White House protocol should not have heeded his desires 

in this regard. The conversation between the two statesmen and their foreign ministers 

as noted in the protocol seems wooden, entangled in legal details, yet almost without 

substance. Unless the memorandum omits important parts of the dialogue, Adenauer’s 

intention, as Thompson had feared in his cable, was again not to be pinned down to 

any substantial position. Speaking about Berlin contingency planning and how each 

country in the alliance had to act in concert, Kennedy added that after his talks with 

the British it seemed to him there was still much left to be done. How did the chancel-

lor envision the role of Germany in the crisis, with regard to commitment of its 

troops? It was a clear-cut question.  

The Chancellor replied that the last time he had had a chance to discuss this 

matter was with Mr. Dulles. ... Mr. Dulles had told him that the planning had 

reference only to a case in which United States forces might be cut off from ac-

cess to Berlin, regardless of who it was who cut them off. Mr. Dulles had indi-

cated that in such a case the United States would be prepared to use atomic 

weapons if this appeared warranted. At that time there had been no talk what-

soever of German forces being used behind the Iron Curtain, since, according 

to Mr. Dulles, this entire situation was regarded by the United States as the di-

rect outgrowth of the 4-power agreement on Berlin. The Chancellor made ref-

erence to his discussions of yesterday with the Secretary. He had not gone into 

any detail because it had not been the right time to do so. He agreed, however 

that this entire matter was a very complicated one, which needed to be dis-

cussed quietly and calmly. This morning then, the Foreign Minister [von Bren-

tano] had told him of his talk with the Secretary [Rusk], and he fully agreed 

with the conclusion reached on that occasion that, first of all, the problems of 

international law which were involved in the Berlin situation should be care-

fully studied and only after that should the matter be taken up again for con-

sideration.
98

 

 

This was a spun-out evasion of the question and also an interesting interpretation of 

Adenauer’s previous position on Berlin contingency plans. In 1959, Dulles had made 
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clear to the chancellor that a US military involvement in a Berlin conflict without 

German support was politically unthinkable, after which Adenauer had agreed to the 

contingency plans; yet after Dulles’ death in the following year, the chancellor had 

told Eisenhower that he would not want to risk any military escalation over Berlin.
99

 

In other words, Bonn’s support for military signals of deterrence over Berlin was wa-

vering, while at the same time the chancellor demanded a strong posture from Wash-

ington. The president still wanted a clear answer and introduced the question from 

another angle. Explaining that with SEATO, he had found a similar gap between con-

tingency plans and real commitments for Laos, 

he presumed that there might well be no clear idea on the part of the various 

countries as to exactly what the commitment of each nation was with reference 

to Berlin under the guarantee made by NATO. It was most necessary, however, 

to find out exactly where everyone stood, and how far each government was 

prepared to go, and the President was going to make every effort to try to clar-

ify this situation. 

 

As if echoing from a distance, the chancellor replied 

that a gap of this kind definitely existed, that it had to be closed, and that it was 

necessary to find out how far each government felt committed. 

 

So, was the German chancellor committing German troops or not?  

The President then asked the Chancellor what he thought might happen in Ber-

lin this summer, for example. The Chancellor smilingly replied that he was no 

prophet. Anything or nothing could happen. When Khrushchev made his 

threats in November 1958, no one would have expected that he would wait as 

long as he did. 

 

German Foreign Minister von Brentano now jumped in, detailing his estimate – which 

probably struck no one except maybe himself as a startling prophecy at this point – 

that Khrushchev would probably sign a separate peace treaty with the GDR, and there-

fore the Western powers and Germany had  

carefully [to] work out a program which would indicate exactly what action 

should be taken in a number of specifically designated eventualities, as well as 

at what point such action should be taken. ... The Foreign Minister wished to 

reconfirm what the Chancellor had said, namely, that the German government 

had no intention of not living up to its obligations. After all, the question  
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involved the capital of Germany, and beyond that even the very future of Ger-

many itself. If Berlin fell, the Foreign Minister said, it would mean the death 

sentence for Europe and the Western World. 

 

 The seemingly simple question whether Germany would commit to the contin-

gency plans was answered with an evasive “Yes - after we have studied the issue more 

closely.” Bonn desperately wanted to be involved in the actual planning before fully 

committing. Adenauer then followed up von Brentano’s remarks with an explanation 

of West Germany’s legal difficulties. 

Therefore the legal situation was a most confused one and the Chancellor felt 

that it was highly desirable, in fact absolutely necessary, to study this situation 

very carefully before engaging in any further talks on the subject. 

 

Here was the German chancellor, afraid of losing the legal basis of his political 

position by committing to potentially ill-considered action in an election year. The rest 

of the talks drifted off into a legal debate on the status of West Berlin in relation to 

West Germany, the United States, and the Four Powers. Kennedy now gave up on 

inquiring for any real positions, and followed his briefing advice to soothe the chan-

cellor by making him feel heard. The president asked whether “our occupational rights 

in Berlin gave us the right to provide adequate supplies for the local population.” Was 

this irony? Kennedy had, after all, served as press correspondent for the International 

News Service during the Potsdam Conference from July to August 1945, which had 

finalized exactly this detail of the Berlin Four Power Agreement and put it into prac-

tice.
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 Even if he had no recollection of the details, assuming that he knew about the 

first Berlin crisis and that he had at least read some of his briefing papers, it could at 

best have been a mere attempt to make conversation. Adenauer did not grace the ques-

tion with a response; instead, the diplomats Grewe and Blankenhorn quickly replied 

that this was “naturally implied in the rights and obligations of an occupying power.” 

Rusk followed suit in an attempt to put substance to the conversation and to mediate 

between the chancellor’s vagueness and Kennedy’s direct requests. 

The United States understood these [legal] gradations, but as the need for ac-

tion arose a practical situation would confront all parties concerned which 

would obliterate by necessity the gradations of responsibility and rights. For 



 116 

this reason the Secretary felt that very close and careful scrutiny of the prob-

lem was required... The Secretary thought that this would require much consul-

tation. The Chancellor stated that he was in full agreement. 

 

This was obviously not good enough. Just as Thompson had suggested in his 

cable to Rusk outlining what the president should ask Adenauer, Kennedy now in-

quired what the chancellor thought the United States should do if the Soviet Union 

should sign a peace treaty with the GDR, but then not interfere with traffic. It must 

have dawned on Adenauer that now something more specific was required. He 

avoided an answer, and promised commitment of German troops under specific cir-

cumstances. After again pointing out how complicated the issue of a peace treaty with 

Germany was in legal terms, 

the Chancellor then continued to say that if an attack were made on American 

soldiers who were trying to get unhampered access to Berlin, to which they 

were entitled, then, under its NATO commitments, Western Germany would 

have to bring its troops into play. Again, however, the Chancellor reiterated 

that this whole thing was so complicated that he greatly welcomed the Secre-

tary’s suggestion that the legal situation be studied carefully before any further 

steps were taken. The Chancellor then turned to answer the President’s ques-

tion regarding the action recommended in case of a separate peace treaty with 

the GDR, without the GDR harassing traffic. If he remembered correctly, he 

said, a similar question had arisen once before, when the Soviet Union had 

asked the GDR to take over control of the access routes in the name of the 

USSR, thereby having the GDR act in the capacity of Soviet agent. At that time, 

the three Western Allies and Germany had rejected the idea of agency very 

firmly. Thus, in any consideration of the Berlin situation, it was really neces-

sary to have at hand the tremendous bulk of material covering all the various 

legal involvements and past history. 

 

In other words, Adenauer wanted the Western Powers to reject the concept of 

GDR personnel acting as Soviet “agents,” but would not commit German troops. For 

the president it was a legally valid but worthless statement, considering the need to 

have face-saving options for Khrushchev as Thompson had recommended. Of the 

three questions Thompson had suggested the president should pose to provoke sub-

stantial answers from Adenauer – how to handle slow harassment without disturbing 

Allied access, how to handle a closing of the sector boundary, and how to handle an 

East German refusal to deal with West Germany without official recognition of the 
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GDR – Kennedy had at least asked the first. Since Adenauer’s reply was without sub-

stantive change, Thompson’s impression that Adenauer was trying to stall until the 

elections seemed accurate.  

According to the memorandum, Rusk then ended the talks with a cryptic com-

ment. 

The Secretary indicated that he hoped the question would be examined both on 

a tripartite and quadripartite basis and agreed that the legal situation was a 

most confused one. He said that the situation reminded him of one of the Soviet 

Ambassadors to Washington, who was quoted as stating that the law is like the 

tongue of a wagon; it goes in the direction in which it is pointed. 

 

 The memorandum ends there. Did the conversation go on? If not, it was a 

strange remark with which to end such a meeting. In the president’s briefing book for 

the meeting lay a prepared public statement stemming from the Eisenhower admini-

stration. It was the public statement to be made “if and when the Soviet Government 

announces the imminent turning over of the checkpoints to the ‘German Democratic 

Republic.’ ”
101

 Dated July 22, 1960, it was in the president’s briefing book as back-

ground information, maybe even to be discussed with Adenauer, thus showing that the 

State Department still recommended it. It contained the actions the Western powers 

would announce in this contingency, declaring that the legal basis of West Berlin and 

Western rights had not changed, that GDR personnel would be not accepted as Soviet 

agents, but that Western vehicles would bear “reasonable identification” by which 

they could be “readily identified” by East German authorities. It was, in other words, a 

legally acceptable version of the “agency” concept, termed “imputed agency,” and had 

been John Foster Dulles’ favorite. GDR guards would not be recognized as “agents” 

of the Soviet Union but would in fact be treated as such. Adenauer’s statement that the 

“agency” interpretation had been firmly rejected was therefore an undue simplification 

at best. Rusk’s remark that the law went in the direction in which it was pointed could 

therefore have been a veiled warning not to hide in legalisms; after all, “imputed 

agency” was no more than a legal compliance with Adenauer’s position.  

After the talks, Adenauer was mainly irritated by the Berlin contingency plans. 

Two days later, he sent Ambassador Grewe to meet Rusk in the State Department to 
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clarify Bonn’s position on commitment of its troops for Berlin eventualities. Grewe’s 

task was to make clear that Germany wanted to take part in the contingency planning, 

and was ready to commit itself in that case, albeit warily. 

Ambassador Grewe began by saying that the Chancellor had sent him to see 

the Secretary to straighten out a point about which he felt there might still exist 

a certain obscurity and misunderstanding. The Chancellor, Foreign Minister 

von Brentano and the Ambassador had reviewed the course of the formal talks 

... on the subject of Berlin contingency planning. In addition, Ambassador 

Grewe noted, he (Grewe) had just had a talk with a reliable American journal-

ist who had said that from his conversations with important people in the State 

Department he had obtained the impression that there was some uncertainty 

on the American side as to the ultimate German determination to participate in 

the case of a real emergency over Berlin. Moreover, according to the same 

journalist, the Germans were supposed to have shown a certain reluctance to 

participate in Berlin contingency planning. There was absolutely no basis for 

the last point, Ambassador Grewe commented. The Secretary observed that he 

had never heard anyone say that; the first point had a little more back-

ground.
102

 

 

There was no reluctance to join the contingency planning, but there was reluc-

tance to commit troops. This was, Grewe admitted, due to the chancellor’s position 

that “if the three Allies were involved in hostilities, then Germany was involved too 

along with the rest of the Alliance. He still felt this was the best formula but did not 

want any misunderstanding to arise over its implications.” Rusk now spelled out to 

Grewe what the State Department desired. Germany could not act first on Berlin since 

responsibility for the city lay with the Western Powers. German troops would there-

fore not participate initially in an Autobahn probe. “In fact, we would be deeply con-

cerned by any steps the Federal Republic might take in advance of the Three Powers.” 

However, because the Western Powers were not very well prepared militarily, the 

Germans needed to be considerably more involved. “There is now a gap between our 

plans and our policies. ... We are agreed, the Secretary continued, that it would be po-

litically difficult for the United States to seem more concerned about Berlin than the 

Federal Republic.”  

Grewe understood and again assured that Bonn wanted to be cooperative, but 

there was an additional problem if German forces were involved in fighting for Berlin 



 119 

access. “The participation of German forces in any probing action ... would mean a 

change in the basic situation because the East German population would take this as a 

sign for a general uprising which would presumably have the effect of extending the 

conflict.” Rusk denied this since German troops would only come into play once the 

other side had already taken counter-measures – in other words, once the shooting had 

already begun. To the contrary, the secretary of state thought a West German com-

mitment would deter East Germany from pushing the Soviets too far on Berlin: “One 

of the factors in such a situation might be that, if the Soviets attempted to strangle Ber-

lin, the East Germans would be concerned about these implications. Ambassador 

Grewe agreed they would.” Adding that he understood the chancellor better now, 

Rusk promised to clarify the situation further among all four allies.  

The implications for Bonn were now clear. By committing its troops, West 

Germany would become a de facto fourth Western ally as far as Berlin was concerned 

and be involved in contingency planning. Adenauer’s legal excuses to avoid a military 

commitment would pay off with a rise of Bonn’s influence on Allied policies. When 

the crisis heated up later in the summer, Bundeswehr officers joined the secret “Live 

Oak” contingency planning in Paris. This seemingly swift change was one of the di-

rect outcomes of Adenauer’s visit to Washington and would probably have happened 

even without the crisis that intensified after June. The understanding between Grewe 

and Rusk also improved the chancellor’s confidence in Washington’s new policy. For 

the West German chancellor, the visit to the United States began to look like a real 

success; for Kennedy however, the situation had not improved. Nothing in Adenauer’s 

comments had presented itself as a commendable way out for Khrushchev. Invited to 

Texas by Vice President Lyndon Johnson, Adenauer left Washington to stay in the 

American Southwest for a week, while Kennedy faced the outcome of his decisions on 

the CIA’s Cuban operation.  

 During Adenauer’s three days in Washington, two simultaneous events made 

their impact on the development of the Cold War. On April 12, the evening before 

Adenauer’s arrival, the Soviet Union had announced the first successful space flight of 

Cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, possibly the most powerful propaganda demonstration of 
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Soviet rocket technology. Whatever the intelligence estimates, the Soviet nuclear 

threat had thus gained much public credibility. Under this impression, and before next 

day’s first meeting with Chancellor Adenauer, Kennedy had made his decision on the 

landing operation in Cuba. After declaring in a press conference on April 12 that 

United States forces would not support an invasion of Cuba, and after receiving an 

overly enthusiastic memorandum by the CIA on the operation’s chances, the president 

decided on April 14 to go ahead with preparatory air strikes for the attack.
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 It has 

been claimed that the exact date of the landing operation had leaked from the CIA to 

the KGB, and this vital piece of information had not been available to the president, 

though someone in the CIA was allegedly aware of it.
104

  

Historians have largely ignored the political impact of the Bay of Pigs landing 

on the second Berlin crisis, despite Adenauer’s presence in the United States during 

the decision making in the White House. The issue of Berlin seems both geographi-

cally and politically remote from Cuba and Fidel Castro, and available sources about 

Adenauer’s knowledge of the Bay of Pigs landing are scarce. Only Adenauer’s biog-

rapher Hans-Peter Schwarz refers briefly to the fact that the chancellor was informed 

of the operation during his stay in Texas, claiming that the German was more thrilled 

by the fact that Lyndon Johnson had, on Kennedy’s orders, called Germany a “great 

power” that had to be consulted on every important issue as to its position.
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 Due to 

the chronology, these aspects do not fit together very well. The available documents 

strongly hint that Adenauer was not informed of the operation until the day of his de-

parture from the United States, April 17, 1961. The actual landing had begun in the 

early morning hours, but the preparatory bombing had occurred on April 15, and been 

immediately subject to debate in the United Nations. In the morning of April 17, the 

United Nations Political and Security Commission began a debate on interventions, 

and the information reaching the White House during the day about the situation in 

Cuba was not good.
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 Since the president had informed Adenauer days after ordering 

the operation to commence, there seems to be no evidence that Kennedy had consulted 

the chancellor before making his decision. Would Adenauer have advised him not to 

risk West Berlin over a limited engagement in Cuba? It was up to Khrushchev to make 
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a connection between the two issues. On noon of April 18, his letter arrived at the 

White House. 

Mr. President, I send you this message in an hour of alarm, fraught with dan-

ger for the peace of the whole world. Armed aggression has begun against 

Cuba. It is a secret to no one that the armed bands invading this country were 

trained, equipped and armed in the United States of America. ... Only recently, 

in exchanging opinions through our respective representatives, we talked with 

you about the mutual desire of both sides to put forward joint efforts directed 

toward improving relations between our countries and eliminating the danger 

of war. ... As far as the Soviet Union is concerned, there should be no mistake 

about our position: We will render the Cuban people and their government all 

necessary help to repel armed attack on Cuba. We are sincerely interested in a 

relaxation of international tension, but if others proceed toward sharpening, 

we will answer them in full measure. And in general it is hardly possible so to 

conduct matters that the situation is settled in one area and conflagration ex-

tinguished, while a new conflagration is ignited in another area. I hope that 

the Government of the USA will consider our views as dictated by the sole con-

cern not to allow steps which could lead the world to military catastrophe.
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 The president replied immediately, denying that the United States would in-

volve itself directly. Kennedy warned against using Cuba as a pretext for initiating 

conflict elsewhere, but avoided explicitly mentioning Berlin. 

I have taken careful note of your statement that the events in Cuba might affect 

peace in all parts of the world. I trust that this does not mean that the Soviet 

government, using the situation in Cuba as a pretext, is planning to inflame 

other areas of the world. I would like to think that your government has too 

great a sense of responsibility to embark upon any enterprise so dangerous to 

general peace.  

I agree with you as to the desirability of steps to improve the international at-

mosphere. I continue to hope that you will cooperate in opportunities now 

available to this end. A prompt cease-fire and peaceful settlement of the dan-

gerous situation in Laos, cooperation with the United Nations in the Congo 

and a speedy conclusion of an acceptable treaty for the banning of nuclear 

tests would be constructive steps in this direction.
108

 

 

At this point there was still hope in the White House that the operation could succeed. 

Not bringing up Berlin was also in the previously established line. Yet the specific 

meaning of Khrushchev’s warning for Berlin had been understood in the Oval Office. 

The president now had this exchange of letters transmitted directly to Adenauer, who 

was still on his way crossing the Atlantic. 
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On April 20, only hours before the invasion force in Cuba would surrender, the 

German chancellor had reached Germany and cabled his reply in two letters. The first 

the chancellor had prepared on his return to Europe as a more formal note of gratitude 

for hospitality. The second letter was a quick note on his impression of the events in 

Cuba.  

Just before I left the United States Vice President Johnson handed me your 

message on the situation in Cuba. Since then, the situation has become further 

aggravated, especially by the statement of Premier Khrushchev. I have care-

fully read your reply to it and congratulate you on the clarity of your language. 

I hope that developments in Cuba will take a direction that we all desire.
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The chancellor thus hoped the Bay of Pigs operation could succeed, even though at the 

time of writing Adenauer must have guessed that American military support to turn 

around the failing endeavor would not be available. His position on the relation of 

Berlin and Cuba was the opposite to Kennedy’s, even though the chancellor himself 

tried to hide this fact. While Kennedy had from the beginning tried to limit the escala-

tory risk of the operation, Adenauer considered a failure of Castro in Cuba a failure for 

the Soviets in Berlin as well, and vice versa. In this respect the German chancellor 

thought in simplistic blocks as far as prestige was concerned, while the president ana-

lyzed the situation by the reciprocal risks of escalation that were being taken. In his 

usual manner of not leaving too many written traces, Adenauer’s position was trans-

mitted orally. Delivering the letters, Grewe had an Embassy staff member convey the 

German government’s position in the White House. Walt Rostow took note of the 

conversation in a memorandum for the president, which served as a cover for 

Adenauer’s letter as it was delivered to Kennedy. 

Mr. Herbert Weil, of the German Embassy, called on me today at 12:45 p.m., 

to deliver the accompanying letter to the President from Dr. Adenauer. The let-

ter was in response to a telephone call to Dr. Adenauer, from Washington to 

Texas, the content of which Mr. McGhee would know. Mr. Weil took the occa-

sion to deliver the following message from the Ambassador: 1. The German 

government is extremely anxious about the situation in Cuba. It regards any 

blow to American prestige as of concern to Germany; and it is concerned with 

any strengthening in Castro’s position. 2. Mr. Weil informed me that a German 

ship off the coast of Cuba received word from German diplomatic officials in 

Havana that they have been having an unpleasant time in recent days. In part, 



 123 

this appears to be a systematic policy inspired by the East German Trade Mis-

sion in Havana which has, in effect, full diplomatic status.
110

 

 

It follows from this note that Adenauer had been telephoned in Texas by George 

McGhee from Washington before the chancellor had left for Germany. The president 

had thus asked Johnson to tell Adenauer that Washington considered Germany a 

“great power,” and then ordered George McGhee to inform the chancellor of the Cu-

ban operation. This combination must indeed have given Adenauer the impression that 

he was taken into confidence in Washington’s decision-making. Hence, Adenauer’s 

reply via Grewe was eager to reflect an atmosphere of confidentiality. The State De-

partment’s earlier advice “to give the Chancellor the feeling that we are taking him 

into our confidence by briefly reviewing certain current world problems” had paid 

off.
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 Adenauer’s support for the Cuban operation though reflected a dogmatic and 

almost irresponsible anti-communism because it disregarded the potential threat to 

Berlin that Khrushchev had made in his letter. Eighteen months later, during the Cu-

ban Missile Crisis, the chancellor revealed his contempt for Castro in a similar fash-

ion. When being asked in confidence by George McGhee – then Under Secretary of 

State for Political Affairs – whether the chancellor supported an invasion or a bom-

bardment to remove the nuclear missiles from the island, Adenauer replied: “both: 

bombardment and an invasion.”
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 Advice of this sort, while being supportive, was too 

blunt to influence the president’s calculated decision-making.  

West Germany’s chancellor achieved the main goal of his spring 1961 trip to 

Washington. The public image that he was engaged in good relations with Washington 

had been reaffirmed, silencing critics in the German public at the onset of the election 

campaign. After the chancellor had returned to Bonn and given a press conference on 

his visit, the opposition parties waived their right to debate German-American rela-

tions in parliament. The conservative Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung beamed. “It is 

difficult to ignore the resignation that has triggered the Bundestag’s and especially the 

opposition parties’ decision to waive their right to debate the visit, after the exchange 

between Adenauer and Kennedy fared much better than many opposition politicians ... 

had announced beforehand, and maybe even hoped for.”
113

 Furthermore, Washington 
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had signaled it would push the other Allies to include the West Germans in contin-

gency planning. Quadripartite meetings to discuss the Berlin issue began on April 21 

with the Washington Ambassadorial Group.
114

  

Kennedy’s situation was quite different. The immediate fallout of the Cuban 

operation and its implications for the White House policy at large would only begin to 

emerge over the following weeks. All hints Kennedy had conveyed via Thompson to 

Khrushchev that the president was disposed to do something to help ease the tension 

between the superpowers had lost credibility. Several sources – all stemming from 

after the failure in Cuba – claim that Kennedy had explicitly chosen not to engage any 

further there to specifically avoid increasing the tension over Berlin. In 1964, General 

Maxwell Taylor, Kennedy’s military advisor during the Bay of Pigs invasion, stated 

that, in a meeting with Eisenhower on April 22, 1961 at Camp David, the president 

had said he had not supported the operation openly for fear of reprisals in Berlin. 

Eisenhower allegedly responded:  

That is exactly the opposite of what would happen... if they see us show any 

weakness, then is when they press us the hardest... The failure of the Bay of 

Pigs will embolden the Soviets to do something they would not otherwise do.
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 This post-event claim was very convenient for all sides involved. General Tay-

lor’s recollection, which stems from after the Berlin Crisis, justifies both the operation 

and the preparations for it under Eisenhower. Unfortunately, there is not a single 

source from before the landing that connects Berlin with the Bay of Pigs. Although the 

president did tone down the planning, according to Arthur Schlesinger no one had 

even brought up reprisals against Berlin as an argument against the operation. Instead, 

Schlesinger wrote, Cuba had been considered a part of the US sphere of influence, 

even from a Soviet perspective.
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 On April 22, Khrushchev sent another letter to 

Kennedy, arguing how the Cuban operation was incompatible with his previous state-

ments.  

Mr. President, you are setting out on a very dangerous road. Think of it. You 

speak of your rights and obligations, and, of course, anyone can claim this or 

that right. But then you will have to admit that other States, too, can base their 

actions in similar circumstances on similar arguments and considerations. ... If 

it is now, more than ever before, the duty of every State and its leaders not to 
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permit actions which are capable of jeopardizing universal peace, that applies 

with all the more force to the leaders of the great Powers. It is this that I urge 

upon you, Mr. President.
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 This letter was not dignified with a response. The Cuban operation had now 

brought Kennedy into a situation where restoration of the credibility of deterrence 

could only be achieved by some major demonstration of Western resolve. The presi-

dent had limited the escalatory potential of the Bay of Pigs operation from the outset, 

not for Berlin specifically but for its larger repercussions for US prestige in the West-

ern hemisphere. After the failure, when the damage to the president’s prestige loomed 

large, Khrushchev’s threats on Berlin were a welcome argument to legitimize this re-

luctance. An open invasion in Cuba at a time when the West feared a similar attack 

against West Berlin could have been understood as a provocation to the Soviets to act 

likewise. On one hand, the president’s lukewarm compromise on the Cuban operation 

therefore produced a profound embarrassment for Washington and gave support to 

those Soviet critics of Khrushchev who claimed West and East were so incompatible 

that war between them was inevitable; on the other hand, Kennedy’s refusal to esca-

late the situation by direct involvement of US troops and to suffer some loss of public 

prestige probably served as a reminder in Moscow what a similarly misconceived op-

eration against West Berlin would mean for Soviet prestige. Eisenhower, Adenauer, 

and other proponents of a Cuban intervention interpreted the lack of support as an in-

centive for the Soviets to act; it was, however, also a reminder of the repercussions of 

misconceived unilateral action.  

In their talks with Kennedy, both Adenauer and Brandt had estimated a likely 

Soviet move on Berlin between May and October. Given the White House’s logic of 

first having to restore the credibility of US deterrence, the failure at the Bay of Pigs 

had considerably added to the necessity of a stronger US posture. Washington’s scorn 

for Soviet prestige in the Bay of Pigs operation also added to the pressure on Khrush-

chev to have something to show for his policy at the October Party Congress. Both 

sides would therefore use the informal meeting of Kennedy and Khrushchev for deter-

rence signals. As a result, the president’s hope that the Soviet premier might silently 
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drop his threats on Berlin or at least avoid a major test would fade away. Six weeks 

earlier, NSC staff member Robert Komer had still professed doubts whether the mili-

tary aspects of the Berlin crisis “were a high priority matter.”
118

 Now, on April 25, the 

president requested an immediate report on the current Berlin military contingency 

plans from the Joint Chiefs of Staff in a National Security Action memorandum.
119

 

The failure in Cuba would heat up the Berlin Crisis. 
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From the Bay of Pigs to Vienna 

 

 The impact of the Bay of Pigs debacle on the Berlin Crisis went essentially 

unnoticed by the German public. The visit of Chancellor Konrad Adenauer to Wash-

ington during the Cuban crisis had resulted in a joint communiqué emphasizing the 

unanimity of Washington’s and Bonn’s position on the city; the press did not bother to 

ponder consequences of the Cuban operation for the enclave in East Germany. Yet its 

repercussions would deeply affect the development of the crisis throughout the year. 

Immediately after Adenauer’s visit to Washington, his approval ratings in West Ger-

many actually climbed to new heights. Polled in November 1960 as to which candi-

date they would pick if they could choose only between Brandt and Adenauer, West 

Germans had preferred the opposition candidate over the incumbent Adenauer by 40% 

to 31%. Although the CDU’s Adenauer had already overtaken his opponent in April, 

when Brandt had dropped from 40 to 33 points, the month after the Washington visit 

showed the unexpected success of the talks with Kennedy: polls catapulted Adenauer 

from 35% to 41%, while Brandt dropped to 28%.
1
 The age of Adenauer seemed far 

from over. The reverse was true for Kennedy, whose reputation as a leader was now 

badly damaged. Internally the president complained bitterly about those around him in 

the administration who had recommended the Cuban operation. He blamed especially 

the intelligence services and took up an even tighter personal control of the decision-

making process in foreign policy. One of Kennedy’s first reactions was to ponder 

whether his brother should take over as Director of the CIA, replacing Allen Dulles. 

Given the president’s impulse to replace those responsible with confidantes, and con-

sidering that with the exception of Senator Fulbright and Arthur Schlesinger almost 

everyone involved had recommended the operation, many New Frontier protagonists 

scrambled to reaffirm their influence with the president by presenting their view of 

what had gone wrong. The two former Harvard economists who had considered the 

invasion attempt a logical outgrowth of an active containment policy – Economics 

professor Richard Bissell, then Deputy Director of Plans in the CIA, and his former 

student McGeorge Bundy – were most obviously vulnerable. While Bissell, one of the 
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main proponents, was beyond help, McGeorge Bundy sought to regain the president’s 

confidence by preparing a hand-written blank resignation. 

I think you should always have the easiest freedom in the choice and use of 

close associates, and so I think you agree to have at hand their resignations. 

Here is mine, to be accepted at your pleasure at any time. You know that I wish 

I had served you better in the Cuban episode, and I hope you know how I ad-

mire your own gallantry under fire in that case. If my degradation can assist 

you in any way, I hope you will send me off - and if you know differently, you 

will still have this letter for use when you may need it. Your assistants are 

yours to use - and one use is in changing the air when that is needed.
2
 

 

 Walt Rostow also considered it important to tell Kennedy what he considered 

the impact of Cuba on the administration’s record to be. In a long memorandum detail-

ing the basic premises of the administration’s containment policy, Rostow advised to 

press on towards an encompassing isolation of Communism. In his grand sketch of US 

foreign policy design for the world, Laos, Cuba, Vietnam, Latin America, Congo, In-

dia, and Pakistan all found their place on the chessboard as objects of interest in the 

struggle between Communism and the Free World. This time, Berlin failed to register 

on Rostow’s radar. In his logic of containment, Berlin remained a flank left wide open 

while pushing forward on other fronts, especially Cuba.
3
 

By late November, this advice would yield an even more aggressive covert 

plan, code-named “Operation Mongoose,” to stir an uprising against Castro. If any-

thing, the lesson Kennedy drew from the Bay of Pigs was to pursue the removal of 

Castro covertly, in a manner less likely to damage his prestige.
4
  

 Others on the New Frontier team, witnessing reactions abroad, were now more 

cautious. John Kenneth Galbraith, posted as US ambassador to India to help construct 

the southern flank of the line of containment, explained to Kennedy in a letter from 

New Delhi on April 27 how adverse the episode at the Bay of Pigs had been for the 

overall strategy. Like Fulbright, Galbraith fully understood the president’s dual con-

cept of deterrence and negotiation, and hinted his understanding. 

The last week wasn’t the best in the history of the frontier...The papers had 

carried the full newspaper accounts of our Cuban involvement with all avail-

able exaggeration. ... the Indians see their protection (in particular to the 

North) in the principle of non-intervention. This attitude is a most important 
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force in the unpowerful part of the world... The result was a bad setting and 

much pressure on Nehru to give us the business. ... The episode is now over. 

Do keep it muted at the Washington end. ... Fulbright should know incidentally 

that the Soviet Ambassador next door, though he understands, does not speak a 

word of English. He has given me five jars of caviar, and I have given him a 

copy of one of my books. I hope you do as well trading with Khrushchev.
5
 

 

 Would Khrushchev really be willing to trade - and if so, what would be traded? 

Much depended on whether the West’s military signals would be sufficient to con-

vince the Soviet premier that a major crisis over Berlin entailed incalculable risks. On 

April 23, West German ambassador Hans Kroll had arrived in Crimea for three days 

of talks with Khrushchev. On that occasion the Soviet leader again made unmistakably 

clear that a separate peace treaty with the GDR would be signed, but only after the 

West German elections, and maybe even after the CPSU October Party Congress.  

While the deadline remained elusive, Khrushchev seemed very serious to 

Kroll. After the ambassador had briefed his Western colleagues in Moscow, it became 

even more apparent that a strong military posture could be necessary. As the review of 

the Berlin contingency plans in the first week of May revealed, they were not compli-

ant with the revised deterrence concepts that Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara 

had pushed forward and were ill-suited to credibly deter the Soviets from military ac-

tion against Berlin. Simultaneously, the State Department discovered that the British 

delegation had concluded from its talks with Kennedy that Washington, like London, 

desired to openly negotiate with Khrushchev. Martin Hillenbrand, Director of the Of-

fice of German Affairs, warned Assistant Secretary Foy Kohler that “British eagerness 

obviously derives from a desire to nail down what they believe to be a significant shift 

in US policy. Hence, I would suggest that during your next meeting with the British 

we should hold up the ‘go slow’ sign.”
6
 London and Washington were, therefore, less 

coordinated than ever before on Berlin, and this despite Kennedy’s and Acheson’s 

attempts to impress upon Macmillan the necessity for striking a tough pose. This 

added to the pressure on the president to take up a position that could not be misinter-

preted by Khrushchev. 
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 However, as McNamara had pointed out in his review of the contingency plan-

ning, any military operation linked to Berlin was fraught with grave risks. Since the 

new strategic concepts deemed a purely nuclear threat as insufficient to constitute a 

credible deterrence against a gradual step-by-step denial of Western rights in Berlin, 

Pentagon planners recommended more intermediate conventional steps of military 

escalation first. But stronger emphasis on conventional elements could add to the de-

terrence only if they were themselves potentially successful military operations. As 

McNamara pointed out to the president, the currently available units in Europe were 

insufficient for this, even if West German forces were to be involved.  

[Studies indicate] we must plan on employing a ground force of two divisions 

or more if we are to be effective in reopening access to Berlin without the use 

of nuclear weapons. ... Not clearly spelled out ... is the fact that with but a one 

or two division force, allied or US attempts to reopen access to Berlin could be 

stopped by East German forces alone. ... Agreeing that the main purpose be-

hind this conventional military operation is political ... I consider it mandatory 

that ... we have at least the level of forces required to defeat any solely Satellite 

force, without employing our nuclear response. In fact, our planning for action 

by substantial non-nuclear ground forces must assure that active USSR par-

ticipation is required to deny us access to Berlin.
7
 

 

By forcing Soviet military units to engage in a conflict over Berlin, the political pur-

pose to force Moscow to admit its control responsibilities over East Germany could be 

achieved; but it also obviously implied bringing Central Europe to the brink of nuclear 

war. That was hardly compatible with the progress the White House hoped to make in 

other areas with Moscow, like the settlement on Laos or the disarmament conference. 

How could this work out, when at the same time the Western Alliance was in disarray 

over Berlin, thereby inviting further Soviet pressure?  

 The upcoming NATO conference in Oslo presented an opportunity to forge a 

compromise joint position within the Alliance and send the right signal, while the in-

ternational conference on Laos would serve as a test of Soviet sincerity. As the oppos-

ing factions in Laos agreed on an armistice on May 3, the beginning of the interna-

tional conference on Laos was set to May 12. Ambassador Thompson and Soviet For-

eign Minister Gromyko met simultaneously in Moscow, where the two discussed the 

desired informal meeting between Khrushchev and Kennedy. Gromyko, however, 
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showed only polite interest and did not commit the Soviet Premier to the summit. 

Something was seemingly still amiss. As Khrushchev had emphasized to Kroll, the 

Berlin question was the major obstacle for progress in East-West relations.  

In the meantime, right-wing extremist opposition to Charles de Gaulle’s policy 

on Algeria had severely weakened the French president’s domestic position, which in 

turn meant that Adenauer’s “French card” was less valuable as a means to keep Wash-

ington’s policy tied to his position. On April 22, several generals supported by dis-

solved paratrooper units of the Algerian colonial army had attempted a coup d’etat 

against the French government; fear of their landing in France had even resulted in 

Paris declaring a nationwide state of emergency. These colonial problems would trou-

ble the French government throughout the summer.  

As Adenauer’s French ally was busy with domestic problems, the chancellor’s 

backup within the alliance was temporarily muted. The stage was therefore set to use 

NATO’s Oslo conference to create a unified Western position including certain signals 

of flexibility, which would leave Khrushchev a way out of his predicament while de-

terring him from pressing for control of West Berlin.  

As the foreign ministers convened in Oslo, the Western Allies’ delegations met 

in a preparatory meeting on May 7 in the British embassy before joining with Bonn’s 

Heinrich von Brentano the next day. Again, the British position was to ask whether the 

West should initiate negotiations with Khrushchev, which the group seemed to reject. 

After agreeing that West Germany should be asked to hold off replying to Khrush-

chev’s memorandum of February 17 until after Kennedy had met de Gaulle, the group 

came to no definite conclusion other than the fact that Khrushchev was serious and 

meant to go through with a separate peace treaty either after the German elections or 

after the October party congress.  

When all four Western delegations met the following day, von Brentano noted 

that Bonn was in no haste to reply to Khrushchev’s memorandum, although due to the 

West German election campaign “he did not want to give the opposition in Germany 

an occasion to criticize the government for stalling.” Again, German domestic politics 

were setting limits to American foreign policy. This time, however, Dean Rusk imme-
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diately added that the president was seeing de Gaulle at the end of the month and there 

would be “some advantage in waiting until after this visit before having the German 

reply go forward.”
8
 Considering that Rusk knew about the intended timing of Ken-

nedy’s meeting with Khrushchev, it was obvious that the German reply was actually 

not to be sent until after Kennedy had met the Soviet premier. Rusk then went on to 

inquire whether von Brentano saw any chance for a useful Western counter-proposal. 

As before, the West German delegation could not see any useful initiatives for the 

Western powers to take. When British Foreign Secretary Lord Home asked specifi-

cally whether West Germany would be ready to pay a price for avoiding a separate 

peace treaty – by allowing an interim period of 18 to 24 months during which East and 

West Germany could negotiate – von Brentano flatly refused, arguing it would mean 

full recognition and thus final division of Germany.  

Rusk steered the debate back to the question of Berlin’s importance for the So-

viet Union. The French foreign minister explained he thought the Soviets were seeing 

two problems with Berlin, one being the issue of legalizing the status quo in Eastern 

Europe, the other being the negative effects of the refugee flow through the city for the 

GDR. Concluding the discussion, Rusk commented that he saw no specific formal 

initiative the West could take, while Khrushchev seemed to miscalculate the Western 

determination with respect to Berlin. Von Brentano emphasized the necessity of mak-

ing clear to Khrushchev that he was miscalculating if he thought the Allies would give 

up West Berlin. Now the West German foreign minister himself had, if unintentional, 

brought in the distinction between West Berlin and Berlin as such. The minimum con-

sensus of NATO had thus been established by a mixture of West German refusals, an 

overemphasis on West Berlin, and repeated hinting at the refugee problem.  

Inevitably, the official NATO communiqué of the meeting contained a stern 

warning to Khrushchev on West Berlin, the phrasing of which left open one of the two 

issues in which the Soviet side was considered to be interested. 

The Ministers noted with regret the lack of progress on the reunification of 

Germany. They reaffirmed their conviction that a peaceful and just solution for 

the problem of Germany including Berlin is to be found only on the basis of 

self-determination. With particular regard to Berlin, they reiterated their de-

termination ... to maintain the freedom of West Berlin and its people.
9
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This was immediately understood as an obvious departure from previous 

statements on Berlin issued by NATO, at least in West Berlin’s Rathaus Schöneberg. 

As the communiqué reached the office of the West Berlin mayor, Brandt’s press secre-

tary Egon Bahr was outraged. Free movement within the city was now without West-

ern protection and in reach of Ulbricht’s grasp at any time.
10

  

Two days later, as the International Conference on Laos started in Geneva, 

Khrushchev replied positively to Kennedy’s invitation to an informal meeting. This 

Vienna meeting was scheduled for June 3-4. The signals from Moscow were slowly 

becoming clearer. Berlin, not Laos, was the main problem that had to be settled; dis-

armament seemed possible only if the parties could agree on Berlin. Montana Senator 

Michael Mansfield reported to the White House a conversation with Soviet Ambassa-

dor to the United States Mikhail Menshikov, in which Menshikov 

emphasized the greatest point of danger is the situation concerning West Ber-

lin.   repeated several times that the only solution was the proposal advanced 

by the Soviet Union ... . He indicated that the situation in Laos was not of great 

importance or significance ... . In conclusion, he placed his greatest emphasis 

on the question of West Berlin and disarmament.
11

 

 

While both Mansfield and Fulbright were proponents of a negotiated settlement on 

West Berlin, they both saw the Soviet free city proposal as unacceptable. At the same 

time, both believed that an agreement could be found without having to go through 

Acheson’s predicted test of resolve. As Democrats in the Senate’s Foreign Relations 

Committee their position was necessarily of interest to the president. In many respects, 

Fulbright even exceeded the president’s criticism of Adenauer’s politics, while his 

objections to the Bay of Pigs operation certainly helped to raise the president’s valua-

tion of his judgment. Nonetheless, Fulbright’s and Mansfield’s outspoken criticism of 

Kennedy’s foreign policy made them additional factors on the administration’s left 

that had to be roped in to give a coherent appearance. Caught between Macmillan, 

Fulbright and Mansfield on one side, and Adenauer and Acheson on the other, the 

president did not have much room left to determine the course of his foreign policy. 

To enact a successful deterrence of Khrushchev’s gamble on West Berlin, a stronger 
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military posture was inevitable; nevertheless, as Thompson had pointed out on several 

occasions, the Soviet premier still needed a way out of his predicament. 

 In addition to the already complicated Berlin situation, the possible courses 

were further limited by information gathered from a British intelligence coup. In early 

April, British intelligence had made contact with a Lieutenant Colonel Oleg Penk-

ovskiy, a Soviet GRU officer who had decided to work for the West. The CIA partook 

in the debriefings, in which Penkovskiy detailed much knowledge about the proceed-

ings within the Soviet military and Warsaw Pact. On April 24, Penkovskiy had been 

interrogated on the state of the Soviet missile program.  According to the Soviet colo-

nel, there were four rocket brigades stationed in the GDR, two of which were atomic 

weapon units, and two non-nuclear; the latter were under control of the GDR and 

trained to use nuclear warheads. In another meeting on May 1, Penkovskiy detailed 

that the Kremlin had planned to give all satellite states rockets, with corresponding 

nuclear warheads nearby under Soviet control. This plan, he insinuated, could even 

include Cuba. The GDR, though, had been first on the list, and the missiles there were 

to be ready by the end of 1961.
12

  

While this was far from the CIA’s estimate earlier in the year that there were 

potentially thousands of nuclear weapons in the GDR, it was now evident that Mos-

cow would soon have a much stronger nuclear deterrent for Western Europe, possibly 

adding to the Soviet misjudgment of the Berlin situation. More of a problem, however, 

was the question of GDR access to nuclear weapons. Although Penkovskiy had clari-

fied that Moscow would not give control of nuclear weapons to the Pankow regime, 

the fact that GDR units were trained to use such weapons was clearly alarming. In any 

case, a Western conventional military operation to keep open Western access to Berlin 

would potentially encounter Soviet nuclear weaponry units on the ground, with these 

weapons under control of the local Soviet commander. The Live Oak contingency 

plans had thus turned out to be much riskier in terms of triggering a nuclear exchange 

than before. 

 Now that Khrushchev had agreed to an informal meeting with the president, 

the White House needed to keep the Western Alliance, especially Bonn, in line with 
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its policy, while having to impress upon the Soviet premier its seriousness of its posi-

tion on Berlin. On May 15, four days after news agencies had reported on the impend-

ing summit, the president finally informed the chancellor. Insinuating reluctance, 

Kennedy explained to Adenauer that he had proposed a meeting before the Bay of 

Pigs event, and now Khrushchev had confirmed the meeting, which the president still 

considered useful. “If the meeting in fact takes place, I would expect to inform you of 

the content of these discussions with Khrushchev, which I anticipate will be quite gen-

eral in character.”
13

 With a slight smirk in playing the French card, Adenauer re-

sponded: 

If the German question and the Berlin problem should come up in your ex-

change of views with Mr. Khrushchev, I know that in your hands Germany’s 

interests will be well represented... I am eagerly looking forward to hearing 

from you about your discussions with Mr. Khrushchev. On my part I shall in-

form you about my talks with President de Gaulle.
14

 

 

In the meantime, National Security Council member Henry Owen had notified 

McGeorge Bundy that the president was running out of time to put larger conventional 

force outlays for Berlin into the regular federal budget.
15

  

The basic schedule of events for the coming months was therefore already set 

before the infamous Vienna summit: The White House sought to increase the military 

budget for conventional forces early, and thereby prepare to signal to Khrushchev 

Washington’s determination on West Berlin weeks before Kennedy was to meet the 

Soviet premier. Khrushchev’s threats in Vienna alone were therefore only the trigger, 

but not the cause for the massive build-up of American forces after Kennedy’s July 25 

TV address.  

In the light of this situation, the president went for a short visit to Canada on 

May 17, where he addressed the parliament. Here, for the first and only time during 

his presidency, he publicly proposed a multilateral nuclear force. European nations 

within NATO were to be given submarine-based Polaris missiles once NATO had 

reached the level of desired conventional armament. According to this plan West 

Germany alone was to increase its standing army from roughly 500,000 to somewhere 

between 700,000 and 800,000 soldiers.
16

 The signal to the Soviets was therefore a 
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mixed one – Adenauer would not get access to US nuclear weapons unless the Bunde-

swehr had attained a sizable increase in conventional forces. While this level was pos-

sible to reach, it was quite clear that such force would not be readied by Bonn anytime 

soon, at least not with the German chancellor’s current limited defense spending.  

In any case, Kennedy was clearly unwilling to hold the bait any closer; after 

all, he had always opposed the concept of a multilateral nuclear force.
17

 To Adenauer, 

the speech was also a clear signal to follow Washington’s line and help implement its 

new strategy if Germany ever was to become a nuclear partner. To Moscow, however, 

the spectre of a nuclear-armed West Germany had come a step closer to reality. That 

the White House viewed a German nuclear option as an object of negotiation was not 

necessarily apparent in the Kremlin. Inevitably, for Moscow the Ottawa speech must 

have been interpreted as an early signal of increasing tension with Washington.   

 As the Kennedy-Khrushchev meeting was being simultaneously announced in 

Washington and Moscow on May 20, Adenauer met with President de Gaulle to gain 

support for his stance on Berlin.
18

 The support was granted and would be revealed 

during Kennedy’s visit in Paris right before the summit with Khrushchev.  

 As State Department and the White House were preparing the president for his 

European visits, Thompson reported again from Moscow a conversation he had had 

with Khrushchev during a visit of an American ice revue on the evening of May 23. 

Meeting Khrushchev in his private box, the US ambassador kept searching for the 

Soviet leader’s intentions while trying to convey that the West could not yield on the 

question of a legal change in the Berlin status quo. This time, Thompson’s account 

went to other US diplomatic missions the next morning and was therefore not highly 

classified; this implied a deliberate decision to let the cable leak to other governments.  

Khrushchev made clear to Thompson that he would not be able to speak 

frankly with the president during the Vienna summit on Berlin, since others would be 

present that could bar him from revealing his real position. 

He would not make same approach to President as he was now making to me 

although he knew I would report our current conversation. This was different 

matter however than for him and President to have discussion on this delicate 

problem in front of their assistants.  In general he took the same line with me 

as he had with Kroll stating if no agreement reached on Berlin they would sign 
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separate peace treaty in fall or winter after German elections and probably af-

ter Party Congress. 

 

Thompson replied that interference with the Western presence in Berlin would be met 

with force. As Khrushchev tried to signal that Western presence would not be inter-

fered with if the West would find an agreement with the GDR on Berlin, Thompson 

again began looking for a way out by introducing the refugee problem into the conver-

sation. 

Under my pressing he said one reason for action was that so long as question 

remained in present status Adenauer would aspire to make Berlin capital of 

West Germany. In this connection he referred to talk of Bundestag meeting in 

Berlin. I probed further to find out what elements of problem were of greatest 

importance to him and mentioned refugees. 

 

According to Thompson’s cable, Khrushchev ignored the hint and again emphasized 

that the legal status quo had to change. When Thompson tried to explain that Western 

prestige was at stake, the Soviet Party leader replied that his proposals were designed 

to save Western prestige, before commenting on his own. 

Perhaps one of his most revealing remarks was when I suggested situation 

might be left as is. He declared with some heat that we apparently wished to 

damage his prestige and said matter could not go beyond fall or winter this 

year. ... He seemed to be groping for some possible way out of impasse ... He 

said frankly disarmament impossible as long as Berlin problem existed. He ig-

nored my question how long Ulbricht needed to consolidate his regime to point 

where he could face free choice of people, making remark it was question of 

different social systems.
19

 

 

In a separate cable two hours later, Thompson clarified his own position and called for 

presidential action on Berlin by making four arguments. First, the West needed to im-

prove its position before world opinion, to create a situation where it would be the 

Soviets and not the West to say “no” to a peace proposal. Second, if the West could 

find some way out of the impasse, Khrushchev could be induced to accept the Western 

proposals for Berlin by each Western Power unilaterally accepting the Oder-Neisse 

line. Third, only with a unified position would it be possible to continue the day-to-

day handling of tactical issues arising in the crisis.  Finally, the fourth reason for 
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presidential action was that both sides’ prestige was involved, and therefore a formula 

was needed which would enable both sides to save face. This was the area the presi-

dent might “most usefully explore with Khrushchev in private stating frankly what his 

purpose is.”
 20

 

 The ambassador sketched a strategy for the president for his meeting with 

Khrushchev. In front of Khrushchev’s assistants, not much beyond the already pub-

licly declared positions could be exchanged; yet in private talks, the president could 

suggest a way for both sides to save face. Simultaneously, the president was to make 

unmistakably clear to Khrushchev that it was impossible for the West to give up its 

share of Berlin. The State Department, the American embassy in Bonn, and the Berlin 

mission gave similar advice to Kennedy, except that they did not advise to also find a 

way out for Khrushchev. The State Department briefing for the president’s meeting 

with Khrushchev again made clear that the overriding issue was disarmament. 

As Khrushchev himself has frequently pointed out, the major and overriding in-

ternational problem of the day is disarmament. To jeopardize progress in this 

all-important field by forcefully striving for political gains of minor signifi-

cance compared to disarmament must surely be shortsighted. ... Khrushchev 

would be less than human if Laos, Cuba and Yuriy Gagarin have not rein-

forced his normal self-confidence to the point where over-boldness and possi-

ble miscalculation could constitute a grave potential menace to the whole 

world. In such a mood, Berlin must offer a temptation that may very well be 

too strong to resist. Although Khrushchev is undoubtedly reluctant to risk a 

major war, the real danger is that he might risk just such a war without realiz-

ing he is doing so. He must, therefore, be warned in the firmest and most sol-

emn manner that the US has no intention whatsoever of being forced out of 

Berlin and that in any attempt to do so he would be taking the gravest possible 

risk.
21

 

 

While Allen Lightner of the Berlin mission was convinced that the Soviets “could live 

with [the] Berlin status quo for some time,” he accepted that Soviet pressure had to be 

faced. By and large though, Lightner argued, the Soviets were bluffing, and the presi-

dent was to leave as tough an impression on the Soviet premier as possible.
22

 This 

contradicted Thompson’s advice, who two days later again emphasized that the presi-

dent needed to initiate some sort of offer. 



 146 

 In the meantime, the president delivered his second State of the Union address 

to Congress on May 25, calling for an additional 15,000 Marines, requesting more 

equipment to be prepared for guerrilla warfare, tripling the number of fallout shelters 

in the United States, and making the Space Race official by proposing to put a man on 

the moon by the end of the decade.
23

 A new arms race had been declared, sending sig-

nals to Khrushchev in advance of the Vienna meeting that the new administration re-

mained committed to its position in the Cold War.  

Simultaneously, however, Robert Kennedy had established a direct channel of 

communication for the president, away from the limelight. A Soviet KGB officer in 

the Washington embassy, a man named Georgi Bolshakov, had direct access via the 

Soviet intelligence apparatus to Khrushchev. The Attorney Generals’ desk diaries, 

kept on his office desk and rarely used, note that Georgi Bolshakov called on May 23 

after 8 pm. The following day, Bolshakov called again, and later visited the presi-

dent’s brother in his office. Soon after, the president himself called to check back on 

the visit. Another phone conversation between Robert Kennedy and Bolshakov fol-

lowed on May 26. Despite a lack of progress in the conversation itself, the president 

had now established at least a direct line of communication to Khrushchev just days 

before he and Khrushchev were to meet in Vienna and simultaneous with the second 

State of the Union address. This back channel, however, served primarily for fruitless 

talks on disarmament, although at least one meeting on May 21 touched the issue of 

Berlin.
24

 

While most of Washington’s middle management was busy advising the presi-

dent on being unmistakably clear to Khrushchev, Kennedy followed Rostow’s and 

Thompson’s joint advice to seek additional room for communication with the Soviet 

premier. Thompson reaffirmed this position in his response to the comments from the 

Bonn embassy and Berlin mission in a telegram to the State Department on May 27. 

I ... believe he [Khrushchev] will deliberately wish to put off crisis until after 

he has further consolidated his position at Congress. However I consider 

K[hrushchev] has so deeply committed his personal prestige and that of Soviet 

Union to some action on Berlin and German problems that if we take com-

pletely negative stand suggested by Berlin, this would probably lead to devel-

opments in which chances of war or ignominious Western retreat are close to 
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50-50. ... Both sides consider other would not risk war over Berlin. Danger 

arises from fact that if K carries out his declared intentions and we carry out 

ours, situation likely get out of control and military as well as political prestige 

would become involved making retreat for either side even more difficult. ... 

Assuming we are prepared carry our policy through to end and K found he had 

misjudged us, would probably be too late for retreat. In these circumstances it 

seems to me we should make every effort avoid allowing such situation to de-

velop. ... In my view President has difficult task of convincing K on one hand 

that we will fulfill our commitment to people of Berlin and on other that it is 

not our intention to saw off limb on which he has crawled.
25

 

 

The president, however, had to avoid giving any public leeway to Khrushchev.  

Considering the continued pressure from Acheson and other classic hawks in 

Washington, and from de Gaulle across the Atlantic, the time was ripe to send signals 

on all channels that Washington would stick to West Berlin. It would not only help to 

make Western resolve apparent to Khrushchev, but also calm fears in Bonn and Paris 

about the new US administration’s stance. On May 29, as the president prepared for 

his departure to Paris, the New York edition of the International Herald Tribune fea-

tured an article detailing the contingency plans for a Berlin crisis: an Eastern blockade 

of allied access to the Western sector would be answered with a three-stage non-

nuclear riposte. It was obvious that beyond the third stage only nuclear war could fol-

low.
26

 

Nevertheless, in Paris Kennedy would scout for room to maneuvre as he had 

with Adenauer. De Gaulle, however, stuck firmly with the lines he had agreed on with 

the German chancellor. If Khrushchev wanted war, the French general replied twice, 

“he would have acted already.”
27

 In a noteworthy comment, de Gaulle detailed his 

definition of the Western essential interests in Berlin. 

If we were to retreat, if we were to accept a change in the status of Berlin, if we 

were to accept a withdrawal of the Western troops from Berlin, or if we were 

to accept that obstacles be put to our communications with Berlin, this would 

be the defeat.
28

 

 

It was now clear that within the Alliance, Bonn and Paris were exactly on the 

opposite side of Britain. According to France, a change of the legal status quo, reduc-

tion of Western troops, or Soviet pressure on Western presence in Berlin constituted 
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an essential attack on the Western position. While de Gaulle tried to convey his con-

viction that Kennedy merely needed to remain firm on earlier American statements on 

Berlin by repeatedly pointing out that Khrushchev was not really ready to act on Ber-

lin, his definition of the essential interests, if by accident, omitted free movement 

within the city. His general belief that Khrushchev would avoid war, however, resem-

bled the very nightmare scenario of a mutual misinterpretation of resolve of East and 

West on Berlin about which Thompson continued to warn. Nonetheless, if uninten-

tional, de Gaulle had not included the issue of Berlin as an escape hatch for GDR 

refugees as a necessary aspect. Paris and Bonn had cast their general position in iron, 

while the president still needed some option of flexibility within the framework of a 

successful deterrence strategy. With this vagueness from the Western Allies on the 

refugees – an often-mentioned central aspect allegedly at the center of Soviet interest – 

the president left Paris for Vienna on June 3. 

 There was one contingency of a military crisis over Berlin, however, which 

Washington could under no circumstances discuss openly with its West German ally: 

the possibility of an East German uprising during a military escalation over Berlin. In 

1953, West Germany had had no army divisions which could have supported an upris-

ing on the side of the East German civil population. Now, however, with a Bunde-

swehr officer corps partially composed of World War II veterans, the White House 

had to add the possibility of a West German unit entering such conflict, acting against 

explicit orders and driven by nationalist sentiment. While it remains difficult to assess 

the importance placed on this particular scenario in the absence of released documents, 

a memorandum by Henry Kissinger from June 1, 1961, revealed that Washington was 

at least pondering this contingency.  

Kissinger had visited Bonn in mid May on a “purely private” visit during 

which he had had conversations with Defense Minister Strauß. While the State De-

partment had already received a despatch on Kissinger’s conversations around that 

time, an additional memorandum to McGeorge Bundy highlighted the most important 

aspects, which in turn was sent to the president’s desk and recommended by Bundy as 

“very interesting.” During his talks with Strauß on the evening of May 10, Kissinger 
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did not fail to note that the West German Minister of Defense himself had obviously 

no clear idea about what would constitute the casus belli during a Berlin crisis trig-

gered by Soviet salami tactics. The Defense Minister nonetheless made fatalistic 

comments about how current US Defense policy would invite Soviet action on Berlin. 

As he spoke with Strauß about Berlin in the presence of a Mr. Balken from West 

Germany’s Foreign Office, the conversation turned to a possible East German upris-

ing. 

Strauss said that as long as he was Defense Minister, the German army would 

not move even if Germans were shot down in the street right in front of them on 

the other side of the line. Balken then said that if he were a division com-

mander he would move no matter what Strauss said. Strauss shouted “Then I 

would arrest you. In fact, maybe I should arrest you right now.” Though said 

jokingly, this is a man who might mean it.
29

 

 

Kissinger concluded that Strauß should not be trusted with regards to nuclear weap-

onry stationed in West Germany under a double veto system as envisioned for the 

multilateral force, for in the back of Strauß’ mind might be the thought that  

in any crisis serious enough for the Federal Republic to consider independent 

action, he would just take weapons. This issue should not be pressed theoreti-

cally. Rather we should fix our weapons and stockpiles in such a way that it 

becomes physically impossible to take them or to use them without our con-

sent.
30

 

 

In addition, the German General Foertsch, present during the conversations with 

Strauß, had left the impression on Kissinger that West German generals considered 

nuclear weapons merely as “conventional weapons with a bigger bang.”
31

 While these 

aspects were by themselves not too surprising, they showed that the West German 

defense establishment had no precise grasp of either nuclear strategy or the particular 

meaning of nuclear weapons in the Berlin crisis, and that its chain of command ap-

peared to have dubious reliability. This altogether unfortunate mix made it more ap-

parent that the Germans needed to be brought into the contingency planning at Live 

Oak, but it also added to the perceived complications of any crisis over Berlin.  

 Given all these tightly interwoven constraints which the president had to con-

sider when talking with Khrushchev about Berlin and Germany, the actual number of 
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options for Kennedy was severely limited. Bonn refused to offer any options on which 

to negotiate. London preferred a negotiated solution detrimental to the Western Alli-

ance. Paris wanted to call a bluff which could turn out to be real; potential repercus-

sions from implementing contingency plans were becoming increasingly unpredict-

able, especially in case of an uprising in East Germany.  

Even if Khrushchev could be made to realize this situation, the Soviet premier 

still needed a way out of his self-created predicament. On top of this, Moscow had 

linked any progress in other areas of the Cold War to a solution over Berlin. In other 

words, Washington could simply not afford the crisis it expected to follow a separate 

Soviet peace treaty with the GDR. Fearing this peace, the president needed to rebuild 

the Western deterrent and impress on the Soviet leader the West’s dedication to Berlin 

while finding an acceptable solution. Only one element of the crisis repeatedly 

broached to the president was not specifically constrained by Washington’s allies – the 

refugee flow through the city, which was guaranteed via the free movement provision 

in the Four Power Agreement on Berlin. The provision had already been pondered as a 

conceivable concession in Hillenbrand’s presidential briefing paper, Ambassador 

Thompson had termed it as the minimum price to pay, Adenauer had made no specific 

demands regarding its continuation, de Gaulle had omitted it from the list of essential 

Western interests, London was ready to go even further, and most importantly, NATO 

had already withdrawn its implied protection in its Oslo communiqué.  

Intentionally or not, the president had been told by everyone but Moscow that a 

halt to the refugee flow was the only conceivable Western concession, and there had 

already been numerous signals to Moscow to that effect. But had Khrushchev himself 

already received this message? 

 The exact date of Moscow’s decision to seal off the sector border in Berlin is 

still unclear. However, several documents suggest the time frame in which this deci-

sion must have been made. In late January, Khrushchev had specifically ordered Ul-

bricht not to change the structure and positioning of forces around Berlin; in late 

March, as Ulbricht visited Moscow, the East German leader commanded a fellow 

member of the Politburo to begin preparations to “become free from the disruptions of 
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West German reactionary circles.” While this could have been a euphemism for seal-

ing off West Berlin, it was not necessarily so. By May 26, the last Soviet Presidium 

meeting before the summit in Vienna, Khrushchev still had made no major decisions 

on a Berlin sector closure, but seems to have been determined to go for a peace treaty 

instead. Finally, on July 25, Soviet Lieutenant General Arikow, Commander of the 

Group of Soviet Forces in Germany, and GDR General Major Riedel, Deputy Minister 

of Defense, agreed on the military details of the Berlin wall operation.
32

 At some point 

between late May and July therefore, Khrushchev had changed his mind and signaled 

approved of Ulbricht’s plans to close the West Berlin escape hatch. 

 If the Vienna conference made any difference in the Kremlin’s deliberations on 

sector closure, it can only have served as a final signal to Khrushchev of the risks and 

benefits of such plans. In any case, only six weeks after the meeting, concrete military 

planning had begun. A comparison of the State Department‘s Vienna meeting proto-

cols and the Kremlin’s German translation for Ulbricht provides an interesting detail. 

 The State Department version of the Vienna meeting has received much atten-

tion. On June 3 and 4, 1961, Kennedy and Khrushchev met for frank talks about the 

world situation.
33

 While on June 3 the two leaders at first tangled in ideological debate 

in front of their staffs, they devoted the afternoon to private conversation, with only 

the interpreters present. Chiefly, they debated Cuba and Laos, while reserving the 

questions of disarmament, the ban on nuclear testing, and Germany for the next day. 

On June 4, the two leaders met in the Soviet embassy, and again spoke with staff pre-

sent - Foreign Minister Gromyko, Ambassador Menshikov, Dobrynin and Interpreter 

Suchodrew on the Soviet side, and Rusk, Bohlen, Kohler, Thompson and Interpreter 

Acalovsky on the American side. Unexpectedly, Khrushchev did not link disarmament 

with the question of Germany, though there was no progress on the questions of dis-

armament and a nuclear test ban. Except for an understanding on Laos, the entire talks 

seemed to be leading nowhere. Finally, the debate turned to the question of Berlin, and 

here the two accounts – the Soviet translation handed to Ulbricht and the State De-

partment protocol of the meeting – begin to differ for the first time.  
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While the Soviet protocol lists the conversation in seemingly direct speech like 

a dialogue, the State Department protocol paraphrases the conversation.
34

 As Kennedy 

and Khrushchev tackled the topic of Berlin and the debate became heated, interjec-

tions confused the exact order of lines, but actual wordings differ in only a few sen-

tences, or are omitted from that paragraph. While the Soviet version at times seems to 

sharpen Kennedy’s words, by and large it does not differ – except for an interesting 

play on words in the Soviet-translated German version for Ulbricht. Kennedy jumped 

straight to the core problem of avoiding a conflict over Berlin. The US version sounds 

rather harmless: 

The President opened the conversation by saying that he recognized the impor-

tance of Berlin and that he hoped that in the interests of the relations between 

our two countries, which he wanted to improve, Mr. Khrushchev would not 

present him with a situation so deeply involving our national interests. Of 

course, he recognized that the decision on East Germany, as far as the USSR 

was concerned, was with the Chairman. The President continued by saying 

that evolution is taking place in many areas of the world and no one can pre-

dict which course it would take. Therefore, it is most important that decisions 

be carefully considered. Obviously, the Chairman will make his judgment in 

the light of what he understands to be the best interests of his country. How-

ever, the President said, he did want to stress the difference between a peace 

treaty and the rights of access to Berlin. He reiterated his hope that the rela-

tions between the two countries would develop in a way that would avoid di-

rect contact or confrontation between them. 

Mr. Khrushchev said he appreciated the frankness of the President’s remarks, 

but said that if the President insisted on US rights after the signing of a peace 

treaty and that if the borders of the GDR - land, air, or sea borders - were vio-

lated, they would be defended. The US position is not based on juridical 

grounds. The US wants to humiliate the USSR and this cannot be accepted.
35

 

 

 In the Kremlin staff’s German version for Ulbricht, particular German words 

conveyed an implicit hint. Throughout the document, Ulbricht himself had marked 

interesting passages alongside their paragraphs, and underlined important sentences; 

the most important sections were both marked and underlined. The version he received 

from the Soviets, retranslated into English, reads: 

Kennedy: One has to admit, Mr. Chairman, that we have a different under-

standing of the Berlin question. This question is of such importance for both of 

us, that I hope in the interest of improving relations between our two countries 

you will not take any action by which I will be pulled into a course of events 
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putting our nations into direct conflict. Of course I recognize the fact that you 

will act according to your interests. However, I ask you to draw a line [Grenze 

zu ziehen] between signing a separate peace treaty and the question of our 

rights and access to West Berlin. I hope that over time opportunities towards 

agreeing on a satisfying solution on Berlin will arise. My biggest concern is to 

not have to let happen a direct confrontation between us in a question as im-

portant as Berlin. 

Khrushchev: I appreciate your frankness, Mr. President, but must explain the 

following for my part. If after the signing of a peace treaty you insist on your 

access rights to Berlin, even a direct confrontation between us will not answer 

this question in your favor. We will defend ourselves against aggression, if 

your troops should cross the GDR borders. I have with vigilance taken note of 

your position. However, it lacks all juridical basis. You want to humiliate our 

nation [Staat], and that we will not permit.
36

 

 

Ulbricht underlined three of the sentences in this passage, and none other from the 

afternoon meeting, and only one of the three was additionally marked on the side – the 

peculiar sentence in which Kennedy asked that a “Grenze” be drawn – in German 

meaning both literally creating an international border as well as a distinction – be-

tween a separate peace treaty and Western access rights. The other two underlined 

sentences were Kennedy’s remark that he did not want to face a direct confrontation, 

and Khrushchev’s remark that he would not permit a humiliation of the USSR. One 

might argue that the differences resulted merely from negligent note-taking and trans-

lation issues, rather than both sides attempting to give the conversation a certain 

“spin.” Most likely it is a mixture of both. While the US version casually mixes usage 

of “West Berlin” and “Berlin,” as would occur in conversation, the Soviet-translated 

version almost always specifies “Westberlin” – the compound spelling specifically 

introduced by the GDR to minimize the implication of city sectors.  

Furthermore, Kennedy’s line that all decisions on the GDR were up to Khrush-

chev was conspicuously missing. It is obvious that at least the version handed to Ul-

bricht had been worked over and “cleansed.” Also noteworthy is that the Soviet ver-

sion omits Khrushchev’s mention of a particular deadline: while the US version has 

Khrushchev saying that an interim agreement on Western troops in Berlin would only 

last for six months, the version for Ulbricht states that the Western troops could only 

be allowed as long as such agreement lasts. It was only in Kennedy’s response to 
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Khrushchev that six months came up as a time frame for “fateful consequences for 

mankind.”  

Clearly, the Soviet version was carefully crafted to avoid Ulbricht or anyone 

else in the Warsaw Pact later claiming that Khrushchev had promised a six-month 

deadline for a peace treaty. The obvious reshaping from “stressing the difference” to 

“drawing a (border-) line” – in combination with a likely spin to get the pressure of 

Ulbricht’s demands for a separate peace treaty off Khrushchev’s back at least raises 

the question of whether Moscow intended to make Ulbricht believe that a sector clo-

sure was possible, but that a peace treaty was risky. In the Kremlin’s version of the 

meeting, Kennedy seemed to be searching for an alternative to a peace treaty and an 

ensuing GDR blockade. In any case, the Soviet version of Kennedy’s words attracted 

Ulbricht’s attention enough to highlight it as the most important sentence of the meet-

ing – rather than the famous remark at the end of the meeting most often quoted in 

Western accounts, in which Kennedy somberly observed that it would be a cold win-

ter.  

 The message sent to East Berlin, whether intentionally or not, was that a new 

Berlin crisis could well end in war, unless a way could be found to allow Western 

forces to remain in the city. Khrushchev had presented himself as just as firm and ag-

gressive as Kennedy, even while depicting the American president as the one more 

anxious to avoid a showdown. Closing the sector border came across as a quite viable 

option. While it could still serve as the first step towards a separate peace treaty and a 

subsequent grasp for West Berlin, the latter seemed a highly dangerous path. Perhaps 

Kennedy had been more specific than the US protocol shows, perhaps not. In either 

case, Khrushchev implied to East Berlin a tacit Western consent to the sector closure. 

As the two statesmen parted from the Austrian capital and the crisis heated up further, 

the West would send even clearer signals. 

 President Kennedy left Vienna with the impression that Khrushchev still did 

not believe American earnestness about West Berlin. As the conference wrapped up, 

the Soviet delegation handed an aide mémoire to the US staff, containing an official 

December deadline for a separate peace treaty. The document made an interesting 
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distinction brushed over in most accounts of the crisis. The December deadline re-

ferred specifically to GDR-West German talks on the peace treaty, but there was no 

time limit on the duration of an interim agreement over West Berlin. Khrushchev had 

left himself another way out; he had given neither Ulbricht nor Kennedy a deadline for 

withdrawing Western troops from Berlin: 

The Soviet government proposes to decide right now without any delay on the 

convocation of a peace conference to conclude a German peace treaty and to 

solve the problem of West Berlin as a free city on this basis. If for some reason 

the governments of the United States and other Western powers are not ready 

at present for this, an interim decision could be taken for a specified period of 

time. ... 

To avoid delay of a peace settlement it is necessary to fix a time limit, in the 

course of which the Germans should seek possible ways for agreements on 

problems of internal competence. The Soviet government considers that not 

more than six months are needed for such negotiations.
37

 

 

The text then went on to link the deadline to the conclusion of an agreement on a 

“Free City” of West Berlin, which entailed the removal of Western troops from the 

city; thus it made sense for the West to gloss over the fact that an interim agreement 

until the end of the deadline had no specific time limit set. It left a door open for 

Khrushchev to claim to his Warsaw Pact allies that he had never specified a particular 

limit for the interim presence of Western troops in Berlin; the Soviet translation for 

Ulbricht had erased the six-month deadline from this context as well. 

 Since Khrushchev had not publicly repeated his threats, the first official an-

nouncements on the Vienna summit merely stated that a somber exchange had taken 

place. No clue of the impending crisis was handed to the press, again in the hope that 

Khrushchev might use the opportunity to silently drop his demands. On the evening of 

June 4, the president boarded a plane to London to meet British Prime Minister Mac-

millan. Secretary of State Dean Rusk left for Paris to brief both President de Gaulle 

and the North Atlantic Council, and Foy Kohler and Martin Hillenbrand were sent to 

Germany to meet with Chancellor Adenauer the following day.  

 As could be expected, these informational meetings had almost identical con-

tent. Khrushchev had increased pressure on Berlin, and even issued an ultimatum on 

the solution of the Berlin question. While Adenauer and de Gaulle were relieved to 
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hear that the new American president had indeed taken a strong position, the British 

Foreign Minister Lord Home’s reaction was to call for working out a negotiating posi-

tion immediately.
38

 Macmillan conceded that “a Western proposal now for negotia-

tions about Berlin might appear a sign of weakness unless the situation deteriorated so 

much that there seemed to be an imminent danger of war.”
39

 Finally, the British Prime 

Minister, on learning of the Soviet pressure, had come around to a firmer position. The 

afternoon talk at Admiralty House ended with a comment by Lord Home which again 

raised the refugee problem. 

Lord Home said he feared that Mr. Khrushchev was being forced into some ac-

tion over Berlin by his difficulties with the D.D.R. and with the other satellites. 

Refugees were still coming to West Germany at the rate of about one million a 

year. Mr. Khrushchev might feel that he had to find a way of stopping this. The 

Prime Minister said that the truth of the matter was that whatever was happen-

ing in other parts of the world, in Berlin the West was winning. It was a very 

poor advertisement for the Soviet system that so many people should seek to 

leave the communist paradise.
40

 

 

The meeting ended with these words, with no further comment on Lord Home’s final 

observation. Following this meeting, Home, Bundy, Sorensen and a number of British 

Foreign Policy officials met to discuss contingency plans, concluding that Kennedy’s 

speech on the following day should contain a strong reassertion of the fundamental 

Western obligation to sustain the right of choice of the people of West Berlin.
41

  

The focus of Western planning now turned towards the eventuality of a sepa-

rate peace treaty after the October Soviet party congress. Earlier calls for simultane-

ously looking for a way out for Khrushchev were now subsiding. With the predicted 

test of will looming, the priority was deterring Khrushchev from a miscalculation over 

West Berlin. Khrushchev’s pressure had provided the framework for a unified West-

ern position. His gamble on a Western split over Berlin had finally overcome the Brit-

ish Prime Minister’s resistance to negotiate under a direct threat. 

 Following his comment to Ambassador Thompson that at Vienna he might not 

present his real position, Khrushchev sent a separate low-key signal of compromise.
42

 

On the evening of June 4, just after Kennedy and his staff had ended the talks with 

Khrushchev, the Soviet premier called Austrian Foreign Minister Kreisky over to  
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Vienna’s Hotel Imperial for a short after-dinner conversation. Knowing that Kreisky 

would relay the content of their conversation to the American ambassador, Khrush-

chev repeated that a solution for Berlin would have to be found by the end of the year. 

On June 6, after Kennedy’s meeting with Macmillan in London, the American ambas-

sador to Austria, H. Freeman Matthews, cabled the confidential conversation to Wash-

ington and copied it to London, Paris, Bonn, Moscow and Berlin: 

Kreisky realizes there is nothing really new in this other than fact Khrushchev 

was not as specific on deadline of Berlin settlement as he might have been. 

Kreisky had definite impression Khrushchev is not at this time interested in an-

other four-power summit meeting with attendant propaganda but is interested 

in continuing personal contacts with the President. Kreisky said Khrushchev 

was much impressed with President’s intelligence, understanding of problems 

and firmness, and at one point used the word “tough.”
43

  

 

Obviously, the president had made as much of an impression on the Soviet leader as 

Khrushchev had on Kennedy. 

 After the president returned to Washington on June 6, he promptly briefed 15 

congressional leaders on his meeting with Khrushchev. While the president gave a 

public speech on the Vienna meeting in the evening that mentioned no ultimatum by 

Khrushchev in particular but revealed that it had been a “very somber two days,” the 

briefing had some congress members rush to their offices to work on proposals for a 

response to the crisis. Senators J. William Fulbright and Mike Mansfield, the most 

outspoken proponents of a negotiated settlement on Berlin, quickly composed their 

own arguments for a “Free City proposal” as a response to the Soviet call for a neu-

tralized West Berlin. The next day, Fulbright sent a 12-page memorandum to the Oval 

Office via Kennedy’s advisor Kenneth O’Donnell. In contrast to Bundy, O’Donnell 

was more open to Fulbright’s and Mansfield’s ideas. As Fulbright’s cover letter on the 

memorandum stated, 

the President has, no doubt, heard the arguments but I do wish to emphasize 

that I believe there is merit in this position, however distasteful it may be. I ap-

preciate your making it available to the President.
44

 

  

Fulbright’s memorandum meant to explore the possibility of a Western free city 

counter-proposal which could serve both as a viable means of preserving Western  
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interests and be acceptable to Soviet demands. While it did not ask the president di-

rectly to choose this alternative, the memorandum attempted to sketch out a legal con-

struct for Berlin which could make a Western Free City proposal a realizable concept. 

Nonetheless, Fulbright’s memorandum was exactly along the line Kennedy himself 

had uttered in his Foreign Affairs article in 1957 – that Adenauer’s unification policy 

had become a hollow shell. Therefore the West was to make its own proposal based on 

the actual situation. 

No plan, unfortunately, can be judged solely on its merits. It is a psychological 

necessity that any revision of the status of West Berlin be largely on the initia-

tive of the West. The occurrence, or appearance, of Western submission to a 

Soviet demand would of itself generate a crisis of confidence in the West that 

could gravely impair the effectiveness of the NATO alliance. As Walter 

Lippmann pointed out in April 1959, Western policy on Germany, as officially 

proclaimed over the past decade, no longer represents the real expectations 

and practical hopes of Western European governments. The fact is that Ger-

many cannot, in the foreseeable future, be reunited through free elections. 

There are two German states which cannot be united under any conditions now 

conceivable. There are, however, compelling political reasons why this central 

fact cannot be explicitly and publicly acknowledged. It is nonetheless at the 

root of the problem of Berlin. ... Soviet demands in regard to Berlin appear to 

be integral to the overall objective of stabilizing the satellite system of Eastern 

Europe. Western policy on Berlin must be based in fact if not in word on these 

realities.
45

 

 

The memorandum then went on to describe historical precedents for the establishment 

of free cities under international trusteeship, such as the Republic of Cracow of 1815, 

the League of Nations regime for Danzig and the Saar region under the Versailles 

treaty, and – “perhaps most relevant” – the Vatican under the Lateran Accord of 1929. 

After detailing certain legal aspects of these historic examples, Fulbright admitted that 

these could not be simply transferred to the case of West Berlin.  

It is very clear that the problem of a divided Berlin within a divided Germany 

is not fundamentally a legal problem but a political problem at the very core of 

a worldwide struggle for power. It is nonetheless true that a new legal instru-

mentality -- precise, explicit, sanctioned by the international community, and 

rooted in the reality of a Germany likely to remain divided for many years to 

come -- would provide a measure of stability in an inherently unstable situa-

tion. ... There can be little doubt that the Soviet Union would be far more  



 159 

cautious about challenging legal rights established by the United Nations than 

the existing Western rights which rest ultimately on the “right of conquest.” 

 

 The memorandum came to the Oval Office in a crucial moment. The impend-

ing crisis had still not leaked to the public, but the president had to make decisions 

soon. If there was any chance to influence the young president’s course of action, it 

was now. However, even Fulbright had hinted on the cover sheet of the memorandum 

that the proposal could be considered somewhat distasteful. A mere six weeks after the 

Bay of Pigs, it was clear that the president could not now respond as weakly as he had 

been perceived during that fateful operation. The memorandum from Vienna about 

Khrushchev’s conversation with the Austrian foreign minister arrived only the next 

day, stating that Khrushchev would probably not be interested in another conference 

about Germany such as the failed Paris summit of 1960. In any case, if such an option 

was to be pursued, it could not be expected that the White House would put forward 

such a proposal. After all, Kennedy himself had agreed with Macmillan in London 

only a day earlier that a joint Western proposal at this time would be considered a sign 

of weakness. Henry Owen, member of the National Security council, gave similar 

advice to McGeorge Bundy on June 9: “I agree that taking a philosophic view of the 

peace treaty will trouble the West Germans.”
46

 The door to a second four-power con-

ference over Berlin and Germany proposed by the West was shut, not least because of 

West German sensibilities. 

 On the next day, the West German government took precautionary measures to 

avoid escalating the crisis. After Soviet protests against the scheduled Bundestag ses-

sion in Berlin, the German parliament cancelled the meeting. An escalation over Ber-

lin before the September elections was the last problem Adenauer wanted to face dur-

ing the summer campaign.
47

 

 Nevertheless, a number of voices spoke out in favor of Western counter-

proposals despite the president’s own reluctance. On the afternoon of June 9, the US 

ambassador to Belgium, Douglas MacArthur II, and the Washington Representative 

on the North Atlantic Council, Thomas K. Finletter, met with the Belgian Foreign 

Minister Spaak and his representative at the Council about their views on Germany 
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and Berlin. While Spaak emphasized that NATO should remain firm on its general 

position that West Berlin must remain part of the West, he thought it important that 

the West should have its own suggestions on a “Free City.”  

Discussing who should take the initiative in making a counter proposal, Mr. 

Spaak said that from private indications he had from many European sources, 

virtually all the NATO countries except France and Germany believed that 

some Western counter proposal should be taken. However, everyone was 

afraid to speak up frankly on this point for fear of appearing to be an appea-

sor. Accordingly, there is a real danger that a counter proposal will be consid-

ered when it is too late. Mr. Spaak said he could fully understand why it would 

be difficult for the United States to take such an initiative since there might be 

those who would construe it as a sign of weakness. Personally he felt there was 

much to be said for a European initiative on this matter.
48

 

 

The Belgian ambassador to the North Atlantic Council added that even the West Ger-

man ambassador Blankenhorn had told him privately that “West Germany was very, 

very anxious not to fight for West Berlin.”
49

 Clearly, something had to be attempted, 

but the constraints of each suggestion were contradictory. On one hand, a proposal 

was desirable, but the US government could not be the one to suggest it; on the other 

hand, there needed to be a joint Western position under American leadership to show a 

united alliance against Soviet pressure. The president himself had already stated that 

an official Western negotiation proposal would now look weak in the eyes of the pub-

lic.  

Behind closed doors, almost everyone in NATO besides France and Germany 

considered some negotiation offer a good idea even though the president himself could 

not make it. There were also now as many different concepts of how to approach the 

Soviets on Berlin as there were advisory comments to the president. On June 10, 

McGeorge Bundy wrote a memorandum to Kennedy, enclosing two papers and two 

messages from the journalists Joe Alsop and Walter Lippmann. The first of the two 

papers was a draft reply to the Soviet aide mémoire which suggested a mere repetition 

of the Western proposals in Geneva from 1959, which Bundy already considered a 

substantial affirmative proposal. The second paper was a suggestion by Henry Kiss-

inger to take the offensive by proposing serious and strong-handed negotiations over 
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German unification. The two messages from the politically differing journalists Alsop 

and Lippmann were contradictory as well. Bundy commented: 

You will not be surprised to know that they take different views on Berlin. Al-

sop is for a strong and essentially unyielding position, carried all the way to 

war if necessary. Lippmann is for a negotiated solution, and has interesting 

ideas on what it should be. In essence, he would like to have us propose meas-

ures looking toward the genuine neutralization of West Berlin, in return for 

guarantees spelled out in detail by all parties, along the lines of the Lateran 

treaty. ... On two or three broad points, however, I am interested to find that 

Alsop and Lippmann agree. First, they share my view that in extraordinary 

measure this problem of Berlin is one which you will have to master and man-

age, under your own personal leadership and authority. ... Four-power parleys 

will almost surely produce uncertain postures. If you wish to be wholly un-

bending, you will have to confront the British that this is how it must be. If you 

want to explore a new arrangement, you will have to find ways of making 

Adenauer accept your decision. A second point of agreement is that we must 

avoid what both men call the Cuban error. We must not plan a firm line which 

runs out of gas with a local defeat. If we do not mean to press the issue right 

up to war, even Joe would prefer that we now negotiate an accommodation. I 

myself think there may be ways of having the best of both Alsop and Lippmann, 

by making serious military preparations now, while at the same time we 

strengthen the attractiveness and acceptability of our political posture, both 

before the world and also before the Russians.
50

 

 

The time for an offensive strategy under presidential leadership had come. This 

situation was brought to a climax by the fact that on the day of Bundy’s memorandum, 

June 10, Pravda published the aide mémoire, publicly binding Khrushchev to the six 

months ultimatum.
51

 The crisis was now official, and time to ponder the available 

courses of action was running out. On June 11, Western media began reporting about 

the ultimatum, thus enlisting public opinion on the side of immediate action if the 

president were not to deepen the impression he had left after Cuba. 

 In this critical situation, Senator Mansfield gave a speech about Berlin on June 

14. Since he did not formally represent the White House and was known as a sup-

porter of a negotiated Berlin solution, his remarks could not be taken as an official 

offer of negotiation. Mansfield suggested establishing a Free City of Berlin, comprised 

of all four sectors of the city, protected by international peace keeping forces and legal 

guarantees by the United Nations.
52
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  While this was an important difference from Fulbright’s memo – which had 

suggested to accept the status quo and establish a three-sector entity – it did gain atten-

tion. To those Western Allies who worried that the West was looking inflexible, it was 

a welcome signal of willingness to compromise. When a journalist asked White House 

Press Assistant Secretary Hatcher on the position of the Oval Office regarding Mans-

field’s proposal, Hatcher refused to comment. The ensuing ambiguity over the presi-

dent’s position immediately drew the wrath of German Ambassador Grewe, who 

rushed to meet Under Secretary of State Chester Bowles on the afternoon of June 15. 

The president himself had not officially made a Free City proposal, but it looked as if 

he was open to the idea. With great concern, Grewe requested that the State Depart-

ment issue a formal statement that Mansfield’s suggestion did not reflect an official 

US position. 

People in Germany were bound to think that a strong tendency seemed to be 

developing in the majority party in the United States to favor a solution along 

the lines of the one proposed by Senator Mansfield. It was in the German view 

necessary that an authoritative statement separating the Administration from 

the views of Senator Mansfield be issued. ... On the basis of the foregoing, 

Khrushchev could easily think something was in movement in the United 

States.
53

 

 

Due to Grewe’s insistence, a State Department spokesman officially announced the 

following day that the US position on Berlin had not changed, a remark that Rusk reit-

erated on the following day as well.
54

 West German pressure had squelched a signal of 

compromise that, even if given unintentionally, had been basically acceptable to most 

advisors at the White House. After all, Mansfield had proposed a Free City composed 

of all four sectors, a lesser concession than Fulbright had suggested. If there had been 

any attraction to this proposal, Khrushchev or Ulbricht could have picked it up none-

theless, yet they did not react. 

Instead, on the very same day that Grewe visited Bohlen, with the crisis accel-

erating and the four Western powers beginning to focus on the military side of the 

contingency planning, Ulbricht himself made a first public ominous reference to a 

“wall” during a press conference in East Berlin. 
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From Vienna to the Wall 

 

 On June 15, 1961, Nikita Khrushchev gave a speech on national radio and tele-

vision repeating the end of year ultimatum for a peace treaty with the GDR and an 

agreement on Berlin. That same day, Walter Ulbricht gave a press conference in East 

Berlin during which he made a curious comment, later often quoted in accounts of the 

creation of the Berlin wall. A journalist for West Germany’s Frankfurter Rundschau, 

Annamarie Doherr, asked the East German Party Chief: 

Doherr: Mr. Chairman. Does the formation of a Free City mean, in your opin-

ion, that a state border will be erected at the Brandenburg Gate? And are you 

determined to treat it as such, with all its consequences? 

Ulbricht: I assume your question means that there are people in West Germany 

that wish us to mobilize the construction workers of the GDR to erect a wall. I 

am not aware of such plans. The construction workers of our capital are exclu-

sively dedicated to the construction of apartments, and their labor force is fully 

dedicated to that. No one has the intention of constructing a wall. I already 

said earlier: We would like a contractual agreement on relations between West 

Berlin and the government of the German Democratic Republic. That is the 

simplest and most normal way of clarifying these questions. 

The state border, as everyone knows, runs for example along the Elbe, etc. And 

the territory of West Berlin belongs to the territory of the GDR. In a certain 

sense there are of course national border issues between West Berlin and the 

German Democratic Republic as well, if the neutralization of West Berlin is 

implemented. But there is a difference between the regulations applying to the 

state border with West Germany and those that will apply to the state border 

with West Berlin.
1
 

 

To this day, it is difficult to sort out Ulbricht’s intention with this remark. The 

question might have been planted, as Western journalists had been explicitly invited to 

this press conference. Ulbricht’s remark might well not have been a Freudian slip but 

an intended signal. Historians have largely avoided attempts to put the remark into its 

context and instead have mostly written it off as some sort of error.
2
 However, if Ul-

bricht did deliver this statement to send a diplomatic signal, the statement only makes 

sense if he indeed had interpreted the Vienna talks between Khrushchev and Kennedy 

as a struggle over the legal future of West Berlin, and wanted to add his own signal to 

the mix. Due to the rising refugee flow since the Vienna talks, Ulbricht could by no 
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means have announced a closing of the sector border without triggering a mass flight 

from East Germany. While mentioning a sector closure necessarily increased the 

number of refugees and therefore put pressure on Khrushchev to allow Ulbricht to 

close the sector, mentioning it could also have been a signal to the West that he under-

stood that the West would accept it, even if that message had not been intended by 

Washington, or seemed the most desirable outcome to the GDR. The rest of Ulbricht’s 

remark clarified that the GDR leadership still considered West Berlin an integral part 

of East Germany, and still demanded a change to the legal status quo of the city, but it 

also stated that the GDR was ready to accept some sort of border regime with West 

Berlin, akin to a Free City agreement such as Mansfield had proposed in Congress just 

a day earlier. All of this still had to be concealed in language that would not trigger 

early public conclusions that the sealing off of West Berlin was imminent. That Ul-

bricht nonetheless specifically mentioned a wall only shows that the East German 

leadership had made up its mind that the permanent sealing of the Eastern sector had 

now indeed become the minimum price the West would have to pay if no other 

agreement could be reached.  

 As crisis planning proceeded in Washington, the White House set up an inter-

departmental coordinating group for Berlin and turned the three power ambassadorial 

group into a four-power coordination group. The available courses of action were now 

so severely limited that the decision-making process sped up by itself. Negotiations 

were almost impossible before West Germany’s September elections, and most impor-

tantly, the strategy of deterrence over Berlin became increasingly doubtful. On June 

14, a day before Ulbricht’s press conference, NATO Secretary General Dirk Stikker 

met with Rusk, Acheson, and a number of NATO and State Department officials.
3
 

Stikker, like Belgian Foreign Minister Spaak a week earlier, confirmed that most 

NATO governments were not really firm on Berlin, and that even Adenauer recently  

had been somewhat less than forthright on this question and his close advisors 

think he might make concessions at the last moment. They feel that his chief 

objective is German adherence to NATO and the unity of NATO rather than 

Berlin. ... The Secretary [Rusk] said in confidence that we too had some indi-

cations during Adenauer’s visit here that he was not quite clear in his position 

on Berlin. ... Mr. Stikker asked if the Germans were unwilling to go to war in 
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defense of Berlin. The Secretary observed that he was not completely sure what 

any NATO Government’s position was in the last analysis of this key question.
4
 

 

On the same day, Acheson and the Secretary of State had also met with a Brit-

ish Foreign Office delegation under Secretary Lord Home to debate the joint US-

British strategy. Home reiterated the impression he had gained during conversations 

with Gromyko in Geneva,  

(1) that there would be no row and blockade over West Berlin, and (2) that the 

Soviets felt that something must happen by October, attaching great impor-

tance to this timing. Lord Home did not know whether Gromyko meant that we 

are now in the midst of a six-months period for action or whether such would 

commence with October. It would appear clear, however, that if the West of-

fers no acceptable terms on Berlin prior to October the Soviets will sign a 

peace treaty with East Germany.
5
 

 

Home added later during the conversation that there was no action open to the 

West short of the German elections but to keep alive the correspondence with the So-

viets. At least to the British Foreign Secretary it was unclear whether the Soviets 

would act before or after the West German elections, but that by October something 

was expected to have happened. The debate went back and forth over whether to add a 

counter-proposal to the Western reply to the Soviet aide mémoire beyond the Geneva 

proposals, or whether to bring the Berlin case to the International Court at the Hague 

in an attempt to win international support, an idea strongly supported by Under Secre-

tary Foy Kohler. Only McCloy and McGhee commented that the West was not stress-

ing “vigorously enough that East Berlin should be on the same terms as the Western 

part of the city.”
6
 This was the very last time before the actual sector closure that any-

one involved in the decision-making process criticized the established consensus – that 

the West would accept in advance any change in the de facto Soviet handling of East 

Berlin, regardless of the Four Power Agreement’s legal contents.  

 In any case, a strong Western signal for the defense of West Berlin was 

needed. With all these doubts over the coherence of NATO in the crisis, the Interde-

partmental Coordinating Group on Berlin convened on June 16, a day after Ulbricht’s 

press conference. Acheson presented the first results of his studying the Berlin  
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contingency plans. First and foremost was the question of nuclear deterrence. Wash-

ington, Acheson argued, needed to clarify that it was really willing to use nuclear 

weapons in this crisis and to communicate this message in a way that would ensure 

Khrushchev’s understanding.  

We had to act as neither to invite a series of defeats nor precipitate ourselves 

into the ultimate catastrophe. ... He presumed that present Berlin contingency 

planning meant that nuclear weapons would be used, but his criticism was that 

everything was too late to affect Soviet decisions before they were made. Noth-

ing was planned to increase the belief that we would use nuclear weapons. 

This would really amount to preemptive war with nothing being done first to 

increase credibility. It would involve the use of nuclear weapons without get-

ting the benefit of their deterrent effect.
7
 

 

By and large, everyone agreed with Acheson’s analysis, even when he came to con-

clude that the president was to determine the question of Western posture unilaterally. 

Mr. Acheson said the reactions of our allies were the crux and the hardest part 

of the whole matter. If our allies had serious inhibitions against action, we had 

better find it out. We should proceed not by asking them if they would be afraid 

if we said “boo!”. We should, instead, say “boo!” and see how far they jump.
8
 

 

Ambassador Llewellyn Thompson again proposed negotiated solutions, though he did 

not reject Acheson’s conclusions on the deterrence posture. He suggested leaving 

room for Khrushchev to back down and went so far as to suggest that  

given even the best outcome, we would end up paying a certain price. We 

should attempt to find out what that price would be and see if we could ad-

vance it as a solution. He indicated that British and American statements along 

the lines of the French statement on the Oder-Neisse Line and other frontiers 

would form an element in such a price.
9
 

 

While this suggestion of Thompson went far beyond his earlier proposals, it 

again showed his desire to reach a tacit understanding with Moscow over Berlin. 

While it is unclear whether this particular comment came to the attention of the presi-

dent, another memorandum by Rostow to Kennedy on the next day did. Comparing 

the situation to 1942 and arguing that the West was now at a similar turning point for 

the better, Rostow argued that the West could begin to move forward if two crucial 

battles could be won: Berlin and Vietnam. 
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If Berlin can be held against Khrushchev’s thrust and if the Viet Cong offen-

sive can be held and turned back, I believe we shall have a better chance than 

Truman to begin to move forward. 

In Europe I believe that if Berlin is held on terms which make it likely that it 

will continue to be held, then the Russians will have to think about some differ-

ent way to deal with East Germany. It is the instability of East Germany which 

has led them to try to solve the problem of West Berlin at some risk. We may 

gradually move into a serious negotiation of the German problem.
10

 

 

Rostow’s wording, despite his general tendency to pursue a rigorous line with 

the Soviet leadership, clearly suggested that East Germany’s instability – a synonym 

for the refugee flow – was now considered the main underlying cause of the Berlin 

crisis. On the morning of June 17, the day Rostow wrote this memorandum, the Four 

Power Working Group on Berlin had convened in Washington. The main purpose of 

the meeting was to discuss the official joint Western response to the Soviet aide 

mémoire. The only notable change to the US draft was that any reference to West 

Germany’s ceding acquisition of its own nuclear arsenal was withdrawn, this on re-

quest of German ambassador Grewe.  

The State Department’s European desk and the three Western ambassadors had 

finally agreed on a general response to Khrushchev. The Soviet claim of a legal right 

to unilaterally abrogate Western rights in Berlin would be rejected, signaling insis-

tence on the legal status quo. At the end of the debate, Under Secretary of State Foy 

Kohler made an interesting interjection, proving that Kennedy had read the details of 

Ulbricht’s press conference and recommended its use in Western counter-statements. 

Mr. Kohler said the President had suggested Ulbricht’s June 15 statement as 

an example of what he wanted and intended to do when he controlled access to 

Berlin. We should not build up Ulbricht, but it would be useful to demonstrate 

the intentions of the people to whom the Soviets intended to turn over control 

of access.
11

 

 

Kennedy had therefore understood Ulbricht’s press statement as a declaration 

of intent to neutralize West Berlin. However, the fact that this statement was consid-

ered useful to highlight the particular intentions of the East German leadership implies 

that the White House was aware that Ulbricht’s intentions were not necessarily identi-

cal with Soviet interests. The German historian Honoré Catudal claims that around 
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mid June 1961, the East German chief of military intelligence, Gunther Maennel, had 

defected to the West and briefed Western intelligence services that the GDR had de-

vised plans to stop the refugee flow, but that final decisions had not yet been made.
12

 

In the absence of irrefutable evidence, the Maennel anecdote is difficult to assess. As 

decisions most likely had not been made at this point, and as Ulbricht had known of 

Maennel’s alleged defection by his June 15 press conference, this supports the view 

that Ulbricht’s statement intended to deny these plans and simultaneously show his 

desire for a separate peace treaty and take-over of West Berlin, without having to re-

sort to a permanent sector closure. This would also explain the explicit reference to a 

wall.  

 In any case, the West now focused on how to signal to the Soviets that a unilat-

eral change in the legal status of West Berlin would be met with military force. On 

June 22, George McGhee wrote a memorandum to McGeorge Bundy that there was no 

point in the president’s order to restudy the value of the presence of American IRBM 

“Jupiter” missiles in Turkey, since removing them in the current crisis would be a mis-

take:  

This conclusion is based primarily on the view that, in the aftermath of 

Khrushchev’s hard posture at Vienna, cancellation of the IRBM deployment 

might seem a sign of weakness. ... The Secretary of State has discussed this 

conclusion with General Norstad, who concurs.
13

 

 

The missiles in Turkey, later used as a bargaining chip during the Cuban missile crisis, 

might have been removed if Khrushchev’s posture in Vienna had not left Washington 

under the impression that they still were part of a necessary deterrent for Berlin.  

 As a political contingency plan for how to counter the Soviet’s legal approach, 

the White House pondered the idea of bringing the Western position before the Inter-

national Court of Justice at the Hague. Although the West German position, as on all 

of Washington’s counter proposal ideas, was negative because of Adenauer’s and 

Grewe’s fears that the court at the Hague might come to a legal conclusion unsatisfac-

tory for Bonn, Senator Mansfield recommended this approach again to the president 

on June 23.
14

 Mansfield realized that the West would not follow his free city counter 

proposal, and therefore advised the president on how to best pursue the contingency 
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planning within the current constraints. While emphasizing that military force should 

be the last resort, Mansfield recommended that Washington step up its efforts to make 

its position understood in world opinion. This was to be done by making Rusk the 

only channel through which the president communicated his position, an advice the 

president would later follow. 

 The recommendation to go to the International Court of Justice to forestall neu-

tral nations from suggesting their own Berlin designs via the United Nations was part 

of the draft reply to the Soviet aide mémoire. On the next morning, West German 

Ambassador Grewe again visited the State Department, and handed over a memoran-

dum on West Germany’s position in the crisis, which again contained nothing new for 

the State Department. Since Bundeswehr officers only began to participate in Live 

Oak contingency planning starting July 21, the memo still doubted the usefulness of 

West German military involvement. Foremost on Grewe’s mind on this day, however, 

was the removal of the International Court of Justice proposal from the draft, mostly 

because it proposed the United Nations Security Council to take legal action at the 

Hague. Bringing the United Nations into the Berlin Crisis via this back door obviously 

smacked too much of a United Nations guarantee for the city, akin to Mansfield’s free 

city proposal. The French ambassador had criticized the idea on the previous day, be-

cause a United Nations involvement in Berlin would necessarily undermine the con-

cept of West Berlin being under the sole aegis of the victors of World War II.  

Ambassador Grewe said he agreed that it was important to refute the Soviet 

legal argument. Actually most of the Bonn objections were directed at the sug-

gested subsequent action of having the Security Council request an advisory 

opinion from the Court.  In response to the Secretary’s [Rusk’s] query, Ambas-

sador Grewe confirmed that this reflected a general feeling of uncertainty on 

the part of his Government about the role of the UN in the Berlin question.
15

  

 

Under Secretary Kohler brought this part of the debate to an end by noting that 

there were also plans to request a cease-and-desist order from third nations trying to 

bring the Berlin case before the UN. As the debate went on over the question of civil 

traffic to and from West Berlin, Rusk again raised the question of East German civil 

unrest in a crisis. 
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The Secretary asked whether Ambassador Grewe were willing to make any ob-

servation about the possible attitude of the East German population in event 

there were serious trouble in connection with Berlin. The Ambassador said 

there would certainly not be any popular support for any action taken by Ul-

bricht. He was actively supported only by party functionaries. The big majority 

of East Germans wanted to see West Berlin remain as it is. It was important to 

them as potential escape hatch, a place where they could visit relatives. 

Whether these people would cause trouble was another question, however. He 

did not expect they would do much except perhaps in the event of armed con-

flict on the access routes with large Allied contingents including Bundeswehr 

units, penetrating East Germany. This would introduce new factors. This pos-

sibility was something to which the West should point one day, making clear to 

Khrushchev that he could not calculate strength purely in terms of opposing 

military divisions but must also consider the eventuality of internal trouble in 

East Germany.
16

 

 

Unintentionally, Grewe had thus told Rusk that only direct military engage-

ment would be a trigger of internal trouble in East Germany and that a sector closure 

would not trigger the dreaded repetition of an East German uprising. This could only 

serve as a confirmation within the State Department that Hillenbrand’s and Thomp-

son’s “minimum price” of an Eastern sector closure was indeed payable without 

heightening tensions to an unacceptable level. 

 In the meantime, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had agreed that their current main 

task was to influence Soviet thinking on Berlin in the weeks before decisions would be 

made. President Kennedy had chosen General Maxwell Taylor as his personal advisor 

on military affairs, effective as of July 1. In accordance with Acheson’s urgent request 

on June 16 to impress on the Soviets that the West might use nuclear weapons over 

Berlin before they would make decisions, the Newsweek issue to be published on July 

3 contained detailed Western contingency plans for a Berlin crisis. As the Newsweek 

story broke on June 27, the White House ordered the FBI to investigate this “leak” – a 

move quite possibly designed to increase the credibility of the plans, and thereby the 

deterrence.
17

 The Kennedy administration had now moved into gear for presenting a 

full deterrence posture over Western access rights in Berlin. 

 On the morning of June 28, President Kennedy gave his 13
th

 press conference, 

during which he delivered a long statement on Germany and Berlin which was  
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designed to impress on the public both the seriousness of the situation as well as the 

sincerity of Western posture. Arguing that the crisis was Soviet-manufactured, Ken-

nedy stated that any disturbance of the peace in Berlin would be a direct Soviet re-

sponsibility. Since Khrushchev had threatened that a Soviet withdrawal from the 

Potsdam Four Power agreement would mean the West would have to deal directly 

with the GDR regime, the president commented in line with his earlier advice to 

Kohler: 

Recent statements by leaders of this [GDR] regime make it very plain that the 

kind of “free city” which they have in mind is one in which the rights of the 

citizens of West Berlin are gradually but relentlessly extinguished. No one can 

fail to appreciate the gravity of this threat.
18

 

 

As Mansfield and others had suggested to the president, Kennedy now publicly 

laid the blame for the crisis on the Soviet leadership, in order to win support for the 

Western hard-line posture. During the same press conference, however, he also had to 

deny that Mansfield’s earlier free city proposal reflected the administration’s posi-

tion.
19

  

On the surface, Washington declared a rigorous hard line, offering no direct 

counter proposals to the Soviets; in his statement to the press, however, Kennedy did 

note that the West remained open to negotiations that “would give increased protec-

tion to the right of the people of Berlin to exercise their independent choice as free 

men.”
20

 This was a somewhat strange remark to make, since it left unclear on what 

particular points Washington was ready to negotiate. If Kennedy referred to the whole 

of Berlin with this statement, meaning the West was only willing to negotiate on pro-

posals that included the Eastern sector and a strengthening of the right of the East Ber-

liners to choose to move to West Berlin it would surely not be appealing to the Sovi-

ets. Therefore he probably meant only the Western part of the city, excluding the East-

ern sector from the Western sphere of interest. Since it is unlikely that, at this point, 

any public statement on Berlin would contain sloppily-phrased proposals, it is obvious 

that the president himself had now repeated the NATO position as of May in Oslo: 

East Berlin was in the Soviet sphere of interest, and hence none of Washington’s busi-

ness. 
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 That same day, the first full draft of Acheson’s report on the Berlin Crisis ar-

rived on the president’s desk, in time for the next day’s National Security Council 

meeting. Acheson broke the Berlin issue down into a few rigorous fundamentals, the 

foremost of which was that at the heart of the crisis was a test of will with the Soviet 

Union. Open negotiations with the Soviets at this stage were futile. “Until this conflict 

of wills is resolved, an attempt to solve the Berlin issue by negotiation is worse than a 

waste of time and energy. It is dangerous.” Negotiations would make sense only if the 

Soviets were shown that their aims were impossible to achieve. “Once the demonstra-

tion has been made, negotiation can resolve the issue in a number of ways, from face-

saving for a Soviet retreat to mutual concessions on non-vital matters.”
 21

 

For Acheson, it amounted to a simple phrase: 

To convince the Soviets that we are in earnest about defending Berlin we must 

be in earnest about it. This means that the military, economic and political 

power needed for this defense should be made ready for use. Measures to this 

end should be begun immediately and should be increased over time. 
22

 

 

 With this conclusion, Acheson had defined the basic philosophy with which 

most members of the administration now analyzed the Berlin problem. A Western 

demonstration of power within the next few weeks was to break the Soviet will to 

grasp for West Berlin, followed by a phase during which offers of negotiations could 

be used to lure the Soviets away from their current posture. Most importantly, Ache-

son held, was that the president be truly ready to go to nuclear war over Berlin and 

convey this to the Soviets in the most credible manner; to embark on a policy of bluff 

would invite disaster.  

To be ready for this war of nerves, Acheson recommended nothing less than a full 

preparation for an all-out general war, including political and economic sanctions. 

Obviously, all this was meant to counter an image of Western weakness rather than a 

real military weakness vis-á-vis Khrushchev’s publicly perceived strength, an image 

that had gained credibility mostly due to the American failure at the Bay of Pigs and 

the preceding claims of a “missile gap.” 

 On June 29, the National Security Council (NSC) met to debate Acheson’s 

report. Kennedy still had doubts, among them whether announcements of an arms 
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build up would not lead to a similar Soviet response and a spiral of such announce-

ments. Nevertheless, the NSC was scheduled to meet for final decisions in mid-July. A 

result of this meeting was the National Security Action Memorandum No. 58, which 

ordered McNamara to prepare for a Berlin airlift by October 15, and in the same pe-

riod to ready a plan for large-scale military ground operation to regain access. This 

envisioned a several-stage escalating response to break through to Berlin via the 

Autobahn with two, four, six and twelve ground divisions, respectively.  

The most important aspect of the memorandum, however, was to bring all 

American nuclear weapons in Europe under direct control of the president. As Ache-

son had pointed out in his report, the current situation basically allowed local military 

commanders - in this case, General Lauris Norstad, Supreme Allied Commander in 

Europe (SACEUR) - to use nuclear weapons in a crisis if they saw fit.
23

 However, the 

president not only followed Acheson’s advice; he also followed Rostow’s suggestion 

to order contingency plans for creating unrest in Eastern Europe. 

The Secretary of State and the Director of Central Intelligence should submit 

joint recommendations as to the timing and nature of the preparations to be 

taken to create a capability for inciting progressively increasing instability in 

East Germany and Eastern Europe, at such time after October 15 as it may be 

ordered. Recommendations should also be submitted as to the timing and na-

ture of the steps to be taken to bring this capability to the attention of the Sovi-

ets before they make their critical decisions about Berlin.
24

 

 

Furthermore, NSAM 58 put the coordination of all these studies under the control of 

Dean Rusk, which followed Senator Mansfield’s earlier advice that all Berlin coordi-

nation and signaling should be via the secretary of state. The president thus attempted 

to synthesize the different views around him on the Berlin Crisis into a concerted ef-

fort.  

 In the meantime, Soviet premier Khrushchev again chose to signal his own 

seriousness regarding the signing of a separate peace treaty. Dismissing the contin-

gency plans leaked via Newsweek on June 29 as futile, Khrushchev also picked a 

meeting with the British Ambassador Frank Roberts at the Bolshoi ballet on July 2, to 

make unmistakably clear that a treaty would be signed by the end of the year, and that 
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there would be war if the West tried to force its way through the GDR to West Ber-

lin.
25

  

On both sides of the Iron Curtain, the race was on to increase the mutual deter-

rence for what was now broadly perceived as Acheson’s “test of will.” The voices in 

Washington still calling for a focus on negotiation were increasingly less audible in a 

rising tide of hawkish language. In what seemed like a last effort, the State Depart-

ment’s Chester Bowles sent a new proposed course of action to the White House, re-

futing Acheson’s analysis on Berlin. However, the dice for the sector closure were 

now already cast. On June 29, the enormous pressure by Ulbricht on Khrushchev to 

make a final decision resulted in the Kremlin’s agreement to have a Warsaw Pact 

meeting on the issues of Berlin and the separate peace treaty on August 3 in Moscow. 

Only a week later, as Julij Kwizinskij – then a diplomat at the Soviet Embassy in East 

Berlin – later recalled, on July 6, 1961, Ulbricht was informed that Khrushchev had 

agreed to immediate GDR preparations for a surprise sector closure.
26

 While the exact 

date had not been set, the ultimate decision to close the refugee loophole during the 

summer had now been made, long before any Western political countermeasure could 

be put into practice.  

Chester Bowles’ argument was nonetheless a last attempt to win over the 

White House for continued negotiations, and to pull away from Acheson’s philosophy 

of a “test of will.” 

Mr. Acheson argues that Khrushchev will be deterred from his purpose in Ber-

lin only if he believes the United States will go to nuclear war to thwart it. 

Such a threat, Mr. Acheson says, is not now credible. Therefore we must take 

the preparatory measures to make it so. If these premises were sound, Khrush-

chev would now be blocking the access routes to Berlin, since according to 

these premises, we do not presently have a credible threat of nuclear war to 

deter him. But what deters Khrushchev from moving against Berlin is a com-

posite of forces ranged against him, of which military force is only one compo-

nent. ... It follows that we can counter his program and strengthen our position 

by effective action on the political, diplomatic, psychological and economic 

fronts. In developing such a program, the role of negotiations is critical. ... 

Negotiations should begin before any major overt measures of military prepa-

ration, such as a Presidential declaration of limited national emergency.
27
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Bowles continued to argue that military countermeasures were being given too much 

Western attention. Instead he demanded political planning for what he envisioned as 

the five “phases” of the Berlin crisis: the time until the West German elections, the 

phase between the elections and the beginning of negotiations, the negotiations stage 

itself, the phase from a failure of negotiations to interference with ground access to 

Berlin, and finally the phase after interference with ground access. The Under Secre-

tary hoped to avoid the last two stages by beginning serious negotiations that could 

yield acceptable results to both sides. Since Bowles’ suggestion for active negotiations 

were largely ignored in the summer crisis as most members of the administration fo-

cused on the military issues, historians have overlooked the fact that numerous aspects 

of his memorandum were followed by Kennedy later during the summer of 1962.
28

  

However, there was no immediately visible impact of Bowles’ memorandum 

on Washington politics; the White House and the presidential staff now focused al-

most entirely on the military aspects of deterrence. On July 3, as Bowles’ proposal 

reached the White House, National Security Council member Carl Kaysen had fin-

ished initial talks with the Joint Chiefs over Kennedy’s request for Berlin contingency 

plans and concluded that there was no real nuclear contingency plan in place that fit 

the new deterrence strategy.  

 “It is clear,” Kaysen wrote to McGeorge Bundy, “that the ‘general war’ [fol-

lowing an escalation of the Berlin crisis] which the JCS discussed is exactly the one-

shot response with all our nuclear forces as envisioned in SIOP 62 [the currently exist-

ing war plan].”
29

 This, however, ran contrary to the new strategic thinking on Berlin. 

Kaysen, like McNamara and other former RAND Corporation people who had joined 

the Kennedy Administration, considered an all-out nuclear strike over Berlin as par-

ticularly unfeasible since it would surely fail credibly to deter the Soviets. Instead, 

single nuclear strikes were to be used as signals in an escalation process leading to a 

larger nuclear exchange, thus allowing the Soviets to back down before a massive nu-

clear war had to take place.  

While the conventional contingency planning envisioned at Live Oak had for 

some time suggested military escalation on the Autobahn by sending more and more 
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conventional troops, there was not even a completed draft for such an escalation sce-

nario for the nuclear stage.
30

 Kaysen suggested that such a plan should be requested by 

Bundy or the president. “The planning for several alternatively limited target lists 

which might be relevant to the Berlin crisis has not yet begun. [Henry] Rowen is draft-

ing a request for such planning, a copy of which I expected to receive, but I think this 

should be considered as an urgent matter at higher levels.” The matter, however, was 

probably never considered urgent enough in the Oval Office.
31

 

In the meantime, that same day, July 3, the East German Central Party Com-

mittee (ZK) had convened for the thirteenth party plenum. Ulbricht gave a long 

speech, displaying his conviction that by the end of the year, the GDR would have 

received full sovereignty and control over Western access to Berlin and that measures 

against the Grenzgänger - East Berliners working in West Berlin - would then be in 

place.
32

  

As the crisis thus unfolded, on July 5 the Harvard Economics Professor and 

RAND Corporation member Thomas C. Schelling wrote a paper on nuclear strategy 

for President Kennedy, meant to distill the most important aspects of the RAND peo-

ple’s new nuclear strategy into a coherent argument. The president took this paper 

with him over the weekend and it had a lasting effect on his thinking. Schelling’s most 

important argument was that there was no point in waging a regional nuclear war since 

a nuclear war could not be limited to any region. Therefore, any regional conflict lead-

ing into a limited nuclear exchange would only make sense if it meant that both sides 

still had a way of backing out of the process of escalation. Regarding Berlin this made 

nuclear weapons entirely non-tactical; they were to be used solely as political signals 

for one’s readiness to escalate further: 

However few the nuclears used, and however selectively they are used, their 

purpose should not be “tactical” because their consequences will not be tacti-

cal. With nuclears, it has become a war of nuclear risks and threats at the 

highest strategic level. It is a war of nuclear bargaining. ... Targets should be 

picked with a view to what the Soviet leadership perceives about the character 

of war and about our intent, not for tactical importance. A target inside the 

USSR is important because it is inside the USSR, not because of its tactical 

contribution to the European battlefield. ... Extra targets destroyed by addi-

tional weapons are not a local military “bonus”; they are noise that may 
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drown the message. They are a “proposal” that must be responded to. ... If nu-

clear weapons should be resorted to, particular weapons will be fired from 

particular locations to particular targets at particular times. Messages may 

need to accompany the weapons; if so, they must carry particular language. 

The concept of selective strategic bargaining is not enough, there must be 

plans for how to do this.
33

 

 

Schelling had thus formulated the philosophy behind Kaysen’s request to 

McGeorge Bundy to draft “alternatively limited target lists” on the same weekend that 

Kaysen’s memo reached Bundy’s desk. The RAND analysts and their friends in the 

White House were now demanding the rational consequences of the recommended 

new strategy from the White House: an active nuclear war plan, including lists of tar-

gets in the Soviet Union specifically for the Berlin crisis. Two days later, McGeorge 

Bundy handed another Kissinger memorandum on Berlin to the president, which was 

already considered out of date on nuclear planning. Bundy added a cover sheet that 

again criticized the state of the nuclear planning: 

[Kissinger] and Owen and Kaysen and I all agree that the current strategic 

war plan is dangerously rigid and, if continued without amendment, may leave 

you very little choice as to how you face the moment of thermonuclear truth. 

We believe that you may want to raise this question with Bob McNamara in 

order to have a prompt review and new orders if necessary. In essence, the 

current plan calls for shooting off everything we have in one shot, and it is so 

constructed as to make any more flexible course very difficult.
34

 

 

Despite these requests by Schelling, Owen, Kissinger, Bundy and Kaysen, no 

nuclear plans known today were devised by Washington for the Berlin Crisis. Embark-

ing on a new strategic policy which required detailed advance planning, the admini-

stration acted as if such plans existed, contradicting its own logic.
35

 If the White 

House had followed its new strategic philosophy in Berlin to escalate by intermediate 

steps from conventional to nuclear force, it would have found itself in exactly the 

situation McGeorge Bundy had warned of: the president would have reached the 

“moment of thermonuclear truth” without a list of carefully chosen “signaling” targets, 

and with the available plans still suggesting use of every nuclear weapon in one attack. 

The gradual conventional escalation over Berlin via the Live Oak plans would have 

made an all-out nuclear war more, rather than less, likely, since no flexible nuclear 
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response had been prepared for the moment the last conventional escalation stage had 

been reached. 

 Those among the president’s staff who opposed Acheson’s philosophy were 

still trying to find ways to avoid the test of will. On July 5, the same day that 

Schelling’s paper reached the White House, Presidential Assistant Arthur Schlesinger 

met with Georgi Kornienko, a Soviet embassy official. Kornienko assured Schlesinger 

that the Soviet free city proposal was honest; when Schlesinger replied that the Soviet 

guarantees lacked value, Kornienko replied that the West might propose its own guar-

antees. This meeting resulted in a Schlesinger memo to the president, who then asked 

Schlesinger to prepare an unsigned memorandum he could use in the next meeting 

with Dean Rusk. Schlesinger, assisted by Kissinger and State Department legal advi-

sor Abram Chayes, sought a negotiated settlement for Berlin along “free city” lines.
36

 

Obviously the president was not convinced at this point that the test of will was his 

only option. Criticizing Acheson, Schlesinger argued that all alternative political con-

cepts for Berlin planning were being ignored, and that “non-Achesonians” – among 

which he counted the US Ambassador to Britain David Bruce, Averell Harriman, 

Abram Chayes, Adlai Stevenson and Henry Kissinger – should be brought into the 

planning. 

The Acheson premise is substantially as follows: ... Khrushchev will be de-

terred only by a demonstrated US readiness to go to nuclear war rather than to 

abandon the status quo. On this theory, negotiation is harmful until the crisis is 

well developed; then it is only useful for propaganda purposes; and in the end 

its essential purpose is to provide a formula to cover Khrushchev’s defeat. The 

test of will becomes an end in itself rather than a means to a political end. This 

argument avoids a number of major issues. ... What political moves do we 

make until the crisis develops? If we sit silent ... we permit Khrushchev to es-

tablish the framework of discussion. ... Where do we want to come out if we 

win the test of wills? German unification, for example: what is our real inten-

tion with regard to this traditional objective? ... The paper covers only one 

eventuality - that is, the Communist interruption of military access to West 

Berlin. Actually there is a whole spectrum of harassments, of which a full-scale 

blockade may well be one of the least likely. ... Whatever happens, this issue 

will go into the UN. For better or for worse, we have to have a convincing UN 

position.
37
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 Schlesinger’s critique of Acheson’s position highlights two critical aspects of 

the Washington atmosphere in early July 1961. On one hand, the time to make deci-

sions was running out quickly, and the atmosphere was becoming ever more hectic; on 

the other, numerous Berlin policy options had still not even been thoroughly consid-

ered despite the president’s request early in the year, while the debate over the right 

approach to the crisis was increasingly influenced by ideological categorizations. At 

this point Schlesinger perceived the debate as pro or counter Acheson, and specifically 

requested “non-Achesonians” to work out new proposals. Acheson had on June 24 

complained in a letter to Dwight Eisenhower that “nothing ever gets decided” under 

Kennedy.
38

 Furthermore, Schlesinger was obviously not aware that a number of his 

suggestions had been considered earlier, such as the UN contingency which the West 

German government had asked to be removed from any negotiations proposal. It is not 

too surprising that in an ever-increasingly hectic and partisan atmosphere, with intelli-

gent but inexperienced advisors, the president’s quest for new approaches could not 

succeed – especially considering the distrust of the Adenauer government and the lack 

of any genuine Bonn-approved alternative negotiation proposals. 

 Since the train towards the “test of wills” had already been set in motion, on 

July 8, 1961 Khrushchev announced halting all conventional disarmament and increas-

ing the military budget. This only served to accelerate Washington’s decision to pre-

pare for a show of strength. With most in the administration now busy planning mili-

tary aspects of the crisis, few voices still attempted to debate the diplomatic and politi-

cal contingencies. The president himself was now eager to speed up the process of 

decision-making. During a meeting in Hyannisport on July 8, he expressed dissatisfac-

tion with the long delay of the Western reply to the Soviet aidé memoire. Only few 

now questioned the inevitability of a military crisis, among them the president himself, 

who, however, demanded the development of a last minute negotiation option.
39

 

Nonetheless, foremost now were military considerations, some of which Kennedy 

himself brought into the debate, such as a plan to mobilize a million men and transfer 

them to Europe.
40

 From distant India, US Ambassador and Kennedy’s confidante John 
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Kenneth Galbraith sent a personal letter to the president ridiculing the Achesonian 

discourse. 

From here the discussions over Berlin have an Alice-in-Wonderland quality 

which, sadly, I can only suppose is improved by distance. When I wonder about 

our ability to conduct a successful foreign policy, which is often, it is usually 

because of our tendency to take an issue and simplify it to the point of absurd-

ity. The two favorite absurdities consist (1) in reducing all matters to a choice 

between whether we win or lose and (2) to whether we are hard or soft. ... In 

the Berlin discussions the simplification is between hard and soft. Nothing 

could be more irrelevant. Were the Russians determined to have a war they 

could doubtless force one upon us. And similarly if we were so bent. So at 

some point we are both hard. There is no need to demonstrate this point for it 

is evident. Since the contingency is one which presumably we both seek to 

avoid the problem is to find a solution tolerable to us in between. Those who 

talk about hard solutions divert all thought from solutions by asking only that 

we advertise our willingness to risk a deep thermonuclear burn. In their souls 

they know that this is an eventuality which a President cannot accept. And they 

always protect themselves with their public by saying that, of course, it won’t 

really happen. So they happily exploit the antipathy toward the Russians, strike 

impressively heroic poses, feel personally secure nonetheless and, when the in-

evitable bargain is struck, are free to condemn it as a defeat. It is only when 

one spells it out that one comes to realise how tactically unassailable are those 

who argue such tactics. I can’t think that you find them very helpful.
41

 

 

Galbraith continued by warning against Acheson’s advice, branding him “a 

source of trouble for he wants the policy that serves his ego not your needs.” In short, 

the president, despite all the Washington military clamor, still received recommenda-

tions to look for shades of gray between the black-or-white of the predominating 

Achesonian discourse. 

For those who still supported a negotiated solution there was hardly anything 

left to work with. On July 12, Under Secretary of State Chester Bowles met with the 

Soviet Ambassador Mikhail Menshikov for lunch. From Bowles’ perspective, the 

signs were not too encouraging, although Menshikov had requested the meeting. The 

Soviet ambassador displayed notable restraint in comparison to earlier talks, but 

Bowles could not see any signal that the Soviets might be willing to withdraw from 

their goal of signing a peace treaty with East Germany. Instead, Menshikov tried to 

impress upon Bowles that there would be no interference with Western presence  
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despite the peace treaty and hinted at specific East German desires, going as far as 

hinting at a closure of inner city traffic. 

He added that he was quite sure the East German government would not be 

willing to accept the status quo on West Berlin. On the several occasions when 

I asked him what he meant by this unwillingness, he responded in various 

ways. For instance, he said that the East Germans would not interfere in any 

way with the lives of the people in West Berlin. When I asked him if that meant 

that the East Germans had no intention of interfering with the flow of traffic 

and commerce in and out of the city, he switched gears and repeated that the 

status quo would not be tolerated.
42

 

 

With the wisdom of hindsight, this was probably as close to a direct hint of an 

impending sector closure that the Soviet ambassador could give. It might have been a 

trial balloon to see how the US side would react to interference with Berlin’s intra-city 

freedom of movement. It is evident from Bowles’ comments in his memorandum, 

however, that this signal was not understood; instead, he had focused on the idea that 

the Soviet side could be brought to discuss Berlin in the larger context of Germany, 

and since Menshikov entirely ignored the Under Secretary’s attempts in this direction, 

Bowles himself noted the luncheon with Menshikov had been largely unproductive. 

Nonetheless, the meeting’s memorandum was considered important enough as a piece 

for interdepartmental squabbling to stamp it as “not considered suitable for distribu-

tion to the CIA.” 

 Meanwhile, the president was presented with calls for a state of national emer-

gency, which Schlesinger, Kissinger and Sorensen rejected, mostly because it would 

exacerbate the situation well in advance but not add to the deterrent. Most importantly, 

however, the president stated during the National Security Council meeting on July 13 

that in any crisis over Berlin, only two things mattered – American presence in, and 

access to, West Berlin.
43

 This is the first occurrence of the core of the “three essen-

tials” of American foreign policy on Berlin, the third essential added later being West 

Berlin’s ability to thrive and survive. The president had now finally defined the 

American essential interests in West Berlin, a definition that actually also described 

the West’s fallback position.  
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Assuming that Soviet action on Berlin was drawing closer, one of the main 

concerns now was not necessarily the fear of a failure of deterrence, but the fear of an 

additional East German civil uprising which could complicate events beyond control. 

On July 13, with the West German election campaign in full swing, Chancellor 

Adenauer visited West Berlin, and commented in private that the current crisis had the 

Western sectors in a state of panic.
44

 The fear of civil unrest also loomed large in the 

mind of Ambassador Dowling, who cabled Foggy Bottom on July 12 that the current 

Soviet policy exacerbated the refugee crisis to an extent that could trigger another up-

rising in East Germany: 

[I]f Khrushchev and Ulbricht continue to build tension as action on separate 

treaty approaches, it seems to me most likely that refugee flow may increase to 

actual flood unless additional, harsher restrictive measures are taken against 

travel from Zone into East Berlin and thence across sector border. On other 

hand, if such restrictive measure introduced under existing strained conditions, 

with probability of further economic dislocations, I can foresee real possibility 

of explosion, [3 lines of source text not declassified]. It is of course somewhat 

premature to forecast trend of events in Soviet Zone. I do not think it prema-

ture, however, to consider attitude we must take up should East German popu-

lace rise again. My own view is that for US to remain on sidelines in event an-

other June 17 would mean end of our prestige and influence in Germany, even 

were FedRep and population in West to follow our precept.
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The dilemma now seemed complete. If Washington were to implement too vigorous a 

position, the Allies could bail out; but if Soviet action went unchallenged, West Ger-

many’s disappointment could lead to the demise of NATO. To this, Dowling added 

that if the GDR acted to stop the worsening refugee crisis in too tense a situation, an 

uprising could occur which could also lead to the loss of US prestige in Europe, and 

hence to a demise of NATO; if the GDR did not act, however, the refugee flow could 

turn into a flood, destabilizing the GDR and hence the entire status quo in Central 

Europe. Ten days later , the State Department responded to Dowling that while GDR 

measures to stem the refugee flow could ease the pressure on Berlin, it would not like 

to see such measures implemented due to its potential impact on civil order in East 

Germany.
46
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West German politics were not helping the decision-making process either. 

Caught in the midst of an election year, West German foreign policy implementation 

had come to a grinding halt. Despite all the hectic planning in Washington, Bonn still 

wavered in giving clear-cut replies on the question of its support for a military contin-

gency. 

The day following the National Security Council meeting, July 14, West Ger-

man Minister of Defense Franz Josef Strauss visited Washington to debate Berlin con-

tingencies and the future of the North Atlantic Alliance. At the dinner table, with Min-

ister Strauss, Ambassador Grewe, Acheson, McNamara, Kissinger, Maxwell Taylor 

and others present, the debate quickly focused again on the question of unqualified 

West German support for a military conflict over Berlin with the Soviet Union. Ache-

son, in line with his philosophy, posed the question directly. 

Minister Strauss was asked flatly whether, in such an event, the U.S. could 

count on the unqualified and total support of the Federal Republic. On this 

specific point, Minister Strauss avoided giving an equally clear-cut reply. He 

stressed again and again that the Federal Republic felt that it was entitled to 

full participation in Western planning, particularly with regard to military as-

pects. 
47

 

 

The West German position, despite all of Washington’s previous assurances that full 

participation in planning via Live Oak was forthcoming, had not changed at all. Re-

garding this question Strauss merely reiterated Adenauer’s original position since 

spring. Strauss emphasized that his personal belief was that in a real crisis situation the 

Federal Republic would fully support American policy, but this was far from giving 

the sort of decision-making advice the administration sought. Strauss’ comments in 

closed session might have been helpful in another regard. Obviously both State and 

Defense personnel doubted Bonn’s willingness to think through any military option. 

During a second talk that Strauss held the same day with Defense and State Depart-

ment staff, he attempted to explain the West German position by describing his view 

of Khrushchev’s and Ulbricht’s aims. 

Minister Strauss went on to say that Ulbricht did not want to incorporate 2.5 

million reluctant Berliners at this time. To do so would only add to his existing 

problems. However, Ulbricht does at this time wish 1) to stop the outflow of 

refugees, and 2) to sever completely the ties between West Berlin and the  



 188 

Federal Republic. Minister Strauss said there were indications that the Com-

munist leadership (including the Chinese) had achieved among themselves a 

certain compromise. This was to the effect that all-out war should be avoided 

now.
48

 

 

Foremost on Strauss’s mind was thwarting the Soviet aim of forcing a Western 

recognition of the GDR. While Strauss accepted that Khrushchev had now moved into 

a position “from which no return was possible,” the Soviet leaders’ recent actions had 

shown that “he does not want a war.” With regards to the expected three phases of the 

crisis – the first before a Soviet peace treaty with the GDR, the second after a signing 

but prior to unacceptable harassment of Western access, and the final phase after a 

blockade of Western access – Strauss complained that the current contingency plan to 

send convoys down the Autobahn would give up all control over the course of events. 

To avoid all this, the West now needed to create a major war scare, and prepare for 

economic countermeasures instead of mere military ones.  

By and large Strauss gave the same advice Acheson had given all along, except 

that the West German government was not ready to commit in advance to any contin-

gency plan unless it had a full say in its design. For no other reason than military 

power sharing, the West German government refused to clarify its position on the 

most crucial foreign policy issue. The meeting with Strauss could not have been too 

helpful for either the State or Defense Departments, except for his specific comment 

about Ulbricht’s not wanting to incorporate West Berlin into the GDR just yet. Inevi-

tably, the debate also turned toward the eventuality of a new GDR uprising during the 

course of the crisis. 

[Acting Assistant Secretary] Mr. Tyler noted recent reports concerning evi-

dence of psychological and political deterioration in East Germany. In this 

connection he asked Minister Strauss to comment on the assumptions the Fed-

eral Republic was operating on. Was a repetition of the June 1953 events con-

sidered a possibility? If so, what plans, or what approaches, did the Federal 

Republic have in mind. Minister Strauss replied that there were no German 

plans as such. It was recognized that every concrete plan must include military 

assistance in the event of an uprising, but the Germans could not undertake to 

render such assistance. There were two possibilities; either the Federal Repub-

lic acted together with its allies, or it would not act at all. Admittedly this was 

a dangerous statement. However, if the Federal Republic were now to admit to 
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independent military plans of action, it would lose the world confidence -- and 

particularly the NATO confidence -- which it had taken so long to achieve. In-

dependent German action could not be considered. Nor was there any risk that 

the commanding officer of a border unit would, upon witnessing an uprising in 

the Soviet Zone, act on his own. The Federal Republic military units were un-

der full control. Minister Strauss repeated that the Federal Republic would act 

only together with NATO. To act otherwise would entail the branding of the 

Germans as a source of permanent unrest. 

Ambassador Grewe ... noted that a repetition of the 1953 events in the Soviet 

Zone was not likely; the psychological situation was not now the same. How-

ever, if trouble were to occur in Berlin, this would alter the picture. It could 

not be foreseen then what might develop. Minister Strauss continued that this 

was a very sensitive matter in connection with which extreme care had to be 

exercised. It would be tragic to stand aside. However, if we were to undertake 

military action with respect to Berlin, we should not hope for an uprising; we 

should then invite it -- provoke it.
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While these comments seem similar to Rostow’s earlier advice to the president 

that the Soviets should be threatened in advance with Western-inspired unrest in East-

ern Europe in case of a crisis, Strauss actually suggested provoking unrest as part of a 

military plan. Furthermore, his comments seemed insecure and nervous. On the one 

hand, he stated that West Germany would not act independently in the event of an 

uprising in the GDR; on the other, he implied that the West German government 

would be pressed hard by the public to support an uprising. His continued emphasis on 

West German unit commanders being “under full control” clearly showed that there 

were doubts about it; after all, no one had asked about any insubordination in the West 

German officer corps in the first place. 

In this atmosphere, it was now clear that Washington had to avoid triggering an 

uprising in the GDR. Just as Dowling had warned, the consequences of an American 

abstention from involvement could then lead to a severe loss of American prestige 

within Germany. Strauss, however, seemed confident that the Soviet Union would not 

want to go to war now and called for a “war scare” to deter the Soviets. Moreover, the 

East Germans were not interested in annexing West Berlin just yet, albeit they were 

interested in stopping the refugee flow, to which Strauss had not uttered any particular 

objections. Strauss’ awareness of the refugee problem became even clearer the next 

day, as he met with Under Secretary Chester Bowles. 
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The Under Secretary emphasized the necessity to act early in responding to the 

Russian threat so as to avoid accepting situations which would later leave us 

no good place at which to resist Communist demands. The Defense Minister 

[Strauss] said that the Russians want to stop the flow of refugees. Eighty per-

cent of them come through Berlin. Practically, they cannot control the flow. 

Ulbricht has promised free access to Berlin and would undoubtedly permit it 

under certain conditions. These conditions involve acceptance of the GDR as a 

negotiating partner, the elimination of subversive activity in Berlin and the 

cessation of the refugee flow. After three or four years Ulbricht would have so 

severely demoralised the West Berliners that they could be easily absorbed 

into the East German state -- something which is not possible now.
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It follows from the Strauss visit that a stopping of the refugee flow could be 

expected soon, and prior to any other Soviet move on Berlin. Strauss obviously also 

referred to Ulbricht’s June 15 statement, in which the East German leader had offered 

unhindered Western access to West Berlin, showing that the West German Minister of 

Defense had also read Ulbricht’s remarks carefully. There was no pondering of 

whether the West should act against a halt to the refugee flow; the question only was 

how to stay in control during the aftermath. To that effect, the Soviets had to be de-

terred from any further moves beyond a halt to the refugee flow. Strangely, Strauss 

remarked on this possibility eight days after Khrushchev had told Ulbricht to proceed 

with the sector closure. Before this point, no West German cabinet member visiting 

Washington had directly warned of an impending sector closure. 

 Nonetheless, the fear of far-reaching Soviet attempts to isolate West Berlin and 

force Western recognition of the GDR continued to dominate all planning. Strauss’ 

desired “war scare,” the West German equivalent of Acheson’s show of strength, de-

termined the agenda. One aspect of the debate focused on whether the president was to 

announce a partial mobilization or not. The press had received hints and newspaper 

articles had spread rumors on this possibility. On July 17, the president decided to 

hold a nationally televised speech after last-minute advice from Theodore Sorensen 

and Senator Mike Mansfield. Mansfield had reservations. 

Apart from the disrupting effect at home, I do not see that taking steps along 

the line of those rumored in the press can affect the actual power situation in 

Berlin during the coming year. They will not, in my opinion, add in any way to 
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convincing Mr. Khrushchev of our determination. And the effect of them on 

much of the rest of the world is likely to be negative.
51

 

 

Sorensen, in another memorandum, strongly criticized the Achesonian demand for 

declaring a national emergency and calling up reserves, listing numerous arguments in 

one dense statement. 

One alternative recommends that you, in the near future inter alia, declare a 

national emergency, call up the reserves and national guard, ... postpone any 

discussion of negotiations or constructive proposals. Such a course of action, 

in my opinion, would endanger our foreign aid ... and other appropriations ... 

while creating a deficit spending issue..., leave the propaganda and diplomatic 

initiative to Khrushchev, ... engage Khrushchev’s prestige to a point where he 

felt he could not back down from a showdown..., arouse those at home who are 

fearful of “rash “ and “trigger happy” actions by the United States... . The 

other course would be articulated by an early Presidential TV address which 

would explain the nature of the Berlin issue... , emphasize the nature of the cri-

sis as one requiring endurance rather than emergency actions... , express con-

fidence in the military readiness [of] moves previously undertaken... , make 

whatever constructive proposals we are ready to initiate now.
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Sorensen’s memorandum employed citations from numerous Berlin briefing 

papers to the president, using comments from Acheson, the National Intelligence Es-

timates, the Tripartite Contingency Plan, Kissinger, Bohlen, and McNamara to argue 

his point: it was not a good idea to take extreme measures before anything substantial 

had happened.  

 Another aspect was the still unsatisfying political contingency planning. Foy 

Kohler of the State Department had pondered whether the United States could change 

its attitude towards the GDR within the framework of negotiations with the Soviets 

over Germany and Berlin. Stating that the division of Germany was a reality the 

United States should face and that “recognition of the GDR in some form might actu-

ally be something we could exchange for a further period of stability in Berlin,” he 

concluded that “any [new] arrangement on Berlin bought by recognition of the GDR 

could only be expected to last until the Soviets felt it expedient to bite off the next 

piece.” Kohler’s counter-arguments outweighed his list of advantages to recognizing 

the GDR, but his admitting that a full recognition was conceivable to Foggy Bottom 
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must have raised eyebrows in the White House, and put Adenauer’s personal night-

mare in writing.
53

  

 The time now had finally come for the president to take action. The decisive 

National Security Council meeting took place on July 19, the day after Washington 

had sent its official reply to the Soviet aide mémoire, formally rejecting all Soviet de-

mands. Before the meeting, the State Department had prepared an outline for Rusk, 

finally spelling out the essential US interests in Berlin. While repeating the standard 

formula of Germany’s right to self-determination, the paper also cited some negotiable 

aspects of American policy on Germany. 

A. The vital interests of the U.S. (i.e. interests which involve decisions as to 

war) are engaged in the German-Berlin problem at the following points: 

1. Presence and security of Western forces in Berlin 

2. The security and viability of West Berlin 

3. Physical access to West Berlin 

4. The security of the Federal Republic of Germany against attacks from the 

East 

B. The U.S. also has important political interests and aims in Germany which 

have not yet been realized. These may be summarized as... the principle of self-

determination and the intimate association of a unified Germany with the West. 

If there must be, on practical grounds, a choice between a unified Germany 

and a Western Germany integrated into Western Europe, the U.S. interests lie 

with the latter choice. 

C. There are aspects of the German-Berlin situation which are not politically 

acceptable and ... which are not the occasion of resort to force by the West. 

Among these are (a) the de facto division of Germany, and (b) the de facto ab-

sorption of East Berlin into East Germany. 

D. Certain elements of the German-Berlin problem are of little national inter-

est to the U.S. and could be conceded if it becomes valuable to do so, for ex-

ample the recognition of the Oder-Neisse line as a German-Polish frontier.
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While Rusk went on to recommend how best to deter the Soviets from pursu-

ing their aim to make the division of Germany permanent, the document shows that de 

facto acceptance of a sector closure involved in the absorption of East Berlin into the 

GDR, and even the acceptance of the Oder-Neisse line, had become integral parts of 

Washington’s policy, accepted on the highest level prior to any Soviet action in the 

crisis. When Walt Rostow met with Soviet Ambassador Menshikov on July 18, the 

debate quickly turned to the subject of Berlin. It was the last talk a White House staff 
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member could have with Menshikov before the Soviet Ambassador’s six-week trip to 

Moscow for the summer. This time, Menshikov remarked specifically that the peace 

treaty would be signed in mid November. Reflecting on the conversation, Rostow 

noted in a memorandum to the president: 

1. Whenever I raised the issue of Western access to Berlin as the crucial ele-

ment in the Vienna talks, he said there was a “misunderstanding.” The Soviet 

Union was not trying to block access to Berlin, nor the GDR. What he was evi-

dently trying to project at this stage was that from the Soviet side, the crucial 

aspect was some degree of increased recognition of the GDR. He gave the im-

pression that something a good deal short of full recognition might be accept-

able. He referred several times to the dealings between East and West Ger-

mans. 

2. This was the first occasion I had heard the Soviet peace conference dated in 

the last two weeks of November. ... 

3. At no point did he assert that we would not fight over access; nor did he 

threaten the U.S. 

4. The general tone was, after his own curious fashion, conciliatory -- which 

may well relate to his knowledge that this is our week of crucial decision on 

Berlin.
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As Bundy prepared a briefing paper for the president for Berlin meetings of 

July 19, it had become clear that a group of influential members of the administration 

favored a harder course, one that included declaring a national emergency. More im-

portant to Bundy, it seemed, were the unanswered political questions over Berlin, es-

pecially with regards to silent diplomacy. 

You will have your Berlin steering group at 3 o’clock and the NSC at 4. The 

first meeting should allow us to get a clear sense of what we want to review 

and decide firmly in the second. ... I believe there is general agreement in the 

steering group that the national emergency is not now necessary, but a hard 

wing of the Kohler group, led by Acheson and Nitze, disagrees. It will be im-

portant to decide how to handle this matter in the 4 o’clock meeting so as to 

have as much harmony and unanimity in the government as possible, once the 

decision is taken. ... But the most important subject for discussion in the first 

meeting, and the one which you may wish to put first, is the political scenario. 

The Secretary of State has sent over a talking paper which indicates his sense 

of the problem. ... The paper does not make clear the Secretary’s view of two 

important questions which you may wish to raise to him. The first is whether 

we should now make clear that neither the peace treaty nor the substitution of 

East Germans for Russians along the Autobahn is a fighting matter.  The  
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second is whether we should extend serious feelers to the Soviets with respect 

to the elements of an eventual settlement of the crisis.
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Despite the administration’s determination to prepare a serious public show of 

strength to deter the Soviets, the idea of solving the crisis via channels “away from the 

limelight” was still in the air. A curious handwritten note by McGeorge Bundy, enti-

tled “JFK’s Berlin Agenda,” stemming from this day, suggests that Kennedy had made 

four central comments, the second of which referred to negotiations in quiet talks. 

During the day, Kennedy had also given a press conference, in which he had com-

mented that the real intent of the Soviet aide mémoire was to prepare the West for an 

absorption of East Berlin into the GDR.57  

As the afternoon meetings of the Berlin steering group and the National Secu-

rity Council progressed, Acheson indeed demanded a call-up of reserves via a national 

emergency, which Secretary of Defense McNamara rejected because it would fix the 

time table before the actual crisis, when flexibility was required. The president man-

aged to steer the debate into a consensus which Acheson eventually accepted.58 

With the interdepartmental squabbles ending, the final decisions on the public 

posture were now made. The president would send messages the next day informing 

Adenauer, de Gaulle, and Macmillan of his decisions, and make a TV address on July 

25. A military build up, to be completed within twelve months, was to increase US 

defense capabilities by transferring six additional divisions and supporting air units to 

Europe by January 1, 1962, and by a $3.2 billion increase in the military budget; 

preparations were to be made for economic sanctions in case of interference with 

Western access to Berlin; and United States Information Agency (USIA) Director Ed-

ward R. Murrow was charged with coordinating the public information activities re-

garding Washington’s posture on Berlin.59 After another Berlin Steering Group meet-

ing the following afternoon, the President’s Military Advisor, Maxwell Taylor, who 

had commanded the American forces in Berlin from 1949 to 1951, commented bitterly 

that he was  

...impressed with the apparent dearth of political planning anent the Berlin 

situation. Nowhere does there seem to have been any review of alternative ne-

gotiating positions vis-à-vis the Soviets. Instead, [the Department of] State 
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seems only to have been concerning itself with comments on the various levels 

of military preparedness measures proposed by Defense.
60

 

 

Taylor’s lament merely reflected a problem that had plagued the administration 

since Inauguration day. Despite numerous requests to Bonn, there was no diplomatic 

agenda acceptable to Adenauer that the State Department could have suggested to the 

president as a credible counter-proposal to Khrushchev.  

 The president’s letters cabled to the European leaders followed exactly the line 

laid out in the National Security Council meeting, describing the amount of additional 

military expenses and requesting similar preparations on the Allies’ side. In the light 

of the fact that such cables to U.S. embassies in Europe were known to be intercept-

able by the KGB, it should not be surprising that Kennedy’s cable to Adenauer did not 

contain anything that was worth keeping from the Kremlin’s eyes. All the more inter-

esting therefore were its details on Berlin, since they were as much a message to 

Khrushchev as to Adenauer. 

Our mutual interests require the continued presence of the Western forces in 

Berlin. These interests also require that we maintain the security and viability 

of West Berlin and physical access thereto. Soviet objectives appear to include 

consolidation of the Communist position in Eastern Europe, an early signifi-

cant weakening of the Western position in Berlin and eventual absorption of 

the City into East Germany. They probably also seek as useful bi-products a 

demonstration of Western impotence in order to weaken or dissolve NATO and 

inflict a serious blow to Western prestige. Our central problem at this juncture 

is to protect our mutual vital interests without war if possible, and to put our-

selves in the best possible position if war should be forced upon us. 

 

Kennedy then described in detail the military measures to be taken in the weeks and 

months to come, including the impending economic sanctions, and asked Adenauer to 

prepare for specific military build-up requests via NATO, including a review of Berlin 

contingency planning “with the objective of achieving more precise Governmental 

commitments to their execution.” It would not have been a signal to the Soviets with-

out leaving a narrow opening for negotiations: 

The course suggested here is intended to deter the Soviets by impressing them 

with our unqualified resoluteness of purpose and thus improve the possibilities 

for an acceptable arrangement. We should, therefore, explore opportunities for 
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Western political initiatives at an appropriate time, for example, through our 

Ambassadors in Moscow or in the form of a proposal for a Four Power meet-

ing of Foreign Ministers. Other possibilities must be considered.  

... My hope is that these measures will convey to the Soviets, while they are still 

in the process of making decisions, convincing evidence of our firmness of ul-

timate purpose. I am hopeful that this course will protect the interests of the 

West Berliners, the Alliance and the entire free world without resort to war, 

while also ensuring the best possible posture should our peaceful efforts fail.
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It is noteworthy that the cable had first defined the vital interests as presence, access to 

and viability of West Berlin, and then continued to emphasize the necessity of defend-

ing these interests. The president had therefore directly withdrawn to a fallback posi-

tion, and signaled credibly to Bonn and Moscow at the same time that Washington 

would risk a war for this position. 

 As CIA was aware, Moscow, had already understood this message. On July 20, 

KGB chief Shelepin informed Chairman Khrushchev that the West was preparing for 

a military showdown in Germany over Berlin, and that the planned Western measures 

“could pose a real danger to the security of the Soviet Union.” On July 18 and 19, 

Lieutenant Colonel Penkovskiy had again met with CIA intelligence officers for a 

debriefing, this time in London, and stated that regarding Berlin “it is so good that Mr. 

Kennedy and Mr. MacMillan have declared such a firm stand, this has created quite a 

panic there [in the Soviet general staff].” Penkovskiy went on to describe the Soviet 

general staff’s general dislike of Khrushchev’s handling of the Berlin affair, and that 

they were convinced that “Kennedy, Macmillan and de Gaulle have been forced to 

increase their armament programmes by two or three times.” More importantly, how-

ever, Penkovskiy described in detail the Soviet military staff’s contingency plans for a 

blockade of Berlin: Four Soviet missile brigades were in place, and GDR units in the 

first row, backed up by Soviet divisions in the second, should tighten the noose around 

the city right after the October party congress. If they were to meet resistance and the 

United States was prepared to escalate to the nuclear stage, however, the Soviet gen-

eral staff was ready to back down. By and large, given a strong military posture, the 

Soviet informer was sure Khrushchev could be deterred. The general view in the So-

viet military was: “We are going on a gamble.”
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 In short, everything Penkovskiy said 
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supported the call of men like Acheson and Strauss for a major war scare to deter 

Khrushchev in advance, but it also confirmed that the Soviet military was already 

nervous. 

 Nonetheless, until Khrushchev had actually publicly retreated from his dead-

line and until world opinion had gained the general impression that the Western deter-

rent was again credible, the show had to go on. The question still remained whether 

Khrushchev would accept the tiny face-saving exit the West had left open to him. In 

fact, it was still unclear to the West whether the Soviet premier had actually under-

stood this signal amid all the diplomatic and military noise.  Further Western signals in 

the following two weeks would now ensure that Khrushchev could not possibly mis-

understand the Washington approach, while the public display of Allied resolve on 

West Berlin continued. These signals had long been understood. While Khrushchev 

slowly began rethinking his approach to a peace treaty, on July 21 plans were formally 

approved by the Soviet Group of Forces in East Germany to begin working with the 

East German government to seal off West Berlin, as had been demanded by Ulbricht 

for months. The exact date for the sector closure had still not been set, but the prepara-

tions for it were now proceeding in agreement with Moscow, regardless of a future 

peace treaty. The building of the Berlin Wall was now just a matter of time. Khrush-

chev would seek formal support for the operation from the Warsaw Pact member 

states at the impending foreign ministers meeting in Moscow on August 3-5.
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 On July 22, a day after the first West German officer had officially begun to 

participate in Live Oak planning in Paris, thus fulfilling Adenauer’s wish to be a full 

partner in Western contingency planning, John Ausland of the State Department’s 

German desk sent a telegram to the US missions in Berlin, Bonn, London, Paris, and 

Moscow. Ausland had returned to Foggy Bottom, presumably from vacation, and was 

asked upon his return by the German desk director Martin Hillenbrand, to “take a look 

at the growing refugee flow into West Berlin” since Ulbricht’s press statement, and 

the possibility of another East German uprising. This was intended as a response to 

Dowling’s cable warning of the loss of US prestige in Germany if American forces 
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were idle during another East German uprising. As the cable was in Dean Rusk’s 

name, it reflected the official position of the secretary of state. 

1. Department appreciates Bonn’s view implications for US policy of unrest 

East Germany and refugee flow. ... 

2. ... Department has impression, either of two contingencies could arise. First, 

and more likely, if refugee flow continues, East German regime might take 

measures designed to control it. They could do this by tightening controls over 

travel from Soviet zone to East Berlin or by severely restricting travel from 

East to West Berlin. Second, situation in zone could deteriorate sufficiently to 

lead to serious disorders. 

3. We believe Soviets watching situation even more closely than we, since they 

are sitting on top volcano. ... 

4. Like Soviets, US is faced with dilemma on East Germany. While we would 

like see unrest there cause Soviets to slacken pressure on Berlin, we would not 

like see revolt at this time. Nor would US like see drastic measures taken halt 

refugee flow, particularly since this might only fan flames in East Germany. 

5. Soviets and GDR leaders seem to be creating enough difficulties for them-

selves in East Germany, without US taking a hand. We plan, therefore, do 

nothing at this time which would exacerbate situation. 

6. This does not preclude however, our helping advertise facts to world, in 

such way as not to encourage East Germans to revolt or to expect US assis-

tance if they do. 

7. Department considering plans meet contingencies discussed paragraph 2. If 

GDR tighten travel controls between Soviet zone and East Berlin there is not 

much US could do, other than help advertise facts. If GDR should restrict 

travel within Berlin, US would favor countermeasures, at least in TTD field 

[Travel restrictions] and perhaps economic. 

8. In event uprising East Germany, US course of action would be decided in 

light of circumstances at the time.
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Since the KGB had access to most diplomatic correspondence sent to US mis-

sions in Europe, this message was most likely received in Moscow as well. While 

nothing particular in this message would have been of concern to the Adenauer ad-

ministration, it made clear that Washington did not intend to do anything for the time 

being. The only planned countermeasures for a sector closure contingency would be 

decidedly weak. Within three weeks, the sector was actually closed, and not even the 

announced countermeasures were ever applied. Obviously without guidance from the 

Oval Office, the State Department had sent another signal to Moscow that a sector 

closure was a viable move, albeit risky as far as controlling the East German popula-
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tion was concerned. Nevertheless, despite the secret contingency plans Rostow had 

recommended to Kennedy for creating unrest in Eastern Europe, the cable made clear 

that the United States would not encourage the East Germans to expect Western assis-

tance in case of a revolt. 

 In the meantime, rumors about the GDR’s planned border closure had reached 

journalists at the New York Times International Edition. On July 23, the Times printed 

a short article describing the circulation of these rumors. Since the Kennedy admini-

stration was entirely focused on preventing potential Soviet plans beyond such closure 

and had long accepted the stopping of the refugee flow as an acceptable face-saving 

device for Khrushchev, Washington remained largely silent on the issue. Closing the 

sector border was clearly preferable to a real blockade of West Berlin, which entailed 

incalculable risks especially if air corridor harassment were involved. Ambassador 

Thompson spelled out this thought on the following day in a cable from Moscow to 

Foggy Bottom, saying that it is “far better for us that the East Germans close [the] 

Berlin sector border than that they attempt to interfere with our access by air.”
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 For 

the first time this statement implied openly that Thompson perceived a Berlin sector 

closure as an alternative to a blockade, rather than both being steps on the path of a 

crisis escalation. 

Clearly, this attitude was shared by many of those advising the president di-

rectly, such as Rostow, Bohlen, Bundy and Sorensen. However, there was no apparent 

difference between “hawks” and “doves” in Washington on the “escape hatch” issue 

itself, which therefore renders these categories useless for an analysis of the decision-

making regarding the Berlin Wall Crisis. More appropriate is a distinction between 

those more personally involved with the Berlin issue – both emotionally and in terms 

of knowledge of the legal intricacies and their particular meaning for the West German 

government and public – and those approaching the Berlin problem from a global 

Cold War perspective, which could best be described as a rational non-Eurocentric 

view detached from the regional psychological dimension of the issue. The first group 

was particularly small and consisted more of a pattern of individual voices rather than 

a choir of political experts; among these were John McCloy and George McGhee, who 
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had specifically asked earlier in the year why the administration no longer mentioned 

the fact that East Berlin fell legally under a Four Power agreement; Allen Lightner, 

chief of the US mission in Berlin, who periodically and clumsily requested that Foggy 

Bottom or the White House be bolder on Berlin; Lucius Clay, Berlin’s US hero of the 

airlift, whom Kennedy would pick for this reason as his special envoy a few weeks 

later.  

The second group, however, was the one whose voices reached the ears of the 

president more often. This was a different choir of experts, among them hand-picked 

advisors, the “New Frontier” men, and some well established Washington names, like 

Bohlen, Kennan, Thompson, Fulbright, Mansfield, and Rostow. These were all largely 

without a particular regard for Berlin’s German and European context; their political 

aims in 1961 were global and thus loftier than seeking a solution to what they saw as a 

regional problem stemming from an overly complicated World War II agreement. 

The best example of this split between a regional and a global perspective is an 

anecdote concerning the drafting of the president’s July 25 speech. The president’s 

speechwriter, Theodore Sorensen, showed the speech draft on July 24 to James 

O’Donnell, a former Newsweek correspondent and assistant to Under Secretary of 

State George Ball, to see how a journalist would analyze the speech. Kennedy’s 

speech signaled firmness for the defense of West Berlin – but between the lines, a cer-

tain flexibility as well. O’Donnell was said to share an apartment with the renowned 

German journalist Lothar Löwe in Washington, and hence probably had his daily dose 

of German political views. According to O’Donnell, who first told this story fifteen 

years after the fact, he criticized the draft for the two things that most disturbed him: 

That it constantly referred only to “West Berlin,” and that it offered to remove any of 

the city’s “irritants” to the Soviets. Sorensen allegedly replied: “Look, I can’t monkey 

around anymore with the text of this speech, which is to be delivered by the president. 

It’s been read by a dozen different people, and subject to a few minor changes and 

added flourishes, this is it.” O’Donnell recollects that he then complained directly to 

Robert Kennedy. The Attorney General responded: “Jesus, Jim, we can’t be more 

German than the Germans themselves.”
66
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While the anecdote is not entirely reliable, it would fit well into the political 

configuration mentioned above. The president was consciously choosing a carefully 

crafted position which gave face-saving hints to the Soviets while taking a firm stand 

on West Berlin. This is emphasized by the fact that Sorensen gave O’Donnell the draft 

for comment, but then refused to change the speech to comply with O’Donnell’s com-

plaint. Defending the four-power status of the entire city would not have been “more 

German than the Germans themselves.” The Adenauer government’s position was to 

continue emphasizing the four-power status of the city while remaining unclear about 

its own military posture if that four-power status were endangered. In other words, the 

White House used Adenauer’s hesitation as a pretext for its tacit agreement to a sector 

closure. 

On July 25, the president gave a live TV address from the White House. It still 

contained the exact wording Sorensen had shown to O’Donnell.
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 In dexterous diplo-

matic language, the president repeated switching between threatening language and 

offering negotiations just as he had done in his inaugural address. He also introduced 

the “frontier” concept into the Berlin discourse, thus at the same time linking the im-

age of the “New Frontier” presidency with the struggle over Berlin and its potential 

solution. 

Seven weeks ago tonight I returned from Europe to report on my meeting with 

Premier Khrushchev. ... In Berlin, as you recall, he intends to bring to an end, 

through a stroke of the pen, first our legal rights to be in West Berlin -- and 

secondly our ability to make good on our commitment to the two million free 

people of that city. That we cannot permit. ... But that isolated outpost is not an 

isolated problem. The threat is worldwide. Our effort must be equally wide and 

strong, and not be obsessed by any single manufactured crisis. We face a chal-

lenge in Berlin, but there is also a challenge in Southeast Asia, where the bor-

ders are less guarded, the enemy harder to find, and the dangers of commu-

nism less apparent to those who have so little. We face a challenge in our own 

hemisphere, and indeed wherever else the freedom of human beings is at stake. 

... So long as the Communists insist that they are preparing to end by them-

selves unilaterally our rights in West Berlin and our commitments to its people, 

we must be prepared to defend those rights and those commitments. We will at 

all times be ready to talk, if talk will help. But we must also be ready to resist 

with force, if force is used upon us. Either alone would fail. Together, they can 

serve the cause of freedom and peace. ... 
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If they seek genuine understanding--not concessions of our rights--we shall 

meet with them. We have previously indicated our readiness to remove any ac-

tual irritants in West Berlin, but the freedom of that city is not negotiable. We 

cannot negotiate with those who say "What's mine is mine and what's yours is 

negotiable." But we are willing to consider any arrangement or treaty in Ger-

many consistent with the maintenance of peace and freedom, and with the le-

gitimate security interests of all nations. ... We recognize the Soviet Union's 

historical concern about their security in Central and Eastern Europe, after a 

series of ravaging invasions, and we believe arrangements can be worked out 

which will help to meet those concerns, and make it possible for both security 

and freedom to exist in this troubled area. ... Today, the endangered frontier of 

freedom runs through divided Berlin. We want it to remain a frontier of peace. 

This is the hope of every citizen of the Atlantic Community; every citizen of 

Eastern Europe; and, I am confident, every citizen of the Soviet Union. For I 

cannot believe that the Russian people -- who bravely suffered enormous losses 

in the Second World War would now wish to see the peace upset once more in 

Germany. The Soviet government alone can convert Berlin's frontier of peace 

into a pretext for war.
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In brilliant rhetoric, the president’s speechwriter had transformed the “New Frontier” 

into a frontier of peace running through divided Berlin, claiming that an actual divi-

sion of the city was already the status quo, which the United States would vigorously 

defend. 

Other people in Washington were that day already looking toward much 

broader agreements with the Soviets on Germany. Senator Claiborne Pell, a Democrat 

from Rhode Island, wrote a letter to the president arguing that most of what Acheson 

and Adenauer wanted was impossible and beyond the average German’s wishes any-

way. 

Moreover, the preservation of the status quo in Berlin for a prolonged period 

means for us the continuation of a strategic situation where we can only react 

to Communist moves. Also, we do not know whether Khrushchev is engaged in 

a test of will with us or is genuinely interested in an improvement per se of the 

Soviet position in Germany. Our course of action must be suited to either con-

tingency. In seeking a solution to the Berlin problem, ... we must not primarily 

look for mutual concessions. Rather we should seek out those factors which 

mean more to one side than the other, and negotiate with those pieces. I have 

always believed that successful diplomacy is when each side can give what it 

considers a pawn and the other considers a knight. ... For instance, the issue 

that means most to us is the guarantee of ground access to and from West Ber-

lin. ... The other area that is of major importance to us is the preservation of 



 203 

the freedom of the West Berliners. ... If we could not secure that, we certainly 

could get some sort of guarantee of the freedom of West Berlin, provided we 

accept the Soviet views in other parts of Germany. There are three alternative 

Soviet viewpoints, any of which we could accept. First, we could accept the 

Oder-Neisse boundary. ... Or, second, we could accept a temporary recogni-

tion of East Germany as long as there were built in safeguards vis à vis Berlin. 

Again, Adenauer and Acheson are, in my view, more concerned than is the av-

erage German. And Europe as a whole has vivid memories of three aggressive 

wars started by Germany within the last ninety years. The thought of two Ger-

manys does not worry most Europeans. In fact, many would like to see it di-

vided up into a dozen Germanys. Or, third, would be a commitment on our part 

never to furnish nuclear weapons to West Germany provided the Soviets made 

the same promise vis à vis the East Germans. This would give great relief to 

Europe and bring about the détente that is so necessary for peace and the de-

velopment of our way of life. ... The beauty of this general course of action is 

that it could lead to a mutual withdrawal of troops from Germany. Again, in 

fact, our ground forces will not be the deciding factor in any ground struggle 

on German territory. But, if in return for our troops withdrawing, the Soviets 

withdraw from East Germany, they are left with a real Pandora’s box since the 

East Germans are most restive and unhappy. Then, too, there would be no ex-

cuse to maintain Soviet troops in Poland to protect Soviet lines of supply, thus 

giving greater freedom to the Poles. This course of action would mean that we 

would be acting, not reacting. And it would result in a Soviet defeat on either 

the diplomatic -- if Khrushchev refused to play -- or strategic front.
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Surely Pell’s vision was too far reaching to be fully convincing at this point, 

but his arguments were sound – from the viewpoint of someone who was not aware of 

the psychological dimensions of the Berlin issue, and who believed the Germans were 

at least as much a part of the problem as the Soviets. While these suggestions were 

well beyond what Mansfield and Fulbright had proposed earlier in the month, they 

show that a desire for negotiable proposals openly contradicting all of Adenauer’s 

positions now held sway in some Washington minds.  

The president did not remain unaffected by such thoughts. In fact, the lack of a 

good proactive proposal from the State Department was foremost in Kennedy’s 

mind.
70

 On the afternoon of July 26, the Interdepartmental Coordinating Group on 

Berlin met, and Kennedy “opened the meeting by asking about progress on our nego-

tiating position.” There was not much Rusk could offer. Proposing a conference with 

the Soviets before the October party congress would probably meet stiff German resis-
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tance; furthermore, in response to Kennedy’s suggestion of involving the United Na-

tions, Acheson considered any involvement of the UN at this point as unwise. Sud-

denly, however, Acheson added an interesting comment to his negotiations proposal: it 

should contain a “dressed-up version of the status quo,” which as an inducement could 

“give a certain indirect role to the DDR.”  

At a later stage in the negotiations, Mr. Acheson said later, we might go a little 

further - (1) there could be a discouragement of movements of population as 

distinct from acts of genuine political refuge; (2) there might be new trade ar-

rangements; (3) we might give assurances on the Oder-Neisse boundary.
71

 

 

Obviously, even Acheson had now pondered an active Western role in stop-

ping the refugee flow, albeit through soft legal measures imposed by contractual 

agreements. The president then asked whether in addition there should not be UN 

forces, including Soviet troop contingents, guaranteeing the freedom of West Berlin. 

Rusk doubted the usefulness of this proposal, and the committee agreed that too early 

a call for negotiations could worsen the crisis. Kennedy was obviously not content 

with the State Department’s speed in developing better negotiation offers.  

The discussion then focused on the contingency of GDR troops stopping West-

ern military convoys for procedural paper controls. The question was whether Western 

troops on the Autobahn would accept the introduction of GDR border controls by le-

gally interpreting them as “agents” of the Soviets, or whether Western troops should 

refuse to show their papers unless they were requested by actual Soviet soldiers. 

Kohler of the State Department wanted the troops to refuse, since consenting would 

imply some sort of acknowledgement of the GDR.  

Up to this point, refusal had also been the agreed procedure in the Western Al-

liance, though it was clear that this position could probably not be upheld if the con-

tingency became reality. Acheson strongly disagreed and eventually convinced the 

president with the argument that the British government had already stated they would 

rather not risk war over paper-stamping procedures. After three years of allied debat-

ing, the “agency” theory had thus officially won the president’s backing. In April, dur-

ing the talks with Adenauer in Washington, there had been no official decision due to 

Adenauer’s resistance. Now, at the spur of the moment, the White House had unilater-
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ally, without consulting an ally, changed its policy on a previously hotly debated con-

tingency and given in to British hesitation. Acheson and Nitze suggested having this 

decision made the Western consensus during the Foreign Secretaries meeting sched-

uled for August 3 - 6 in Paris. More importantly though, this change was to be com-

municated to the Soviets in advance.  

Mr. Acheson believed that if this new U.S. position were made clear in ad-

vance, there would be no question of a concession and the earlier position 

would simply disappear. [...] It was recognized that this change might in fact 

not make any difference in the Soviet position. [...] The decision then, was to 

change the current United States position, in the course of appropriately man-

aged diplomatic discussions, terminating in the meeting of the Foreign Secre-

taries; the new decision would be allowed to become public, or at least known 

to the Soviets, in ways which were not decided at this meeting.
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In the meantime, joint Soviet-GDR preparations for sealing the sector border 

were in full swing. Since Khrushchev had already agreed to let Ulbricht prepare for 

closing, on the day of Kennedy’s speech Soviet Lieutenant General Arikow and GDR 

Deputy Minister of Defense Major General Riedel convened in a secret meeting with 

their respective staff in the GDR Ministry of Defense to debate the military technicali-

ties of a sector closure. The meeting protocol shows that both the GDR and Soviet 

military prepared for the possibility of Western resistance. Furthermore, the language 

implied that the military was well aware that this move would constitute a breach of 

the Four-Power agreement on the city, since it distinguished between the sector 

boundaries “within and around Berlin” and the “State Border West” of the GDR. The 

GDR propaganda language of an official “state border” within Berlin was thus not 

used in this internal document. Part of the contingency planning even involved 

evacuation of Soviet families in the GDR and “marking of documents to be de-

stroyed,” a clear recognition that there could be Western military activity on GDR 

territory.
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Before the world learned of Washington’s posture on West Berlin via Ken-

nedy’s TV speech, the president had dispatched John McCloy, former High Commis-

sioner of Occupied Germany and one of the few pro-German voices in Washington, to 

the Soviet Union for private talks on disarmament with Khrushchev. The fact that 
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McCloy was busy negotiating with Khrushchev on disarmament while the president 

had developed and delivered his speech on Berlin prevented any influence by McCloy 

on the president’s July 25 speech. During McCloy’s stay with Khrushchev at Pitsunda 

in the Crimean from July 25 to 27, the Soviet premier received the text of Kennedy’s 

speech. Though shocked by Washington’s hard line, throughout this time Khrushchev 

repeated to McCloy that he would sign a separate peace treaty with the GDR, thanked 

Kennedy for “always leaving door open for negotiations,” but still gave no signal of 

backing off from signing the peace treaty.  

On July 29, McCloy cabled from the US embassy in Moscow to the president: 

“My estimate is situation probably not yet ripe for any negotiation proffers by US but 

too dangerous to drift into a condition where cramped time could well lead to unfortu-

nate action.”
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 The expected link of disarmament talks with Berlin had disappeared 

from the Soviet position. Khrushchev had again conveyed the impression that a peace 

treaty was imminent by the end of the year, if not around the October party congress, 

and there was no sign yet he had read or accepted Kennedy’s signal for a face-saving 

exit contained in the July 25 speech.  

The German chancellor, in the meantime, was enjoying a two-week vacation in 

Cadenabbia at Italy’s Lake Como before the August and September campaign sched-

ule would consume most of his time. Having read Kennedy’s speech, the chancellor 

sent a short telegram to the president on July 26, thanking him graciously. “I am con-

vinced that under the leadership of the United States freedom will prevail.”
75

 Pri-

vately, however, the chancellor was deeply disturbed. When NATO Secretary General 

Dirk Stikker visited the chancellor a few days later at Como, the chancellor com-

plained about the speech, which Stikker afterwards told to the US Ambassador to 

NATO, Thomas Finletter. Finletter cabled to Rusk on July 31: 

The Chancellor, according to Stikker, is extremely disturbed about a para-

graph in the President’s July 25 speech about two-thirds down in the speech 

beginning “We recognize the Soviet Union’s historical concern...” Apparently 

the Chancellor is not concerned that this would mean adoption of the full Ra-

paczki plan but he does think it has a direct reference to the “Norstad plan” 

for an inspection zone which was broached to the Germans in 1960 as part of 

the preparation for the abortive summit meeting [in Paris, see chapter 2 of this 

dissertation]. ... Adenauer told Stikker at their Como meeting of a few days ago 
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that if there was any one thing he would never yield on as long as he was in 

political life it was this. He is instructing von Brentano to take this up with you 

when you are here in Paris this weekend [during the Western Foreign Minis-

ters meeting].  

 

  The chancellor was not mainly concerned about any other particular signals in 

the Kennedy speech that offered an infringement upon the four-power status of Berlin, 

but about the prospect of an East-West disarmament agreement that could eliminate 

West Germany’s nuclear option. In all other regards, the chancellor focused entirely 

on the meaning of the crisis for his re-election. A day after Kennedy’s speech, he 

wrote a memorandum to State Secretary Hans Globke of the Federal Chancellery. “Do 

you think it necessary to publish a detailed statement on Kennedy’s speech ...? Please 

consider this in the light of the upcoming elections and the, albeit in my view mean-

ingless, Brandt statement.”
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 After Kennedy’s speech, Brandt had immediately sent 

out a comment thanking the president for the “firmness with which he has supported 

the rights of the Allies and people of Berlin.”
77

 The Berlin mayor also gave a press 

conference the next morning, criticizing the Adenauer government for doubting Ken-

nedy’s firmness on Germany. Inevitably, since it was a campaign year, the CDU press 

office shot back sharply that Bonn and Washington were in total agreement.
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 West 

German politicians were clearly too busy campaigning to display any coherent biparti-

san position that the White House could use in its considerations. 

 More minor signals appeared that Moscow was now beginning to be nervous 

about the Western posture. The general reception of the speech in the West had been 

favorable; even some neutral nations expressed their understanding of Washington’s 

position. For now, Kennedy seemed to have won the propaganda battle. Ambassador 

Thompson cabled to Rusk on July 27: 

Yugoslav Ambassador said [...] Khrushchev said chances of war were not 

more than five percent. Ambassador expressed understanding need for military 

measures proposed by President in view of Soviet actions. At reception yester-

day when I spoke to Mikoyan and Kozlov latter said “in view your President’s 

unpleasant speech I think we should have a drink.” No opportunity continue 

conversation as speech started at this moment. Ordinary Soviet contacts be-

ginning express great concern over situation.
79
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Did the West receive any definite clues that the GDR and the Kremlin had by 

this time already prepared for a sector closure? Since August 1961 there has been an 

ongoing albeit crude debate about how much the Western governments knew through 

their respective intelligence services about the impending sector closure. The public 

conspiracy theory holds that “they” – the Western heads of state – must have known 

“something,” implying that Western politicians hypocritically feigned surprise when 

the sector border was eventually closed, that they had deliberately kept the public in 

the dark, and even that they had conspired to have the sector closed to forestall worse 

problems.  

Some politicians and members of the intelligence services have always argued 

that it had been impossible to know about the wall in advance. The most recent of 

these arguments is put forward by two leading KGB and CIA officers in Berlin at the 

time, David Murphy and Sergei Kondrashev, in their joint book on the Cold War be-

tween the intelligence agencies in Berlin.
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 While only Khrushchev, Ulbricht, 

Honecker and their hand-picked confidantes knew of the wall preparations, Murphy 

and Kondrashev argue, the CIA entirely focussed on KGB operations in Berlin-

Karlshorst. According to Kondrashev, even the KGB in Berlin was not informed, with 

at least some of its Berlin officers waking up on August 13 surprised to find that the 

sector border had been sealed off. “Only an agent close to Ulbricht could have picked 

up indications in the week before the closure that the Wall was about to go up.”
81

 Ex-

pecting the construction of a wall on a particular day, however, is different from ex-

pecting a sector closure to occur sometime in the coming months.  

 The question how much Western governments knew about the Wall in advance 

is irrelevant.  They could really hardly have known many details about the actual “Op-

eration Rose.” Washington, however, had made up its mind on the refugee flow much 

earlier. Though some sources years later claimed they had warned of particular prepa-

rations to seal the sector border, they remain unconfirmed.
82

 In fact, the general expec-

tation in the last days of July and early days of August, 1961, was that the GDR would 

soon block the refugee flow. After all, the refugee numbers had been swelling since 

Ulbricht’s June 15 speech. On July 27, for instance, just as McCloy cabled the details 
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of his meeting with Khrushchev at Sotchi and Thompson expressed his feeling that 

Moscow was becoming nervous, the Deputy Director of Naval Intelligence wrote a 

memorandum to the Chief of Naval Operations on recently drawn conclusions by an 

intelligence subcommittee on Berlin. It held that Khrushchev at this point was proba-

bly still willing to sign a peace treaty with the GDR, though he probably would wait at 

least until after the West German elections. 

Private remarks by Soviet officials provide further evidence that if negotiations 

are begun before the end of the year, Khrushchev’s 1961 deadline would not 

apply. ... [A] combination of events have coincided to produce an increasing 

serious internal situation for the East German regime. A further deterioration 

in the economic situation and the effect of the bloc’s more threatening tone on 

Berlin have increased popular discontent and apprehension. These factors 

have been added to the usual preference of refugees to flee during the summer 

months. East German moves to curtail the flow of refugees and warnings to the 

populace that it can expect no improvements in living standards increase the 

possibility of local spontaneous outbreaks.
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The wording shows that Naval Intelligence expected the refugee flow to be curtailed 

before the actual crisis would begin – meaning, before the October party congress, 

maybe even before the West German September elections. Only four days after this 

memorandum, on July 31, Khrushchev would actually agree with Ulbricht on the in-

famous August 13 date to seal the Western sectors off.
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Intelligence services, however, could not warn politicians of an impending sec-

tor closure in a meaningful way because the only perceived threat to the Western posi-

tion was the expected crisis beyond a halt to the refugee flow: A separate peace treaty, 

a second blockade, harassment of the allied air corridors, and all this under the threat 

of nuclear war. This is also true for reports on the massing of construction material in 

East Berlin, which intelligence services received in late July and early August.
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 It was 

impossible to say whether the material was part of a bluff, or a part of the GDR sum-

mer housing construction program as Ulbricht had declared in his June 15 speech, or a 

preparation for an all-Berlin sealing, or for a blockade. Any intelligence warnings of 

this sort only added to a general feeling in the West that the Soviets and the GDR were 

putting weight behind their threats on Berlin. To the West, a GDR operation to seal off 
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any of the boundaries in or around Berlin would somehow be a minor part of the ex-

pected crisis, and not the tragic act it would later become in the public eye. 

 In any case, the West was still not sure how Khrushchev would act in the com-

ing months with respect to a separate peace treaty with the GDR. The president was 

not in a position to publicly offer concessions due to a general perception that this 

would look weak. But, someone representing the president’s party, yet not officially 

speaking for him, could. Any public concession on the Berlin refugee flow by a De-

mocratic member of Congress at this crucial moment could hardly be an accident. On 

July 30 J. William Fulbright, leader of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, 

gave a – later much criticized – television interview, making specific proposals on 

Berlin.  

In the interview, Fulbright made numerous comments on Berlin and Germany, 

arguing for a general US disengagement from Germany in return for a guaranteed free 

city status and a promise not to give nuclear arms to the Bundeswehr. He even made 

an open concession to the Soviet Union on the refugee flow. Closing the escape hatch, 

Fulbright stated publicly, “might certainly be a negotiable point.” To the Senator, the 

refugee flow could not be upheld against Soviet pressure in any case; should they 

choose “to close their borders they could, without violating any treaty. I don’t under-

stand why the East Germans don’t close their border, because I think they have a right 

to do it.”
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 Fulbright thus would give away part of the four-power agreement as a pre-

emptive concession to forestall an intensification of the crisis. “After that,” Willy 

Brandt’s Press Secretary Egon Bahr later said, “we privately called him Fulbricht.”
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 Was Fulbright acting on Kennedy’s expressed wish? While often insinuated, 

there has never been a proven link between Fulbright’s TV statements and the presi-

dent’s personal position.
88

 It surely would have been folly to leave any trace, given the 

outrage in West Germany following Fulbright’s remarks, and the general fear that an 

open concession by the president would make him look weak vis-à-vis Khrushchev’s 

threats. However, the president was dissatisfied with the apparent lack of State De-

partment suggestions on negotiating options. The attitude displayed in Fulbright’s 

comments sounded very much like the direct suggestion to Secretary Rusk that the 
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president’s personal military advisor Maxwell Taylor sent just a day later, on July 31. 

Taylor had his own idea, in this case to let the West Germans negotiate a compromise 

for all Western powers. But his premise was clearly in line both with Robert Ken-

nedy’s alleged comment that the United States should not be “more German than the 

Germans,” and with Fulbright’s suggestion of a concession to clear the way for a 

larger compromise. 

Dear Dean, I know that you are assembling many thoughts on Berlin negotia-

tions. I attach one approach for what it is worth based on three premises: a. 

Our “rights” in Berlin are of no real value in themselves. We would like to get 

rid of them if an honorable way were found. b. On the other hand, the safety of 

West Berlin is vital to us and to fulfill our commitment we should be prepared 

to risk war. c. However, our position on Germany and West Berlin should be 

no tougher than that of the West Germans.
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While this is not proof that President Kennedy had explicitly asked Fulbright to make 

his statements, it shows that at least the president’s personal military advisor was ask-

ing the State Department to think along very similar lines.  

 As the news of Fulbright’s remarks broke in West Germany, the press was out-

raged, with West Berlin’s Tagesspiegel on August 2 calling it a moral defeat, and si-

multaneously accusing Fulbright of having triggered the Korean War with similarly 

flawed comments; East Berlin’s Neues Deutschland, on the other hand, proudly head-

lined Fulbright’s remarks as a “compromise formula.” The enormous backlash in the 

international press forced Fulbright to retract his suggestions on a sector closure on 

August 4, but the genie had left the bottle. Within the same week, The New Yorker 

reporter Richard Rovere published an article in the same spirit, speculating that 

Khrushchev had “the means at hand for ending the largest of his problems with West 

Berlin; the flow of refugees could be sealed off at any time.”
90

 US Ambassador Dowl-

ing reported from Bonn on August 2 on the West German public reaction to Fulbright: 

Senator Fulbright’s television comments on Berlin have aroused ... unusally 

critical press and other comment ... Government officials and political party 

leaders have been particularly scathing in their rejection of his proposal that 

concession should be made to Russians on refugee problem. Added to conster-

nation and chagrin with which Fulbright’s remarks were received was certain 

amount of uneasiness stemming from Fulbright’s prominent position and his 

assumed influence upon American government policies. One foreign ministry 
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official said that he and his colleagues thought that this represented greatest 

mistake yet made by western leader during current crisis over Berlin. As for 

other suggestions made by Fulbright, e.g. disengagement, no nuclear arms for 

Bundeswehr, large peace conference, free-city status for Berlin, there was 

much less comment though all these proposals are presumably anathema to 

German government. Other political party leaders, Mende and Brandt, con-

fined themselves to sharp rejections of any measure which would adversely af-

fect refugee flow or free movement between divisions of Germany.
91

 

  

Both the White House and the State Department remained silent on these is-

sues for the next several days, for the main focus was now the Foreign Minister Con-

ference in Paris. Nevertheless, it was obvious that a major crisis was quickly ap-

proaching. When on August 1 Congress passed its resolution to call up 250,000 re-

serves Kennedy had requested on July 25, the GDR began increasing its guards at rail 

crossing points; almost simultaneously US Army General Bruce Clarke in West Ger-

many ordered all officers and enlisted men not on leave of absence or on overnight 

passes to return to their quarters by midnight. On that day, the GDR ministry of health 

announced it wished to impose travel restrictions aimed at preventing a “polio epi-

demic” in West Germany, and asked to put the air corridors under GDR control for 

this reason. The next day, West German Minister for All-German Affairs, Ernst 

Lemmer, threatened a complete trade embargo as a countermeasure, and on August 3 

the Western Allied Commandants in Berlin protested against these GDR attempts to 

intimidate. Since the GDR did not pursue its particular demands, however, this “sub-

crisis” disappeared overnight. Though he had backed off quickly, Ulbricht had begun 

playing games with the Allied rights on West Berlin.
92

 Clearly, the intention of this 

game was to influence the proceedings of the Western Foreign Minister Conference in 

Paris, which took place from August 3-6. 

 The White House did not expect much from the conference. It was clear that 

the other Western Foreign Ministers would not move beyond their previous positions. 

All the president could expect Secretary Rusk to achieve in Paris was some sort of 

consensus on the general military position, and on joint propaganda efforts on Berlin. 

Part of the problem was the State Department itself. Together with Deputy Secretary 

of Defense Paul Nitze, Kohler and Hillenbrand had been sent to Paris for preparatory 
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talks, and what they cabled was not satisfactory. Forwarding the cables on the Paris 

talks to the president, McGeorge Bundy commented “that Kohler and colleagues there 

are even less ready to think of new positions than the Acheson-McGhee papers rec-

ommend. You will want to consider whether this rigidity needs to be attacked now, or 

later, or not at all. My advice is now -- by you to Secretary.”
93

 Dean Acheson had fin-

ished another Berlin paper just a few days earlier, in which he had added a number of 

qualifications to his previous hard line. While Acheson clearly rejected any involve-

ment of the United Nations or the International Court of Justice on the grounds that no 

other power involved these institutions in comparable cases such as the Suez crisis, he 

favored covert negotiations to leave a door open for Khrushchev. “It is essential that 

this approach should have all the appearance of informality and privacy, and thus 

should be kept absolutely secret - even from our allies.”
94

 

 In any case, outside events had by then prevented an active Western demand 

for involving the United Nations with Berlin. Franco-Tunisian disagreements had 

caused the Tunisian President Bourguiba to demand the withdrawal of the French gar-

rison from Bizerte in early July. When the French government refused due to Bizerte’s 

strategic importance in the Algerian conflict, on July 19 Tunisia began blockading the 

garrison, started shooting at French airplanes, and recalled its ambassador from Paris. 

De Gaulle rejected UN Secretary General Dag Hammarskjöld’s attempts at negotia-

tions with the argument that the United Nations had no right to be involved.  

In all of this, Washington had to remain at the sidelines due to de Gaulle’s im-

portance for the Western alliance. It was unlikely to expect the United Nations to have 

a positive approach towards any Western proposals on Berlin. At least that was Secre-

tary Rusk’s position when he spoke to President Kennedy on August 3, before leaving 

for Paris.
95

 All the recommendations that had been made to the Oval Office since 

June, that the United Nations should somehow be brought into the crisis were no 

longer feasible, at least for the coming weeks.  

 Khrushchev’s position was still unclear. There was no definite signal yet that 

the Soviet premier would back off from signing a peace treaty. Instead, Ambassador 

Thompson now drew a picture much worse than in March, when he had considered a 
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halt to the refugee flow the minimum concession to make. On the day of Fulbright’s 

infamous TV speech, he cabled from Moscow that, to “ascertain area for negotiation,” 

Khrushchev’s aims in the crisis were  

1. Some change in present situation in West Berlin. Khrushchev personally so 

far out on limb on this issue now that he could abandon it only at price of con-

cessions in other areas which we clearly could not make. Minimum changes 

necessary are probably something along lines of what we offered in Geneva. 

Soviets will make strong effort however end occupation status as well as to 

stop refugee flow, reduce subversive activities and propaganda activities based 

in West Berlin... 

2. Signature by Soviet Union of peace treaty with East German regime. ... 

3. Stabilization of regime in East Germany through de facto recognition and 

removal at least some of harmful effects on regime of present Berlin situation, 

particularly flow of refugees. 

4. Measures to increase Soviet security in Eastern Europe. 

5. Steps to improve legal basis of Germany’s frontiers.
96

 

 

Things now looked bleak indeed. Thompson’s impression was reinforced in 

the White House by the revelation of Penkovskiy’s briefings to the president. Oleg 

Penkovskiy had delivered the Soviet versions of the Vienna meeting protocols which 

the Kremlin had distributed to the Warsaw Pact member state capitals in July; the CIA 

was in the process of translating these papers into English. To evaluate their meaning, 

they had to be compared with the internal State Department protocol of the meeting, 

and hence the State Department was informed that the CIA possessed copies of the 

Soviet protocol version. On August 3, Charles Bohlen was asked to check the authen-

ticity of Penkovskiy’s papers, since Bohlen had read the original US protocols at the 

State Department.  

Bohlen reacted enthusiastically, saying it was “terribly exciting” and “the real 

thing beyond any shadow of a doubt.” Bohlen went on to say that the signifi-

cance of the material lay in: 

a. The extent to which Khrushchev had disseminated it abroad, especially 

among underdeveloped nations, and 

b. The extent to which this dissemination constituted a commitment by Khrush-

chev from which it would be hard for him to back down. 

Immediately after reading the material, Bohlen said the Secretary should be in-

formed and went to the Secretary’s office to do so. ... The Director later told 

me that the President was most enthusiastic and would like to be informed,  
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after the transcript is completed, of the extent to which it varies from the 

American version.
97

 

 

It is clear that the Soviet version of the Vienna meeting for the GDR had most 

likely been analyzed by the CIA. While there were minor differences from the US 

version as shown in the previous chapter, Bohlen’s initial reaction was to conclude 

that Khrushchev had climbed even further out on a limb. In the absence of the full CIA 

analysis, one has to assume that Bohlen’s conclusion represented Washington’s inter-

pretation of the meaning of the Soviet protocols, at least in the week before the actual 

construction of the Berlin Wall: Khrushchev had committed to action by distributing 

the protocols. 

 Given that Washington believed the Soviet position had hardened since the 

events at the Bay of Pigs, despite all of Washington’s conciliatory signals with regards 

to the refugee flow, another often cited-anecdote by Walt Rostow regarding the presi-

dent’s decision-making on Berlin seems doubtful. According to Rostow’s memoirs, 

around August 3 the president met with him in Washington and commented: 

Khrushchev is losing East Germany. He cannot let that happen. If East Ger-

many goes, so will Poland and all of Eastern Europe. He will have to do some-

thing to stop the flow of refugees. Perhaps a wall. And we won’t be able to 

prevent it. I can hold the Alliance together to defend West Berlin, but I cannot 

act to keep East Berlin open.
98

 

 

This is most likely a recollection shaped by the wisdom of hindsight on 

Rostow’s part, unless the president had been directly informed by Khrushchev that an 

actual wall through the city was in the works. Given the extreme secrecy with which 

the GDR and the Soviet leadership prepared the exact timing and nature of the opera-

tion, the usage of the term wall is therefore unlikely. However, Rostow’s anecdote is 

not implausible, since throughout the entire year no one in Washington had actively 

pondered countermeasures for a halt of the refugee flow. The anecdote does blur the 

exact timing of the Western decision to acquiesce to a sector closure and hides the fact 

that the possibility had been accepted at least since Thompson’s cable in March.
99

 

 While the Foreign Ministers convened in Paris, the Italian Prime Minister, 

Amintore Fanfani, visited Khrushchev in Moscow. The Italian centre-left government 
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had been keen on assuming a mediating role in the crisis in the hope of achieving a 

more influential role in international politics.
100

 While Washington had been initially 

irate at Rome’s announcement of a separate Italian diplomatic visit to Moscow – dur-

ing a time where display of unity in the Western Alliance was sorely needed – the Ital-

ian diplomats had given the State Department timely assurance that they wished only 

to serve Western interests.
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 Fanfani considered his Moscow sessions so sensitive 

even for domestic Italian affairs that the protocols of his talks with Khrushchev were 

handed to the State Department under the express wish that they “under no circum-

stances... be given or discussed with foreign governments, including the Government 

of Italy.”
102

  

When the Italian Prime Minister sat with Khrushchev, the Soviet leader initi-

ated the discussion with the usual threats of war and ideological comments on the su-

periority of the Soviet system, invited the Italians to increase trade with the Soviet 

Union, and accused Kennedy of warmongering after his own allegedly peaceful ad-

vances at Vienna. After Fanfani expressed hope that war could be avoided, Khrush-

chev responded: 

What you have said means that you think we have already decided to sign the 

treaty and that you will make war on us. Fulbright, who probably expresses 

Kennedy’s thinking and says things the latter cannot say, has maintained that 

one should not create a war psychosis. One should create premises for nego-

tiations and for the Peace Treaty; then it will be possible also to talk about 

economic cooperation. 

 

Fanfani: In all these words there is a point of difference in evaluation. You 

say: “I want to sign the Peace Treaty.” The dispute arises when it comes to 

timing and methods. If you sign it at once and by yourself, a grave situation 

will be created, but if you say that it is necessary to emerge from the post-war 

situation and arrive at a Peace Treaty, then we agree. Of course, it should be a 

matter of serious negotiation and not simply a trick to gain time. Khrushchev 

has quoted men of authority who also express the thinking of Kennedy. This 

ought to make us somewhat optimistic, but the solution depends on the will of 

all. The key factor is the will of Khrushchev and that of the Russian people.
103

 

 

 With this, whether intended or not, Fanfani had now told Khrushchev that 

Kennedy was indeed thinking along Fulbright’s line. In fact, Fanfani had shown a 

glimpse of the attitude Washington would show throughout the entire crisis in Berlin: 
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the will to come to a mutually agreeable modus vivendi for Germany, if necessary 

against the political concepts of the Adenauer government. The expression “to emerge 

from the post-war situation and arrive at a Peace Treaty” clearly entailed an accep-

tance of the division of Germany. 

 The Foreign Minister’s Conference in Paris also debated the content of the 

Fanfani-Khrushchev talks, though it is unclear whether the European Foreign Minis-

ters received the full conversation protocols. What they did not receive in any case 

were Fanfani’s personal messages to the president, which arrived at the White House 

on August 8. In Paris, in the meantime, Rusk had the difficult task of going through a 

series of tripartite and quadripartite talks and also to debate the idea of Berlin negotia-

tions with NATO Secretary General Dirk Stikker. The Paris talks again yielded no 

room for negotiations on Berlin. In a cable on August 5, Ambassador Thompson al-

ready had expressed his negative view of the Allied positions, and suggested preparing 

for concessions that would go beyond anything he had previously sought. 

While appreciate that danger of leaks and German sensibilities may have made 

it impossible for [Four Power] Working Group go further in preparation for 

negotiations it would seem to me that at least US side should now attempt work 

out specific papers covering alternative approaches to solution German and 

Berlin problems... on following subjects: 

1. Actual redraft of our Geneva peace package plan [proposing a free city of 

Berlin] 

2. Redraft of foregoing on basis of 7-year-delay showdown 

3. Text of possible NATO-Warsaw non-aggression pact 

4. Specific proposals for assurances or guarantees better West German access 

to West Berlin. 

5. Actual text of identical peace treaties for signature by Soviets and Allies 

with East Germany and by West with West Germany 

6. Updated proposal for interim West Berlin solution.
104

 

 

With this, Thompson openly requested steps toward fully acquiescing to all Soviet 

demands: A peace treaty with both Germanies, including full acceptance of a German 

division, and pushing West Berlin into an interim free city mode under a time limit, 

after which the fate of West Berlin would clearly be left to the whims of Ulbricht. 

There seemed to be no direct response from Foggy Bottom to this particular cable, but 
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it was already agreed that Thompson would hold confidential US-Soviet talks in Mos-

cow after the West German elections. 

 Rusk, in the meantime, had a busy schedule in Europe. He met on August 5 

with the British and French foreign office delegations in the morning, followed by a 

quadripartite meeting in the afternoon; these talks continued on August 6, and were 

followed by a meeting with the North Atlantic Council on August 7. On August 8, the 

Secretary of State met with de Gaulle himself, and then proceeded to Rome to speak 

with Italian Foreign Minister Segni. Finally, Rusk visited Adenauer in Cadenabbia on 

August 10 before returning to Washington.  

In the first tripartite meeting, with the West German Foreign Minister von 

Brentano absent, it became clear that France strongly supported the West German re-

fusal to negotiate. While British Foreign Secretary Lord Home left no doubt that 

Adenauer would be pushed hard after the West German elections to agree to negotia-

tions on the Oder-Neisse line and a full recognition of the GDR, French Foreign Min-

ister Couve de Murville, fearing that Bonn might seek its own rapprochement with 

Moscow if the West failed to support Adenauer, demanded full West-German partici-

pation in the development of any negotiations proposal. “This is the spirit in which the 

Allies must consider the problem. Whatever they did, the Federal Republic must be in 

full agreement.”
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 Nevertheless, the French Foreign Minister pointed out that there 

was no real room for negotiations. Although the West would in the end probably not 

fight for Berlin, he also argued that the flow of refugees could not actually be negoti-

ated away; the refugees left West Berlin via Allied air transport, and having GDR per-

sonnel routinely search these planes on the ground would establish GDR control over 

Western air traffic: 

The West could always advance something along standard lines combating the 

Soviet peace treaty proposal with proposals for German reunification on the 

basis of self-determination... Everyone on both sides knows that these are not 

practical. The discussion will inevitably move on to the status of Berlin and ac-

cess thereto. ... If there is agreement on Berlin, this means that the status quo 

will not be maintained as such. ... There was the burning problem of the refu-

gees. If the Soviets accept an agreement on Berlin, Couve continued, for the 

Allies this would somehow have to involve a guarantee of Western communica-

tions even if the continuation of the occupation status was not formally recog-
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nized. ... The Soviets will insist that GDR control of German traffic between the 

Federal Republic and Berlin include refugees. This is what a substantive 

agreement really comes to in the last analysis. ... It was essentially a test of 

strength between the Soviet Union and the U.S. ... If the present situation is a 

trial of strength, it is essential to show no weakness. ... Khrushchev says this is 

an issue on which the West will not fight and that we will finally accept his po-

sition. Perhaps in the last analysis he is right but it would certainly be wrong 

to give him the immediate impression that he is right. ... [British Foreign Sec-

retary] Home said that since the East Germans presently control all civilian 

traffic to West Berlin except air communications, if we were to get a reason-

able de facto arrangement because Khrushchev wants no war, we would not be 

much worse off than at present, except that Allied air access could not be used 

to move refugees. ... Couve said that the point was that the refugees are trans-

ported by air. This was the real issue. He wanted to say this now while von 

Brentano was not present while it was awkward.
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It is evident from these deliberations that both the British and French govern-

ments had come to different conclusions about the refugee flow. The British delega-

tion had thought it possible to agree to a Western concession not to fly refugees out of 

West Berlin by airplane; the French thought this impractical since it would grant the 

GDR some sort of control procedure over Western aviation. The concept of publicly 

making such an agreement part of the Western negotiating option was therefore si-

lently dropped. The mere occurrence of this conversation, however, is also proof that 

neither the French nor the British Foreign Minister expected a sector closure within a 

week’s time. 

 It was quite dangerous for the French Foreign Minister to insinuate that the 

three Western Allies would not really be ready to fight for Berlin. Khrushchev had 

repeatedly claimed that the French had told him privately that they were not willing to 

fight for Berlin, and Couvé had now confirmed this allegation. Premier Khrushchev 

received a copy of these Paris Foreign Minister conference protocols within three 

weeks via the KGB.
107

 It is therefore possible that Khrushchev’s hard posture in Sep-

tember and October following the Berlin sector closure was also in part triggered by 

this statement. 

 The tripartite talks ended with the French Foreign Minister agreeing to confi-

dential ambassadorial probes in Moscow before October under the proviso that these 
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be kept secret from the West Germans; two days later de Gaulle himself clarified that 

while probing was acceptable, full negotiations were not.
108

 Rusk’s afternoon talks 

including the West German delegation under Heinrich von Brentano revealed nothing 

new, although Brentano remarked at length that recent GDR measures to instill fear in 

East Berliners working in West Berlin increased the danger of a revolt in East Ger-

many should the sector border be closed. In case of another uprising, Brentano argued, 

the West German police and military forces would be under strong public pressure to 

intervene on behalf of the East German population. Rusk then lied to von Brentano 

and told him that his government “had concluded that negotiations with the Soviets 

could not be successful under existing circumstances, i.e., until Khrushchev had been 

influenced by our efforts to strengthen ourselves.”  

The talks in the presence of Brentano, which focused entirely on the military 

strengthening of the alliance, left the German Foreign Minister with the impression 

that military posture, not the development of a negotiating position, was the top prior-

ity in Washington. As the conversation inevitably turned again to West German mili-

tary preparedness for the crisis, the West German Foreign Minister commented that 

the Federal Republic could not take all intended measures before the September 17 

elections since  

this would lay the German Government open to accusations that could mark-

edly affect the outcome of the elections. He felt it might be dangerous to our 

joint efforts if the Germans tried to move too rapidly before September 17 in 

that the special measures might be taken, but that in doing so the CDU/CSU 

might lose the election and a government come to power which would not im-

plement these measures.
109

 

 

The “measures” referred to an extension of the military draft, which would automati-

cally increase the size of the West German divisions, then at 60%, to 70% capacity.
110

 

Hence, for domestic reasons and power politics, the Adenauer government refrained 

from assuming the very military posture it had demanded from its allies for an entire 

year.  

 After two days of quadripartite talks, Brentano and French Foreign Minister de 

Murville conceded that the West should be prepared for negotiations after the Soviet 
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October party congress, but were adamantly against a public Western proposal for a 

Foreign Minister’s conference on Berlin like that in Geneva in 1959. Overall the 

French government fully supported Bonn on the diplomatic level within the alliance, 

but Paris privately told London and Washington that it actually considered Khrush-

chev’s position a bluff and was not really willing to fight for Berlin either. 

 In the meantime, signals reached the White House that Khrushchev did indeed 

prepare for a sector closure. During a Warsaw pact meeting in Moscow on August 5, 

Khrushchev had the sector closure plan rubber-stamped by his Warsaw Pact col-

leagues and finalized the timing of the closure for the coming weekend.
111

 Khrushchev 

hinted at the sector closure in his TV speech to the Soviet people on August 7, in 

which he warned the West that the Soviet Union would “sign a peace treaty and close 

your loophole into the GDR.” In the following 24 hours, a record number of refugees 

on a single day – over 2,000 – fled the GDR into West Berlin.
112

 On the same morn-

ing, Fanfani’s press spokesman Humbert Bianchi met President Kennedy’s press sec-

retary Pierre Salinger in Paris “with instructions to deliver personal message to me 

[Salinger] for the President and Secretary [Rusk].” Bianchi’s orders were to inform 

Kennedy of the real meaning of Khrushchev’s talks with Fanfani.  

Mr. Fanfani did not bring up subject of Berlin with Mr. Khrushchev but the lat-

ter did, and it occupied the bulk of the two-way conversation. Mr. Khrushchev 

stated that Germany was a key to peace or war and that the problem must be 

solved now. ... Mr. Khrushchev said that if war came over Berlin it would be a 

nuclear war from the beginning. He repeated this about twelve times during 

the talks. He kept saying that this was not a threat but that there was no other 

choice for him. ... Khrushchev agreed that negotiations could be started. In his 

last private talk with Khrushchev, Fanfani gathered that Khrushchev is seri-

ously considering waiting until the end of the German elections before taking 

any initiative on talks. 

 

Fanfani’s interpretation of Khrushchev’s remarks, according to Bianchi, were: 

1. It highly irritates Khrushchev to be made to look hesitant and afraid. He 

does not want to appear this way to either his military apparatus or his people. 

If he feels he is being made to look this way, he will be forced into a military 

catastrophe. 

2. As claims of military measures and armaments go on, they will reach a cer-

tain point where it will be impossible to stop. ... 
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3. Possibilities for negotiations still exist. Khrushchev referred to statements 

made by Senators Mansfield and Fulbright and said he thought President Ken-

nedy agreed with those statements at least 80%. Khrushchev stated: “We are 

all of us, including Mr. Kennedy, prisoners of Mr. Adenauer’s policies.”
113

 

 

If the last point had been a serious misjudgment on Khrushchev’s part, the president 

should have countered this impression as quickly as possible, especially regarding his 

alleged proximity to Mansfield and Fulbright. Since Fulbright’s remarks had espe-

cially made waves in the previous ten days, the president could have used his press 

conference on August 10 to counter the impression that the White House favored Ful-

bright’s position of allowing a sector closure or other concessions to the Soviets. In-

stead, the president carefully avoided the issue. When being asked whether the gov-

ernment had “any policy regarding the encouragement or discouragement of East 

German refugees moving West,” Kennedy merely responded that Washington did not 

“attempt to encourage or discourage the movement of refugees, and I know of no 

plans to do so.”
114

  

Historians Honoré Catudal and Michael Beschloss imply that Khrushchev’s 

speech and his warnings via Fanfani were intended to hint at an impending sector clo-

sure, and therefore that President Kennedy’s press conference on August 10 was a 

carefully crafted Western signal of tacit agreement, mainly because the president did 

not explicitly repudiate Fulbright’s July 30 remark on the sector closure.
115

 While such 

method of signaling would be quite similar to Ulbricht’s way of communicating via 

obscure press conference statements, this interpretation is nonetheless doubtful for two 

reasons.  

Given that Fanfani’s interpretation of Khrushchev’s comments clearly pointed 

at a much larger impending crisis, the expectation clearly was that Khrushchev would 

actually sign a separate peace treaty or find some other way of unilaterally “solving” 

the Berlin crisis as he had continuously threatened. Hence there is no proof that Fan-

fani’s conclusions were understood mainly as a “secret warning” of an impending sec-

tor closure.  

Instead, Fanfani’s message meant much more – that Khrushchev considered 

Kennedy to favor privately the Fulbright-Mansfield concept of accepting a legal 
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change in the status of Berlin via some agreement. The second reason why this form 

of communication would not have made sense for the Kremlin is that Khrushchev had 

in all likelihood already taken the final decision to close the sector border. Warning 

the West of such an operation after it had started could have made the situation even 

more complicated. 

The president’s soft statements after receiving Fanfani’s thoughts on Khrush-

chev show that Kennedy did not consider it necessary to counter publicly Khrush-

chev’s impression that Washington pondered far-reaching agreements along the lines 

of Fulbright’s and Mansfield’s suggestions. Just as he had intended throughout the 

year, the door to negotiations remained wide open, despite all of Khrushchev’s threats. 

Kennedy’s press statement was probably more motivated by the notion that any West-

ern encouragement of the refugee flow could have sparked the flames of a much 

dreaded GDR revolt. This implied, however, that the refugee flow was considered a 

risk, not an asset. 

 On August 10, the day of the president’s press conference, Rusk visited the 

German chancellor in Cadenabbia at Lake Como to discuss the results of the Foreign 

Minister conference in Paris. After Rusk declared that the Paris talks had gone well 

and that NATO had “unity of purpose” on Berlin, he again pushed the chancellor to 

offer room for negotiations, albeit this time with the argument that the West would 

lose all negotiation advantages if Khrushchev alone determined the subjects of the 

talks: “Therefore the President is considering whether the West should take initiative 

to bring about negotiations this fall.” After complaining about the complications in the 

United Nations General Assembly resulting from France’s squabbles at Bizerte, Rusk 

asked for the chancellor’s views on timing of negotiation proposals. 

 Adenauer, as usual, first carefully led the conversation elsewhere. After analyz-

ing Khrushchev as a person, he praised Kennedy’s recent military posture, and then 

criticized the impression caused by the Fulbright statements. Having read the Fanfani 

conversation protocol with Khrushchev, the chancellor said “we may have learned 

from Prime Minister Fanfani that Khrushchev uses the statements of Senators Ful-

bright, Mansfield, and Humphrey as representative of American thinking.”   
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Rusk responded that Fulbright did “not always represent the President’s for-

eign policy.” This lukewarm response might have sounded threatening to the chancel-

lor; after continuing his monologue on Khrushchev, Adenauer eventually vaguely 

agreed that the idea of Western negotiations with the Soviets could be mentioned to 

the press sometime in the first week of September – before the West German elec-

tions. Regarding the consultation of de Gaulle on approaching the United Nations, 

however, Adenauer added, one should wait for five more days, since the French Le 

Figaro had predicted a revolution in France on August 15. After that date, de Gaulle 

could be approached regarding Bizerte and other issues.
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 The chancellor had thus conditionally linked a Western consensus on the tim-

ing of a UN approach to Berlin negotiations – a clear defeat considering previous 

West German resistance to involving the United Nations on Berlin – to a date inciden-

tally set after the planned sector closure, based solely on speculations in a French 

newspaper article.
117

 While the choice of date is indeed strange, it would be too far 

fetched to conclude the chancellor’s choice of timing as a hint of advance knowledge 

of Ulbricht’s plans to seal the sector border. Nevertheless, by August 15 the situation 

had changed dramatically. 

 On August 12, on the eve of the sector closure, the State Department was 

mainly concerned with the apparent divergence between the general Allied and the 

West German position on reacting to a GDR uprising. Strauss had asked that a revolt 

be supported if it happened, while the State Department was dominated by the fear of 

the crisis getting out of control before Western military measures to deter Soviet ac-

tions against Berlin were in place. Rusk therefore had John Ausland in Foggy Bottom 

draft a request to Ambassador Dowling in Bonn to probe for West Germany’s position 

in such a case, and explained in detail the Washington position on a GDR revolt. 

Situation in East Germany causing us increasing concern. Explosion along 

1953 lines at this time would be highly unfortunate. Despite inevitable memo-

ries in East Germany of 1953 and Hungary, we assume that not only danger of 

escape hatch being closed but also rising tension between Moscow and Free 

World is contributing factor. It would be particularly unfortunate if an explo-

sion in East Germany were based on expectation of immediate Western mili-

tary assistance. Such an explosion would precipitate crisis before military and 

political measures now underway for dealing with Berlin problem have be-
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come effective. Please report urgently FRG thinking... As FRG knows, this sub-

ject discussed at Paris Foreign Minister Conference, which decided unani-

mously “ that as a matter of policy the Allies should do nothing to exacerbate 

the situation.”
118

 

  

In fact, Khrushchev had given peculiar hints that he intended to crush any po-

tential revolt in East Germany. On August 9, he had invited numerous ambassadors to 

a reception in the Kremlin. There he announced that he had just assigned Marshal 

Koniev, hero of the Soviet Union (and, together with Marshal Shukov, conqueror of 

Berlin in 1945), to the post of Commander of the Soviet Forces in Germany. Accom-

panying Koniev, Khrushchev said, was General Batov, who according to Khrushchev 

“had experience in Hungary” – from crushing the 1956 revolt. The British ambassador 

Frank Roberts only noted that Khrushchev had used “odd emphasis” on this point.  

It was quite clear that the main intention of these assignments was to signal to 

the West and to Ulbricht that any revolt or East German unilateral activity beyond that 

already agreed would have to face Soviet commanders experienced in fighting Ger-

mans and crushing revolts. Given Khrushchev’s notorious threats and claims the same 

night, it is thoroughly possible that the implied warning to Ulbricht had not been un-

derstood in the West.
119

 

On August 10, Koniev’s assignment had been officially announced by the 

GDR’s Neues Deutschland and the Soviet Marshal invited the allied West Berlin mili-

tary commandants to a reception in Potsdam that day. In light of this timing, it should 

not come as a surprise that the State Department sent its aforementioned cable on the 

Western attitude towards a GDR uprising barely 36 hours later, especially since US 

military intelligence had reported on August 9 that massive amounts of construction 

material had been gathered around Berlin.
120

 Khrushchev had thus clearly signaled 

that a revolt would indeed be crushed. The White House could neither be entirely sure 

of the West German reactions to a revolt, nor how much prestige would be lost if it 

remained passive. To hold still and pray for acquiescent East Germans was clearly the 

order of the day. 

 There are numerous meticulously researched descriptions of the events of 

August 12-15, 1961.
121

 It should suffice here to repeat only the most important facts. 



 226 

Around 1 a.m. on Sunday, August 13, roughly 21,800 GDR troops and police began 

blocking the sector crossings and stringing barbed wire; by about 6 a.m., they had 

sealed off virtually all of West Berlin. The units installing the barbed wire had rifles, 

but no ammunition. Western allied military personnel passed into East Berlin unham-

pered for the time being. Mayor Willy Brandt, away campaigning, immediately took a 

night train back to Berlin. Three days later, after it had turned out that the West would 

protest but not actively respond, GDR construction teams began replacing the barbed 

wire with bricks and mortar. The refugee flow had been stopped in a single night by 

what seemed a surprise operation – albeit clearly not a surprising move.  
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Aftermath 

After the initial shock of the three days following the actual sector closure, 

West Germany’s Bild tabloid, which belonged to the Berlin-based conservative Axel 

Springer press, complained bitterly in capital letters that “the West does nothing” in 

response to the sector closure. This accidentally described the previously agreed 

Western reaction to an Eastern move against the refugee flow: to avoid fanning flames 

in East Germany at all cost.  

John Ausland, the State Department official for Germany on duty the night of 

August 13, later claimed that when he began looking for a contingency plan for the 

case of a sector closure, he found that none had been made.  

I went over to the briefcase, took a folder out, opened it, closed it, put it back 

in. There was no plan. I guess people thought there was a plan, but there 

wasn’t. ... The whole focus had been off. They had been preoccupied with 

whether the East Germans were going to take over ground access to Berlin.
1
  

 

This misperception cannot be considered as the sole reason why there was no plan. 

Allen Lightner of the Berlin mission sent a telegram in the morning hours of August 

14, stating that the “East has now taken some of the steps which it had been antici-

pated would follow from separate peace treaty with GDR.”
2
 From Lightner in Berlin 

to the State Department and the Oval Office, a sector closure had been anticipated as 

part of the separate peace treaty at least since January. Absence of a contingency plan 

for this measure only proves that no one had intended to prevent a sector closure in the 

first place. This had been sufficiently clarified by NATO’s Oslo communiqué in May 

and Kennedy’s July 25 speech. President Kennedy wrote the same to Mayor Brandt on 

August 18 in a response to his now famous letter calling for help for Berlin. “Neither 

you nor we, nor any of our Allies, have ever supposed that we should go to war on this 

point.”
3
 This implied that there was never to be a war scare over a sector closure ei-

ther.  

On August 14, McGeorge Bundy told the president that the State Department 

might suggest weak reprisals that would not befit the gravity of the Soviet action and 

that he rejected them in advance. He felt supported on this by both Joseph Alsop of the 
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Washington Post and Ambassador George Kennan. Bundy’s suggestion also contained 

an interpretation of the political meaning of the sector closure, which became the 

president’s position on how to handle the public interpretation.  

Incidentally, I find agreement in both Joe Alsop and George Kennan to these 

three conclusions: (1) this is something they have always had the power to do; 

(2) it is something they were bound to do sooner or later; unless they could 

control exits from West Berlin to the West; (3) since it was bound to happen, it 

is as well to have it happen early, as their doing and their responsibility.
4
 

 

Bundy’s argument was remarkably apologetic and fully liberated Washington’s 

policy on Berlin throughout the year from any responsibility for the sector closure. It 

avoided the fact that the stop to the refugee flow was a clear breach of the agreement 

on Berlin. Sealing off the Western sectors had been as much in the range of Soviet 

military capability as an annexation of West Berlin: It was possible, but nonetheless in 

breach of an agreement. By claiming that it was something the Soviet Union was 

bound to do sooner or later, the sector closure became inevitable. However, the refu-

gee flow making the seal-off inevitable was triggered by the GDR’s determination to 

impose ever new domestic regulations and measures designed to curb individual citi-

zen’s rights and economic opportunities.
5
 In late 1960, Western economic pressure 

had successfully deterred the GDR from implementing what it considered domestic 

policy. However, no one in the Western world, from Bonn to Washington, had sug-

gested in 1961 to implement economic sanctions merely for the sake of keeping or 

restarting the flow of refugees or freedom of movement within Berlin. It remained one 

of the options never thought through in the process of Western decision-making in the 

Berlin crisis, again mainly because Washington had designated the flow of refugees a 

conceivable concession early on in the decision-making process and because major 

Western resistance to the sector closure might have encouraged riots in the GDR.  

Bundy’s memorandum also reveals that the thinking had gone way beyond just 

conceding a stop to the flow. To have a sector closure early, without Western agree-

ment, was preferable to have it late and with Western agreement. It follows that even 

in the crucial hours after the barbed wire had been strung, the president’s national se-

curity advisor was convinced that a Western-accepted halt to the refugee flow would 
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have been in store for the crisis negotiations anyway, and that now, without having to 

sign any ignominious agreement with the Soviets over Berlin and thereby potentially 

endangering Washington’s prestige in Germany, the West was actually better off. To 

Bundy, the sector closure saved Western face by avoiding embarrassing negotiations 

on the refugee flow. 

 The toothless Western response in the days after the sector closure surprised 

even the GDR. Secretary Rusk’s statement that “violations of existing agreements will 

be the subject of vigorous protests through appropriate channels” was a barely veiled 

signal that the Western allies did not intend to respond beyond simple protest.
6
 As 

Ulbricht wrote a month later to Khrushchev, “the enemy undertook fewer counter-

measures than was expected.”
7
 Surely, the East German party leader also said this to 

soothe any worries Khrushchev might harbor about rising tensions with the West. 

However, which countermeasures could the GDR have expected? In all of the avail-

able Western documents, the only cable that had mentioned Western reprisals for a 

sector closure dividing the city had been John Ausland’s July 22 cable which had only 

hinted that “if GDR should restrict travel within Berlin, US would favor countermea-

sures, at least in TTD field [Travel restrictions] and perhaps economic.”
8
 None of 

these measures were ever implemented. However, Ulbricht’s remark made it sound as 

if the West had intended physical countermeasures. This was another attempt of Ul-

bricht either to make the West look meek to Khrushchev, to encourage the Soviet 

leader to sign the separate peace treaty, or it was evidence of the success of Western 

military posture since Kennedy’s July 25 speech. The latter argument gains weight 

from the fact that the GDR troops were not equipped with ammunition during the ac-

tual closure operation.
9
  

In any case it shows that there was indeed a bit of room for countermeasures if 

Bonn and Washington had agreed on a joint contingeny plan for such a scenario. A 

coincidence of Bonn’s lack of a clear position on the military contingency, Adenauer’s 

inflexibility on all aspects of his Germany policy, and Washington’s tendency to make 

unilateral decisions on flawed fundamental assumptions contributed to Ulbricht’s and 
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Khrushchev’s belief they could and should close the Berlin sector border with impu-

nity. 

 Frustrated by Adenauer’s refusal to suggest alternative political options, the 

president had embarked on a search for bilateral Soviet-American solutions. The ex-

tent of Kennedy’s desire to push bilateral agreements with the Soviets on Germany is 

visible in a cable sent to Ambassador Kennan in Belgrade on August 14. That day, the 

president had also asked Rusk how best to exploit the sealing of the Berlin sector bor-

der in Western propaganda; it was an important aspect for the Western negotiating 

position vis-a-vis the Soviets and for the Neutral Nations Conference in Belgrade, 

which was expected to have important repercussions for the handling of the Berlin 

Crisis by the United Nations General Assembly.
10

 With regard to the actual contents 

of the negotiations with the Soviets, the president had been advised by Bundy to re-

quest suggestions from the State Department within the next ten days. Hence Rusk 

ordered Kennan to contact the Soviet ambassador in Belgrade and tell him 

that the United States Government is sincerely anxious to find a peaceful solu-

tion to the Berlin crisis and realizes that this must be one which takes account 

of the interests of all parties involved. Your Government hopes... that regular 

negotiations to this end may be undertaken in the fairly near future. ... You 

should stress that the value of such discussions would be dependent on the ob-

servation of strictest secrecy... Should he inquire whether any of the allies of 

the United States have knowledge of the suggestion you are making, you may 

say they do not, and that while the United States will of course be guided, in its 

dealings with its allies, by whatever enlightenment as to the Soviet viewpoint it 

may derive from these informal exchanges, it does not intend that any other 

government shall be apprised specifically of the fact that such talks are occur-

ring. In particular, it is not intended that the Germans shall have any knowl-

edge of them.
11

 

 

The talks between Kennan and his Soviet counterpart in Belgrade continued 

well into early September, with the Soviet side demanding full recognition of the GDR 

and the East German borders in return for a declaration of Soviet disinterest in West 

Berlin. At this point, Kennan responded sourly back to Washington that the United 

States should “be prepared to act in the great decisions primarily on our conscience 

and responsibility.” It was evident that Kennan believed talks on this basis to be irre-

sponsible, and that the Soviet demand for the legal division of Germany was  
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irreducible.
12

 Since Kennedy had Rusk and Thompson continue these conversations 

without West German consultation into 1962, well beyond the phase of the main ten-

sion over Berlin, it is clear that talks on the basis of these demands were not consid-

ered irresponsible in the Oval Office.  

 The German chancellor’s doubts concerning Kennedy’s sincerity on West 

Germany, which had only subsided slightly after July 25, were thus now fully justi-

fied. The closing of the Berlin sector border occurred while the chancellor was leading 

the campaign polls. The mood in Germany had suddenly strongly swung towards 

Brandt. Upon the creation of the Berlin wall, the chancellor had made the grave mis-

take to criticize Brandt’s heritage as an illegitimate child in a rally speech, or at least 

so it was understood in the public, and his poll ratings dropped sharply. It suddenly 

seemed that Adenauer could actually lose the election. The public criticism of 

Adenauer in the first two weeks after the sector closure came primarily from the fact 

that while he attacked Brandt in campaign speeches, he also did not fly to Berlin to 

show his solidarity with the divided city. While this seeming passivity would almost 

cost the chancellor his reelection, there is enough circumstantial evidence to argue that 

both Adenauer and Kennedy would have considered this an irresponsible move. The 

chancellor later told his grandson that he was denied to join Lucius D. Clay’s and 

Lyndon B. Johnson’s flight to Berlin on the weekend following the sector closure “by 

the Americans.”
13

  

Considering both the fear that an East-German uprising might be triggered by 

irresponsible Western moves and Adenauer’s strategy in the weeks between August 13 

and the elections to present himself as a calm and reasonable man of peace, it is much 

more likely that this decision was not based on a blunt veto by Washington, but on 

Adenauer’s own fears. This explanation was also supported by Ernst Lemmer, the 

West German Minister for All-German affairs, who later claimed he had warned the 

chancellor by telephone that a trip to Berlin “might fan the flames of indignation into a 

fiery uprising.”
14

 In his psychological profile for the president, Henry Kissinger had 

described distrust of his fellow countrymen as one of Adenauer’s main characteris-

tics.
15

 Maybe this distrust added to the chancellor’s decision not to go. This did not 
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fare well in the public eye, nor did a later visit to Berlin. From the chancellor’s per-

spective, he had hardly had much of a choice; yet Adenauer’s absence from Berlin in 

the crucial days after the construction of the Berlin Wall was often considered his 

greatest political mistake.
16

 

 The decision to send Lucius D. Clay and Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson to 

Berlin did not come easily to Kennedy. The initial reaction to the sector closure in the 

White House had been to push forward the negotiations with the Soviets; only after 

Willy Brandt had sent a letter calling for some sign of American support for the city 

and especially after a cable from Edward R. Murrow, who had flown into Berlin on 

the eve of the sector closure, the Oval Office began to realize the necessity for a pub-

licly visible reaction. On August 15, Murrow had written from Berlin: 

I anticipate Berliners will label our August 15 letter of protest belated and 

tepid. No one here asking for large violent action, merely some action, some 

proof this is not “another sample of ‘Hitler’s take over of Rhineland.’ ” I think 

the timetable for this crisis has been stepped up very considerably and there is 

real danger that Berliners will conclude they should take themselves, their 

bank accounts and moveable assets to some other place. What is in danger or 

being destroyed here is that perishable commodity called hope.
17

 

 

This sparked a controversy in the White House as to how to encourage Berliners’ mo-

rale and not look defeated. Eventually the decision was made to send the much-loved 

hero of the air lift, Lucius D. Clay, and Vice President Lyndon Johnson to Berlin by 

plane while a US military convoy would follow down the Autobahn and arrive in Ber-

lin to be welcomed by the Vice President and Clay there. Sending a convoy down the 

Autobahn, however, was also remarkably reminiscent of the Live Oak contingency 

plans. To the casual observer in West Germany, the sending of troops down the Auto-

bahn into West Berlin looked like a genuine military operation; to Washington, how-

ever, it was clearly a symbolic operation for political purposes. Both Soviet and GDR 

personnel along the routes meticulously stuck to established procedures as they con-

trolled the convoy. The US troops in the convoy, on the other hand, were so keen on 

avoiding trouble that the commanding officer accidentally allowed Soviet officers to 

inspect the truck tailgates to speed up inspections; a few months later Soviet insistence 
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on a “right” to have the truck tailgates opened and have the occupants dismount 

sparked one of the sub-crises that followed the Berlin Wall crisis into 1963.
18

 

Ten years after the construction of the wall, Kennedy’s aide Kenneth O’ Don-

nell claimed that in the days following the sector closure, the president had told his 

aides:  

Why would Khrushchev put up a wall if he really intended to seize West Ber-

lin? ... This is his way out of his predicament. It’s not a very nice solution, but 

a wall is a hell of a lot better than war.
19

 

 

O’Donnell argued that the president saw the wall as a turning point that would lead to 

the end of the Berlin crisis. Could this happen during a week in which the president 

was obviously not sure how far the Soviets were still willing to go? Lucius D. Clay 

and Lyndon B. Johnson went to Berlin for a propaganda show of Western resolve 

while Kennan was simultaneously ordered to begin secret negotiations. In this respect, 

the president still stuck to his two-prong approach of negotiations in combination with 

a display of force. If Kennedy had already felt that the turning point in the crisis was 

reached, why order Kennan to request further negotiations? In fact, the crisis was not 

over for several more months; further sub-crises followed suit, mostly driven by Ul-

bricht’s desire for a Soviet peace treaty signature.
20

 Kennedy’s quest for a lasting 

agreement with the Soviets on Berlin also continued well into the summer of 1962.  It 

is therefore more likely that O’Donnell recollected a statement Kennedy probably 

made several weeks later, as the actual Berlin Wall sub-crisis within the Berlin Crisis 

was subsiding and after Khrushchev had publicly dropped the deadline for the signa-

ture of a separate peace treaty within the year. 

 In the end, the actual Berlin Wall Crisis did not last longer than the twelve days 

from August 13 to August 24, 1961, when the GDR officially called off the military 

state of alert. The next day, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara authorized Gen-

eral Norstad to enact the Live Oak plans if necessary. The spheres of influence had 

thus been severed with a clean cut; the rest of the Berlin crisis was a public flexing of 

muscles, a test of nerves by occasional military squabbles along the Autobahn and in 

the air corridors, and the usual cold war gambling. The timing shows that the White 
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House was only ready to delegate responsibility for military responses to lower eche-

lons when the real crisis was no longer acute. During the construction phase of the 

wall, the Supreme Allied Commander in Europe had not been granted authority to 

implement any contingency plan; yet immediately afterwards he was.
21

 Both super-

powers had avoided direct interference with each other’s sphere of influence, while the 

West also learned to its relief that the barbed wires slowly turned into concrete walls, 

insinuating that the Soviets and the GDR pursued a long-term installation rather than a 

short-term measure before some alleged real showdown. Furthermore, on the morning 

of August 22 Kennedy was briefed that a CIA source had reported that the Warsaw 

Pact meeting had agreed that the deadline for signing a peace treaty by the end of the 

year “has no meaning other than tactical measure in negotiations with the West.”
22

 

Thus, while there was still a lot of Soviet pressure on Berlin, there was clearly light at 

the end of the tunnel. This was not the case from the chancellor’s view though. 

That fall, the gap between Washington’s and Bonn’s intentions and perceptions 

of the crisis could not have been greater. On August 30, Adenauer wrote a personal 

letter to Kennedy in which he signaled understanding that the West needed a joint ne-

gotiating position; however, he asked to develop joint economic countermeasures as a 

non-military contingency plan in case of further Soviet activities against Berlin. 

Again, Ambassador Grewe complained in person to Kennedy that further negotiating 

offers could be understood as signs of weakness by the Soviets.
23

 The Oval Office, 

however, had already gone beyond the point of contemplating economic countermea-

sures. Just two days earlier, Kennedy had asked Rusk to prepare for a Berlin steering 

group meeting in which the Secretary of State could tell  

...what we are doing with regard to the following situations: 

a) Interferences with the civil air traffic into Berlin. This is very much in my 

mind. 

b) Contingencies arising from the partitioning of Berlin (for example, conflicts 

between the West Berlin population and the East German police) 

c) The extension of Live Oak planning to take into account a greater reliance 

on conventional forces 

d) Actions to be taken in the case of an East German revolt.
24
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The president himself was therefore mainly interested in a worst-case scenario 

contingency – a blockade of civil air traffic to West Berlin, a nightmare scenario ex-

ceeding the Soviet measures during the Berlin blockade of 1948-1949. All other ques-

tions focused on stabilizing the situation and decreasing the tension in the city. The 

most likely source of trouble in Kennedy’s view was the Berliners. Given the above 

memorandum, it is safe to say that in case of a mass revolt in and around Berlin 

against the Soviet measures of August 13, the president would probably have ordered 

the West Berlin garrison out to restore public order, thus protecting the Berlin Wall 

and implicitly legitimizing the East German measures, rather than risking a larger con-

flict potentially leading to nuclear war. This was also the reason why the president 

specifically asked to decrease the link between the Live Oak conventional contingency 

plans and a nuclear response. The line for what was acceptable in terms of Soviet 

measures against Berlin was drawn, but Kennedy still wanted to make sure there 

would be a last minute way out of a nuclear response. The Western nuclear deterrence 

posture for Berlin was, at least from Kennedy’s perspective, indeed a bluff. 

In Kennedy’s defense, the president did not have much of a partner in Bonn’s 

Chancellor during the fall crisis. Adenauer’s main concern remained his public image, 

his posture, and its repercussions for the West German elections. In the weeks follow-

ing the construction of the Berlin wall, the German embassy in Washington inquired 

whether the Adenauer government could leak to the press parts of the Chancellor’s 

August 30 letter to Kennedy in order to improve the chancellor’s standing in the me-

dia. This was triggered by an article by the Washington Post’s Bonn correspondent, 

who had claimed that Adenauer had blackmailed Kennedy with the threat of German 

neutralism. The State Department simply responded that it considered letters between 

the chancellor and Kennedy as confidential and preferred background briefings to pub-

lic releases.
25

 At the same time, the president responded to Adenauer in the usual way 

by soothing his concerns, emphasizing that the United States had signaled time and 

again to Khrushchev that any further moves against Berlin would be considered an act 

of aggression. As for negotiating with the Soviets, the president added that any revela-

tions concerning the content of future Berlin negotiations would be detrimental to the 
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aims of the Western allies. It was a clear request to Adenauer not to sabotage potential 

negotiations with early press leaks:  

When our Foreign Ministers meet here in September 14, they will undoubtedly 

discuss not only the tactics and procedures leading to negotiation, but also the 

factors bearing on the substance of our negotiating position. I must share with 

you my concern as to how we can manage to keep the Russians from being in-

formed about these vital and secret matters by the press of the free world. This 

question of leaks to the press is a serious one, and I know we agree it behooves 

all of us to take whatever measures we can to assure the highest possible de-

gree of discretion in the crucial months ahead.
26

 

 

Since the September 14 Western Foreign Minister’s meeting was scheduled 

just one week before the West German elections, Adenauer did not have the slightest 

incentive to adhere to Kennedy’s wishes. The chancellor’s primary focus was his ree-

lection, and since he disliked the president’s position anyway, he had two good rea-

sons not to acquiesce. Leaking the letter and other confidential information would 

improve Adenauer’s public standing before the election, make the president vulnerable 

to appeasement critics, and possibly even force the Western alliance to publicly reaf-

firm their support for Adenauer. By September 7, Adenauer’s letter to Kennedy and 

Kennedy’s response had leaked to the German press, publicly committing Kennedy to 

a harder line on Berlin than he might have intended. Ambassador Dowling immedi-

ately requested an explanation from the German Foreign Office, and cabled to Rusk 

the following morning: 

I spoke to [German Deputy Secretary of Foreign Affairs, Staatssekretär Karl] 

Carstens about release summary of the President’s letter. He professed igno-

rance of details, but said he had impression from conversation with Brentano 

before publication that I had agreed in conversation with Chancellor to this 

procedure. As conversation proceeded, with explanation from me that ... de-

tails of the President’s reply were not to be published, his memory improved 

and he became convinced there had been misunderstanding, which he was 

gracious enough to deplore. ... There seems no doubt that temptation to use let-

ter for campaign purposes was too great, with feeling running high over SPD’s 

exploitation of Vice President’s Berlin visit. 
27

 

 

The chancellor and the German Foreign Office were thus playing games with 

the president’s tendency to pay lip service to West German demands in his  
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confidential letters to Adenauer. Kennedy’s request to keep proceedings confidential 

was blatantly ignored by Adenauer’s campaign. The chancellor’s suspicion that Ken-

nedy intended to have him replaced by “favoring” Brandt during Clay’s and Johnson’s 

Berlin visit in a crucial phase of the West German election campaign ran so deep that 

the echoes of Adenauer’s complaints could be heard in the White House. On Septem-

ber 4, three days before Dowling’s cable from Bonn, Dr. Josef Cohn, European Repre-

sentative of the Israeli Weizmann Institute of Science, had met Adenauer and reported 

the conversation to Walt Rostow. Rostow in turn reported in a memo to Kennedy: 

Adenauer stated that unwittingly the U.S. had shifted the odds in the election 

against him. This came about because Vice President Johnson’s mission 

turned down his offer to join the Vice President on his trip to Berlin; the Vice 

President’s days in Berlin gave Willy Brandt an unparalleled and favorable 

exposure on German TV; and, since the Vice President’s visit, the polls show a 

relative rise in Willy’s fortunes. He said the impression was spread that the 

U.S. wished Brandt to replace Chancellor Adenauer.
28

  

 

It was quite obvious under these circumstances that neither Bonn nor the White 

House were ready to speak frankly about the real content of Berlin negotiations; even 

a compromise seemed impossible given the mutual distrust. By September 12, the 

president had agreed with Rusk that the negotiations with the Soviets on Berlin and on 

Germany should deliver real results rather than be another attempt to continue the 

status quo by another drawn-out endless conference. These results could possibly in-

clude recognition of the GDR and any change to the legal status quo necessary to 

achieve a stabilization of the factual status quo. The Oval Office now pursued aims 

totally incompatible with Adenauer’s political concepts. The chancellor would be told 

the contents of negotiations after an agreement with the Soviets had been found. Ken-

nedy told Rusk: 

As I see it, we reached the following agreements this morning: 

(1) The approach of calling a Peace Conference and working toward Parallel 

Peace Treaties is agreed between us, and you will proceed to have it developed 

in detail. 

(2) We agree that Thompson should open negotiations on this basis with the 

Soviet Union... 

(3) We shall want to plan a careful approach to the Chancellor as soon as is 

practicable. We did not talk about a man for the job. McCloy? Acheson? I do 
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not think Dowling would do; he reflects Bonn opinion too much to be the man 

to bend it. ... 

We agreed this morning that we would keep this whole question very close for 

the present. In the White House only Bundy and Sorensen know about it, and I 

hope in the State Department you can keep it restricted to yourself, Kohler, 

Bohlen, Hillenbrand and Owen. ...I think they and all of us should talk about it, 

when we have to, without reference to the fact that it currently occupies a pre-

ferred position.
29

 

 

Only three days later, during the Western Foreign Minister’s Conference in Washing-

ton, the president told German Foreign Minister von Brentano the exact opposite. 

Kennedy’s double game to soothe the Germans while secretly calling for a negotiating 

position wholly contradicting Adenauer’s foreign policy could hardly be more evident. 

During the conference Kennedy tried to impress on the present foreign ministers that 

Washington would closely listen to Bonn’s desires. 

Terminating the luncheon discussion, the President wanted to stress the role of 

the Federal Republic in this question. This was a matter of the most vital con-

cern to the West Germans. It was therefore essential that we keep closely in 

step with them and that we not undertake courses of action or proposals which 

would turn them away from the Alliance. Herr von Brentano indicated his ap-

preciation of the President’s statement.
30

 

 

Despite the fact that a Berlin sector border closure instead of a full Soviet-

GDR peace treaty could be considered a Western victory, the shock and disillusion-

ment of the German public over the Berlin Wall ran deep. 

Fortunately for Kennedy, by attempting to slice away at Western rights in Ber-

lin, the GDR offered an opportunity to the White House to show that it would make a 

stand for West Berlin. In the weeks after the construction of the Wall, Ulbricht clearly 

hoped that Khrushchev would sign a separate peace treaty; Khrushchev himself was 

not sure what could be achieved.
31

 When Allen Lightner of the US mission in Berlin 

wanted to visit the East Berlin opera on October 22, he was suddenly denied entry into 

East Berlin at the Checkpoint Charlie crossing point at Friedrichstraße unless he iden-

tified himself to GDR personnel. This could result in a de facto diplomatic recognition 

of the GDR.  Lightner refused, following a hard line Clay had demanded from Wash-

ington since late September.
32

 Thus began the infamous Checkpoint Charlie standoff. 
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Clay, as Kennedy’s special representative in Berlin, decided this was where the line 

had to be drawn and sent American tanks to Checkpoint Charlie at Friedrichstrasse, 

where Lightner had been refused entry. The days before, Clay had used these same 

tanks for a training operation in West Berlin’s Grunewald forest, where they had been 

used to knock down a mock Berlin wall. Equipped with front scoops, the tanks were 

easy to recognize; the KGB knew about Clay’s secret training operation, the White 

House did not.
33

 Inevitably, the Soviets brought in their own tanks to Checkpoint 

Charlie in order to show they were ready to respond.  

For the first time since Kennedy’s inauguration, the standoff at Checkpoint 

Charlie seemingly risked armed conflict between the two superpowers.
34

 It is obvious 

that it contributed enormously to Kennedy’s reputation as protector of West Berlin. 

The standoff, however, had been triggered by Ulbricht, the glove had been picked up 

by Clay, and only the Soviet decision to bring Soviet tanks instead delivered the real 

victory: A clarification that the Soviet Union, not Ulbricht, bore final responsibility for 

events in the GDR.  

It is fair to say that the “victory” at Checkpoint Charlie was less due to political 

crisis management in the White House, than to Ulbricht’s self-indulgence and Clay’s 

eagerness to publicly flex Western muscle after the construction of the wall.
35

 More 

importantly, by this point the Soviet Union had clarified that there really was no dead-

line to negotiations on Berlin. On September 12, Soviet Central Committee Party Sec-

retary Frol Romanovich Kozlov had declared in a public speech held in North Korea 

that there was no deadline for the signing of a peace treaty after all. On September 28, 

Khrushchev told Ulbricht in a private meeting that since negotiation contacts had been 

established, “steps should be avoided which could sharpen the situation, especially in 

Berlin.”
36

 This became fully official on the opening day of the CPSU Party Congress 

on October 17, when Khrushchev lifted the ultimatum by saying that the question of a 

time limit was no longer important. Thus, when General Clay ordered the tanks to 

Checkpoint Charlie, the White House was aware from a number of sources that Mos-

cow no longer desired to increase tension over Berlin.
37
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Most importantly, by the time Soviet and American tanks faced each other on 

October 27-28, both Moscow and Washington had displayed their nuclear capability 

and knowledge of each other’s strength. While Soviet forces performed one nuclear 

test after another in the weeks of September and October, the first “Corona” spy satel-

lite photographs revealed the full weakness of the Soviet Intercontinental Ballistic 

Missile (ICBM) arsenal to the Pentagon. To show the Soviets the extent of Western 

knowledge, Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric gave a public address to 

the Business Council of Hot Springs, Virginia, on October 21. Gilpatric uttered a clear 

and stern warning to the Soviet Union on Berlin, clarifying that there was no “missile 

gap.” In fact, Gilpatric commented, “we have a second strike capability which is at 

least as extensive as what the Soviets can deliver by striking first.”
38

 Only three days 

earlier, Rusk had given a press conference in which he had commented that Khrush-

chev’s dropping the deadline “may serve to reduce the tension somewhat.”
39

 This 

again resembled the carrot-and-stick approach Kennedy had favored throughout the 

year. Only hours after Gilpatric’s speech, Allen Lightner in Berlin refused to show his 

passport to GDR personnel from within a private car when entering East Berlin – cir-

cumstances under which British Berlin personnel readily presented their documents – 

and the escalation to the Checkpoint Charlie episode began. While to Berliners and the 

world public the Checkpoint Charlie standoff therefore looked like a genuine crisis, to 

the White House it was a mere exclamation mark in the formulation of its efforts to 

reach a modus vivendi for the divided city. While Gilpatric’s speech and East Ger-

many’s diplomatic escalation at Checkpoint Charlie happened accidentally at almost 

the same time, they perfectly illuminate the White House’s two-prong strategy. 

On top of this, while Adenauer won the elections, the construction of the Wall 

had really brought about the downturn of the chancellor’s political fortunes. While the 

CDU was still the strongest party in parliament, it had lost its absolute majority and 

was now forced to form a coalition government with Erich Mende’s Free Democratic 

Party (FDP). The FDP’s anti-Adenauer campaign slogan “With the CDU, but without 

Adenauer!” calling for a coalition with the conservatives, but without their leader, now 

somehow had to be turned into political reality if the FDP was to keep any credibility. 
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After drawn-out negotiations on the forming of the government, Adenauer eventually 

had to promise he would step down in mid-term. Throughout late September and all of 

October, West German politics were paralyzed by these government-building negotia-

tions which lasted until November 7, when Adenauer was formally re-elected as chan-

cellor by the German parliament. The “old fox” Adenauer was still in charge, but his 

spell over West German politics was now broken. In that sense, Kennedy’s prediction 

in Foreign Affairs in 1957 that the age of Adenauer was over had indeed become a 

self-fulfilling prophecy.
40

  

 While the overall Berlin Crisis continued well into 1963 in the form of various 

sub-crises triggered by Soviet attempts to force the Western governments back into 

negotiations over the future legal status of Berlin, Khrushchev did not fall back into 

issuing an ultimatum: Since Gilpatric’s speech, the military bluff was called, and to 

balance American preponderance in the nuclear arena Khrushchev had to contemplate 

more desperate moves, such as moving his missiles closer to the United States. In this 

regard and for this aspect alone, the Cuban missile crisis of 1962 and the crisis over 

Berlin’s legal status were one larger crisis complex, but by 1963 it had become appar-

ent that neither side could make gains on either Berlin or Cuba without incurring very 

high risks of war.  

While the actual crisis over the legal status of Berlin and the future of Germany 

continued well beyond August 13, 1961, the only real change was the sealing of the 

sector border, which was the only lasting gain for the Soviets since 1958. The Western 

governments continued to succeed in deterring any further Soviet or East German 

moves on West Berlin.
41
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Conclusion 

 When the Kennedy administration took office, its Berlin policy was weighed 

down by the repercussions of the previous administration’s policies, the constraints of 

the Western alliance in Europe, and the West German election year. Even before he 

entered the Oval Office, Kennedy himself had triggered the initial distrust between 

Bonn and his new administration by declaring the age of Adenauer over, which had 

additionally complicated relations between both governments. The greatest obstacle to 

any negotiable modus vivendi on Berlin for the Western alliance, however, was the 

heritage of Eisenhower’s constantly delayed talks on Berlin and the after-effects of 

Eisenhower’s plans on Cuba. While the repeated delay of talks on Berlin had worked 

remarkably well as an almost accidental strategy since 1958, it also frustrated Khrush-

chev to an extent that would increase pressure on any new president, either Kennedy 

or Nixon. Simultaneously, East German desires for an end to the refugee flow, War-

saw Pact criticism from within, and Soviet successes in space built up an expectation 

that by the end of 1961 Khrushchev would attempt a unilateral solution to the Berlin 

question, with or without Western agreement. 

 In this sense, CIA Director of Operations Richard Bissell’s decision to send a 

U2 spyplane over the Soviet Union on the highly symbolic date of May 1 had reper-

cussions far beyond what Bissell expected.  The collapse of the Paris conference in 

1960 due to the U2 affair, while inadvertently buying Kennedy time to get settled into 

office, did not result in any new Western plan on how to deal with the Berlin problem 

in the future.  The new administration at first just hoped Khrushchev would use the 

opportunity to drop the Berlin issue. Instead, the opportunity to find a new active 

Western strategy was lost between the cracks of a new administration coming into 

office with naïve expectations on larger agreements on disarmament, and a West Ger-

man chancellor rigidly refusing any talks as he entered a politically paralyzing election 

year. Another operation proposed by Bissell, the ill-fated landing at the Bay of Pigs, 

closed this brief time window within the Berlin Crisis.   
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If there ever was a moment when the West had an opportunity to formulate an 

active negotiation strategy to find a mutually acceptable modus vivendi for Berlin, it 

was the spring of 1961:  Khrushchev had not yet issued any new ultimatum and waited 

for a Western offer, and the Kennedy administration had not yet lost face over the Bay 

of Pigs.  This opportunity was largely hypothetical, however, since all of the options 

debated at the time were politically unfeasible, and Khrushchev’s demands were in 

any case too far reaching as long as he believed that getting the Western allies com-

pletely out of West Berlin was possible.  Neither Adenauer, who saw the landing in 

Cuba positively until it failed, nor Kennedy made the geo-political connection be-

tween Berlin and Cuba in time to avoid the political fallout in Europe. After the Bay of 

Pigs, the Western alliance felt it needed to restore the credibility of the Western deter-

rent in the eyes of both the public and Moscow. This ended all opportunities for the 

West to lead new, serious negotiations on Berlin.  By May, both Khrushchev and 

Kennedy needed to step up or look weak in the eyes of their respective domestic crit-

ics; when the two met in Vienna, the decision to increase military expenditures had 

already been made in Washington; by July, both sides had made clear that the crisis 

would heat up and had drawn their respective lines.  In the process of searching for a 

fallback position requiring West-German flexibility, both Eisenhower and Kennedy 

had been frustrated, time and again, by Adenauer himself.  Neither Dulles nor Herter 

nor Rusk, neither Eisenhower nor Kennedy, had managed to extract a single negotia-

tion option from Adenauer considered worthy enough as a fallback position on Berlin 

in case Khrushchev forced the issue.  This rigidity on Adenauer’s part backfired inso-

far as the Kennedy administration began to see ever fewer reasons to consult Bonn on 

the issue of Berlin.  When Martin Hillenbrand considered freedom of movement 

within the city one of the few expendable Western rights in his briefing of the presi-

dent in January 1961, it became the de facto fallback position of the Western powers, 

simply because within the following weeks and months to July, all other options fell 

away due to incompatibility, active political sabotage, or public pressure.  No one, not 

British or French diplomats, not Franz Josef Strauß during his 1961 summer visit to 

Washington, nor anyone in the State Department or Defense, had argued for a Western 
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plan to defend freedom of movement within Berlin.  Instead, Ambassador Thompson 

had repeated time and again to Khrushchev that the West considered the refugee issue 

the main political problem for East Germany.  For the entire NATO alliance, the Oslo 

communiqué of May 17 had pointed out that East Berlin was not really any of its 

business. Yet when Ulbricht himself obscurely proclaimed in a press conference that 

he had no intention of building a wall, Kennedy listened closely; and still, the only 

reaction was a State Department cable pondering an end to the refugee flow from East 

Germany as a potential trigger for another, undesirable uprising in East Germany.  

Finally, J. William Fulbright’s television statement that the Western alliance and 

Washington would acquiesce to a closing of the sector borders was merely the last and 

bluntest of a barrage of such implicit and explicit signals in 1961.  It is a painful and 

often omitted fact that, on the Soviet-East German timetable of decision-making, the 

order to ready the sector closure in August came only after the West had communi-

cated loudly and clearly that it would defend West Berlin, but not care about the sec-

toral border. 

This still does not mean there was an outspoken, unified and active Western 

policy to drive East Germany into building a wall. The fear that Khrushchev would 

still make a move on West Berlin continued into 1963.  However, the lack of any po-

litical intention to prevent an expected contingency became the casting mould for Ul-

bricht’s plan to close the sector border, a plan Khrushchev eventually made his own, 

precisely because the West had drawn the shape of the plan with its fallback line. By 

leaving Ulbricht and Khrushchev with only one option, Western policies on Berlin and 

Germany unwillingly conspired to force East Germany to face its systemic flaws in the 

summer of 1961.  

The larger Berlin Crisis, while initiated and managed by Khrushchev for a va-

riety of reasons, was constantly exacerbated and stirred by Ulbricht.  In the West, all 

moves towards new negotiation strategies on Berlin and Germany were bogged down 

by mutual allied distrust, inter-allied disagreements over Europe’s future, Adenauer’s 

resilience and occasional political sabotage, and vain notions of potential American 

unilateral action detrimental to a unified coherent Western allied policy. In the end, the 



 255 

Berlin Wall only became possible in August 1961 because of a tragic series of miscal-

culations in Bonn, Washington and other Western capitals.  Step by step and often 

unknown to the protagonists, one door after another to a potentially different outcome 

had closed, until the least feared contingency, the sector closure, became reality.  In 

particular, the unfortunate mix of Adenauer’s traditional inflexibility and election 

campaign paralysis, combined with the eagerness of a new administration in Washing-

ton to deliver fast results led to a dangerous split in the Western position precisely 

when negotiated progress in the Berlin Crisis seemed possible. 

While the 1958-1961 conflagration is surely unthinkable without either 

Khrushchev or Ulbricht, and while the West did deter the Soviets successfully from 

any further moves on West Berlin eventually, it is also safe to say that the particular 

timing of the sector closure on August 13, 1961 within the larger crisis is unthinkable 

without Kennedy and Adenauer and the actions and inactions of their respective gov-

ernments.   

This brings back the question of the framework for analysis used by historians 

of the Cold War that was mentioned in the introduction and first chapter of this disser-

tation.  A particular focus or scope of analysis in time or depth will yield results de-

pending on the chosen focus and scope, and thus fail to deliver a unified picture of the 

political history of the Berlin Crisis.  By analyzing the crisis through three factors 

combined with varying scope based on the available sources we gain a new perspec-

tive.  These factors are the socioeconomic, the personal, and the geostrategic.   

The socioeconomic factors have mostly come into play as an outer framework 

for the ideological conflict between communism and democracy and between planned 

and market economy itself, but they also played into the crisis on a smaller time scale, 

for instance through the immediate rise and fall of refugee numbers from East Ger-

many depending on political measures implemented by Ulbricht and the SED party, or 

the short squabble over the German interzonal trade agreement in late 1960.  It would 

be wrong to assume socioeconomic factors as constants in the crisis; rather, they were 

occasionally varying. 
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Personality played a myriad of roles, small and large, throughout the Cold 

War, and its history would certainly be different if the historical actors’ personalities 

had been different. A cosmopolitan, multi-lingual, and flexible young Adenauer or 

Ulbricht, for instance, would certainly have made a difference, although how much 

difference remains hypothetical. The presidential briefing papers for the Adenauer 

visit in April expected short conversations and recommended not to get stuck in de-

tails; different characters would have created different expectations, and subsequently 

yielded different conversations. 

The geostrategic factors of the various Cold War crises (Berlin, Cuba and oth-

ers) implied hidden political connections to each other.  A policy mistake in Washing-

ton could have easily predictable repercussions in Berlin, and vice versa. However, the 

fact that the peripheries of the Cold War were linked to each other added unforeseen 

complications: Khrushchev’s threat of reprisal against Berlin for the Bay of Pigs land-

ing came as a surprise to Kennedy; trouble for France over their air base in Bizerte, 

Tunisia, clearly prevented a unified Western approach to the United Nations on Berlin.  

A tiny Berlin exclave community called Steinstücken could trigger its own entire sub-

crisis within the sub-crisis; and trouble in Laos or Quemoy and Matsu had meaning for 

Cold War periphery areas elsewhere by changing the foreign policy planning in the 

decision-making centers.  The connected troubles at the periphery reflect back on the 

centers of decision-making.  

Since both sociopolitical systems were fundamentally at odds, but needed to 

avoid a nuclear conflagration, the Cold War crises tended to erupt in the periphery, 

where the gains and stakes seemed small, but quickly turned out to be linked via other 

peripheries back to the center, in ways the political protagonists had not anticipated. 

While Berlin could not be considered peripheral but rather a strategic center of the 

Cold War, the extent to which peripheral areas indirectly influenced the Second Berlin 

Crisis has been understated.  The years of 1958 to 1962 showed that the Cold War 

presented a web of geographically interconnected aspects in which even peripheral 

conflicts could not be resolved without a political price being paid elsewhere. The 

misguided landing at the Bay of Pigs resulted in direct threats to Berlin, and a  
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squabble over a French air base in Tunisia ruled out a joint Western United Nations 

strategy for Berlin as a fallback position.  For failing to come up with a viable fallback 

position on Berlin, the West inadvertently admitted the Wall.   

In the end, none of the major protagonists achieved what they wanted out of 

this crisis, because the multitude of factors involved produced utterly unpredictable 

results.  Adenauer’s tactical avoidance scheme on Berlin, surely meant to protect his 

officially rigid foreign policy from criticism during the campaign, indirectly cost him 

his parliamentary majority. Kennedy’s push for alternative agreements with the Sovi-

ets without Adenauer’s consent only yielded embarassment by the spring of 1962, 

gracefully undone in public memory by a triumphant visit to West Berlin in 1963. 

Khrushchev did not gain West Berlin or a legal affirmation of the status quo and he 

had to give up his pipe dream of openly competing political systems in one city like 

Berlin. Ulbricht did not attain sovereignty for the GDR despite all his schemes, which 

eventually also brought about his replacement by Erich Honecker. Thus, when the 

Cold War crisis period of 1958 to 1962 came to an end, it saw neither clear winners 

nor losers, in what could politically almost be called the status quo ante plus Wall.   

The four cornerstones of historiographical wisdom on the Second Berlin Crisis 

mentioned in the introduction thus evaporate into little more than vague oversimplifi-

cations.  While Khrushchev certainly initiated the crisis and attempted to stay in con-

trol, the refugee flow, Ulbricht’s pressure, and unforeseen events on the periphery and 

in the realms of domestic politics abroad constantly complicated, expanded and 

changed the nature of the crisis on both sides of the Iron Curtain.  By 1962, the four 

core Western alliance members, rather than having had a truly open debate on Western 

policy, had each at least once pursued mutually incompatible unilateral policies on 

Berlin and Germany.  All four anticipated an end to the refugee flow through West 

Berlin as a first step of a crisis escalation, while developing no contingency plans for 

this step.  Because of this omission, Western policy on Berlin was clearly in disarray, 

and if not fundamentally flawed, it was at least dishonest to the public. 

Whether a more coherent Western policy could have secured a continued refu-

gee flow through West Berlin remains pure speculation, but a more coordinated and 
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coherent joint policy by the Allies would undoubtedly have changed the timetable.  If 

Adenauer had been forthcoming with actual negotiation offers, such as the acceptance 

of the Oder-Neisse-Line, if Kennedy had not approved the Bay of Pigs operation and 

gone to Vienna unencumbered by a general expectation to reinstate a failing deter-

rence posture, maybe the refugee flow would have continued beyond August 1961. 

And if that is true, then there is a basic, albeit secondary, joint Western allied respon-

sibility for the creation of the Berlin Wall.   
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Key to Archives and Source Collections used 

DAFR  - Richard P Stebbins, ed. Documents on American Foreign 

Relations 1961.  Edited by Richard P Stebbins. New York: 

Harper & Brothers, 1962. 

DDEL  - Dwight D Eisenhower Library, Abilene, Kansas. 

FRUS  - Foreign Relations of the United States series, by volume:  

FRUS VI - Office of the Historian Department of State. 

Kennedy-Khrushchev Exchanges. Edited by Glenn W. 

LaFantasie, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1961-1963. 

Washington, DC: United States Government Printing Office, 

1996. 

FRUS XIV - Office of the Historian Department of State. Berlin 

Crisis, 1961-1962. Edited by Glenn W. LaFantasie. Vol. XIV, 

Foreign Relations of the United States, 1961-1963. Washington, 

DC: United States Government Printing Office, 1993. 

JFKL  - John F. Kennedy Library, Boston, Massachusettts. 

   POF – President’s Office Files 

NA  - National Archives, Washington, D.C. 

NSA  - The National Security Archives, George Washington University,  

Washington, D.C. 

NHP/BC – Nuclear History Project, Berlin Crisis. 

NSABCm - National Security Archives, Berlin Crisis microfiche collection, 

 as published by Chadwick-Healey.  

The citation is usually followed by the microfiche number. 

PRO  - Public Record Office, Kew, London. 

   FO – Foreign Office files. 

StBKAH - Stiftung Bundeskanzler Konrad Adenauer-Haus, Bonn- 

Rhöndorf. Sources cited from the Adenauer-Haus are usually 

followed by a Roman numeral for the internal file volume (e.g.: 

StBKAH IV). 
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