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Kissinger, Nixon, 
and the Challenges of ’69 

T he Oval Office, 7:50 a.m., January 21, 1969. 
This was Richard Nixon’s first full day in office. The new president, having 

been sworn in the day before, had slept only four hours. But it hardly mattered. If 
nothing else, adrenalin would pull him through. He was, after all, finally the pres-
ident of the United States. And there was so much to do, particularly in the area 
Nixon hoped to make his mark as president: foreign policy. The man sitting across 
the large oak desk in the Oval Office that Tuesday morning would help Nixon—or 
so he hoped—solve or deal with the many problems the thirty-seventh president 
faced abroad: the Vietnam War, the Soviet Union, the uncertainty regarding the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC), the explosive situation in the Middle East. 

The man sitting across the table was Henry Kissinger. He was, already in Janu-
ary 1969, slated to become the foreign policy czar of the new administration. The 
previous day, while the inaugural parade had been under way, Kissinger had been 
hard at work, perfecting the bureaucratic machinery that placed the White House 
at the center of foreign policy making. Most important, three National Security 
Decision Memorandums (NSDM 1, 2, and 3) had been delivered to key officials, 
establishing a structure that assured that Kissinger’s NSC would have more than 
the purely analytical role the agency usually played. On that day, January 20, 1969, 
as Secretary of State Rogers watched the inaugural parade, Kissinger had completed 
a series of private letters from Nixon to the most important foreign leaders (such 
as Leonid Brezhnev and Charles de Gaulle). They were delivered directly to the 
respective countries’ embassies without informing the State Department. There 
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18 the flawed architect  

was nothing illegal in that, but the act was symbolic. On the very first day of the 
Nixon administration, the State Department had, in effect, been relegated to a sec-
ondary role. That the new president’s first appointment was with his NSC adviser, 
symbolized Kissinger’s emerging power base within the Byzantine confines of the 
Nixon administration.1 

Over the five and a half years that Kissinger served Nixon as the national secu-
rity adviser (and as of September 1973, secretary of state), the two men developed 
a relationship that has been the subject of numerous articles, chapters, and books. 
Many have analyzed the seemingly different backgrounds of the two men: one a 
German-born Jewish immigrant, who rose to a coveted position within the Amer-
ican academia; the other a son of a Quaker farmer from California who, despite 
humble beginnings, burst onto the American political scene in the immediate 
aftermath of World War II, becoming Dwight D. Eisenhower’s vice president before 
losing to John F. Kennedy in the 1960 presidential race. They were, as Nixon him-
self liked to say, “the odd couple.” 

But was the partnership as odd and seemingly accidental as Nixon and many 
others—Kissinger among them—implied? Given the amount of pages already 
devoted to analyzing the Nixon–Kissinger relationship over the past three decades, 
it seems unnecessary to repeat all the curious aspects of their interaction. Yet, a few 
central issues are worth some exploration. First, it is important to focus on the 
rationale behind Nixon’s choice of Kissinger. Was it a major leap from Nixon’s per-
spective, or a logical decision based on what the new president hoped to achieve in 
the area of foreign policy? Second, it is crucial to look at the various elements that 
made Kissinger indispensable to Nixon (and conversely made others, such as Sec-
retary of State William Rogers, dispensable). Was the partnership based purely on 
a shared desire for power and secrecy? Or was it fundamentally a result of a simi-
lar view of the world and the American role in it? 

Yet, personalities offer only a partial explanation. Thus, it is important to 
preview the challenges the new administration faced when it came into office in 
January 1969. In the end, it is in those challenges—and the ways in which Nixon 
and Kissinger answered them—that the odd couple’s relationship found its ulti-
mate glue. 

RICHARD NIXON 

The post–World War II era has been called an “age of Nixon.” And while few would 
like to think that the chief villain of the Watergate scandal merits such a high posi-
tion, there is little doubt that Nixon was one of the most visible American politi-
cians during his three decades in public life. Elected to the House of Representatives 
in 1946 and the Senate in 1950, he was one of the most prominent of the newcom-
ers in Washington. When Dwight D. Eisenhower selected Nixon as his running 
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19 Kissinger, Nixon, and the Challenges of ’69 

mate in 1952, the future president was not yet forty (he was born in January 1913). 
Having spent two terms as Ike’s vice president, Nixon was the obvious candidate to 
lead the Republican Party in the 1960 elections. But then he suffered two defeats. 
John F. Kennedy won a narrow victory in November 1960; in  1962 Nixon was humil-
iated in the California gubernatorial election by the incumbent, Edmund G. 
Brown. After sixteen years in the political arena, Nixon announced the day after his 
defeat that he had had it. “This is my last press conference,” Nixon told the startled 
reporters who had come to hear him out. Everyone thought he was finished. 

Of course, Nixon had not retired from politics. Over the next few years he did, 
however, take some time off and worked in a law firm in New York City alongside 
his future secretary of state William Rogers. Political animal that he was, Nixon 
retained his links to the Republican Party’s leadership but sat out the 1964 presi-
dential campaign, where the Republican Barry Goldwater was soundly defeated by 
Lyndon Johnson. Soon thereafter, Nixon started positioning himself for a run in 
the 1968 elections. He built links to the moderate wing of his party dominated by 
Kissinger’s mentor Nelson Rockefeller. By late 1967 Nixon appeared to be the most 
electable of those senior Republicans in contention for the nomination (in addi-
tion to Rockefeller, these included California Governor Ronald Reagan). And, as an 
experienced campaigner, Nixon had the best political machinery within his own 
party. By the summer of 1968 his nomination was a virtual certainty, confirmed at 
the Miami Beach Republican convention in August, where Kissinger made those 
legendary disparaging comments about his future boss. Three months later Nixon 
finally won the ultimate prize of his political career as voters narrowly chose him, 
rather than Vice President Hubert Humphrey. 

Richard Nixon may have been the consummate American politician but he also 
had something that his predecessor, Lyndon B. Johnson, and his successor, Gerald 
R. Ford, lacked. Nixon was experienced and knowledgeable in foreign affairs and, 
once elected, intended to become a foreign policy president. Over his years as 
Eisenhower’s vice president Nixon had spent more time on foreign policy than any 
previous holder of that post. He had traveled the world, both as vice president and 
later as a private citizen, and had met most of the prominent world leaders in office. 
He had shown an ability to hold his ground in debates with powerful adversaries 
(most famously with Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev in the famous “kitchen 
debate” of 1958). Although Nixon had deserved a reputation as the right-wing 
Republican leader due to his merciless attacks on a number of Democratic oppo-
nents as soft on communism, this did not, in the end, place him in a unique cate-
gory among American political leaders of the early Cold War. During the 1960 
election against John F. Kennedy, Nixon’s rhetoric had actually been less ideologi-
cally driven than that of his rival. Nixon was, in short, a pragmatist, someone that 
used rhetoric when it fit his needs. He believed, of course, that Soviet communism 
was the chief nemesis of the United States and that American democracy was supe-
rior to Soviet communism. But he was not dogmatic about the East-West rivalry. 
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20 the flawed architect  

Although Nixon had not advertised his foreign policy views, he had dropped 
hints about some of the issues that would dominate his and Kissinger’s agenda after 
January 1969. He had, by and large, supported the escalation of the Vietnam War 
and offered, in 1968, only a nonspecified “plan” on how to end the war. He had pub-
lished, in 1967, what many would consider a remarkably prophetic essay on China, 
arguing, in essence, that in the long run the United States would have to come to 
terms with the world’s most populous nation, regardless of the political philoso-
phy of its leaders. And he made numerous references in various speeches during 
the presidential campaign about “a new era of negotiation” with the Soviet Union. 
There was a hint of change, but hardly anything approaching an opening commit-
ment to détente. 

Nixon’s personality was, as almost every observer has noted, full of contradic-
tions. He was the consummate American politician but he was also shy in personal 
contact with people. He could deliver a good speech but found it difficult to make 
chitchat. He had few friends and could apparently only relax in the company of 
men that had no obvious connection to politics, such as the Miami businessman 
Bebe Rebozo. Even as the president of the United States, Nixon appeared insecure, 
unable to confront people face-to-face, yet craving public approval. He claimed to 
hate the press, but was seriously concerned about what they wrote. He was, in short, 
a complex man. As one of his biographers puts it, Nixon “was devious, manipula-
tive, driven by unseen and unknowable forces, quick as a summer storm to blame 
and slow as a glacier melt to forgive, passionate in his hatreds, self-centered, 
untruthful, untrusting, and at times so despicable that one wants to avert one’s eyes 
in shame and embarrassment.” Yet, the same Nixon “could be considerate, straight-
forward, sympathetic, and helpful” and “was blessed with great talent, superb intel-
lect, an awesome memory, and a remarkable ability to see things whole, especially 
on a global scale and with regard to the world balance of power.”2 

He was, in many ways, not unlike Henry Kissinger. 

CHOOSING KISSINGER 

The 1968 election finally catapulted Kissinger to the corridors of power. Having 
returned to Cambridge after the Republican convention in August 1968, Kissinger, 
after some hesitation, refused to establish an open connection with Richard Nixon’s 
foreign policy team, at the time headed by Richard Allen, a thirty-two-year-old 
staunch anticommunist who had studied in Munich and Stanford (but had not, 
although others addressed him as “Dr. Allen,” actually finished his doctorate). 
According to Allen, and journalist-author Seymour Hersh, Kissinger did, however, 
offer his help behind the scenes. At the same time, Kissinger maintained connec-
tions with the Democratic camp and in mid-September spent a few days in Paris, 
where an American delegation, headed by Averell Harriman, was engaged in peace 
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21 Kissinger, Nixon, and the Challenges of ’69 

talks with the North Vietnamese. Upon his return from Paris, Kissinger—while he 
had no specifics to offer—informed the Nixon camp that the Johnson administra-
tion was working hard to get a bombing halt prior to the early November elections. 
It was the first of many Kissinger back channels.3 

Kissinger’s links to the Nixon camp have spawned numerous conspiracy theo-
ries not only about Kissinger’s conduct but also about the possibility that Nixon 
may have sabotaged the Paris peace talks in order to secure his victory in Novem-
ber 1968. The strongest case to this effect has been made recently by William Bundy. 
In his 1998 book, A Tangled Web, Bundy—while dismissing any information that 
Kissinger may have provided about Washington and Hanoi’s willingness to estab-
lish a bombing halt in November as nothing but common sense (“Almost any expe-
rienced Hanoi watcher might have come to the same conclusion”)—implies a 
clandestine effort on Nixon’s part to destroy any possibility of a peace agreement. 
Through his contacts via Anna Chennault (a member of Nixon’s campaign staff 
and strong supporter of the cause of Nationalist China) and South Vietnam’s 
Ambassador Bui Diem, Nixon had apparently, since July 1968, encouraged South 
Vietnamese President Nguyen Thieu not to rush into accepting any agreement with 
Hanoi during the Johnson presidency.4 

Bundy, whose account is undoubtedly colored by his particular partisan lean-
ings (Bundy was assistant secretary of state for the Far East during the Johnson 
administration; his brother McGeorge had been Kennedy and Johnson’s NSC 
adviser), does make a fairly persuasive case that Nixon was playing politics with the 
war in the months preceding the 1968 election. Yet, this was hardly a singularly 
Nixonian trait at the time. The same could of course be said of Johnson and Vice 
President Hubert Humphrey, who had secured the Democratic nomination the 
previous summer. Indeed, Johnson’s bombing halt was undoubtedly timed so as to 
affect the election result to Humphrey’s favor. And, as the close popular vote (Nixon 
got 43 percent, Humphrey 42 percent, and the third party candidate George Wal-
lace 15 percent) indicated, the Democrats nearly managed to catch what had 
seemed, a few weeks prior to the November elections, a decisive victory for the 
Republicans. Yet, one might also speculate that in the absence of the Wallace cam-
paign, Nixon’s victory might have been far more decisive.5 

While there is no doubt that both major candidates played politics with the war 
in 1968, it seems equally clear that Kissinger engaged both sides during the last 
months of the presidential campaign. If he gave some information about the peace 
talks to the Nixon camp, Kissinger also made vague promises to the Democrats. After 
the Republican convention, he offered, but never delivered, the Rockefeller camp’s 
extensive “Nixon files” to the Humphrey camp. Despite efforts by such Harvard col-
leagues as the future National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, Kissinger never 
handed over any useful information; perhaps he did not have the access to it or, as 
many would later suspect, he was already clearly tilting toward the Nixon camp due 
to poll numbers that in September indicated a convincing Republican victory. There 
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22 the fl awed architect  

is, however, no question that Kissinger was covering his bases and setting himself up 
for a job offer no matter which side was eventually successful in November.6 

The job offer—certainly in the form it came—from Nixon was not a given. The 
only known meeting between the two men before November 1968 had been a five-
minute talk at a Christmas party in 1967 that had apparently not left lasting impres-
sions on either man. And yet, when Henry Cabot Lodge, who had worked with 
Kissinger while an ambassador to Vietnam and had been Nixon’s running mate in 
1960, recommended Kissinger to the president-elect as a potential national secu-
rity adviser, Nixon indicated that he was already seriously considering such an 
appointment. On Friday, November 22, 1968, then, Kissinger received a call from 
Dwight Chapin, Nixon’s appointments secretary. Kissinger, who was, ironically, at 
the time having lunch with Nelson Rockefeller and his advisers, was invited for an 
interview at the Hotel Pierre in New York, where Nixon had set up his transition 
headquarters, the following Monday. A week later, after a successful meeting with 
Nixon in the interim, Kissinger accepted the job. The public announcement fol-
lowed on Monday December 2, 1968. Nixon said he wanted a “fresh approach”— 
which was true enough—but then assured that “Dr. Kissinger is keenly aware of the 
necessity not to set himself up as a wall between the secretary of state.” This, later 
events would bear out, was simply untrue. 

But why had Nixon chosen Kissinger? 
The NSC adviser-elect Kissinger had many qualities that—aside from his 

manipulative behavior during the last months of the 1968 campaign—made him 
an appealing choice to Nixon. He was a Harvard academic with connections to the 
eastern establishment that provided links to the parts of American elite that Nixon 
had grown to hate—but whose approval he seemed to crave—during his political 
career. There was also the Rockefeller connection; by appointing Kissinger, Nixon 
may have hoped to heal some of the wounds within the Republican Party that had 
opened up during the 1968 primaries. Alternatively, as the historian Joan Hoff sus-
pects, Nixon may have wanted to “strike a blow at Rockefeller by ‘stealing’ some-
one close to him.”7 

Such motivations aside, what about the possibility that Nixon simply consid-
ered Kissinger the best man for the job? As Kissinger’s young aide Peter Rodman 
divulged in an interview in 1994, Nixon had actually made queries about having 
Kissinger join his staff immediately after he had secured the Republican nomina-
tion. In Rodman’s words: “Nixon, I think, largely realized that Kissinger was really 
the outstanding person on the Republican side.” The call that eventually came 
could not have been a complete surprise.8 

To some extent, Rodman was probably correct: while there was no shortage of 
supplicants, Kissinger had made a name for himself as Rockefeller’s adviser and 
thus as one of the few Republican foreign policy intellectuals. Within the Republi-
can field, moreover, there were few other obvious contenders. Certainly Richard 
Allen was never considered a serious possibility for such a high post: Nixon had not 
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even bothered to take the thirty-two-year-old with him when he received the first 
major foreign policy briefing as president-elect from Johnson’s major foreign pol-
icy advisers. 

In the end, the initial choice of Kissinger was probably the result of many cal-
culations, ranging from political motivations and Nixon’s personal quirks to seri-
ous foreign policy considerations. It certainly had the immediate impact of causing 
a collective sigh of relief among the many observers who remembered Nixon 
mainly as an unrepentant and rather shallow red-baiter. James Reston of the New 
York Times (not a paper that would frequently endorse Nixon), for example, con-
sidered it “significant” that Kissinger “has the respect of most of the foreign policy 
experts” in the country. The conservative columnist William F. Buckley summed 
up the press’s reaction when he later wrote to Kissinger: “Not since Florence 
Nightingale has any public figure received such public acclamation.”9 

Being selected was one thing. Becoming a central actor in the making of the 
Nixon administration’s foreign policy was something else. That would take more 
than opportunism. 

THE BOND 

In early 1969, few expected that Kissinger would become such a global figure as he 
eventually did. For example, according to Nixon’s White House chief of staff, Bob 
Haldeman, the outgoing president Lyndon Johnson had no inclinations that the 
NSC adviser was one of the best and the brightest of the Nixon administration. 
Although Johnson politely told Billy Graham on January 17 that the Nixon cabinet 
was “the best in history,” he identified, ironically, Secretary of State William Rogers 
as one of “the stars.”10 

Johnson could hardly have been more off the mark regarding Rogers. For 
William Rogers was not destined to stardom in the area of foreign policy. The for-
mer attorney general and Nixon’s law partner was constantly undermined by 
Kissinger and rarely supported by the president. Already in February 1969, Time 
magazine cited a close Nixon aide as saying, “Kissinger is seen as tremendously tal-
ented, energetic and hard-working . . . But there is a certain weariness about him 
and the whole empire he is building.” Indeed, while Nixon would repeatedly assure 
in public that the secretary of state was the principal officer in matters of foreign 
policy, only one of the major issues on Nixon’s agenda fell under Rogers’ purview: 
the Middle East. And even there, the secretary of state’s control of events—largely 
a result of Nixon’s concern that Kissinger’s Jewish background would cloud his 
judgment regarding the Arab-Israeli conflict—did not last. Rogers lost control of 
Middle East policy by the fall of 1970. For all intents and purposes, as Kissinger 
clearly gained the upper hand in his bureaucratic rivalry with Rogers, the secretary 
of state became more a figurehead than an effective decision maker.11 
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24 the flawed architect  

Above all there was the necessity that both saw for centralizing foreign policy 
decision making. Nixon made this clear at their November meeting at the Hotel 
Pierre in New York, when he displayed open contempt—a legacy of his service as 
Eisenhower’s vice president—for the State Department and its large bureaucracy. 
He wanted to be his own secretary of state. Kissinger responded by suggesting that 
the way around the State Department was to put together a strong NSC staff that 
would be located in the White House. The Departments of State and Defense, the 
other two agencies that normally played a decisive role in shaping foreign policy, 
would be kept occupied by demanding detailed studies of various foreign policy 
aspects. The true planning and decision making would take place in the NSC staff 
and, ultimately, in lengthy meetings between Nixon and Kissinger. 

Kissinger began to plan this “quiet coup,” as Walter Isaacson calls it, in Decem-
ber 1968 at Nixon’s orders and with the help of a young Pentagon foreign policy 
expert, Morton Halperin. The plan, outlined by Halperin, was twofold. First, the 
Nixon administration would have a National Security Review Group that, unlike 
its predecessor during the Johnson administration, was to be chaired by the 
national security adviser. This would give Kissinger effective control of both the 
NSC agenda and all the policy papers going to the president. Second, Kissinger was 
to have the power to ask for National Security Study Memoranda (NSSMs), which 
were a series of extensive studies on various foreign policy topics done by the 
bureaucracies at the State, Defense, Treasury, and other departments. By being able 
to order such studies, Kissinger gained control over what the various departments 
were actually working on, while his chairmanship of the review group minimized 
the number of independent initiatives that could arise. Nixon approved the plan as 
one of the first orders of his presidency, hence guaranteeing Kissinger’s position as 
the foreign policy czar.12 

In addition to the revamping of the NSC system, however, Kissinger managed 
to take control over a number of other committees that enhanced his power base 
within the administration. Among the most significant were the Washington Spe-
cial Action Group (WSAG), which handled rapid responses to breaking events and 
crises, and the Forty Committee, a panel that was in charge of authorizing the 
Nixon administration’s covert actions conducted by the CIA and other agencies. 
Both were interagency committees, yet as the chair of these bodies Kissinger would 
control the agenda and be in a prominent position to shape the outcomes of the 
meetings. Both the WSAG and the Forty Committee would be in action through-
out Kissinger’s time in office and be used regularly during such crises as Chile in 
1970, the October 1973 War in the Middle East, and the Angolan conflict in 1975.13 

* * *  

No plans or bureaucratic moves, though, guaranteed the end result. Kissinger did 
not enter the West Wing Basement of the White House guaranteed to emerge as 
the foreign policy czar of the new administration. It depended most of all on Nixon, 
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who had the power, as the president, to fashion foreign policy in the way he wanted. 
The emergence of Kissinger as the prime foreign policy maker in the Nixon admin-
istration was ultimately, as Peter Rodman later put it, “Nixon’s doing.” Yet, Rodman 
wryly added, “Henry didn’t object, obviously.” 

The point to stress is that the consolidation of power took time and constant 
effort. It was hardly possible that a former Harvard professor—even one with 
extended experience working as a consultant for the two previous administra-
tions—would arrive in Washington with a staff of a few dozen and sweep aside the 
entire State Department and its thousands of well-connected and experienced per-
sonnel. As Kissinger later put it in an interview with the author, “The idea that I 
went in there to take it away from Nixon’s best friend [Secretary of State William 
Rogers], as a Rockefeller disciple, it’s preposterous. I didn’t know anybody in the 
Nixon entourage.” That Kissinger managed to establish such a prominent position 
for himself was ultimately dependent not just on his own bureaucratic skills— 
although these naturally helped—but first and foremost on the president’s desire 
to run foreign policy and Kissinger’s ability to provide the type of advice that he 
was seeking.14 

Again, Nixon’s personal quirks—his dislike of open confrontation and large 
meetings—undoubtedly helped Kissinger in his gradual consolidation of power. 
There was, after all, the sheer physical proximity that allowed the two to spend inor-
dinate—some say “unhealthy”—amounts of time together. Based in the West Wing 
of the White House, Kissinger, unlike his colleagues at Foggy Bottom or Pentagon, 
had easy access to the president, who seems to have enjoyed the long rambling con-
versations they engaged in, sometimes for two hours at a time. Nor did Kissinger 
have to work too hard to keep others from gaining access to Nixon: the president 
made it very clear to his chief of staff, Bob Haldeman, that he wished to “build a 
wall” against unsolicited advice. Very few men—Haldeman, Kissinger, and Nixon’s 
chief domestic policy adviser, John Ehrlichman—would have anything resembling 

15open access.
And Kissinger, even as he sometimes privately loathed and complained about 

the president, knew how to take advantage of Nixon’s two principal insecurities: 
his amazing difficulty in confronting people directly and his need for constant 
praise. The former characteristic increased the appeal of back channels, almost 
without fault controlled by Kissinger, as a way of conducting the White House’s 
foreign policy. In the first Nixon administration, such secret avenues of diplomacy 
proliferated as Kissinger established private links to the Soviet Union, China, North 
Vietnam, West Germany, Japan, and elsewhere. With each new back channel, 
Kissinger’s influence as a foreign policy maker increased while the State Depart-
ment was left further in the dark. 

Kissinger was also an expert at flattering Nixon. Whenever the president gave a 
major speech, the NSC adviser would be the first to congratulate him on the 
impressive performance just rendered. Nixon, who believed in the power of the 
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bully pulpit and in the decisive significance of grand oratory, undoubtedly appre-
ciated such praise. 

One example serves to illustrate this point. At 9:00 p.m. on April 7, 1971, Nixon  
gave one of his many live radio/television addresses on the situation in Vietnam. 
On this occasion the major topics were the South Vietnamese incursion into Laos 
earlier in the year, which Nixon—with some creative argumentation—portrayed 
as a success story indicating that his policy of Vietnamization (the gradual with-
drawal of American forces from the region coupled with intensive training and 
enhanced military aid to South Vietnam) “has succeeded.” At 9:31 p.m. the presi-
dent was on the phone with Kissinger. “This was the best speech you’ve given since 
you’ve been in office,” Kissinger said, repeating the mantra from previous such 
occasions. It had been “movingly delivered,” he added. Everyone in his staff agreed, 
Kissinger said. After eight minutes they got off the phone and Nixon called around 
to get similar confirmations of his oratorical skills from elsewhere. But Kissinger 
was back on line by 10:21 p.m. Then again at 10:35 and 11:13. And on it went, all the 
way into the next evening, with Kissinger (and others) stroking the president’s ego. 
The scenario was not an isolated incident. Nixon, a man uncomfortable with face-
to-face contact, was also a man with an excessive need for reassurance. 

The Nixon–Kissinger conversations in April 1971 are also indicative of some 
other central features in the relationship. For one, there was Nixon’s pathological 
hatred of the press that was exceeded only by his desire to know exactly what the 
press was saying about him. “Of course I didn’t look at the [postspeech] commen-
tary,” he told Kissinger. “I don’t care what the bastards say,” he added. “I never look 
at that shit,” Nixon said when Kissinger offered to call his friend, the journalist 
Joseph Alsop, for a preview of next day’s press reactions. Eight minutes later, after 
Kissinger reported that Alsop had called the speech Nixon’s “greatest,” the presi-
dent wondered whether he should call the influential columnist right away. “Not 
tonight,” Kissinger (who may or may not have been reporting Alsop’s exact words) 
replied. Nixon agreed. 

But the president clearly cared about “that shit.”16 

Kissinger’s relationship with the press was almost diametrically opposite to that 
of Nixon. If the president loathed most reporters and newscasters, Kissinger loved 
talking to them. Although he had had limited experience with the media prior to 
1969, Kissinger developed fairly close relationships with many of the most influen-
tial newsmen of the early 1970s. In addition to Alsop, Kissinger developed rela-
tionships with such notables of the Washington media circuit as Joseph Kraft and 
Katharine Graham; later on Kissinger would also become expert in courting such 
television notables as Ted Koppel of ABC and Marvin Kalb of CBS. As the NSC 
adviser he gave them “backgrounders”: briefings on various foreign policy matters 
that could not be directly attributed to Kissinger (but simply to a “senior White 
House official”). Given that Kissinger kept a tight lid on his own staff, he became 
the major source of inside information and, hence, the man who effectively con-
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trolled the official news. As one Washington Post editor remarked: “Kissinger was 
important to us.” Indeed, as Roger Morris writes, the Washington press corps 
quickly understood that Kissinger was “the most authoritative source on American 
diplomacy, the man who obviously had the President’s ear in Washington.”17 

In other words, Kissinger became the Nixon administration’s supreme spin doc-
tor on matters of foreign policy. 

The problem from Nixon’s perspective was that while he generally approved of 
Kissinger’s contacts with the press, the president noticed a peculiar kind of spin in 
the reporting: over time, and particularly after Kissinger’s secret trip to China in July 
1971, journalistic commentary tended to attribute an increasing amount of praise to 
the administration’s foreign policy successes to the ‘wrong’ man, Henry Kissinger. 
Already in the first year of the administration, however, Nixon would fire off 
repeated memos and comments to Kissinger about the need to build up the presi-
dent’s image. As he put it in a memo on August 7, 1969, Kissinger needed to use his 
background briefings to “point out that the President was in constant charge” and 
“effective.” And he wanted to hear and read such commentary from “the wire ser-
vice, a major weekly news magazine, a thoughtful television commentator.” To 
punctuate the point, Nixon stressed: “This is the top priority project.”18 

Image was not everything. But guarding their public image was crucial to Nixon 
and, as we will see, over time he increasingly (and not without cause) worried more 
and more that the NSC adviser was overshadowing the boss. 

While Nixon and Kissinger shared an appetite for foreign policy and used each 
other for their specific ends, while they spent numerous hours together, one aspect 
of the relationship was curiously absent. There was little, if any, personalized, 
human contact. “We never knew each other very well humanly,” Kissinger would 
later comment in an interview, adding, “I mean, we had very few dinners together. 
We never went to baseball games together.” Not only did the two never go to a base-
ball game together, they hardly ever socialized. Nixon, of course, was not a man 
who could relax—lest it was drinking with his old friend Bebe Rebozo. Talking 
shop was his hobby, Haldeman once remarked. Kissinger, for his part, could be 
socially charming, but probably found the president’s manners awkward. Nixon’s 
often blatantly anti-Semitic comments (usually with reference to the news media 
that, Nixon would rant and rave, was controlled by Jews and treated him unfairly) 
could not have touched some chord. Indeed, instead of his co-workers or his boss, 
Kissinger found social fulfillment elsewhere: among the journalists, the intellectu-
als, and, increasingly, what Nixon derisively called “the Hollywood crowd.” Bound 
together for many years, Kissinger and Nixon remained ultimately as distant as 
their personal backgrounds suggested. 

The Nixon–Kissinger relationship that developed over the years was, in short, 
multifaceted. At one level, it reflected Nixon’s deep need for praise, for the prox-
imity and approval of someone with the stature and intelligence of Kissinger. While 
they never became close and can hardly be considered to have been friends, there 
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was a strange bond.19 Perhaps it was both men’s understanding that they were 
never full members of the establishment; that Nixon had alienated much of the 
intellectual and political elite due to his anticommunist crusades, his persecu-
tion—justified or not—of one of the brightest members of that elite, Alger Hiss, 
in the late 1940s. Meanwhile, Kissinger, as a Jew among elite dominated by WASPs, 
was, undoubtedly, a target of latent anti-Semitism. Perhaps the bond had to with 
the fact that both men embodied, to their considerable credit, the American dream: 
neither had gained his position as birthright but had, in effect, made his own luck. 
And, in order to get to their respective positions, both Kissinger and Nixon had 
shown an ability to be opportunists. To Nixon, it had meant reinventing himself 
and his image after the defeat in the 1962 California gubernatorial race; to Kissinger 
it had translated into a willingness to join the crew of a man he had privately den-
igrated as a “disaster.” But whatever the specific ingredients of the relationship, 
Nixon and Kissinger were thrown together and bonded, in their special way and 
with dramatic consequences, over the next five and a half years. 

Richard Reeves provides an astute analysis of the Nixon–Kissinger relationship 
in his 2001 book President Nixon: “Two strange men linked. Kissinger could not 
exist without President Nixon. President Nixon could not do what he wanted— 
build what he called a structure of peace—without Kissinger.”20 

As Reeves implies, there was a more substantial reason than sheer personal 
aggrandizement behind the revamping of the foreign policy decision-making 
process at the start of the Nixon administration that explains Kissinger’s role as the 
foreign policy czar. 

Simply put: in January 1969 American foreign policy was in serious trouble. 

CHALLENGES OF ’69 

At the center of American difficulties lay the Vietnam War. The Tet Offensive of 
February 1968 had exposed the hollow nature of Lyndon Johnson’s assurances of 
late 1967 that the enemy’s breaking point was about to be reached and that the war 
was coming to an end. Instead, the commander of U.S. forces in Vietnam, General 
William Westmoreland, had asked for another 200,000 troops to top up the half 
million already stationed in South Vietnam. That had been too much for Johnson, 
who had refused the request and announced, in late March, his decision not to seek 
a continuation of his presidency. And, although he had ordered a bombing halt in 
late October, the Vietnam War presented mostly problems and few promising 
opportunities for the incoming administration in early 1969. 

Aside from Vietnam, however, Kissinger and Nixon faced a whole host of other 
challenges and uncertainties. The relationship with the Soviet Union was at a cross-
roads, as the Soviets approached nuclear parity. While their resources were far from 
equal with those of the United States when it came down to other “types” of power, 
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the Kremlin’s confidence appeared to have been boosted by the crackdown on 
Czechoslovakia in August 1968. The moderate response of the United States and its 
West European allies to the arrival of thousands of Warsaw Pact troops in Prague 
could only have indicated to the Soviets that their sphere of influence in East-
Central Europe was secure. The inherent right of the USSR and its allies to defend 
socialism in East European countries by force if necessary—often referred to as the 
Brezhnev Doctrine—had apparently been accepted in Washington. In addition, the 
Soviets continued to support militarily a number of Arab states, particularly Egypt 
and Syria, in their quest for retribution after Israeli victories in the 1967 Six Days 
War. The Soviet Union, it seemed, was casting its quest for influence far beyond 
East-Central Europe. 

The PRC remained a major question mark, particularly after it had turned 
increasingly inward with the commencement of Mao’s Cultural Revolution in 1966. 
While Beijing had severed its ties with Moscow, there was no obvious indication in 
1969 that the Chinese were looking for rapprochement with Washington. The PRC 
continued to support North Vietnam and castigate the United States for its sup-
port of South Vietnam. 

Throughout the 1960s the Americans also had had troubles with their friends. 
The European allies were far from happy with America’s continued involvement in 
Vietnam, something Charles de Gaulle would take issue with during Nixon’s first 
trip abroad as president. While de Gaulle’s furor at the Americans appeared to 
diminish after France left NATO’s integrated military structure in 1966 (it remained 
formally a member of the alliance), there was also the troublesome nature of West 
Germany’s so-called Ostpolitik. When the Social Democrat leader Willy Brandt 
became chancellor in September 1969 (after serving as foreign minister in a coali-
tion government), his government moved quickly to improve relations with the 
Soviet bloc. This, in turn, would threaten to make it impossible to have a unified 
NATO policy vis-à-vis the USSR, or at least the type of unified policy that left Wash-
ington firmly in the driver’s seat. Added to these political woes were the economic 
challenges presented by European integration and the Japanese economic miracle; 
for the first time in the postwar years, the United States faced a serious economic 
challenge to its dominance of the international marketplace. 

Beyond all that, there existed a volatile “rest of the world.” After the 1967 Six Days 
War in the Middle East, the Arab-Israeli conflict had been left unresolved. Decolo-
nization in Africa was creating civil wars from which the Soviets (or even the Chi-
nese) could possibly benefit. In Latin America, the Alliance for Progress of the 1960s 
had not produced more reliable allies but an upsurge in anti-Americanism. In South 
Asia, old hostilities between India and Pakistan were adding to regional instability 
already provoked by the Sino-Indian War of 1962 and the Indo-Pakistani War of 1965. 

It was, indeed, an unstable world full of challenges, a world that may have resem-
bled, if on a much larger scale and through a particularly selective set of glasses, the 
Europe that had faced Prince Metternich in the early nineteenth century. Kissinger 
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30 the flawed architect  

could hardly have entered high public office at a time when American foreign pol-
icy was under greater siege at home and abroad. In 1968 it seemed that few of the 
certainties of American Cold War policy remained intact. And yet, even with a half 
million American forces bogged down in Vietnam, Washington’s nuclear superi-
ority in jeopardy, America’s influence over its allies in decline, and the impact of 
decolonization on international relations unresolved, the United States was still the 
most powerful nation on earth. Its military might was still unsurpassed, its eco-
nomic power unequalled, and its human potential enormous. 

The real question thus was: how could the United States redeem itself and 
reestablish trust in American leadership? How could the administration accom-
plish this in a manner that would be acceptable and respectable to friend and foe 
at home and abroad? To Kissinger, the task meant a search for a new global equi-
librium that would reflect the changing nature of power without jeopardizing the 
United States’ preponderant influence in international affairs. It meant creative 
diplomacy and the application of his understanding of the nature of power in the 
modern world to American foreign policy. It meant reinventing the ground rules 
for American diplomacy in order to restore the United States’ role in the world 
while extricating it from its most disastrous military engagement yet. Ultimately, 
it also meant finding a way out of Vietnam and looking for new ways of dealing 
with its major Cold War adversary, of taking advantage of existing opportunities. 

Kissinger and Nixon wanted to assure that, as in previous decades, the United 
States played a central role in international affairs. However, given that this role 
was, at the time, being challenged from numerous directions—America’s troubles 
in the Vietnam War, a growing domestic criticism of the principles of containment 
that had led to that involvement, a Soviet Union approaching parity in nuclear 
weapons—new strategies were needed. As Kissinger himself later put it, the task 
facing the new administration was vast:“Simultaneously we had to end a war, man-
age a global rivalry with the Soviet Union in the shadow of nuclear weapons, rein-
vigorate our alliance with industrial democracies, and integrate the new nations 
into a new world equilibrium.”21 

Written, as it was, after he left office, the statement may well have been meant 
to build up Kissinger’s reputation by arguing that the odds were, in effect, against 
him (and Nixon) in 1969. But the point is worth stressing that there was more than 
a grain of truth in Kissinger’s assertion. The United States desperately needed a new 
foreign policy design. 

AN ARCHITECT IN SEARCH OF A DESIGN 

Kissinger’s theoretical disposition and background seemed to make him an ideal 
man to meet this challenge. Although an embodiment of the American dream, he 
was not deeply ideological. He was steeped in the realist tradition of international 
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relations. Thus, Kissinger would have little problem in treating his future Soviet or 
Chinese interlocutors as leaders of countries with specific national interests rather 
than proponents of world revolution. This understanding coincided with the obvi-
ous limits that the new administration faced when it came down to using Ameri-
can military power abroad. Diplomacy, Kissinger’s specific field of expertise, would 
thus command the central position in implementing the new administration’s 
grand design. 

A shared taste for realpolitik was, indeed, one of the factors that brought Nixon 
and Kissinger closer together (and undermined Rogers’ influence). It was to serve 
them well when it came to negotiating with the Soviets or the Chinese, in imple-
menting the notions of détente and triangular diplomacy. Of course, there were 
other shared interests as well. There was the often mistaken assumption that tough-
ness was a key to success; that a show of force, properly used, could yield signifi-
cant diplomatic gains. This shared belief would later become evident in Kissinger 
and Nixon’s strategy for ending the Vietnam War. It would also, in modified form, 
find itself into the so-called Nixon Doctrine. 

Détente, triangular diplomacy, and the Nixon Doctrine would, eventually, be 
some of the central elements of Kissinger’s foreign policy. On the morning of Jan-
uary 21, 1969—when he discussed the shape of the world with Nixon at the Oval 
Office—they were yet to be formulated. Kissinger faced problems, none of them 
less pressing than Vietnam. But he had not yet come up with clear-cut solutions. 
He, and Nixon, may have had an overall framework in mind. But theories would 
not always survive the pressure of contingency. Kissinger would find that out soon. 
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