
3 

Bombs and Back Channels 

February 17, 1969, stands out as one of the defining moments of Soviet-American 
relations. Not that there was anything too unusual about a meeting between the 

new president of the United States and the Soviet ambassador to Washington, which 
was simply good diplomatic practice. But the meeting was unique in two respects. 
First, it set in motion the policy of détente that would later be hailed as one of the 
Nixon administration’s, and Henry Kissinger’s, great foreign policy feats. Second, 
the meeting established the venue in which the most important discussions would 
take place: the Kissinger–Dobrynin back channel. That the deputy assistant secre-
tary for European affairs, Malcolm Toon, rather than Secretary of State William 
Rogers, represented the State Department at the meeting symbolized the influential 
position that Kissinger had acquired less than a month into Nixon’s first term. In the 
months and years to come, he would clearly emerge as the key American arbiter of 
détente through numerous meetings with the Soviet ambassador. 

Although he was clearly enthusiastic about becoming the Nixon administra-
tion’s major link to Moscow, Kissinger was far less impressed with one of the pres-
ident’s other pet projects—the opening to China. Alexander Haig, Kissinger’s 
deputy and future secretary of state under Ronald Reagan, later recalled his boss’s 
amusement when Nixon tried to press the new national security adviser to explore 
the possibility of establishing a relationship with the PRC. “He has just ordered me 
to make this flight of fancy come true,” Kissinger sighed, according to Haig, after 
one of his meetings with Nixon in early February. Nevertheless, if only to please his 
new boss, on February 1, 1969, Kissinger ordered an internal review of U.S. China 
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policy. At the time, however, Nixon’s order required Kissinger merely to create “an 
impression of activity” rather than to come up with any clear-cut plans.1 

Kissinger’s less than enthusiastic attitude about China during the early stages of 
the administration was quite understandable. Not only was China not among his 
fields of expertise, but most important, in early 1969, it seemed rather unimpor-
tant when compared to urgent issues such as a dialogue over nuclear weapons with 
the Soviet Union or trying to find an acceptable way of ending the Vietnam War. 
In January and early February Kissinger was focused on establishing his relation-
ship with Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin as a way of improving the pros-
pects for a Soviet-American dialogue. Soon after that, Kissinger joined Nixon and 
other key officials for a weeklong tour of Europe, making stops in Brussels, Lon-
don, Bonn, Berlin, Rome, and Paris between February 23 and March 2. While China 
popped up from time to time during the trip—during Nixon’s meeting with 
Charles de Gaulle, for example, the French president argued that it was time for the 
United States to seriously reconsider its nonrecognition policy vis-à-vis the PRC— 
there was little to indicate that the Europeans, many of whom already dealt with 
the Chinese on a normal diplomatic level, pressed the Nixon administration in any 
direction. The Europeans remained more concerned with the prospects of détente 
and the American attitude toward the further expansion of the European Eco-
nomic Community (EEC).2 

Then there was—there always was—Vietnam. In the spring of 1969, no other 
foreign policy issue occupied Nixon and Kissinger’s time more than the Vietnam 
War. It was, at least at the start of his presidency, the issue on which everything else 
seemed to hinge. As Nixon had asked Lyndon Johnson back in July 1968: “Can we 
do anything until Vietnam is off the burner?”3 During the spring of 1969, Kissinger 
was more concerned with the secret bombing of Cambodia and Defense Secretary 
Mel Laird’s Vietnamization, the policy of gradually removing U.S. troops from 
Vietnam while increasing aid to the South Vietnamese Army (the Army of the 
Republic of Vietnam, ARVN), proposals than with any other issues. That these 
decisions on Cambodia and Vietnam coincided with Sino-Soviet border clashes in 
early March 1969 undoubtedly distracted the administration’s immediate attention 
from the significance of the events along the Ussuri River. 

But not for long. Already by the summer of 1969 Kissinger was beginning to hint 
to the Soviet ambassador, Anatoly Dobrynin, that a qualitative change in Sino-
American relations was in the offing. As the Chinese leadership simultaneously 
agonized over the possibility of an escalated military conflict with the Soviets and 
about the incremental, but noticeable, North Vietnamese gravitation toward the 
USSR and away from China, Beijing gave serious thought to a potential rap-
prochement. By the end of Nixon’s first year in office, Sino-American ambassado-
rial talks were under way in Warsaw and Kissinger began to position himself as 
America’s future emissary to the PRC. He was undoubtedly encouraged by the 
combination of Soviet anxiety over a possible Sino-American rapprochement and 
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the apparent reluctance of the Soviets, as well as of the North Vietnamese, to deliver 
on the other two major secret channels that were under Kissinger’s control. 

THE CHANNEL: HENRY AND ANATOLY 

In early 1969 Anatoly Dobrynin, a head taller than Kissinger, cut a formidable fig-
ure in Washington’s diplomatic circles. With an ego that easily matched Kissinger’s, 
Dobrynin was the longest-serving Soviet ambassador to the United States. He had 
taken up this demanding post in March 1962; Dobrynin’s baptism by fire came 
seven months later when the Cuban missile crisis erupted. After that ordeal, 
Dobrynin faced numerous other challenges, including the gradual escalation of the 
Vietnam War, the 1967 Middle East War, and the 1968 Warsaw Pact invasion of 
Czechoslovakia. He also had survived the changing of the guard in Moscow in 1964. 
In contrast to a relatively little known Harvard professor like Kissinger, Dobrynin 
appeared a gigantic figure on the diplomatic scene. By 1969, he probably knew his 
way around Washington as well as any foreign diplomat, whether from a friendly 
or unfriendly nation. Dobrynin, moreover, was already an experienced back-
channel communicator; one of his first assignments in March 1962 had been to take 
over the confidential channel operated by Georgi Bolshakov, an officer in the Soviet 
military intelligence and the chief of the local TASS news bureau. By October 1962, 
when the Cuban missile crisis erupted, Dobrynin and the confidential channel 
played a key role through various meetings with Robert Kennedy.4 

Back channels—confidential channels of communication between two coun-
tries’ leaders—were not, as Dobrynin’s experience itself indicated, a novelty as 
such. They had been deemed necessary as ways of exchanging views and negotiat-
ing deals that would, if discussed openly, be likely to result either in a severe domes-
tic backlash that would make achieving a desired negotiation result impossible, or 
would allow third countries to sabotage such negotiations. In the history of Amer-
ican foreign policy, for example, Alexander Hamilton had commenced the practice 
of back channels during George Washington’s presidency in the late eighteenth 
century as a way of bypassing the then secretary of state Thomas Jefferson. Hamil-
ton wanted to work toward a rapprochement with Great Britain whereas Jefferson 
was avidly pro-French. More recently, various confidential channels had been used 
to solve specific crises (such as the Cuban missile crisis). 

But while there was nothing new to secret channels in times of crisis, the back 
channel established in February 1969 was unique. For one thing, over time the scope 
of the subject matter became virtually unlimited, ranging from Vietnam and the 
Middle East to nuclear arms limitations and Soviet-American trade. The Kissinger– 
Dobrynin back channel was not, in other words, a venue for crisis management 
(although it could be used for that purpose as well). It was, ultimately, the medium 
for negotiating on all the important issues affecting the superpower relationship. 
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The back channel made Kissinger the prime mover of U.S. policy toward the 
Soviet Union. However, it should also be noted that largely due to the establish-
ment of the channel, Dobrynin—an astute interpreter of the international scene 
and a keen observer of American domestic politics—became an increasingly 
important member of the Soviet foreign policy-making elite in 1969–71. Yet, the 
Soviet ambassador faced his own complications at home. Dobrynin was, clearly, a 
proponent of détente. So was, it became clear, the general secretary of the Soviet 
Communist Party, Leonid Brezhnev, and the foreign minister, Andrei Gromyko. 
Yet, this hardly meant that the entire Soviet leadership—many of whom lacked 
even the basic knowledge of American society and politics—was united. As in the 
United States, powerful forces inside the USSR objected to the relaxation of 
tensions and the curbing of the arms race that détente implied. To the defense min-
ister, Marshall Andrei Grechko, for example, reducing the nuclear arms race trans-
lated into restrictions in his department’s budgets and, hence, his power base. To 
the chief ideologue of the Politburo and the second secretary of the Soviet Com-
munist Party, Mikhail Suslov (the “gray cardinal”), improvements in relations with 
the United States were anathema. In other words, the onset of détente in 1969–71 
had an internal subtext in the Kremlin that complicated Soviet-American negoti-
ations in the first Nixon administration. 

In contrast to Dobrynin, Kissinger had limited experience in high-level diplo-
macy. He had engaged in a few ad hoc missions for the Johnson administration. 
For all intents and purposes, however, Kissinger was a novice. But, he was a fast 
learner and could take heart in the fact that the United States was hardly devoid of 
negotiating assets. The Americans were still ahead in the missile race (in 1969 the 
United States had an estimated 4,200 nuclear warheads, while the USSR had only 
about 1,900), their economic power far exceeded that of any other country (in 1970, 
for example, the United States’ share of gross world product was 23 percent com-
pared to the USSR’s 12.4 percent), and Washington’s overall influence was felt 
around the globe in a way that the Soviet Union’s was not. There was a downside 
to this as well: because its influence was so widespread, Washington’s interests could 
also be challenged in far more areas and regions than those of the USSR. 

* * *  

Enter linkage. As Nixon explained in a memorandum, prepared by Kissinger’s NSC 
staff, to key cabinet members at the start of his administration: “I do believe that 
crisis or confrontation in one place and real co-operation in another cannot long 
be sustained simultaneously.” The basic point was, he added, that “on the crucial 
issues of our day, I believe we must seek to advance on a front at least broad enough 
to make clear that we see some relationship between political and military issues.” 
In short, part of the agenda was that the Soviet leaders “should be brought to under-
stand that they cannot expect to reap the benefits of co-operation in one area while 
seeking to take advantage of tension or confrontation elsewhere.” The potential 
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drawback was that Soviet-American diplomacy would be hampered by constant 
delays. As Nixon’s memo recognized, “there may be no talks at all.” Indeed, the 
notion of linkage—the assumption that all issues were interconnected—raised 
Soviet complaints early on. In late January 1969, the Soviet charge d’affaires in 
Washington, Yuri Chernyakov, warned Assistant Secretary of State Robert Ellsworth 
that “his government was highly sensitive to any suggestion that one subject mat-
ter was being used to blackmail the Soviet government on another subject.”5 

What was unique about the Dobrynin–Kissinger back channel, however, was 
not the strategic concept of linkage. After all, it would be foolish to assume that 
Soviet-American diplomacy had been neatly compartmentalized prior to Kissin-
ger’s tenure in office. Linkages had always existed. Carrots and sticks were the usual 
fare of almost any bilateral relationship. What distinguished the back channel was 
not the conceptual approach that either side took in terms of the great issues of the 
day, but the remarkable amount of latitude (and power) that Kissinger gained in 
the process of his meetings with the Soviet ambassador. The sheer existence of the 
channel built up the former Harvard professor’s stature inside Washington and also 
within the Soviet leadership to an unprecedented (many would argue unnecessary) 
degree. Meanwhile the channel clearly minimized, almost to the point of being 
insulting, the significance of the State Department and the impact that the Con-
gress could have on U.S.-Soviet relations. Eventually this “coup” would backfire, 
providing ammunition to Nixon and Kissinger’s critics who would argue that the 
centralization of policy making sidelined the experts of the Foreign Service but was 
profoundly undemocratic. 

In the early stages of Soviet-American détente, however, the creation of the back 
channel was as clear an indication to the Soviets as it was to those within the Nixon 
administration that there were, ultimately, only two men who had the power to 
shape policy. Others were and would remain outsiders. Clearly it was Nixon and 
Kissinger’s foreign policy, not Secretary of State Rogers’. As time went by, Dobrynin 
and Kissinger ended up developing a relationship that was shielded from the gen-
eral public and, unquestionably, yielded important results. But the main advantage 
(or disadvantage) was, in Dobrynin’s words, that “the White House not only shaped 
American foreign policy, but also directly carried it out without the intrusion of 
Congress and the public, which were totally unaware of this secret channel of diplo-
macy.”6 Checks and balances were consciously limited. 

Nixon’s chief of staff, Bob Haldeman, who was given the unpleasant task of 
informing Secretary of State Rogers that he was to be excluded from the meetings 
that established the back channel, had a slightly more cynical attitude. “K[issinger] 
feels very important,” Haldeman recorded in his diaries.7 

In fact, Kissinger had been important prior to officially assuming his new post. 
He had begun preparing the ground for the launch of détente already during the 
transition period. As the NSC adviser-elect, Kissinger met with Boris Sedov, the 
Soviet embassy’s highest-ranking KGB official, on several occasions in December 
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1968 and in January 1969. In these talks, Kissinger prepared the ground for the 
broad-based détente he would later practice. On December 18, 1968, for example, 
Kissinger emphasized to Sedov that Nixon meant business when he called for nego-
tiations to replace confrontation. At the same time, he warned that any call for a 
summit before inauguration would be viewed as propaganda from the U.S. side 
and would make holding serious talks difficult. In early January 1969, he used 
another meeting to make essentially the same points.8 

At the time, the Soviets were still debating how best to take advantage of the new 
American administration’s apparent interest in détente during the first weeks after 
Nixon took office on January 20, 1969. Ambassador Dobrynin was in the Soviet 
Union in late January, ostensibly visiting a sanitarium near Moscow. The fact that 
Brezhnev, Kosygin, and Podgorny were staying in the same sanitarium, however, 
was convenient and hardly an accident: it undoubtedly allowed for some intense 
brainstorming and speculation about the future of Soviet-American relations 
under Richard Nixon’s leadership. It is probably fair to assume that the Soviet lead-
ership was uncertain about how exactly to conduct business with Nixon and his 
inner circle. But they were eager to give it a try. 

This was clearly evident upon Dobrynin’s return from Moscow. The Soviet 
ambassador did not immediately seek out Kissinger but Secretary of State Rogers. 
On February 13, the two met at the State Department. Dobrynin asked Rogers to 
arrange a meeting with Nixon as soon as possible. He had nothing urgent to relay, 
Dobrynin maintained, but had been asked to give Nixon the USSR’s “current 
views on the most important international issues.” Rogers used the opportunity 
to raise the issues of Vietnam and Berlin, emphasizing Washington’s hope for a pos-
itive Soviet attitude on both. The Soviets were also ready to discuss the Middle 
East, either bilaterally or in a multilateral context. “Discussions,” Dobrynin said, 
“could take place in New York, Moscow and Washington.” Finally, just before 
departing, Dobrynin mentioned SALT. But he warned against linkage. “It would be 
unfortunate,” Dobrynin stated, “if this matter were to be linked with progress on 
other issues.”9 

The following day Kissinger attended a reception at the Soviet embassy. 
Dobrynin, suffering from influenza, had his aide bring Kissinger to his apartment. 
According to Kissinger’s memo of the meeting, Dobrynin said that he had a mes-
sage from the Soviet leadership that he would like to relay to the president. Signif-
icantly, Kissinger wrote, Dobrynin “would prefer to deliver” this message to Nixon 
“without any diplomats present.” In the future, Kissinger added, “Dobrynin would 
like to conduct his conversations in Washington with some person you designate 
who has your confidence, but who was not part of the diplomatic establishment.” 
In addition, Dobrynin had indicated that “if we wanted simultaneous progress 
on several fronts at once, they were ready to proceed on the basis of equality.” The 
Soviets were particularly interested in bilateral talks on the Middle East between 
an American diplomat in Moscow and a high-level official of the Soviet foreign 
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ministry. Kissinger recommended that Nixon meet with Dobrynin at the earliest 
possible opportunity.10 

A CHAT IN THE FISH ROOM 

When Dobrynin arrived at the White House at 11:45 on Monday, February 17, Nixon  
greeted him in the Fish Room, so named for its nautical theme, which had been 
first established by FDR. They had a brief private chat. Nixon told Dobrynin of the 
need for establishing the back channel. After a few minutes, Kissinger and Malcolm 
Toon joined the meeting. With reference to Nixon’s inaugural address, Dobrynin 
then expressed the Soviet leadership’s desire to launch an era “of negotiations.” He 
added that Moscow was curious about “what the President had in mind by nego-
tiations—specifically what issues the President felt should be the subject of nego-
tiations and when, where, and at what level these should take place.” Confirming 
what he had told Kissinger a few days earlier, Dobrynin assured Nixon that the 
USSR was ready for simultaneous negotiations “on various subjects and at various 
levels.” Such negotiations could eventually lead to a summit meeting. He men-
tioned the Middle East and SALT as possible subjects for the talks. 

Nixon expressed skepticism about the need for an early summit meeting (thus 
echoing Dobrynin) and preference for discussions “at lower levels.” He went on to 
stress that the starting point for any talks was a candid recognition of the “basic dif-
ferences between us.” The task ahead, Nixon added, consisted of making sure that 
such differences “do not result in a sharp confrontation.” The president agreed that 
“an exchange of views” on the Middle East was crucial, since “it would be the height 
of folly to let the parties directly involved in the Middle East conflict bring about a 
confrontation between Moscow and Washington.” 

In a roundabout way Nixon went on to stress the need for linkage. “It was not 
his view that the initiation of [SALT] talks must be conditioned on the settlement 
of larger political issues.” But, to confuse the point, Nixon added that he wanted 
“parallel” talks on SALT and “critical political situations such as the Middle East 
and Vietnam.” Dobrynin pressed for further information on “the linkage between 
arms talks and negotiations on political issues” and asked for any views on a pos-
sible timetable for SALT. Nixon explained that the new director of the Arms Con-
trol and Disarmament Agency (ACDA), Gerard Smith, was currently reviewing 
“our entire position on arms control issues” and promised to initiate action on the 
Middle East front. But, while he refrained from the use of the term linkage, Nixon 
also stressed “that progress in one area is bound to have an influence on progress 
in all other areas.” 

As expected, Nixon moved on to Vietnam. After outlining his disappointment 
over the slow pace of the Paris peace negotiations, Nixon stressed that the United 
States was ready “to go ‘the extra mile’ in Paris.” He stressed the administration’s 
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“determination to bring the conflict to an end, one way or another,” and his “hope 
that the Soviets will do what they can to get the Paris talks off dead-center.” 
Dobrynin, fully aware of his government’s inability to give outright orders to the 
North Vietnamese and Hanoi’s stubborn refusal to recognize the legitimacy of the 
South Vietnamese government, was evasive. “If all participants in the Paris talks 
would face realities and treat each other on an equal basis, then the Soviets might 
be in a position to play a constructive role.” Still, Dobrynin maintained, “it would 
be wise not to begin with the most difficult issues.”11 Dobrynin made clear, as Toon 
put it in his account of the meeting, “that we [the United States] must deal with the 
National Liberation Front (NLF) if there is to be any progress at Paris.”12 

Clearly, linkage was part of the game plan for both sides. While rejecting explicit 
linkage (i.e., clear cut trade-offs between, say, Berlin and Vietnam), Nixon and 
Dobrynin acknowledged that issues were interrelated. This, in turn, meant that the 
impact of positive and negative developments tended to become magnified and have 
an impact on the overall relationship. This lack of compartmentalization prevented 
rapid progress. In the spring of 1969, Kissinger and Nixon were not in a strong posi-
tion. Kissinger (much like Nixon) was convinced that the United States could only 
achieve its goals vis-à-vis the USSR if it acted—or gave the impression that it was 
acting—from a position of strength. Kissinger thus advised “continued firmness”on 
such issues as Vietnam, the Middle East, and nuclear weapons, suggesting that the 
Soviets were unsure about the general direction of U.S. policy. They worried, for 
example, about the possibility that the Nixon administration might undertake new 
nuclear weapons programs. Soviet anxiety, Kissinger thought, was the best asset for 
the Americans. Keep them guessing. As long as the Soviets remained anxious they 
would be more likely to make concessions. In Kissinger’s own words: “we should 
seek to utilize this Soviet interest to induce them to come to grips with the real 
sources of tension, notably in the Middle East, but also in Vietnam.”13 

A week later, before he departed with Nixon for a tour of Europe, Kissinger 
called Dobrynin to emphasize the issue that would dominate the back-channel dis-
cussions for the next few years. Kissinger stressed that Nixon “wanted it to be 
known in Moscow that if the situation in Vietnam should turn into a general offen-
sive or attack on major population centers, we would have to respond strongly. We 
would consider it very unfortunate. We would try not to have to take this step, but 
we would have no choice if it turns into that.” 

In short, the United States would not allow South Vietnam to be overrun by a 
northern offensive and, Kissinger implied, the USSR should do what it could to 
restrain Hanoi. He thus, for the first time, explicitly tied together the emergence of 
détente with the intricacies of a specific regional crisis. The two then agreed to meet 
for lunch on March 3, the day after the presidential party would return from 
Europe. The back channel and the principle of linkage had been established.14 

Notably absent from these communications in February 1969 was any direct 
mention of the role that China might play in the future relations between the 

JEFI F 5QOOF 7 E 2H S A . EFP P J U FOOFJD JA .I F J 2K FDJ 9KHF U 8TCK A =JF OFPU
9 OO = .  8 8 9 K:Q OP 1?KK / JP H EPP ?KK JP H KMQ OP KI HF? JKPPFJDE I A P FH PFKJ-AK 40,

/ P A C KI JKPPFJDE I KJ   

/
K

U
FD

EP
8

TC
K

A
=

JF
OF

PU
9

OO
=

.
 8

8
.

HH
FD

EP
O

O
A



40 the fl awed architect  

United States and the Soviet Union. When Nixon’s entourage landed at Andrews 
Air Force Base on the afternoon of March 2, 1969, events in northeast Asia were 
about to change that. 

USSURI RIVER 

On March 2 and 15, 1969, respectively, Zhenbao Island (Damansky Island in Rus-
sian) on the Ussuri River, the site of a highly contested border between the USSR 
and China, became the scene of two military clashes between Chinese and Soviet 
troops. On both occasions the Chinese, despite inferior weaponry, inflicted signif-
icant casualties (up to fifty on March 2 and sixty on the 15th) on the Soviets. Both 
sides, naturally, blamed each other for what were, to date, the most serious clashes 
on the highly contested frontier. 

They were not the first such incidents to occur between Chinese and Soviet bor-
der patrols. The Sino-Soviet alliance had deteriorated severely since its heyday in 
the early 1950s. In the early 1960s confrontation caused by ideological clashes, per-
sonality differences (especially between Khrushchev and Mao), military competi-
tion, domestic pressures, and numerous other factors had become the norm. On 
the Sino-Soviet frontier the tension played itself out in countless minor border 
incidents. In May 1969, the PRC’s official statement claimed the exact number of 
clashes had been as high as 4,189 between October 1964 and March 1969. While that 
figure may be inflated, there was no question that the Zhenbao/Damansky Island 
incidents of March 1969 were part of a pattern that had emerged as the Sino-Soviet 
conflict escalated in the second half of the 1960s. It was not that a clash in itself was 
unexpected in March 1969; what surprised and worried outside observers was the 
sudden escalation in the level of violence. After all, should the Sino-Soviet conflict 
lead to an open war between the USSR and the PRC, few countries, least of all the 
United States, could remain untouched or uninterested.15 

In 1969, though, it was Moscow’s reaction that truly mattered. Following the first 
clash on March 2 and a heated Soviet Politburo debate in which the defense min-
ister, Andrei Grechko, even called for nuclear strikes against China, Brezhnev 
pressed through a more measured response. The Soviets began to build up their 
conventional forces on the Chinese border and launched an attack on March 15. 
After this incident, the Soviets began to search for a diplomatic solution in earnest. 
On March 21, Kosygin even tried to resume negotiations by telephone. When he 
rang up Beijing and asked to speak to Chairman Mao or Premier Zhou Enlai, how-
ever, the Chinese telephone operator, refused to put through a call from such a 
renowned revisionist as the Soviet premier. A week later, the frustrated Soviets 
issued an official statement, warning the Chinese of the possibility of a severe mil-
itary strike.16 

Subsequent Soviet activity revealed how deep the anxiety about China was in 
Moscow. In a report to the East German leadership about the first border clash, for 
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example, the Soviets indicated their heightened concern over “the crime by the 
Mao Zedong group,” and talked about how the Chinese were apparently planning 
to use the occasion “to establish Mao Zedong’s anti-Soviet and chauvinist great 
power course as the general line of Chinese policy.” The Soviet leadership also 
warned the East Germans about “Beijing’s intention to activate the opportunistic 
political flirtation with the imperialist countries—above all with the United States 
and West Germany.”17 

* * *  

As coercive diplomacy produced limited results, tensions between Beijing and 
Moscow escalated. On the Chinese side, the government launched a vigorous pro-
paganda campaign calling for intensive preparations for a war with the Soviets; Red 
Star, a journal that published the Soviet military’s hardline views, retaliated by 
threatening the Chinese with a nuclear strike. The Soviets, meanwhile, began to 
amass additional troops on the Sino-Soviet border. When the Chinese eventually 
seemed to give in to the relentless Soviet pressure by proposing a resumption of 
border talks in late May 1969, the Chinese counterbalanced this olive branch with 
intense criticism of the Soviet Union. Indeed, according to the official Chinese ide-
ological perspective, the USSR had betrayed true Marxist revolutionary principles 
and acted like a capitalist imperialist power in Eastern Europe. It was China, not 
the Soviet Union, that represented the anticapitalist forces of the world. In an inter-
esting reversal of the Soviet report to the East Germans a few months earlier, the 
Chinese thus charged the Soviets with “currying favor with the U.S. imperialists.” 
Such a mixed message only managed to sharpen the division within the Soviet 
Politburo between hardliners like Grechko (who favored a strong military strike 
against China) and more dovish leaders like Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko 
(who advocated using diplomacy to dissolve the crisis).18 

While the Zhenbao Island incidents did not suddenly propel China into a major 
issue on Kissinger’s agenda, the continued escalation of tensions between Moscow 
and Beijing did not go unnoticed. On March 10, Kissinger flew down from Wash-
ington to meet Nixon in Key Biscayne, Florida, where the president had established 
his “Southern White House” as an escape from the pressures of Washington. Prior to 
seeing Nixon, Kissinger had a chat with White House Chief of Staff Bob Haldeman. 
Kissinger, always prone to pessimism, was concerned that the Sino-Soviet clashes 
would make the Soviets act more belligerently in Vietnam in order to upstage Beijing 
in their competition over influence in Hanoi. Haldeman did not deny the possibil-
ity, but also suggested that the border clashes offered Kissinger an opportunity to play 
upon Soviet anxieties. The chief of staff suggested that Kissinger “turn this to [our] 
advantage by a maneuver designed [to] totally confuse the Soviets.”19 Haldeman did 
not elaborate on the type of maneuver he had in mind, yet he was obviously sug-
gesting that Kissinger should begin the triangular game. Notwithstanding the impact 
that the Ussuri River clashes might have on Soviet policy in Vietnam, a potential rap-
prochement with China would clearly offer a means of pressuring Moscow. 
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Musing about the possibilities opening up for complex diplomatic maneuver-
ing, Kissinger returned to Washington. The next evening at 9:00 p.m. he met with 
Dobrynin at the Soviet embassy. Feeding Kissinger’s curiosity, Dobrynin gave a 
“gory account of Chinese atrocities,” adding that “China was everybody’s problem.” 
Dobrynin even asked whether the Nixon administration was “going to take advan-
tage of the Soviet Union’s difficulties.” 

Assuring Dobrynin that the United States considered the entire affair a bilateral 
Sino-Soviet matter, Kissinger rushed back to the White House and called Nixon. 
“Obviously, this is much on their minds,” Kissinger said. The president liked what 
he heard. “Sometimes events which we could not have foreseen may have some 
helpful effect,” he responded. “Who knows.”20 

It would take time before the “China card” could become an effective tool of 
Kissinger’s diplomacy. Yet, even before the second series of Sino-Soviet clashes on 
March 15, the potential opportunities such a conflict presented for the United States 
were all too obvious to be missed. In particular, the Ussuri River clashes provided 
an entirely new context for dealing with the biggest headache the Nixon adminis-
tration had inherited: the Vietnam War. 

RIDDLE OF VIETNAM 

In 1969, the Vietnam War was a central issue to those working closest to Richard 
Nixon, no one more so than Kissinger. But Vietnam was also an issue on which the 
two men did not always see eye to eye. When it came to Vietnam, Nixon showed 
little of the foreign policy talent he may have exhibited elsewhere; for him the war 
remained primarily an issue of perceptions and image. The consummate politician 
was, in fact, caught between two opposite pressures. On the one hand, he could not 
be seen as a loser. He could not be the first president to lose a war. On the other 
hand, Nixon needed to convince the American public that he was serious about 
getting out of Vietnam. He had promised as much during the 1968 campaign. 
Nixon had to show that he really did have a secret plan to end the war. In contrast, 
Kissinger was more interested in the geopolitical ramifications of Vietnam and the 
potential impact that any decisions and developments in Indochina had on Amer-
ican credibility (or at least on his perception of how others viewed and measured 
American credibility). Reaching a peace settlement in Vietnam was important for 
Kissinger’s reputation and, by 1971–72, to Kissinger’s own job prospects. But the 
need to monitor and accommodate public opinion was rarely, as in Nixon’s case, a 
key consideration for Kissinger’s Vietnam policy.21 

In large part because of Nixon’s sensitivity to public pressure, Kissinger lost one 
strategic battle over Vietnam policy early on in the Nixon administration. Although 
implemented only later in the year, Nixon decided in principle on March 15 to pur-
sue Vietnamization. 
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Vietnamization was Defense Secretary Mel Laird’s pet project. In early March 
1969, the former Republican congressman from Wisconsin made an extensive visit 
to South Vietnam. Laird returned to Washington with a fairly optimistic picture 
about the situation: it was time to press ahead with increasing the flow of supplies 
to the ARVN while reducing the combat role of American troops and commenc-
ing a gradual American troop withdrawal. The war, and the responsibility for the 
future of South Vietnam, should be transferred to the Vietnamese.22 

Laird’s plan appealed to Nixon. In particular, Vietnamization would be enor-
mously useful at home in the United States. While the antiwar critics could not 
charge that Nixon was simply continuing the war effort as before, the fact that the 
withdrawals were coupled with increased U.S. aid meant that nobody could argue 
that Nixon was abandoning an ally. After all, was it not only logical to let the Viet-
namese themselves to do the fighting? In other words, while fewer body bags were 
likely to mean fewer moratoriums, more material aid should satisfy the concerns 
of those who could not stomach the reality that the United States was being grad-
ually smoked out of Vietnam.23 

While Vietnamization may have made sense to Laird and Nixon, it was a disas-
ter from Kissinger’s point of view. It would inevitably weaken the U.S. bargaining 
position in negotiations with the North Vietnamese, he argued. How could one 
achieve an honorable peace in a situation where the most important part of U.S. 
leverage in negotiations—the presence of a large number of American troops— 
was being removed?24 As Kissinger put it in his memoirs, he had “great hope for 
negotiations” but that with Vietnamization—and the slight reduction in the 
bombing of North Vietnam that preceded it in 1969—U.S. policy 

ran the risk of falling between two stools. With Hanoi we risked throwing away 
our position in a series of unreciprocated concessions. At home, the more we 
sought to placate the critics, the more we discouraged those who were willing to 
support a strategy for victory but who could not understand continued sacrifice 
for something so elusive as honorable withdrawal.25 

Kissinger did not explain what “honorable withdrawal” meant. One should note, 
however, that his public views were not dramatically different from those of Laird. In 
a book published in 1969, Kissinger maintained that “American objectives should be 
to (a) bring about a staged withdrawal of external forces, North Vietnamese and Amer-
ican, (b) thereby to create a maximum incentive for the contending forces in South 
Vietnam to work out a political agreement.”26 The major difference was that Laird’s 
Vietnamization strategy gave no guarantees for simultaneous North Vietnamese and 
American withdrawals. It could easily mean a simple transfer of the burden of war to 
the South Vietnamese without any progress toward a military or a political settlement. 

One answer to the complexity of Vietnam was the gradual escalation of the war into 
Cambodia through a series of secret bombings that commenced in mid-March 1969. 
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Codenamed MENU, the barrage of raids had both a military and a political-
diplomatic objective. Militarily, the aim of MENU (which was divided into a series 
of operations, respectively codenamed BREAKFAST, LUNCH, SNACK, DINNER, 
DESSERT) was to cause severe damage to the Ho Chi Minh Trail, the enemy’s main 
infiltration route that ran south from North Vietnam through Laos and Cambodia 
to South Vietnam. In the fourteen months following the commencement of the 
bombings in March 1969, the United States conducted 3,630 B-52 bombing raids in 
Cambodian territory. From a pure military perspective, disrupting the route surely 
improved the prospects of the ARVN and American troops in South Vietnam, and 
would make it increasingly difficult for Hanoi to build up enough strength in the 
South to launch yet another Tet Offensive. MENU was also undertaken to destroy the 
Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN), the headquarters of the Communists’ 
operation in the South that were, according to U.S. intelligence sources, based in 
Cambodia.27 Hanoi’s weakness, even if only temporary, would also buy valuable time 
for Vietnamization: if the enemy were unable to launch major attacks, Americans 
would be freer to train and then transfer the burden of war to the ARVN. 

Politically MENU was aimed at impressing both Vietnamese sides. On the one 
hand, it was to convince the Saigon government that the Nixon administration was 
not going soft on the enemy and was even willing to escalate the war if necessary. 
On the other hand, MENU was designed to impress on the North Vietnamese 
America’s staying power and willingness to escalate. Nixon, for one, liked the idea 
of cultivating himself as a “madman,” ready to launch even nuclear war if neces-
sary. Hence, Kissinger would not be completely robbed from his negotiating cards 
as the United States was conducting the war with renewed vigor during the Nixon 
administration. In short, the idea was that MENU would tilt the existing military 
stalemate against North Vietnam and ensure Hanoi’s more forthcoming attitude 
in the negotiations.28 

* * *  

This was what Kissinger and Nixon appear to have agreed upon. It was also clear, 
however, that any new air strikes needed to be executed in secrecy. This was impor-
tant for two reasons. First, the domestic body politic was likely to have no appetite 
for MENU. Most Americans would be outraged if Nixon’s secret plan to end the 
war turned out to be a euphemism for expanding it. Second, the operational effec-
tiveness of the bombing would be reduced with advance notice (and possible leaks 
to the press). In addition, there was, of course, the love of secrecy that Nixon and 
Kissinger shared and which created that curious bond between this odd couple of 
American foreign policy. 

The MENU operation’s details were originally conceived during a meeting at 
the Brussels airport aboard Air Force One on February 24, 1969, between Kissinger, 
Haldeman, and Haig following Nixon’s decision during the previous day’s transat-
lantic flight to attack North Vietnamese sanctuaries in Cambodia. Illuminating of 
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the perceived need to keep MENU secret was the fact that Nixon himself did not 
attend this particular planning group meeting, because “it was felt he could not 
attend himself without attracting attention.” Nixon also continued to waver. As the 
State Department refused to accept responsibility for the program and Charles de 
Gaulle urged Nixon to get out of Vietnam, the president seemed to have had sec-
ond thoughts. To Kissinger’s disappointment, on March 1, 1969, Nixon called off 
MENU while the presidential tour was in Paris.29 

Nixon was clearly torn and only gave his final approval for the campaign two 
weeks later. Part of the reason for the delay may be that he received conflicting 
advice. Mel Laird, for example, was supportive of the bombings but doubtful about 
the possibility of keeping them secret. Secretary of State Rogers, who was con-
sulted, argued against the raids because he thought they would prevent any possi-
bility for a negotiated settlement. Most important, however, Nixon worried about 
the public’s reaction should something leak to the press. 

Nixon’s final decision to go ahead represented therefore not only a fateful move 
regarding the Vietnam War, but also a significant early victory for Kissinger in his 
campaign to outmaneuver Secretary of State Rogers. But it came at some cost to 
his mental stability. In fact, the postponement of MENU and Rogers’ meeting with 
Dobrynin on March 8—during which Rogers apparently suggested that the United 
States was not as committed to South Vietnam as previously—prompted the first 
of Kissinger’s numerous resignation threats. Rogers “can’t adequately serve the 
P[resident] and should have been made Chief Justice,” Kissinger fumed at the time 
to Haldeman. Haldeman, who thought that Kissinger was “basically right,” man-
aged to talk Kissinger out of even mentioning his own resignation to Nixon at the 
time. Eventually, though, Kissinger’s relentless pressure—he flew down to Key Bis-
cane (where the president had escaped after returning from Europe) to pledge his 
case and bombarded Nixon with memos and pressed the matter during lengthy 
private meetings with the president—and Nixon’s own inclination to appear 
“tough” carried the day. 

Yet, even in the days leading to the final decision on March 15, Nixon did not feel 
entirely comfortable about how to handle his old friend Bill Rogers. Thus, he told 
Kissinger over the phone that “State is to be notified only after the point of no return 
. . . The order is  not appealable.” Kissinger, although satisfied with the decision, rec-
ommended that Nixon meet with Rogers and Laird on the following day. It hap-
pened to be Sunday and the meeting took place soon after church services. Rogers 
was the only one who argued against the decision. It did no good.“Operation Break-
fast” commenced on March 18. The following day Kissinger was, according to Halde-
man, “beaming” as early reports showed that the campaign was a success.30 

Such delight on Kissinger’s part would later turn to frustration as the bombing 
campaigns had seemingly little impact on Hanoi’s position. In this sense, the jeal-
ously guarded secrecy of the bombings—made possible through an elaborate dou-
ble bookkeeping system—did not advance the prospects of ending the war. 
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Instead, the Cambodian bombing campaign caused the first series of wiretap-
pings in the already secretive Nixon White House. 

On May 9, 1969, a  New York Times article reported that American B-52s had been 
conducting raids in Cambodia. Nixon and Kissinger ordered the FBI to wiretap 
Kissinger’s NSC staffers Morton Halperin, Helmut Sonnenfeldt, and Daniel David-
son to see whether one of them had leaked the story. Kissinger’s deputy, Alexander 
Haig, whose job it was to read all FBI transcripts, later argued that these and other 
similar wiretaps were authorized to solve “a matter of most grave and serious con-
sequence to national security.” Perhaps. The transcripts revealed no leaks. Instead, 
as the practice later became common knowledge, Kissinger lost some of his bright-
est aides, including Halperin (who later successfully sued Kissinger). The wiretap-
ping of a group of men so close to the national security adviser and the president 
had, as historian Christopher Andrew put it, seriously “corrosive effects on the 
morale and confidence of White House staff.”31 

BEIJING—HANOI—MOSCOW 

The deterioration of Sino-Soviet relations and the American MENU bombing 
campaign had an impact on the relationships of Hanoi with its two major external 
supporters. On April 20–21, 1969, a COSVN delegation visited Beijing to discuss 
the new situation. The Chinese premier Zhou Enlai had mixed feelings. On the 
one hand, Zhou told the visitors that he was “not as optimistic as [the COSVN del-
egation] about the situation in Cambodia.” On the other hand, Zhou was deter-
mined to prevent a North Vietnamese tilt toward the Soviet Union. Throughout 
the spring of 1969 Zhou Enlai constantly warned the North Vietnamese of the “revi-
sionist Soviets.” The leaders of the Kremlin were, much like Nixon, “imperialist 
chieftains.” Such language clearly reflected the Chinese concern over the impact 
that the Ussuri River border clashes could have on the Sino-Vietnamese alliance. 
Zhou repeatedly warned the Vietnamese not to listen to Soviet advice about nego-
tiating a compromise solution with the United States. This, Zhou stressed, might 
be in the Soviet Union’s interest but would create grave difficulties for the North 
Vietnamese.32 A week later, Li Xiannian, a member of the Chinese Communist 
Party’s Politburo, put the point to Kissinger’s future negotiating partner, Le Duc 
Tho, more bluntly: 

The final victory [in Vietnam] depends on fighting. According to our experience, 
the victory cannot be gained at the negotiating table. We have to be determined 
to fight the enemy until he has nothing else to resort to. In all, negotiation is of 
secondary importance with a view to exposing the enemy’s schemes and we have 
to rely on fighting with a view to annihilating the enemy.33 
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The Soviets acted in much the same manner as the Chinese. Starting in Febru-
ary 1969, Nixon and Kissinger had tried to persuade the Soviets that any improve-
ment in Soviet-American relations depended on Moscow’s help in bringing about 
peace to Southeast Asia. After MENU commenced, Kissinger intensified his efforts 
on the back channel. His threats were often blunt. On April 3, for example, he 
warned Dobrynin that Nixon “was determined to end the war one way or another.” 
On April 14, Kissinger said that the president had decided to make “one more” peace 
offer to North Vietnam. If that produced no result, Nixon would “draw the con-
clusion that the war could only be ended by unilateral means.”Dobrynin protested. 
Moscow had minimal influence in Hanoi, he professed. The whole affair seemed 
to be a Chinese plot “to produce a clash between the Soviet Union and the United 
States.” Because the PRC was close to North Vietnam, Dobrynin argued, the Soviet 
Union was in a bind. It was not Vietnam that mattered but the USSR’s position as 
the leader of the socialist camp. “While the Soviet Union might recommend cer-
tain steps,” he added, “it would never cut off supplies [because] the Soviet Union 
could not afford to appear at a Communist meeting and find itself accused of hav-
ing undermined a fellow Socialist country.”34 

With the MENU bombings producing few tangible results, and the attempt to 
enroll the Soviets in the peace program deadlocked, Nixon and Kissinger made their 
next move. On May 14, the president gave a nationally televised address, unveiling 
an eight-point peace initiative that Kissinger’s staff had put together. The most sig-
nificant new offer was the mutual and simultaneous withdrawal of North Viet-
namese and American troops (since 1966 Americans had offered to withdraw their 
troops six months after Hanoi withdrew its forces). Three weeks later, after meeting 
with the South Vietnamese president Nguyen Thieu on the Pacific Midway Island, 
Nixon, while stressing the American commitment to the survival of an independent 
South Vietnam, announced the first set of U.S. troop withdrawals, hence officially 
commencing the policy of Vietnamization. The reluctant Thieu also agreed to 
another proposal: the United States could commence secret peace talks with the 
North Vietnamese, provided the Americans kept Saigon fully informed.35 

By June 1969, the key elements of the Nixon administration’s Vietnam policy were 
all present. First, there was the coercive element in the form of the secret bombing 
campaign of Cambodia. Second, there were the U.S. withdrawals, aimed primarily 
at pacifying the antiwar movement (and other critics) at home. Third, Nixon and 
Kissinger had decided to initiate secret peace talks with Hanoi (which would com-
mence in Paris in early August). Fourth, there was the effort to pressure the Soviets 
into playing a role as Washington’s peace advocate with Hanoi. Throughout the 
remainder of Nixon’s first term, these strategies would dominate the quest for the 
elusive peace with honor Nixon had promised to the American public. 

Kissinger agreed with most of the elements of this complex strategy. He had 
been a key advocate of the bombing campaign in Cambodia and would control the 
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Paris negotiations. His influence had clearly surged in the first half of 1969. Yet,  as  
the decision to go ahead with Vietnamization indicated, when domestic pressure 
so demanded, Nixon would not hesitate to go against the advice of his NSC adviser. 
Kissinger was clearly influential. But in the summer of 1969 he had yet to prove his 
worth to Nixon. 

LINKAGE AND LEVERAGE 

Important though Vietnam was, the circumstances of 1969 had also created a favor-
able context for a more fundamental shift in American foreign policy. Kissinger’s 
back-channel meetings with Dobrynin had clearly indicated that the Soviets were 
anxious about the future direction of Chinese policy. This fact, if utilized properly, 
offered opportunities for creative diplomacy. The question was how to make the 
most of it. 

Part of the answer was to drop delicate hints to the Soviets about a possible Sino-
American rapprochement in order to throw the Soviets off balance. Accordingly, 
Nixon, at Kissinger’s behest, gave the new U.S. ambassador to Moscow, Jacob Beam, 
a carefully worded letter to the Soviet premier Alexei Kosygin. The United States 
had no interest in seeing USSR and PRC in conflict, Nixon assured, “and certainly 
no intention to exploit their present difficulties.” But Beam, under instructions, 
added a significant caveat. “We do hope over the long run to achieve some normali-
zation in our relations with China.” Nixon, via Beam, also pledged that “if contacts 
eventuate with the Chinese, we will continue, as did the previous administration, 
to keep the Soviets informed.” It was a pledge the Nixon administration would 
abandon once contacts with the Chinese did eventuate in late 1969.36 

Still, in the late spring and summer of 1969, the China card was hardly more than 
a potential tool in Kissinger and Nixon’s quest to increase America’s leverage with 
Moscow. There was nothing concrete to indicate that progress would follow. After 
all, the Chinese had been drifting away from the USSR for a decade (if not more), 
but they had not come any closer to Washington. If anything, the Chinese had taken 
an even more antagonistic line toward the United States after launching the Cul-
tural Revolution in 1966. Supporting wars of national liberation remained central 
to the PRC’s foreign policy dogma.37 Even in the context of the Sino-Soviet border 
clashes it was hard to conceive how Kissinger could use China, even vicariously, as 
leverage in Soviet-American relations. 

What made it all the more frustrating was the minimal progress that the 
Kissinger–Dobrynin back channel made in solving the many problems plaguing 
American-Soviet relations in the late 1960s. The Vietnam War, the continued 
arming of the adversaries in the Middle East, the issue of Berlin and a possible 
European security treaty, the nuclear stalemate—all these concerns were con-
tinually raised in the Kissinger–Dobrynin back-channel meetings. At the rhetori-
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cal level both sides seemed keen on moving ahead with détente. But real progress 
was slow. 

Part of the explanation for the deadlock is simple: the Soviets and the Ameri-
cans had very different priorities. In general, Kissinger, putting into practice the 
principles of linkage, wanted to press a broad agenda, while Dobrynin wanted to 
separate issues and make incremental progress. Nixon was particularly anxious for 
Soviet help in reaching a settlement in Vietnam. Had there been such assistance on 
Vietnam, Nixon would likely have been hard pushed—given Vietnam’s significance 
not only for America’s external relations but for the domestic fortunes of the new 
president—not to make concessions to the Soviets on other issues.38 

One problem with the regional issues, as was amply proved in Vietnam and the 
Middle East, was that they could not, ultimately, be solved merely through bilateral 
Soviet-American negotiations. Regional players—whether in Indochina, the Mid-
dle East, or Europe—had their own interests and carried their own leverage. The 
need to avoid even an appearance of a Soviet-American condominium, for exam-
ple, was a central message of the European leaders during Nixon’s first trip abroad 
as president in late February and early March. The Soviets could not, even if they 
had wished to do so, bully the North Vietnamese into accepting a compromise 
solution in Indochina. What it all boiled down to was that the relative collapse of 
the bipolar system—evidenced in part by the Sino-Soviet conflict but also by the 
rise of the third world and the increasingly competitive nature of U.S. relations 
with its European and Japanese allies—meant that the back channel was ultimately 
no place to settle regional conflicts. The major flaw in Kissinger’s foreign policy 
architecture—the relative lack of interest in the intricacies of the local causes of the 
conflicts and the emphasis he put on the role of Soviet-American relations as a way 
of finding solutions to such conflicts—would become increasingly clear as the Viet-
nam War dragged on and Kissinger got more deeply involved in the making of U.S. 
policy in the Middle East, South Asia, and, eventually, Africa. 

* * *  

Bilateral issues were another matter. Dobrynin and Kissinger could reasonably be 
expected to have made quick progress on, say, the SALT negotiations. As the Soviet 
ambassador later wrote, however, the first back-channel meetings stood out in his 
mind because “Kissinger ignored our proposal to resume our exchange on limit-
ing strategic arms, which had been suspended for months since the invasion of 
Czechoslovakia [in August 1968].” Kissinger explains such foot-dragging in large 
part as a result of bureaucratic divisions and Nixon’s lack of interest in the specific 
details, although not in the broad outlines, of the SALT talks. Hence, Kissinger was 
left effectively in charge of planning America’s SALT strategy in the spring of 1969, 
a task he embarked upon through a series of studies and position papers from var-
ious departments (including State, Defense, and the CIA). The end result was no 
less than seven packages detailing possible responses to Soviet proposals on various 
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weapons systems and a series of delays. Only in November 1969 did the SALT talks 
commence in Helsinki, Finland. The first meaningful breakthrough, however, 
would have to wait until May 1971.39 The reason for the slow pace of the SALT nego-
tiations lay in large part in the U.S. insistence on pursuing linkage. 

By definition, linkage was not supposed to allow the isolation of individual 
issues or the reaching of limited progress. It held that one should not explore strate-
gic arms separately from, say, the Vietnam War and the Middle East. Nixon had 
made a special point about the SALT talks already in his February 4 letter to Rogers, 
Laird, and Helms that established linkage as an official policy. In the message that 
had been drafted by Kissinger’s staff, the new president had stressed that “I believe 
our decision on when and how to proceed does not depend on our review of the 
purely military and technical issues. This decision should also be taken in light of 
the prevailing political context and, in particular, in light of progress toward stabi-
lizing the explosive Middle East situation, and in light of the Paris talks [on Viet-
nam].” SALT talks, in other words, were not to be treated as their own separate 
category but were intertwined with regional issues.40 

Such thinking affected Nixon’s decisions on nuclear arms development at the 
start of his presidency. Importantly, Kissinger and Nixon agreed—despite strong 
opposition from within and without the administration—to go ahead with the 
development and deployment of the new systems. 

The first issue was the question of antiballistic missiles (ABMs). The ABMs, as 
the name suggests, were defensive guided missiles to be used in the event of an attack 
to shoot down incoming missiles before they reached the United States. Developing 
such systems would make the United States invulnerable to a missile strike. In 1967 
Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara had, somewhat reluctantly and under pub-
lic and congressional pressure, unveiled the American Sentinel ABM program as a 
counterweight to a Soviet defensive missile system program begun three years ear-
lier. Ironically, by the time Nixon entered the White House, there were increasing 
calls to discontinue ABM development. In the March 1969 Senate hearings, Demo-
cratic politicians such as Ted Kennedy and Hubert Humphrey, as well as a number 
of distinguished scientists, argued that in practical terms, ABMs would be prohibi-
tively expensive, technologically complicated, likely to speed up the arms race, and, 
at least as it appeared in 1969, easily defeated by Soviet countermeasures. In short, 
the ABM program appeared to be a waste of resources and a potential death knell 
to any hope of serious nuclear arms control negotiations with the Soviets.41 

Kissinger disagreed, and pressed Nixon to go ahead with ABM development, 
arguing that it was important for “both military and diplomatic” reasons. Yet, as 
Kissinger’s memoirs indicate, the diplomatic reasons mattered most to him; he 
needed a full load of trump cards in the forthcoming SALT negotiations. By 
approving the so-called Safeguard system on March 14, 1969, Nixon thus handed 
Kissinger and the other future U.S. SALT negotiators a useful, if potentially expen-
sive, bargaining tool.42 
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The second, and in the long run more significant, issue was the future of multi-
ple independently-targetable reentry vehicles (MIRVs). MIRVs were a new tech-
nology that allowed for a nuclear delivery vehicle to be loaded with several nuclear 
warheads, each directed at a different target (i.e., one missile would split into sev-
eral nuclear warheads, and they would in turn hit their separate targets more or less 
at the same time). The United States had begun to test MIRVs in 1968 for a simple 
reason: they were a cost-effective way of increasing American firepower, of provid-
ing infinitely “more bang for the buck.” Without building new rockets or launchers 
the United States could, once the technology was perfected, double or triple the 
number of warheads placed on the existing missile sites. Among other things, the 
United States could, in this way, flood any Soviet ABMs by firing more missiles than 
any defensive system could cope with. The downside was that as the Soviets began 
to develop their own MIRV capability—the first tests of the SS-9 triple warhead mis-
sile were conducted in 1969—the arms race was moving to a new level. 

Much as in the case of the ABMs, the opposition to MIRVs became a cause 
celèbre for many American politicians. In the spring of 1969, forty senators and the 
House Foreign Affairs Committee supported a freeze on MIRV development. 
Kissinger’s academic peers tried to persuade him to oppose an MIRV program dur-
ing a series of arms control meetings in Washington. They were joined by the mem-
bers of the President’s General Advisory Committee on Arms Control, a group 
established by President Kennedy in 1961 and headed by such elder statesmen as 
John J. McCloy (who Kissinger frequently consulted) and former Secretary of State 
Dean Rusk. Within the administration the most significant anti-MIRV advocate 
was the new director of the ACDA and the future head of the U.S. SALT negotia-
tion team, Gerard Smith.43 

Such opposition was all in vain. In May 1969, Nixon decided to go ahead with 
the MIRV program, siding with Kissinger, Laird, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. With-
out a clear commitment, or even a hazy roadmap, toward a SALT agreement, Nixon 
was easily convinced that he should not freeze any nuclear arms development proj-
ect, let alone such a promising prospect as the MIRVs. Kissinger’s argument, that 
“unilateral restraint [on the U.S. part] would be an incentive for the Soviets not to 
settle but to procrastinate, to tilt the balance as much in their favor as possible,” 
surely made sense to the president. Yet, Kissinger proved overly optimistic about 
the impact that U.S. decisions on ABMs and MIRVs would have on Soviet willing-
ness to negotiate. There would be plenty of Soviet procrastination and the arms 
race, even when the SALT I agreements were finally signed in 1972, would show lit-
tle sign of slowing down.44 

Kissinger and Nixon also hoped to use trade as a major tool for extracting con-
cessions from the Soviets. To be able to do this more effectively, Nixon decided to 
take firm control over the practical application of the Export Administration Act 
(EAA) that in December 1969 replaced the twenty-year-old Export Control Act 
(ECA). On the one hand, the 1969 EAA was a clear victory for the advocates of the 
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relaxation of trade restrictions to the Soviet bloc. On the other hand, the EAA 
reflected the negative trend in the U.S. balance of payments in the late 1960s. 

The arguments that the proponents of the EAA used were primarily economic: 
by practicing stringent export control policy toward the Soviet bloc, the United 
States was in danger of losing out to its Western European and Japanese competi-
tors. By 1969 the ECA—adopted at the height of the Cold War (1949) in order to 
weaken the Soviet bloc’s war-making capabilities—had become an anachronism. 
Most American allies had significantly relaxed their controls by the 1960s, putting 
the United States at a disadvantage in nonmilitary trade with Eastern Europe. Dur-
ing the intense congressional hearings of April–July 1969, the main issue was not 
whether but to what extent and on what basis the export controls should be eased.45 

During the hearings a number of Democratic senators called for a significant 
liberalization of East-West trade. They argued that the only country suffering from 
such restrictions was the United States. Their rationale reflected a classical liberal 
viewpoint: increased trade would not only profit U.S. exporters but would help to 
change internal political dynamics in the country purchasing American goods. 
Kissinger disagreed. To him trade was an integral ingredient of linkage. But, he did 
not share the belief that increased trade with the Soviet bloc would bring these 
countries closer to the American way of thinking. “Expanding trade without a 
political quid pro quo was a gift,” Kissinger wrote in his memoirs. He added: “it did 
not seem unreasonable to require Soviet restraint in such trouble spots as the Mid-
dle East, Berlin, and Southeast Asia in return” for trade liberalization. Ultimately, 
Kissinger did not see any point in objecting to the new EAA. Because the EAA gave 
the executive discretionary authority to liberalize (or not) trade with a given coun-
try, its passage was a blessing in disguise: it enhanced the White House’s control 
over policy implementation, in effect giving Nixon the power to use trade more 
effectively as a tool of linkage. Hence, Kissinger recommended to Nixon that the 
president approve the relaxation of export controls to bring the United States in 
line with the western Coordinating Committee (COCOM) list (but hold firm on 
such items as computers on which the United States effectively had a monopoly).46 

Once the Congress eventually passed the EAA in December 1969, Nixon, like  
Kissinger, was not displeased: the new act did declare that the United States favored 
trade liberalization, but it also left the implementation of such liberalization to the 
White House. Effectively, this gave Kissinger, whose desk in 1969 was already full of 
various requests to grant export licenses for items previously banned for export to 
the Eastern bloc, an added means of control over U.S. policy toward the Soviet Union. 
As the political scientist Michael Mastanduno puts it, in 1969 “the transition from 
economic warfare was to trade in the service of politics, that is, tactical linkage.”47 

The moves on trade did not, infuriatingly to Nixon and Kissinger, make the 
Soviets more inclined to help on Vietnam. If anything, the Sino-Soviet confronta-
tion made supporting the North Vietnamese even more important for the Soviet 
Union’s international prestige. As Soviet aid to North Vietnam increased, more-
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over, the PRC, concerned over the loss of Vietnam, would move to enhance its aid 
efforts in 1970.48 

In the first half of 1969 nothing seemed to suggest that linkage, whether in terms 
of bilateral Soviet-American détente or the Vietnam War, would work. The result 
was a deadlock in Soviet-American relations. To break it, something dramatic and 
substantial was needed. It was with this in mind that Nixon, in mid-June 1969, 
repeatedly told Kissinger that he needed to “find a way” to increase Soviet anxiety 
about possible Sino-American collusion.49 

Kissinger followed the president’s advice. After weeks of continued back-and-
forth within his staff, Kissinger ordered, on July 3, 1969, an NSSM on Sino-Soviet 
differences. He asked for, in particular, an analysis of the “choices confronting the 
United States as a result of the intensifying Sino-Soviet rivalry” and “the broad 
implications of the Sino-Soviet rivalry on the U.S., Soviet, Communist Chinese tri-
angle.” In the same month, as a practical indication of its attempt to take advan-
tage of the situation in Sino-Soviet relations, the United States eased travel 
restrictions to the PRC.50 

The germ of triangular diplomacy had been set in motion. Soon thereafter, 
Nixon announced another foreign policy initiative that would carry his name. 

THE NIXON DOCTRINE 

On July 23, 1969, Kissinger joined Nixon and the rest of the president’s entourage 
for a trip that took them through a number of Asian countries (including the 
Philippines, South Vietnam, and Thailand) as well as Romania. They also stopped 
in London before returning to the United States on August 3. 

Aside from the visit to Romania that was calculated to unnerve the Soviets 
(Romanian leader Nicolae Ceausescu had distanced himself from the USSR), the 
trip’s major highlight was an unexpected one. In an informal press conference in 
Guam on the evening of July 25, 1969, Nixon articulated what would soon be 
dubbed the Nixon (sometimes Guam) Doctrine. In essence, he affirmed three 
points. First, the United States would keep its treaty commitments to allied nations 
in the Far East (e.g., to those countries that belonged to the Southeast Treaty Orga-
nization [SEATO]). Second, the president reaffirmed that the United States would 
continue to provide a nuclear shield to its allies as well as to governments that were 
considered necessary to American national security. Third, Nixon said that in the 
future, when friendly governments were under a military threat, the United States 
“is going to encourage and has the right to expect that the responsibility” for these 
countries defense “be handled by Asian nations themselves.” 

Although the forum where Nixon announced his doctrine was unexpected, the 
basic idea—that the United States would not get involved in another Vietnam-like 
situation—was not new. In many of his writings, Kissinger had spoken about the 
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need “to encourage a sense of local responsibility.” A week before Nixon’s pro-
nouncements Kissinger had said during his press briefing (“on background” as was 
customary) that in the future the United States, while keen “to participate” in the 
defense of its Asian allies “cannot supply all the conceptions and all the resources.” 
Nixon, for his part, would refer to the Nixon Doctrine in an address to the UN Gen-
eral Assembly in September 1969. Finally, in early November 1969 Nixon would 
outline the doctrine as “a policy which not only will help end the war in Vietnam, 
but which is an essential element of our program to prevent future Vietnams.” He 
also further clarified the third point of his Guam briefing as follows: “we shall fur-
nish military and economic assistance when requested in accordance with our 
treaty commitments. But we shall look to the nation directly threatened to assume 
the primary responsibility of providing the manpower for its defense.”These words 
would also be found in the administration’s first foreign policy report—authored 
by Kissinger’s NSC staff—that was published in February 1970.51 

The Nixon Doctrine was, at one level, simply the public extension of the policy 
of Vietnamization. As he planned to do in Vietnam, Nixon would limit direct 
American involvement in military conflicts and focus American efforts on provid-
ing material assistance. Indeed, the announcement coincided with the first troop 
withdrawals from South Vietnam. 

Considered more broadly, however, the Nixon Doctrine had a far-reaching sig-
nificance. It quickly became considered a global rather than a purely Asian doc-
trine. And the flip side of the Nixon Doctrine’s affirmation of support for friendly 
governments that were involved in a war (such as South Vietnam) was the pre-
sumption that one could, if acting properly, preempt Vietnam-like situations from 
arising in the first place. In practice this meant that the Nixon administration 
would provide strong military assistance to regional powers that would act as the 
guarantors of stability in their specific corners of the globe. Over the next several 
years this would translate into, for example, American support to the shah of Iran. 
In short, the Nixon Doctrine was both part of the strategy of ending the Vietnam 
War and a key ingredient in Kissinger’s global architecture of limiting direct Amer-
ican commitments in disparate regions. 

In the summer of 1969 the Nixon Doctrine was the final opening move in the 
administration’s foreign policy architecture. Along with the Kissinger–Dobrynin 
back channel, the effort to pressurize the North Vietnamese via the bombing of 
Cambodia, and the first halting moves toward China, it set the stage for the poli-
cies that would ultimately culminate in 1972–73. But already in late 1969, many of 
the earlier assumptions on the prospects for détente, the possibilities of a peace in 
Vietnam, and the chance for a dialogue with China would be tested in earnest. 
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