
4 

Progress and Promise 

On the evening of July 25, 1969—after Nixon had announced his doctrine to 
the press corps in Guam—the president’s entourage had got on board Air 

Force One. Soon after the long onward flight to the Philippines commenced, 
Kissinger had a brief chat with Haldeman. Nixon had just told him, Haldeman con-
fided, that “he seriously intends to visit China before the end of the second term.” 

Kissinger smiled. “Fat chance,” he quipped.1 

Kissinger’s apparently dismissive attitude about the possibility of visiting Bei-
jing was neither surprising nor an entirely accurate reflection of his growing inter-
est in China policy. As already noted, in early July he had ordered a full-scale study 
of the implications of the Sino-Soviet border clashes. He was fully aware of Nixon’s 
attempt to initiate contact via the Pakistani and Romanian leadership during the 
round-the-world tour of late July and early August. Such moves would eventually 
place Kissinger at the center of Sino-American rapprochement. By September 1969 
he was fully engaged in such efforts (although they were still conducted in collab-
oration with the State Department). 

Kissinger’s growing interest in an opening to China was largely a result of what 
he saw as the compensating gains that such a move would bring to the United 
States. “The effect on Hanoi alone would be traumatic,” he later wrote, stressing the 
interconnected nature of the Vietnam War and America’s relations with the two 
main supporters of North Vietnam.2 As became clear by the early fall of 1969, more-
over, the Kremlin’s reaction to an American opening to Beijing would be outright 
dramatic. And it was this that truly mattered. For ultimately it was the Soviet Union 
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56 the fl aw ed arc hitect  

that represented the primary concern of Kissinger’s foreign policy against which all 
other issues were weighed. 

Yet, as Kissinger surely knew, his ability to play the triangular game ultimately 
depended on China’s willingness to engage with the United States. 

CHINA TANGLE 

In Beijing a potential opening to the United States, even as a counterweight to the 
USSR, was a controversial issue. Even those within the Chinese leadership, such as 
Premier Zhou Enlai, who saw the realpolitik rationale in an opening to the United 
States, would find it difficult to openly call for such a shift that effectively translated 
into a compromise between long-held ideological convictions and a new geopolit-
ical situation. If anything, the commencement of the Cultural Revolution in 1966, 
together with the growing American involvement in Vietnam, had prompted an 
intensification of anti-American propaganda during the last years of the Johnson 
administration. 

Throughout early 1969, the Chinese had sent mixed signals to Washington. In 
January, Mao, in an unprecedented move, had Nixon’s inaugural address published 
in all major Chinese newspapers. The Nixon administration consisted of “jackals 
of the same lair” as the Johnson administration, the official Chinese communica-
tion succinctly put it. 

Soon after, however, the Chinese announced that the Sino-American ambas-
sadorial talks in Warsaw, scheduled to commence in February, had been aborted. 
Indeed, as the Nixon administration was in the process of establishing itself in 
Washington, the Chinese leadership proceeded cautiously. In early 1969, Zhou 
began closely observing any changes in U.S. rhetoric about China and feeding Mao 
information about the Nixon administration’s more positive stance toward Beijing. 
On February 19, 1969, Mao himself ordered four of his veteran military leaders— 
Marshals Chen Yi, Ye Jianyng, Xu Xiangqian, and Nie Rongzhen—to observe the 
development of the international situation in light of the aggravated Sino-Soviet 
relationship.3 

The border clashes in March tilted the internal balance in Beijing in favor of 
Zhou’s conciliatory diplomacy. Prior to 1969, the United States—with its half mil-
lion troops in Vietnam and continued presence in Taiwan, South Korea, and 
Japan—had presented the major threat to the PRC. The armed conflict with the 
Soviets radically changed Chinese priorities: it was now the Soviet Union that rep-
resented the main threat to China’s security. Still, Mao wavered. During the Chi-
nese Communist Party’s (CCP) Ninth Congress in April 1969, Mao ignored the 
marshals’ study of international developments. At the same conference the defense 
minister Lin Biao, who believed that an all-out war with the USSR was likely and 
who advocated a dramatic increase in the defense budget, was effectively made 
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57 Progress and Promise 

Mao’s heir. Mao stopped short, however, of approving the increase in military 
spending. As Yang Kuisong has argued, the Chairman either did not share Lin Biao’s 
assumption that an all-out war with the USSR was probable, or simply considered 
any huge increase in the PRC military spending as a waste of sparse resources (and 
possibly as a way of giving Lin Biao too much power). Although Mao drummed 
up anti-Soviet propaganda throughout the spring and summer of 1969, the Chi-
nese military budget remained largely unchanged.4 

Pressure, meanwhile, continued to build up. In June 1969 the Soviets proposed 
an Asian collective security system and a regional economic grouping (consisting 
of Afghanistan, India, Iran, Pakistan, and the USSR) that further widened the gap 
between Moscow and Beijing.5 Significantly, such Soviet proposals coincided with 
Nixon’s Vietnamization announcement of June 8. The contrast could hardly have 
been clearer. While the Soviets were proposing the establishment of explicitly anti-
Chinese regional agreements in South and Southeast Asia, the United States was 
taking steps to limit direct American involvement in the area. Such a geopolitical 
realignment could only make a possible rapprochement with Washington more 
appealing to Chinese leaders. It was hardly an accident that Nixon and Kissinger’s 
interest in exploiting the Sino-Soviet confrontation clearly increased exactly at this 
moment—as evidenced by Kissinger’s July 3 demand for a first NSC study on its 
implications to U.S. policy and the subsequent relaxation of U.S. travel restrictions 
to China. 

Throughout the period, Zhou Enlai, who emerged as the clearest advocate (and 
architect) of Sino-American rapprochement, urged the group of four marshals to 
continue their efforts and pay specific attention to the policies of the United States 
and the Soviet Union. Accordingly the marshals submitted a report to the CCP 
Central Committee on July 11, 1969. Clothed in carefully designed, “ideologically 
correct,” language, the marshals’ report reassured that an attack on the PRC by 
either the USSR or the United States was unlikely. At the same time, however, the 
marshals made a point of stressing that it was “the Soviet revisionists” rather than 
the “U.S. imperialists,” who posed “a more serious threat to our security.”6 

In the following months such an attitude appeared to ring true. On August 13, 
1969, the Soviets attacked a Chinese border patrol in the Tielieketi area in the north-
west, killing thirty Chinese soldiers. In late August the Chinese also learned that the 
Soviets were inquiring how their Warsaw Pact allies would react to a Soviet nuclear 
attack on China. Soon afterward, the Chinese began a rapid mobilization program.7 

China’s predicament alerted Washington. Kissinger and Nixon were encouraged 
by the reports of Mao’s growing hostility toward Moscow and weighing its potential 
usefulness. State Department intelligence notes in July and August stressed the mix-
ture of “implacable hostility and distrust, tinged with fear” that characterized Chinese 
attitudes toward the USSR. Equally significant, the Chinese were showing growing 
interest in the Nixon administration’s latest Vietnam initiatives. While the Soviets 
explicitly refrained from playing a constructive role in Vietnam, Chinese officials in 
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58 the flawed architect  

Beijing and elsewhere were making inquiries about the nature and purpose of the 
Nixon administration’s policies in Vietnam (particularly Vietnamization).8 

To encourage further Chinese initiatives and to unnerve the Soviets, the Nixon 
administration dropped a series of hints in early August. As part of a round-the-
world tour, Nixon made stopovers in Pakistan (August 1–2) and Romania (August 
2–3). In both Lahore and Bucharest, the president passed on an encouraging mes-
sage to the Chinese, suggesting that the United States and China should reopen the 
Warsaw ambassadorial talks. Nixon and Kissinger thus laid the groundwork for 
what would in 1970 become two important secret channels to China. A week later, 
Secretary of State Rogers told an Australian audience in Canberra that the United 
States was seeking to resume contact with the PRC.9 

Finally, at an NSC meeting on August 14, 1969, Nixon—in part because of con-
cern over the renewed escalation of tensions on the Sino-Soviet border following 
the Tielieketi ambush—told his cabinet that in his opinion it was the Soviets, not 
the Chinese, who were the more aggressive party in this conflict. Even more impor-
tant, he maintained that the United States should not allow the Soviets to “smash” 
China. As Kissinger put it in his memoirs, Nixon had effectively “declared that we 
had a strategic interest in the survival of a major communist country, long an 
enemy, and with which we had no contact.”10 

The significance of the China initiative was confirmed a few days later. Boris 
Davydov, a KGB officer placed at the USSR’s Washington embassy, and William L. 
Stearman, a Vietnam specialist from the State Department, had lunch on August 
18. The Soviet official dropped a bombshell by asking Stearman the same question 
other Soviet diplomats were asking in Eastern Europe: how would the United States 
react to a possible Soviet attack on China’s nuclear facilities? Stearman, quite logi-
cally, responded that while the United States might not wish to intervene, such pre-
emptive strikes as Davydov seemed to be hinting at would not be condoned. “We 
would take an extremely grave view of that,” Stearman told Davydov. The two did 
not dwell on the matter further, but after the luncheon Stearman rushed to write 
a memo on the conversation.11 

Kissinger and Nixon took Davydov’s remarks seriously. American bombers sta-
tioned at Beale Air Force Base in California were put on high alert for several weeks. 
When news arrived from the National Security Agency (NSA) that the Soviet com-
manders had ordered their air force in the Far East to “stand down,” indicating 
the possibility that a military operation was forthcoming, Kissinger immediately 
demanded an assessment of the ways in which a Soviet nuclear attack on China 
could be launched. Suddenly, the United States faced, or so it seems, a potential all-
out Sino-Soviet war in which nuclear weapons could be put into practical use.12 

Not everyone on Kissinger’s staff thought that a Soviet attack on China should 
be prevented. William Hyland, one of the Soviet experts, worried that any overt, or 
even lukewarm, sympathy toward China could produce “a massive overreaction 
from the USSR.” Given the nonexistent relationship with Beijing, moreover, this 
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59 Progress and Promise 

might be coupled with continued hostility from China. Hyland even suggested, that 
“a Sino-Soviet war, for a limited period and if limited in scope, is by no means a 
disaster for the U.S. [and] might be the way to an early Vietnam settlement (and) 
a ‘solution’ to the China nuclear problem.” 

Kissinger evidently read Hyland’s analysis with interest. “First rate paper,” he 
wrote in the margin. But the flip side of Sino-Soviet tensions was also tempting. As 
a September 8, 1969 intelligence note from the State Department put it: “Peking’s 
private mood seems more receptive to Sino-US discussions than at any time since 
the cancellation of February’s Warsaw meeting.” Two days later, an NSC memo con-
curred: “there is a substantial body of opinion in Beijing which is ready to explore 
Sino-US relations more rationally than has been done for some time.”13 The 
specter of a Soviet attack—at least as long as it remained merely a specter—was 
working to the Americans’ favor. 

Kissinger and Nixon decided it was time to begin exploring the opportunity in 
earnest. On September 9, they met in the White House with Walter Stoessel, the 
U.S. ambassador to Poland. Nixon gave specific instructions: upon his return to 
Warsaw Stoessel should make contact with his Chinese counterpart and tell him 
that the president was “interested in concrete discussions.” 

It may seem inexplicable that it took Stoessel almost three months to deliver the 
message. Yet, to find the right moment to approach an ambassador of a country 
with which the United States did not enjoy diplomatic relations was not a straight-
forward task in Cold War Poland (a member of the Warsaw Pact and hence at least 
technically on the side of the Soviet Union in the Sino-Soviet confrontation). 
Moreover, Chinese diplomats were still evidently under instructions to treat the 
Americans as representatives of a hostile country; thus, they consciously avoided 
direct contact. In the end, Stoessel did not find the appropriate opportunity to pass 
on Nixon’s offer to open the Warsaw channel until early December. Nixon, mean-
while, continued to drop further hints: at the UN on September 18 he maintained 
that the United States was “ready” for “frank and serious” talks with the PRC.14 In 
the meantime, the Nixon administration made public statements disassociating 
itself from the Sino-Soviet conflict, and American diplomats were told to “deplore 
the idea of a Soviet strike against Chinese nuclear facilities or any other major 
Soviet military action.”15 

At this point, developments in Vietnam further complicated the picture. On 
September 3, 1969, Ho Chi Minh died. The death took place at a crucial moment 
in terms of the emergence of triangular diplomacy and the Nixon administration’s 
search for an exit in Vietnam. From Kissinger’s perspective the nightmare scenario 
was that Ho’s funeral—which was attended by Soviet Premier Alexei Kosygin and 
a Chinese delegation headed by Li Xiannian (Zhou Enlai visited Hanoi the day after 
Ho’s death but returned the same day)—would set the stage for a Sino-Soviet rap-
prochement, which would raise the possibility of the North Vietnamese suddenly 
backed by a united Sino-Soviet front. The failure of Moscow and Beijing to settle 
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60 the flawed architect  

their differences, however, made the impending North Vietnamese tilt toward the 
USSR a growing concern in China. Conversely, this increased the appeal of an 
opening to the United States. 

Prior to his September 6 trip to Ho Chi Minh’s funeral, Soviet Premier Kosygin 
passed on a message indicating his willingness to stop in China on his return trip. 
The Chinese kept him waiting, so that Kosygin had already made half of his jour-
ney back home when, after a refueling stop in Tajikistan, he turned back east and 
headed back to Beijing. On September 11, he held a four-hour meeting with Zhou 
Enlai at Beijing airport. 

The two premiers seemed ready to compromise. Zhou said that China was willing 
to settle border disputes and wished to prevent further military clashes with the USSR. 
“We have so many domestic problems to deal with,” he stressed. Kosygin and Zhou 
seemingly reached several agreements, such as the return of their respective ambas-
sadors, the expansion of bilateral trade, and the restoration of regular transport net-
works between China and the Soviet Union. Yet, as soon as the meeting was over, the 
two sides informed each other that no official notes—as the two premiers had agreed 
at the end of their long dialogue at Beijing airport—would be exchanged.16 

The meeting did not signal a true rapprochement. Mao remained suspicious of 
Soviet motives, and the general sentiment in the CCP Politburo during its meet-
ings in mid-September 1969 was that the Soviets could simply not be trusted. The 
presence of a million or so Soviet troops near the Chinese border was enough to 
convince Mao that the Soviets were, at the minimum, trying to intimidate China 
into submission. There were essentially two ways to ameliorate the situation: 
through diplomacy and by raising China’s military preparedness. 

On the diplomatic front, Mao was increasingly convinced that an opening to the 
United States was a strategic necessity lest China be subjected to a massive Soviet 
onslaught, including the possible use of nuclear weapons. The four marshals he had 
previously ignored were thus called upon to provide another report to the Central 
Committee of the CCP on September 17, 1969. They neatly summarized China’s 
emerging triangular rationale by saying that “we must wage a tit-for-tat struggle 
against both the United States and the Soviet Union, including using negotiation as 
a means of fighting against them.” In a line that could have been taken from a num-
ber of Kissinger’s writings, the marshals noted that the Chinese “should be firm on 
principles and flexible on tactics.” Referring to American suggestions, which had 
reached Beijing via Romania and Pakistan, to reopen ambassadorial talks, the mar-
shals concluded: “we should respond positively when the time is proper [because] 
such tactical actions may bring about results of strategic significance.” As Marshall 
Chen Yi, one of the authors of the report, explained in an additional memorandum: 
“because of the strategic need for dealing with the Soviet revisionists, Nixon hopes 
to win over China. It is necessary for us to utilize the contradiction between the 
United States and the Soviet Union in a strategic sense and pursue a breakthrough 
in Sino-American relations.”17 Nixon’s message at the UN the following day, empha-
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61 Progress and Promise 

sizing the United States’ readiness for “frank discussions” with the PRC, could only 
strengthen the hand of the marshals’ argument. Yet, a prospective opening to the 
United States was bound to be a long and arduous affair. It was hardly enough to 
calm those members of China’s elite—such as the defense minister and Mao’s des-
ignated heir, Lin Biao—who were concerned over a severe Soviet military strike. 

For good measure, Mao decided to play some carrot and stick diplomacy with 
the Soviets. 

The stick came first. In late September, the Chinese military conducted two 
major hydrogen bomb tests in China’s western desert, launching radioactive fall-
out toward the Soviet troops stationed in Kazakhstan and Mongolia, causing yet 
untold environmental damage. It was hardly a delicate hint. But the tests undoubt-
edly succeeded in driving home to the Soviets a basic point: China had powerful 
bombs and was willing to use them if necessary. More to the point: should the Sovi-
ets launch a nuclear attack and fail to destroy the entire Chinese nuclear arsenal, 
Mao could be expected to retaliate in kind.18 

The carrot followed. On October 7, 1969, the Chinese agreed to hold border 
negotiations with the Soviets. These were scheduled to commence on October 20. 
Having made his point with military tests, Mao was, it seemed, ready to find a 
diplomatic solution. 

Even while making such an apparent diplomatic concession, however, the Chi-
nese continued their military preparations. Lin Biao took the lead. On September 
30, he had ordered the Chinese armed forces (the People’s Liberation Army [PLA]) 
to be on full alert in anticipation of a potential Soviet surprise attack on October 1, 
the National Day of the PRC. A few weeks later, Lin, who had left Beijing for Suzhou 
in the South, issued the so-called Number One Order: a declaration of a national 
emergency that included full-combat readiness for all PLA forces, extensive anti-
airstrike maneuvers, and some evacuations of Chinese cities. According to Chinese 
sources, close to a million soldiers, 4,000 planes, and 600 ships were moved to new 
locations following Lin Biao’s order. Clearly, war hysteria had seized at least some 
of China’s leadership. (It is important to note that Lin Biao’s Number One Order 
was given without Mao’s authorization, a deed that may have played a role in Lin’s 
subsequent downfall.)19 

Kissinger and Nixon knew little about the details of the Sino-Soviet game. Nor 
were they deeply focused on it. At the time, the White House’s attention focused 
on its stillborn efforts to end the Vietnam War. 

“DIDDLED” IN VIETNAM 

In the fall of 1969, the Nixon administration’s foreign policy balance sheet looked 
rather disappointing. Most significantly, the prospect for an early settlement in 
Vietnam appeared dim. Dobrynin had offered little help in the back-channel talks. 
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62 the flawed architect  

Nixon and Kissinger had been optimistic about Kissinger’s secret meeting with the 
North Vietnamese diplomat Xuan Thuy on August 24, but nothing concrete tran-
spired. The North Vietnamese appeared determined to stand up to American pres-
sures. One of Ho Chi Minh’s last acts had been to rebuff Nixon’s earlier ultimatum. 
In a July 15 letter to Ho, Nixon had expressed his interest in furthering the peace 
process, threatening that unless progress was made by November 1, 1969, he would 
need to take “measures of great consequence and force.”20 

Following Ho’s polite but noncommittal reply, which Nixon received on August 30, 
the administration moved to accelerate plans for an extensive American military oper-
ation. Kissinger, sensing a tough North Vietnamese stand on the diplomatic front, 
assembled a group of ten advisers to come up with a “military plan designed for max-
imum impact on the enemy’s military capability.” With diplomacy seemingly leading 
nowhere and the Soviet channel producing little, and with pressure for American 
troop withdrawals increasing at home, Kissinger had concluded that the only option 
for enhancing the administration’s search for a peace with honor was a “savage, deci-
sive blow against North Vietnam.”As he famously put it to his aides: “I refuse to believe 
that a little fourth-rate power like Vietnam does not have a breaking point.”21 

The operation was codenamed Duck Hook. In the planning stages, Kissinger 
told his staff that everything, with the exception of the use of nuclear weapons 
(although even these were apparently briefly considered), was fair game. In the end, 
the two major parts of Duck Hook included a massive four-day bombing campaign 
against economic and military targets throughout the North and the mining of 
Haiphong harbor (the major supply route to Hanoi). If the North Vietnamese 
would not respond by commencing serious negotiations, the plan called for fur-
ther periodic attacks, including the bombing of Red River dikes (which would 
cause a massive flood throughout North Vietnam) and even a ground invasion of 
the North. The target date for the campaign was November 1, 1969, the anniversary 
of the U.S. bombing halt against the North. It was never implemented. 

While Kissinger oversaw the planning of Duck Hook, Nixon found himself 
under growing domestic pressure to deescalate the war. His September 16 announce-
ment that another 35,000 U.S. troops would be withdrawn from Vietnam by the 
middle of December had a positive if short-lived impact on public opinion. It cer-
tainly did not quiet down the peace movement. On Moratorium Day (October 15), 
for example, millions of Americans participated in teach-ins, memorial services, 
and other acts that demonstrated the strength of the antiwar movement. The oppo-
sition to aggressive military moves within the administration was also growing. 
Rogers and Laird, who only learned about Nixon’s deadline to Ho in early Octo-
ber, stepped up their opposition to further aggressive military moves. To Kissinger’s 
dismay, Laird was able to use the opinions of some members of the NSC staff (such 
as Anthony Lake and Roger Morris) to shore up his argument that any major mil-
itary maneuver would have a short-lived impact, incur high costs, and do little to 
advance the peace process.22 

Hanhimaki, Jussi M.. The Flawed Architect : Henry Kissinger and American Foreign Policy, Oxford University
         Press USA - OSO, 2004. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=272928.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-22 12:46:26.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

4.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
 U

SA
 - 

O
SO

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



63 Progress and Promise 

Ultimately, Nixon found himself unable to take strong military measures in the 
fall of 1969. Instead, he fell back on public relations. In his famous “Silent Majority” 
speech of November 3, 1969, Nixon pleaded for the country to unite behind his pur-
suit of peace and rebuke the efforts of the “vocal minority” (i.e., the antiwar move-
ment) to “humiliate the United States.” With opinion polls showing that 77 percent 
of Americans approved of Nixon’s message, he had, at least for the moment, paci-
fied the pacifists. Still, ten months after taking office the Nixon administration had 
moved no closer to ending America’s involvement in Vietnam.23 

Perhaps it was such a state of apparent deadlock that prompted Kissinger, on 
October 13, 1969, to write Nixon an exceedingly pessimistic memo. The United 
States was facing a “generally deteriorating strategic position” Kissinger main-
tained. In contrast, the NSC adviser argued, “the world situation, as viewed from 
Moscow, provides [no] great cause for communist pessimism.”24 In addition to the 
continued deadlock in Vietnam, Kissinger and Nixon could hardly expect that 
the United States was destined to capitalize on the Sino-Soviet conflict anytime in 
the near future. The attempts to open meaningful channels of communication in 
August via the Pakistanis and the Romanians had apparently gone nowhere, while 
Ambassador Stoessel had yet to make contact with his Chinese counterparts in 
Warsaw. 

And yet, there was a glimmer of hope. A week after Kissinger bemoaned the 
sorry state of the United States’ strategic position in his memo to Nixon, Anatoly 
Dobrynin came to the White House to meet with Nixon and Kissinger. The Soviet 
ambassador had two messages to deliver. First, he handed Nixon a brief note sug-
gesting November 17 as the opening date for the SALT talks. After some back-and-
forth over the respective merits of Helsinki and Vienna as meeting places and the 
need to have serious discussions rather than “a series of platitudes,” the president 
and Kissinger agreed to the Soviet proposal. 

The second message was less specific but more revealing. Moscow warned: 

If someone in the United States is tempted to make profit from Soviet-Chinese 
relations at the Soviet Union[’s] expense, and there are some signs of that, then 
we would like to frankly warn in advance that such a line of conduct, if pursued, 
can lead to a very grave miscalculation, and is in no way consistent with the goal 
of better relations between the U.S. and the USSR. 

Nixon was furious. He handed Dobrynin a yellow legal pad.“You’d better take some 
notes,” Nixon said. Then he started a thirty-minute monologue. Nixon criticized 
Soviet conduct in the Middle East, Europe, and, in particular, Vietnam. His point 
on China was straightforward: 

China and the United States cannot tolerate a situation to develop where we are 
enemies, anymore than we want to be permanent enemies of the Soviet Union. 
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64 the flawed architect  

Therefore, we expect to make moves in trade and exchange of persons and even-
tually in diplomacy. 

Nixon then linked China, the Soviet Union, and Vietnam into one package: “The 
only beneficiary of U.S.–Soviet disagreement over Vietnam is China. And, there-
fore, this is the last opportunity to settle these disputes . . . we [will]  not hold still 
for being ‘diddled’ to death in Vietnam.” 

Although the major concrete outcome of the meeting had been the agreement 
to commence SALT talks in November, Dobrynin had made the continued Soviet 
anxiety over China and the potential uses of Sino-American rapprochement abun-
dantly clear. More to the point: given the deadlock in Vietnam, the United States 
needed additional leverage vis-à-vis the USSR. The conclusion was simple. “We 
should not be diverted from our China policy,” Kissinger summed it up the day 
after the meeting with Dobrynin.25 

Nixon and Kissinger thus stepped up their efforts to reach out to China. Already 
on October 10, Kissinger had asked Pakistani ambassador Hilaly to pass on a mes-
sage to the Chinese that the United States had decided to withdraw a destroyer 
patrol from the Taiwan straits—obviously as a signal to Beijing. By early Novem-
ber the message finally reached Zhou Enlai. There was no immediate response. 
Meanwhile, Nixon and Secretary of State Rogers were exploring possibilities of 
relaxing trade restrictions toward China. At the minimum they might complicate 
the possibilities of a Sino-Soviet rapprochement, which had, soon after the con-
vening of the border negotiations, hit a snag.26 But nothing seemed to work. 

Not, that is, until early December. 

WARSAW “OPENING” 

Although Kissinger had initiated secret contacts via Pakistan, the initial move 
toward rapprochement, unlike the ultimate opening in 1971, was still a combined 
White House–State Department effort. In fact, the initial contacts in late 1969 and 
early 1970 were still controlled by traditional diplomats, clearly indicating that 
Kissinger had yet to take complete control over this aspect of U.S. policy. 

On December 3, 1969, Ambassador Walter Stoessel, at a fashion show put on by 
the Yugoslav mission in Warsaw, finally approached the PRC’s charge d’affaires Lei 
Yang. It took some physical effort: Stoessel had to run after Lei and his interpreter 
outside the Warsaw Palace of Culture (the setting of the fashion show). Stoessel’s 
message, delivered in Polish to the Chinese interpreter, was simple: the Nixon 
administration wanted to hold serious talks with the Chinese in Warsaw.27 

The talks commenced quickly. On December 11, Stoessel and Lei Yang met for 
over an hour at the Chinese embassy and Stoessel formally restated his proposal 
for “serious, concrete talks.” At another meeting on January 8, 1970, the countries 
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65 Progress and Promise 

agreed to commence formal discussions in Warsaw twelve days later. In the mean-
time, the Chinese were also sending positive signals via the suddenly active Pak-
istani channel. On December 19, Pakistani Ambassador Hilaly told Kissinger that 
the Chinese were most encouraged and had decided to release two imprisoned 
Americans as a response to the U.S. message regarding destroyers in the Taiwan 
straits. Kissinger, delighted, passed on another message: if the Chinese wished, the 
Americans could abandon the fairly exposed Warsaw channel in favor of “channels 
that are less widely disseminated within the bureaucracy.” He thus made his first 
significant pitch for secret diplomacy.28 For the time being, however, the China 
opening remained a collective effort. 

The Warsaw meetings in early 1970 were encouraging. On January 20, 1970, 
Stoessel suggested to Lei that the two countries exchange emissaries. He further 
expressed “hope” that the United States could reduce troop levels not only in the 
Taiwan straits but also generally in Southeast Asia. In other words, the Nixon 
administration was drawing an obvious link between the Vietnam War and the 
touchy issue of Taiwan by indirectly suggesting that Chinese help in reaching a 
Vietnam settlement would allow the United States to reduce its troop levels in Tai-
wan. Stoessel further assured that the United States had no interest in collaborat-
ing with the USSR against China. Lei Yang replied with expressions of Chinese 
willingness to continue along the chosen path. On February 20, 1970, he went even 
further. Lei Yang indicated that the Chinese side would “in principle” welcome a 
high-level U.S. emissary to Beijing. The Warsaw channel was looking increasingly 
promising as a launching pad for triangular diplomacy.29 

That the Warsaw meetings were publicly announced allowed Nixon and 
Kissinger to play upon evident Soviet concern over a potential Sino-American rap-
prochement. In fact, it was far too tempting to do otherwise. Throughout late 1969 
and early 1970, Ambassador Dobrynin expressed a heightened interest in Sino-
American contacts, prompting Nixon, on December 12, to order that no informa-
tion should be shared with the Soviets on the actual content of the Warsaw 
exchanges. The decision had an immediate impact. Ten days later, a puzzled 
Dobrynin asked Kissinger: “What exactly are you up to? Are you trying to annoy 
the Soviet Union?” In January 1970, Dobrynin again inquired about the meetings 
in Warsaw. Kissinger, on both occasions, played the triangular game. He reiterated 
that while the Americans took no sides in the Sino-Soviet conflict, they did not 
“accept the proposition that permanent hostility is the iron law of US-Chinese rela-
tions.” Given that the possibility of an opening was still rather faint, this was not a 
huge understatement. But Kissinger could only be impressed by such a “neuralgic” 
concern in Moscow. From a tactical point of view, the less the Soviets knew of the 
process of such an opening, the better. As Nixon put it in a handwritten comment 
on one of Kissinger’s late 1969 memos: “K-good! Keep Dobrynin guessing.”30 

To Nixon and Kissinger, Dobrynin’s obvious concern over the Warsaw meetings 
could only mean that they were on the right path: an opening, or even a plausible 
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66 the flawed architect  

threat of an opening, to China could not but yield tremendous leverage to the 
United States in its relationship with the Soviets. In the context of the stalemate 
between Moscow and Washington that became evident during the first series of 
SALT negotiations in Helsinki in November–December 1969, such leverage was 
sorely needed.31 

There was, finally, more than a glimmer of hope in early 1970. Although the Viet-
nam War dragged on and the North Vietnamese remained as recalcitrant as ever, 
although there had been no unambiguous sign that the PRC was ready to open a 
bilateral relationship with the United States, and although the Soviets had yet 
to make any significant concessions on any issue, the task ahead was increasingly 
clear. With the Soviets clearly nervous and the Chinese warming up to the idea of 
rapprochement, Kissinger could view the American position in a cautiously opti-
mistic light. 

HIGH POTENTIAL 

The Nixon administration’s first foreign policy Report (FPR) to the U.S. Congress 
was published two days prior to the February 20 meeting between Lei Yang and 
Walter Stoessel. Authored by Kissinger and his staff, the FPR did not provide a full 
accounting of the administration’s maneuvering with Moscow and Beijing (not to 
mention Hanoi and Saigon). Yet, it clearly stated the basic outlook of the adminis-
tration’s stance toward China and the USSR. The United States did not regard the 
Soviet Union and China as posing a monolithic threat to the United States and its 
allies in Europe and the Far East. More important, the FPR restated the importance 
of encouraging the PRC to come out of its isolation. Although this was hardly news 
to the Chinese leadership, the signal could not have been stronger: the Nixon 
administration was ready for an opening. 

The FPR summarized the Nixon administration’s overall approach to the Soviet 
Union and China as follows: 

We will regard our Communist adversaries first and foremost as nations pursu-
ing their own interests as they perceive these interests, just as we follow our inter-
ests as we see them. We will judge them by their actions as we expect to be judged 
by our own. Specific agreements, and the structure of peace they help build, will 
come from a realistic accommodation of conflicting interests.32 

It was as clear-cut a statement of realpolitik as any American administration had 
yet put forth publicly. For the first time an American administration maintained 
that communist ideology was no obstacle to having a fruitful relationship with 
another nation. Interests, rather than ideals, formed the basis of the Nixon admin-
istration’s policies toward the USSR and the PRC. 
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67 Progress and Promise 

Given the positive signals in the Warsaw channel two days after the publication 
of the FPR, the document can be seen, at least in part, as an effort to prepare the 
ground in Congress for the obvious next step: a visit of a high-level American emis-
sary to China in 1970. That Kissinger would be this emissary was, of course, not a 
fait accompli in early 1970; after all the most significant progress had thus far been 
reached via traditional diplomatic channels. Still, a visit of a high-level American 
official to China appeared as a very real possibility in early 1970. Yet, assuming that 
someone from the State Department had been sent on such a mission in 1970 would 
undoubtedly have undercut Kissinger’s ability to exercise ever growing influence 
over U.S. China policy. 

Although he was not able to include it in the FPR, Kissinger was also making 
progress—or what seemed like progress—in another set of negotiations. At 10:00 
a.m. on February 21, 1970, Kissinger—with NSC staff members W. Richard Smyser 
and Tony Lake, as well as General Vernon Walters in tow—arrived at a run-down 
apartment at 11 Darthe Street in the Choisy-le-Roy district of Paris. There he met 
Le Duc Tho, a member of the North Vietnamese Politburo. The two men, who 
would eventually share the 1973 Nobel Peace Prize, sat down for the first of their 
many secret meetings. They would continue to haggle over Vietnam, on and off, 
for the next three years.33 

Finally there was progress on several fronts. The SALT negotiations were under 
way. The Chinese were apparently ready to commence serious talks with Washing-
ton. The North Vietnamese had apparently blinked, by sending one of their most 
seasoned diplomats to meet with Kissinger. To those very few who were aware of all 
these developments, it must have seemed like a historic moment, a moment when 
a year’s worth of frustration was finally starting to pay off. The opening to China— 
and the emergence of triangular diplomacy—seemed so close. The Nixon admin-
istration seemed to be on the verge of shaking the deadlock in Soviet-American 
relations and the Vietnam peace process. Along the way, Kissinger had managed to 
outmaneuver his major bureaucratic competitors and confirm his position as the 
Nixon administration’s foreign policy czar. There was just one problem. 

Cambodia. 
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