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Negotiating in the Shadow of War 

The negotiations “have not gone one inch forward,” Le Duc Tho told Kissinger 
on April 4, 1970.1 

It was a disappointing assessment. Over the past two months, the two men had 
met three times to negotiate an end to the Vietnam War. On February 21, March  16, 
and April 4, the North Vietnamese Politburo member, dressed in a black “Mao 
suit,” and the U.S. national security adviser, sporting a suit and tie, had exchanged 
views and offers at a shabby apartment on 11 rue Darthé in Paris. In January 1973, 
Kissinger and Tho would eventually initial an accord bringing the American phase 
of the Vietnam War to an end. But in the spring of 1970 no such agreement was 
in sight. Instead, more bombing and bloodshed ensued as the United States and 
South Vietnam invaded Cambodia in May 1970, hence expanding the war that 
most Americans, given the ongoing process of Vietnamization, thought was being 
curtailed. 

The Cambodian invasion caused a series of negative reactions. College cam-
puses erupted in protest. Members of Kissinger’s own staff resigned in disgust. 
The Chinese responded by closing down the promising Warsaw channel of Sino-
American contacts. The Soviets appeared less eager for an early move toward 
détente, while they simultaneously engaged the West German government of Willy 
Brandt in a series of negotiations. By the late summer of 1970 it almost seemed as 
though Kissinger and Nixon were being outmaneuvered by Moscow, Hanoi, and 
Beijing. 
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69 Negotiating in the Shadow of War 

THO AND KISSINGER 

When he sat down with Kissinger for the first time on February 21, the fifty-nine-
year-old Le Duc Tho was a hardened veteran revolutionary. Born in 1911 in North 
Vietnam, Tho had joined Ho Chi Minh’s movement as a teenager and belonged to 
the relatively small group of men who organized the Indochina Communist Party 
in 1930. He had spent ten years in French prisons, had acted as the chief commis-
sioner for South Vietnam before 1954, and supervised military and political cam-
paigns in the South throughout the 1960s. He was also a veteran of “private talks.” 
In June 1968, the gray-haired, five feet eight inches tall Tho had arrived in Paris as 
a member of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam’s (DRV) negotiation team. 
Throughout the summer and early fall, he and Xuan Thuy met privately—that is 
without South Vietnamese representatives—at the outskirts of Paris with U.S. 
negotiators Averell Harriman and Cyrus Vance. But, as described above, the 1968 
talks, while producing a bombing halt in October, had eventually ended without 
an agreement. Le Duc Tho had gone back to Hanoi to wait for the next opportu-
nity to continue his personal diplomatic struggle. In early 1970 that opportunity 
had arrived.2 

In the spring of 1970, the first series of Kissinger–Tho talks were a struggle 
between two diplomats bent on making few, if any, concessions. In February 
Kissinger, Xuan Thuy, and Tho each gave lengthy exposes of their positions, with 
Tho stating the rather obvious point that the United States could not win the war. 
Implementing Vietnamization or using threats were of no use, Tho argued. “We 
have won and you have failed . . . you  cannot change the trend of the war . . . I am  
convinced we will have victory.” It was not mere bravado. In the spring of 1970, the 
North Vietnamese were not losing the war and held important cards at the nego-
tiating table. Vietnamization, the persistent pressure of the antiwar movement, and 
the emptiness of Nixon’s threats the previous year all served to embolden Le Duc 
Tho to make such seemingly arrogant and uncompromising statements and 
demand that the Thieu government in South Vietnam be removed. Kissinger’s 
assistant, Tony Lake, who would later serve as NSC adviser in the Clinton admin-
istration, aptly summed up Tho’s position in March 1970: “it is almost certain that 
the North Vietnamese will not agree to mutual withdrawal unless they have a good 
idea about how the political future looks in South Vietnam.” 

As a result, Kissinger’s hopes for a negotiated settlement were extremely slight. 
The United States could not fold under pressure from Hanoi, which was what Tho 
was effectively demanding. To do that would have meant an open betrayal of an ally 
(South Vietnam) with potential repercussions for American allies throughout the 
globe. Credibility was at stake. Given that Kissinger thought of the globe as, in 
essence, a large battlefield of the Cold War, he also worried that losing in Vietnam 
might embolden the Soviets to act more aggressively in other areas (such as the 
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70 the flawed architect  

Middle East). It would certainly not add any incentive for Moscow to make conces-
sions on other issues and would preempt the use of Vietnam as a form of linkage. 

Thus, in March and early April, Tho and Kissinger made no progress, as 
Kissinger insisted on separating the political and military solutions from each 
other. In practice, his demand boiled down to an immediate end to fighting, fol-
lowed by a gradual U.S. withdrawal. The political future of South Vietnam could 
not, Kissinger maintained, be decided while fighting continued. And the United 
States would most certainly not play a role in the ouster of Nguyen Thuy’s govern-
ment. Yet, all the while, Nixon pressured Kissinger to deliver “a breakthrough.”3 

The secret talks over Vietnam were becoming an early example of the difficul-
ties that Kissinger faced in applying his overall theoretical maxims to the making 
of foreign policy. Kissinger had never considered Vietnam to have a specific geopo-
litical significance to the United States and had proceeded from the assumption 
that a combination of diplomatic and military pressure would deliver an accept-
able outcome. But a year after taking the first steps to apply this strategy, he had 
lost some negotiation assets and had, despite opening a secret channel with North 
Vietnam, made no headway. Moreover, the president was apparently beginning to 
lose his patience and, potentially, his trust in Kissinger’s ability to actually deliver. 
“It’s obvious [that Kissinger] can’t negotiate, he makes debating points instead,” 
Nixon remarked to Bob Haldeman after reviewing the record of Kissinger’s April 
1970 meeting with Le Duc Tho.4 

It was against this background of mounting frustration that Cambodia’s head 
of state, Prince Sihanouk, was overthrown, spurring the joint U.S.-ARVN invasion 
of Cambodia at the end of April 1970. Justifying what the United States called “an 
incursion” as, alternatively, a peace enforcement mission, as part of the U.S. mili-
tary strategy of destroying the base of COSVN, or as a way of forcing Hanoi’s hand 
at the negotiation table, the Cambodian intervention endangered a number of the 
Nixon administration’s foreign policy moves. For one, there would be a long halt 
in the Kissinger–Tho meetings as the North Vietnamese protested the invasion as 
a sign of American duplicity. When secret negotiations did resume in September 
1970 the seriousness of the North Vietnamese also remained in doubt. Kissinger 
would have to deal with Xuan Thuy alone. Le Duc Tho, whose presence was an indi-
cation that the negotiations carried the imprint of the highest levels of Hanoi’s 
leadership, would only return to Paris in June 1971. For another, the Cambodian 
invasion hampered the progress of Sino-American contacts. At home, antiwar 
demonstrations closed down hundreds of college campuses. 

As predicted by many, the Cambodian invasion of 1970 prevented immediate 
advances in the major areas of foreign policy that Kissinger was now treating as his 
personal reserve. Yet, despite the many protests of his staff members, Kissinger did 
not oppose the invasion. The explanations for this seemingly contradictory behav-
ior have as much to do with the military merits of the invasion as they have with 
the less-than-noble concern over personal status and continued influence. The bot-
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71 Negotiating in the Shadow of War 

tom line, though, was that the short-term military advantages of the invasion paled 
when measured against the counterproductive impact to Kissinger’s overall foreign 
policy agenda as well as the medium-term impact in Indochina. Vietnam, the 
regional crisis the Nixon administration had inherited, yet again blocked the real-
ization of the grand design. 

INCURSION 

Since the spring of 1969 Cambodia had suffered from extensive American bomb-
ing campaigns that drew the country deeper into the morass of the Vietnam War. 
In spite of this, Prince Sihanouk still wished to retain a semblance of a relationship 
with the United States in case he needed external support against the North Viet-
namese. In effect, he had, if indirectly, indicated that he would not object to an 
American pursuit of the North Vietnamese in Cambodia. While that did not mean 
that he was happy to see, or expected, an intense bombing campaign in 1969–70, 
his muted attitude toward MENU could only lead Kissinger to conclude that 
Sihanouk “acquiesced” to the bombing.5 

Like so many others, Sihanouk engaged in a careful balancing act. After break-
ing off diplomatic relations with the United States in 1965, the Cambodian ruler 
had maintained close ties with Beijing. In 1966 he acquiesced to the use of 
Sihanoukville, a port city in the Gulf of Siam, as a major supply route to the Viet-
cong (and, eventually, to the Khmer Rouge). Sihanouk’s tilt toward China made 
some sense. After all, from the Cambodian perspective the major threat came not 
from the United States or the PRC but from Vietnam—something that was later 
evident as the united Vietnam invaded Cambodia in the late 1970s. As long as 
Sihanouk—who had established a personal rapport with Zhou Enlai in the 1950s— 
enjoyed a working relationship with Beijing, he could expect the Chinese to 
restrain Hanoi’s interest in using Cambodian territory as a base for operations 
against Saigon.6 

By the spring of 1969 Sihanouk’s balancing act became untenable. For one, the 
MENU operations pushed the North Vietnamese regulars that protected the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail in eastern Cambodia westward. American bombers followed suit. 
Along the way, the North Vietnamese came into increasing contact with the Cam-
bodian army. Moreover, in early 1968, the Khmer Rouge (or the Cambodian Com-
munist Party, or the Communist Party of Kampuchea [CPK]) decided to wage 
armed struggle against Sihanouk’s government. Sihanouk responded with air 
strikes against suspected communist strongholds—Cambodian and North Viet-
namese—in Cambodia. But, as befit Sihanouk’s longstanding neutralist balancing 
act, he simultaneously tried to position himself in a noncommittal diplomatic 
position by reestablishing diplomatic relations with the United States (in June 
1969) and allowing the National Liberation Front (NLF) to have an embassy in 
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72 the flawed architect  

Cambodia. All the while, Sihanouk tried to maintain cordial relations with the 
increasingly suspicious Chinese.7 Unfortunately for him, the combination of 
increased military activity in the Cambodian countryside and the failure of 
Sihanouk’s foreign policy created a fertile ground for a military takeover in Phnom 
Penh. In March 1970, while the prince was out of the country, the prime minister, 
General Lon Nol, seized control of the government. Sihanouk, who was in Moscow 
trying to recruit Soviet help in pressing the North Vietnamese to reduce their oper-
ations in Cambodia, had few places to turn to for help. Ironically, his next stop was 
Beijing. A few days later, on March 23, 1970, Sihanouk—in a stunning reversal of 
fortunes—announced that he was joining forces with the Khmer Rouge to form 
the National United Front.8 The civil war that was to last until 1975 (and beyond) 
thus pitted Sihanouk, the Khmer Rouge, and their supporters (the PRC but 
also the North Vietnamese and by extension the USSR) against the American-
supported Lon Nol. 

* * *  

There is no direct evidence that the Nixon administration or Kissinger was directly 
involved in the planning for Lon Nol’s coup, yet American officials in Vietnam and 
CIA agents in the region were certainly aware that preparations to this effect were 
under way. Yet, Kissinger certainly welcomed the change of government, not least 
because the North Vietnamese appeared “confused” about Sihanouk’s ouster. 
When he met with Le Duc Tho in Paris two weeks after the coup, Kissinger found 
Tho “completely off balance.” Kissinger had, he reported, also told Tho that it was 
up to the North Vietnamese to come up with “something positive to offer” if they 
wished to continue the negotiations. Clearly, the overthrow of Sihanouk repre-
sented a welcome change to Kissinger. 

The administration’s actions immediately after the coup also made it clear that 
Lon Nol was welcomed as an American asset. Nixon was particularly pleased with 
the new Cambodian leader’s plan to expand the nation’s army and, on March 19, 
wrote to Kissinger that he wished CIA Director Richard Helms “to develop and 
implement a plan for maximum assistance to pro-US elements in Cambodia.” In 
the coming weeks the United States extended recognition to Lon Nol, launched a 
military and aid program to Cambodia, and even authorized South Vietnamese 
troops—with U.S. air support—to attack North Vietnamese sanctuaries in Cam-
bodia in late March. As Haldeman summed it up, the coup “was all right with us.”9 

While Lon Nol was more agreeable to Nixon and Kissinger than Sihanouk, the 
situation in Cambodia complicated the administration’s choices. How far should 
the United States go in supporting the new Cambodian regime? What course of 
action would have the most beneficial impact on the Paris peace talks? What about 
American public opinion? Could Nixon count on the support of the silent major-
ity, or would U.S. military action provoke a massive revolt? 
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73 Negotiating in the Shadow of War 

An internal debate that culminated in a two-track policy ensued. The first deci-
sion was announced on April 20, 1970. The United States was moving “from a 
period of ‘cut and try’ to a longer-range program for the replacement of Americans 
by South Vietnamese troops,” Nixon announced in a televised speech from the 
Western White House in San Clemente. 150,000 Americans would be withdrawn 
over the subsequent twelve months. The president attempted to give the impres-
sion that he was still on course with his peace program and that the continuation 
of the war rested with Hanoi. “I again remind the leaders of North Vietnam that 
while we are taking these risks for peace,” Nixon warned, “they will be taking grave 
risks should they attempt to use the occasion to jeopardize the security of our 
remaining forces in Vietnam by increased military action in Vietnam, in Cambo-
dia, or in Laos.”10 

Although he congratulated Nixon on a fine speech, Kissinger had argued 
strongly against the withdrawals. On April 17, for example, he had maintained that 
the announcement would further weaken his hand as he contemplated future 
negotiations in Paris. He warned: “we are making budget and troop withdrawal 
decisions today without fully examining the implications of these decisions for the 
future. We may not know we are in trouble until it is too late to do anything about 
it.” Should the openly pro-American Lon Nol government fall he would be left 
without an ace. Moreover, in order for the withdrawals not to cause major military 
setbacks in South Vietnam, the United States and Saigon needed to exhibit their 
military prowess.11 

In short, to Kissinger the issue was one of credibility, prestige, and negotiating 
assets. 

Paradoxically, the decision to go ahead with the withdrawals strengthened the 
case for intervention in Cambodia. The argument was simple: before large num-
bers of American troops were withdrawn, the United States needed to remove the 
threat to South Vietnam that emanated from North Vietnamese sanctuaries along 
the Cambodian-South Vietnamese border. After lengthy deliberations, Nixon 
decided, on April 28, to intervene in Cambodia. A few days later approximately 
75,000 South Vietnamese and American (about 31,000) troops moved into the for-
merly neutral country. On the evening of April 30, in another televised speech— 
this time from the White House—Nixon told the American people: “to guarantee 
the continued success of our withdrawal and Vietnamization programs, I have con-
cluded that the time has come for action.” The joint U.S.-ARVN operations would 
commence that evening. 

Nixon then implausibly added: “This is not an invasion of Cambodia.” The 
American troops had no intention of actually occupying Cambodia, Nixon assured 
the American public. Kissinger, who had reviewed the speech with Nixon and 
Haldeman in the afternoon before it was delivered, later called it “vainglorious.” At 
the time, though, he had raised few objections.12 
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74 the flawed architect  

KISSINGER, NIXON, AND THE “BLEEDING HEARTS” 

The decision to invade Cambodia was preceded by weeks of intense debate within 
the Nixon administration. The proponents maintained that the invasion would, at 
the minimum, buy time for Vietnamization and possibly even cause the North 
Vietnamese to make concessions at the negotiation table, while the opponents 
argued that the drawbacks—domestic uproar, international condemnation, and 
the prospects of widening the war—were singularly counterproductive. 

The big question, though, was ultimately not over the invasion itself but over 
the use of American ground troops in the operation. On Wednesday, April 22, the 
NSC discussed three options: (1) no military action (course supported by State and 
Defense); (2) strikes by South Vietnamese ground troops with U.S. air support 
(Kissinger’s position); (3) a joint action by U.S. and South Vietnamese troops (rec-
ommended by the JCS and US commanders on the field). In the meeting Nixon 
initially backed Kissinger’s recommendation. During the next few days, however, 
Nixon grew increasingly anxious to use the opportunity to deliver a serious blow 
to North Vietnam’s military capabilities. He held long sessions with Kissinger and 
CIA Director Helms indicating, according to Haldeman, that he could still “get [the 
war] wound up this year if we keep enough pressure on and don’t crumble at 
home.” Given that he had just announced troop withdrawals, Nixon may have 
thought that he had adequately mollified American public opinion. But the oppor-
tunities for using the GIs for offensive moves were bound to decrease as their num-
bers dwindled. It was, in Nixon’s logic, now or never. 

Kissinger’s attitude was somewhat less confident. While Nixon was increasingly 
determined about the need to use American troops, Kissinger worried about the back-
lash that would follow if U.S. troops openly (Americans had conducted small-scale 
secret counterinsurgency operations in both Cambodia and Laos throughout the past 
few years) and in large numbers invaded neutral Cambodia. As Bob Haldeman 
recorded in his diaries on Friday, April 24: “K[issinger] was very worried that [the] 
P[resident] is moving too rashly without really thinking through the consequences.”13 

Kissinger’s concern about the use of American troops and his eventual decision 
to fall in line with Nixon’s tough stand, was partially a reflection of a revolt brew-
ing within his own staff, which, almost uniformly, opposed the invasion. Through-
out April several members of the NSC team—what Kissinger dubbed the “bleeding 
hearts” club—lobbied strongly against widening the war. On April 2, in a lengthy 
analysis of U.S. options, NSC staffer Winston Lord argued that regardless of North 
Vietnamese action, “under no circumstances should we put U.S. troops into Cam-
bodia. The present rules of engagement limiting us to protective reaction along the 
border should apply in all instances.” If there was no all-out North Vietnamese/ 
Vietcong offensive against Lon Nol, Lord argued, the United States should “restrain 
ARVN  action . . . while events clarify and we sort out all the policy implications 
with regard to Paris and Southeast Asia.” Even if there were a massive attack, more-
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75 Negotiating in the Shadow of War 

over, the United States “should make it clear to the GVN that the ARVN should not 
overextend itself, and that we would not send in American ground forces to bail 
them out.”14 A few weeks later, Lord joined with Roger Morris and Tony Lake to 
warn that 

short of sending US divisions and/or of deep and long-term ARVN penetrations 
of Cambodia, it does not seem possible to achieve . . . an anti-communist Cambo-
dian government in control of its country and preventing VC/NVN use of its ter-
ritory against South Vietnam . . . To try to  find this “best solution” is unrealistic. 

Trying to push the credibility button, the bleeding hearts further argued: “There 
should be no direct US military involvement in Cambodia. We must assume that 
any use of US forces in Cambodia . . . would increase our involvement and prestige 
in a losing cause, limit diplomatic flexibility, and have severe political consequences 
in the US.” 

Lord, Lake, and Morris did leave an opening for an invasion: “If we do decide 
on direct U.S. involvement in Cambodia, we believe it should be a) public and 
b) in a multilateral context.” Yet, their conclusion was prophetic: “In the end, the 
US must face squarely the basically untenable situation in Cambodia—and that no 
remedy in proportion to our interests may be available.”15 

The only argument that was adopted from the bleeding hearts’ eight-page 
report—that would never make it to Nixon’s desk—was to abandon secrecy and 
include the ARVN. 

On Friday, April 24, as it was clear that Nixon was leaning toward the use of 
American troops in the invasion, Kissinger again convened the bleeding hearts. In 
addition to Lord, Lake, and Morris, these included Larry Lynn and Bill Watts. “Ah, 
here are my bleeding hearts,” Kissinger told the group as they entered his office. 
They all argued against the invasion. Instead of a full-scale invasion, Lake, Morris, 
and Lord maintained, the United States should work out a private agreement with 
Lon Nol that would allow intermittent bombings and cross-border raids into Cam-
bodian territory (much like before). Kissinger appeared puzzled. What was “the 
moral distinction” between cross-border raids and an invasion? he asked. The 
major difference would be felt by the Cambodians, the three staffers argued: cross-
border raids could be contained, but a full-scale invasion would make Cambodia 
part of the theater of war with all its potential implications for that nation’s polit-
ical future. Moreover, should the United States participate in the invasion, Tony 
Lake warned, the administration would be “bogged down in a wider war.” 

“Well, Tony, I knew what you were going to say,” Kissinger responded. Lake 
was incensed. Yet, like the others in the meeting, he refrained from an emotional 
outburst. 

Others piled up additional arguments against the invasion. Lord stressed the 
domestic outburst that would inevitably follow and destroy much of the support for 
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76 the flawed architect  

the administration’s policy. Watts accurately predicted that there would be massive 
protests at home and that an invasion of Cambodia could easily lead to a similar 
invasion of Laos later on. Lynn pointed out that the invasion was not a cost-effective 
way of using U.S.–South Vietnamese military resources and that the human costs, 
particularly to civilian populations, would be far too high in contrast to any poten-
tial benefits that might be derived from the invasion. 

Kissinger, perhaps sensing that his relationship with his staff was at a crossroads, 
listened intently, asked questions, and argued. But he knew that there was no 
changing of Nixon’s mind; the meeting with the bleeding hearts was, therefore, in 
part Kissinger’s attempt at damage control within his own staff: he knew they 
objected to what was about to happen, but he did not wish to lose them as a result. 
Thus, the former professor listened to his “students” but made it clear that while 
their arguments were valid, they did not add up to a convincing case against the 
invasion. In particular, the bleeding hearts were not able to explain how, in an 
absence of an invasion, Vietnamization could continue without causing a collapse 
in the South. If the North Vietnamese were allowed to use Cambodia as a staging 
area for continued infiltration into South Vietnam, Kissinger asked, what would 
happen as American troops gradually returned home? Cross-border raids, or a lim-
ited attack on one or two communist sanctuaries, would merely stir up domestic 
protest (as Lord and Watts predicted), but would not discourage the North Viet-
namese. If one was to attack, there was no point in holding back. 

While Kissinger was meeting with the bleeding hearts on the evening of April 24, 
Nixon was at Camp David having drinks with his friend, the Miami businessman 
Bebe Rebozo. As was his custom, the president’s toughness and determination 
increased when reinforced by alcohol. He was clearly eager for a show of force. Yet 
Nixon worried, as did Kissinger and his staff, about potential failure and blame. He 
remained torn, sensing the weight of the inevitable public outcry. Perhaps because 
of such concerns, perhaps because they were in a prankish mood, Nixon and 
Rebozo decided to place a call for Kissinger. 

After a few minutes, Nixon passed the phone to Rebozo. “The president wants 
you to know, Henry, that if it doesn’t work, it’s your ass.” It was not exactly a show 
of trust.16 

The next day, when Kissinger arrived at Camp David, Nixon’s mood had 
changed again. Why not use the occasion to deliver a truly decisive blow? Why not 
implement the Duck Hook plan that had been canceled six months earlier? Why 
not go for broke, mine Haiphong harbor, and bomb Hanoi? Kissinger, not sure 
whether Nixon was serious, said that they had “enough on their plates.” Yet, the 
mining and bombing remained as contingency plans to be eventually implemented 
two years later. But for the time being, as Nixon, Kissinger, and Rebozo headed back 
to Washington on the afternoon of Saturday, April 25, the major new decision— 
that is, different from the course apparently adopted during the NSC meeting three 
days earlier—was to use American ground troops. 
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77 Negotiating in the Shadow of War 

* * *  

The decision clearly brought to the fore the divisions within the administration. 
Secretary of State Rogers and Defense Secretary Mel Laird, kept in the dark after 
the April 22 NSC meeting, were bound to disagree with the incursion. The show-
down came on Monday and Tuesday, April 27–28. 

At 11:00 a.m. on Monday the secretaries of defense and state met with Nixon, 
Kissinger, and Haldeman in Nixon’s hideaway office at the Executive Office Build-
ing. As Haldeman records, Rogers strongly opposed the invasion and “tried to hang 
K[issinger] for [giving] inadequate information to [the] P[resident] about [its] 
consequences.” Rogers felt that the invasion would “cost great United States casu-
alties with little gain. Not significant, not permanent base, not a really crippling 
blow.” Laird, however, was less worried about invasion itself and more concerned 
about the way in which the Defense Department had been bypassed. When 
Kissinger produced a report from the commander of U.S. forces in Vietnam, Gen-
eral Creighton Abrams, that strongly supported the decision to intervene, Laird— 
who knew when to cut his losses—assented. But Rogers remained upset. He was 
particularly disturbed about a scheduled appearance in front of the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee that afternoon. While he could hardly give full information 
about an upcoming invasion without robbing it of the element of surprise, Rogers 
insisted he would not lie in public. Nixon, always sensitive to such charges, paused 
and told Kissinger to suspend orders for twenty-four hours. The situation, he said, 
“maybe need[s] another look.” 

There was no such need. Nixon had simply given Rogers a chance to save face. 
After Rogers’ appearance at the Foreign Relations Committee on Monday after-
noon, Nixon called another meeting. On Tuesday morning at 10:15 he had Rogers, 
Laird, and Attorney General Mitchell in the Oval Office “to lay down the law” on 
Cambodia. The United States would “go ahead with the full plan,” the president 
announced, regardless of the potentially adverse public reaction. Fashioning him-
self as a truly historical figure, Nixon later tried to place the decision (“The Deci-
sion” in Haldeman’s diaries) to intervene in its proper historical perspective. 
Discussing the matter with Kissinger and Haldeman, he reviewed Eisenhower’s 
decision to send the marines to Lebanon in 1958 and Kennedy’s actions during the 
Cuban missile crisis. Nixon, Haldeman recorded in his diary, “decided this was 
tougher than either of those, especially since it didn’t have to be made.”17 

In retrospect, it probably should not have been made. To be sure, the invasion 
itself began rather smoothly. While the South Vietnamese forces engaged in an 
operation in the Parrot’s Beak area (directly west of Saigon en route to Phnom 
Penh), the American troops crossed the border about twenty miles farther north 
in an area called the Fish Hook. Meanwhile, Nixon ordered the resumption of the 
bombing of North Vietnam, although it was still confined to the areas immediately 
north of the seventeenth parallel (showing “restraint”). During the operation, 
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78 the fl awed architect  

which lasted until late June 1970, the ARVN and the U.S. Army managed to capture 
a virtual mountain of supplies, including ammunition, rockets, antiaircraft equip-
ment, and hand grenades, while destroying large tracts of the famed North Viet-
namese bunkers. When General Abrams recorded such “successes” to Nixon, the 
president was, it seems, elated, thinking that the North Vietnamese were “crippled” 
for at least a year.18 

Ultimately the search for the communist headquarters in Cambodia proved elu-
sive. For couple of months, the ARVN and U.S. forces, numbering up to 80,000 at 
their peak, trekked throughout eastern Cambodia, wrecking havoc on the coun-
tryside as they captured enemy supplies. But they rarely made direct contact with 
the enemy and merely managed to drive the Communists—the North Vietnamese 
and the Khmer Rouge—farther west. Consequently, the incursion created a large 
flood of refugees, most of them searching for sanctuary in Phnom Penh. Within a 
few years, the city’s population of 600,000 would more than double. Moreover, the 
inevitable end result of intensified fighting was increased military and civilian 
casualties. Although no accurate figures have ever been confirmed, estimates of 
Cambodian deaths in 1970–73 vary between 100,000 and 300,000. Hence, scholars 
like William Shawcross are not far off the mark when they claim that Cambodia’s 
subsequent fall to Pol Pot’s murderous dictatorship was in some ways an indirect 
result of the decision to expand the war into (or, rather, escalate the ongoing war 
within) Vietnam’s unhappy neighbor that caused a further destabilization of Cam-
bodia’s already fragile political, social, and economic structure.19 

In addition, Nixon had to face the American public’s reaction. The incursion 
made no sense to college students, who started a wave of protests around the coun-
try; as the historian Melvin Small puts it: “No single event so inflamed the college 
campuses as the Cambodian invasion.” The most famous result of the uproar was 
the May 4 killing of four students at Kent State University; four days later a similar 
incident occurred at Jackson State University in Mississippi. In the early morning 
hours of May 9, Nixon—perhaps burdened by guilt, confused after too many mar-
tinis, or hoping to score a major PR victory (or, most likely, a combination of the 
three)—even visited a group of students at the Lincoln memorial, engaging them 
in a rather banal conversation about football and how Neville Chamberlain dis-
graced appeasement policies in the 1930s. 

It was no wonder that many Americans felt betrayed by a president who had just 
two weeks earlier announced substantial troop withdrawals and was now saying on 
TV—with a straight face—that the American and South Vietnamese crossings into 
Cambodian territory did not constitute an invasion of that country. Arguing that 
more war was needed in order to guarantee a decreased American involvement in 
the future was less than convincing. Not surprisingly, one of the results of the inva-
sion of Cambodia was that in late June the Senate passed a resolution (sponsored 
by Senators Frank Church and John Sherman Cooper) forbidding the use of U.S. 
troops outside South Vietnam’s borders.20 
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79 Negotiating in the Shadow of War 

For Kissinger, the decision to invade Cambodia had a complex impact. He had, 
yet again, been on the “right” side of a major decision, siding with Nixon against 
Rogers’ recommendations. This undoubtedly strengthened his relationship with 
the president. Yet, within Kissinger’s NSC staff, the Cambodian decision marked a 
major turning point. Most of the bleeding hearts decided to resign. Morris, Lake, 
Watts, and Lynn left, all with the exception of Lynn doing so before the invasion 
even commenced. Despite his serious reservations about Cambodia, Winston 
Lord, apparently after serious soul-searching with his wife, Bette Bao Lord, decided 
to stay on. At thirty-two, the future ambassador to China soon became Kissinger’s 
special assistant (the mantle previously belonging to Tony Lake). Lord, along with 
Al Haig, would remain a key aide for most of Kissinger’s remaining time in office. 
As disturbing and disappointing as the resignation of some of his brightest aides 
may have been, the shakeups in Kissinger’s staff also served to strengthen his posi-
tion within the administration. Kissinger’s staff was now by and large devoid of 
men that Nixon might consider too liberal. Cambodia, in short, had been a test of 
sorts for the reliability of Kissinger’s NSC staff.21 

The resignation of the bleeding hearts did not change the fact that they had been 
correct about the domestic impact that sending American troops to Cambodia 
would have. Worst of all from Kissinger’s perspective, though, was that many of the 
other warnings of his staff members proved equally adept. In the near term, one of 
the most obvious ones was the additional hurdle that the invasion produced to the 
possibility of Sino-American rapprochement. 

“ENORMOUS, UN-CHINESE INTENSITY” 

While his bleeding hearts were busy arguing against the invasion of Cambodia, two 
other senior members of Kissinger’s staff worried about the impact that such mil-
itary action would have on the prospects for an opening to China. On April 15, Hel-
mut Sonnenfeldt and John Holdridge wrote a memorandum to Kissinger (unlike 
the “doves” memo, Kissinger passed this one to Nixon) regarding the state of Sino-
Soviet relations and the possibilities of an American opening to China. They were 
rather pessimistic. Although maintaining that an invasion of Cambodia would not 
be enough to deter the Chinese from seeking rapprochement, Sonnenfeldt and 
Holdridge warned that the pace of the warming would slow down significantly.22 

They were right. The Chinese reaction to the incursion was immediate. One of 
the new points of sporadic contact with the PRC, a Paris-based UNESCO worker, 
Ernst Winters, felt some of it during a lunch on April 30, just hours prior to Nixon’s 
speech that announced the invasion. Upon his arrival in Washington a few days 
later Winters informed Kissinger of the “enormous, un-Chinese intensity” of his 
Chinese hosts during that meeting. “Clearly, a nerve had been touched,” Winters 
told Kissinger when the two met to discuss the matter in Kissinger’s White House 
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80 the flawed architect  

office on May 3. Kissinger, aware of the complications that Cambodia was bound 
to create for Sino-American rapprochement, responded by asking Winters, who 
was scheduled to return to Paris that evening, to pass on a message to his Chinese 
contacts. Winters was to assure that the United States had no “aggressive intentions 
concerning Communist China.” The message, which Winters—not knowing its 
actual content—passed on in early May added that “Dr. Kissinger is prepared to 
talk to a person of stature on the Communist China side if this can be done 
secretly.” The Chinese, if they so wished, were simply to contact General Vernon 
Walters of the U.S. embassy in Paris, who had passed a similar message to the Chi-
nese a few days earlier. Even as Vietnam was clearly a priority on his agenda in April 
1970, Kissinger tried to keep the germ of Sino-American rapprochement alive. Yet, 
he was also doing something else: he was positioning himself as the point man of 
the Nixon administration’s China policy that had, while the Warsaw talks were 
under way, remained a joint State Department–White House operation.23 

The Chinese responded to the Cambodian invasion by canceling the prospec-
tive (if already twice postponed) May 20, 1970 meeting in Warsaw that had been set 
up to discuss the possible visit of a high-level American emissary to China. Con-
cerned over the increasingly pro-Soviet tilt of North Vietnam, the Chinese could 
hardly remain aloof regarding the rapid succession of events in Cambodia. To bol-
ster their regional role the Chinese embarked upon alliance building between the 
two Cambodian sides that Lon Nol’s coup influenced the most: Prince Sihanouk 
and the Khmer Rouge. This was doubly important given Sihanouk’s recent efforts 
to court Moscow; Premier Kosygin had in fact broken the news about the coup in 
Phnom Penh to Sihanouk as the prince was about to depart for Beijing from 
Moscow on March 16. Kosygin’s departing words had been discouraging.“You will 
see how it is with the Chinese. They helped you while you were in power in Phnom 
Penh but now that you are no longer in power you will see what they will do!” 
Sihanouk, not perturbed by Kosygin, got on his plane and arrived in Beijing the 
following day.24 

Zhou Enlai met Sihanouk at the Beijing airport on March 19. Pledging to uphold 
the prince’s claim that he still was Cambodia’s chief executive, the Chinese premier 
suggested that it was better for Sihanouk to stay in China for the time being. 
Sihanouk agreed. He had little choice. 

While they offered Sihanouk a sanctuary in Beijing, the Chinese remained 
unsure about how to approach the Cambodian situation. In late March, Zhou Enlai 
sounded out the North Vietnamese position and was able to convince Premier 
Pham Van Dong that Sihanouk’s popularity in Cambodia was an asset to the anti-
American cause. Thus, on March 23, Sihanouk issued a general call for an anti-Lon 
Nol campaign and announced an alliance with the Khmer Rouge. The North Viet-
namese and the NLF responded by withdrawing their diplomats from the Cam-
bodian capital in late March. As evidence of their uncertainty, however, the Chinese 
retained their ambassador, Kang Maozhao, in Phnom Penh until May 5 (through-
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81 Negotiating in the Shadow of War 

out April Kang negotiated with Lon Nol over a possible agreement). Not that this 
was necessarily unusual: the Soviets were also reluctant to break off diplomatic 
relations with Lon Nol and even suggested, on April 17, the convening of another 
Geneva conference. While they soon backtracked on this proposal, the Sino-Soviet 
rivalry clearly complicated the already patchy local picture in Cambodia.25 

To counter the Soviets, the Chinese moved to consolidate their position in the 
Far East. On April 24–25, Zhou Enlai played a key role at a summit of Indochinese 
peoples near the city of Guangzhou in southern China. Among those attending the 
conference were Sihanouk, Pham Van Dong, and delegations representing Laos 
and the PRG. Desperately trying to rescue any possible decline in China’s prestige 
in the area, Zhou pushed the delegates ahead to issue a declaration condemning 
American imperialism and its local lackeys. It called for the Indochinese people to 
join forces against this foe, while the Chinese promised “powerful backing” for the 
revolutionary war. The Chinese thus put their influence behind continued anti-
American struggle in Indochina, if only to prevent any further increase in Soviet 
presence. They would continue to act as the “Great Rear.”26 

* * *  

Against such a background it is obvious that the Chinese could hardly overlook the 
American incursion a few days later. Beijing accordingly promoted the creation of 
the Royal Government of National Union of Kampuchea (RGNUK) under 
Sihanouk’s leadership on May 5, 1970, the same day as the PRC withdrew its ambas-
sador from Phnom Penh to coordinate the anti-Lon Nol resistance. Still, it took 
another two weeks for the May 19 announcement that the Warsaw ambassadorial 
meeting would not take place. Mao himself, through the Beijing Review, con-
demned Nixon’s “fascist atrocities.” A few days later, on May 25, Beijing and Hanoi 
signed a supplementary trade agreement that provided additional economic and 
military aid to the DRV. As a result, over the next few years, Chinese military aid to 
the DRV significantly increased, even as the course of Sino-American rapproche-
ment was restored. In short, from the Chinese perspective the Cambodian invasion 
ran contrary to the hopeful signs of a decreased U.S. role in the region, including 
the Nixon Doctrine, and provided an opportunity to increase Chinese influence 
with the North Vietnamese. Equally important was the calculation that their pos-
sible inactivity might drive the DRV further toward the Soviets and increase 
Hanoi’s influence with the Khmer Rouge.27 

In the spring of 1970, the Vietnam War thus once again had a major impact on 
the unfolding of triangular diplomacy. The decision to launch a joint U.S.-South 
Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia was a severe roadblock to the opening to China. 
It also highlighted how much control and how many second thoughts the Chinese 
had over the pace of the opening. For while the possibility of rapprochement with 
the United States was of increasing importance to the PRC’s foreign policy agenda, 
pushing ahead at full steam was extremely difficult and domestically risky for a 

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 12:48:53.

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
.



82 the flawed architect  

China trying to maintain its position as a key revolutionary power in the Far East. 
The ongoing internal struggles of the Cultural Revolution, the differences between 
radical ideologues led by Lin Biao and realpoliticians siding with Zhou Enlai was 
still unresolved, and the possibility of rapprochement with the USSR—which still 
was technically China’s ally—ensured that the Chinese would, even in the best of 
circumstances, move cautiously with its emerging diplomatic relationship with the 
United States. Within the context of the Cambodian events, however, such moves 
could simply not continue as if nothing had happened.28 

From Kissinger’s perspective there was a bright spot in all this. The death of the 
State Department’s Warsaw contact meant a bureaucratic (if somewhat Pyrrhic) 
victory for Kissinger. He could now truly coordinate the administration’s China 
policy. As his signals via Paris and Pakistan indicated, Kissinger had positioned 
himself as the key man in the process that would eventually lead to his dramatic 
secret trip to China in July 1971. While he had previously been a player engaged in 
the administration’s efforts to devise a new China policy, he had now, in the spring 
of 1970, emerged as the player. Yet, it did not translate into immediate success in the 
arduous road toward a Sino-American rapprochement. By urging the invasion of 
Cambodia, Kissinger had also played a major role in adding the latest hurdle to the 
opening to China. 

This was doubly unfortunate because the Nixon administration needed added 
leverage vis-à-vis the USSR. As peace in Vietnam remained elusive and the chance 
for an early opening to China had slipped away, Moscow’s “intransigence” (a 
favorite Kissinger word) had reached new levels. 

DÉTENTE STALLED 

Throughout April, the Soviets complained about U.S. policy in Cambodia. In back-
channel meetings on April 7 and 9, Dobrynin warned Kissinger against military 
escalation. On April 29, 1970, the Soviet Union’s charge d’affaires, Yuli Vorontsov, 
called upon Kissinger at the White House and handed him a formal note of com-
plaint that stressed Moscow’s “definitely negative attitude towards the United States 
interference into internal affairs of Cambodia.” Kissinger, well aware of the forth-
coming incursion, took a harsh line, asking Vorontsov why the Soviets made no 
mention of the presence of foreign (i.e., North Vietnamese) troops in Cambodia 
at the time. When Vorontsov replied that the only foreign troops there he knew 
about were from South Vietnam, Kissinger closed the brief meeting. “There was no 
point in continuing the conversation [until Vorontsov] would be better briefed,” 
he said.29 

The Soviets did not react to the Cambodian incursion in an overtly aggressive 
manner. Naturally, the Kremlin had to protest. Thus, in early May, Soviet Premier 
Alexei Kosygin gave a press conference using exceedingly harsh language. Yet, 
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83 Negotiating in the Shadow of War 

Kissinger noted to Nixon, Kosygin made no new public commitment to Hanoi but 
simply gave the United States “a general warning.” To be sure, Kosygin linked the 
incursion to the general development of Soviet-American relations and progress 
in SALT negotiations.30 

Even without Cambodia, however, the SALT talks were effectively deadlocked. 
On April 28, Vorontsov had met with Helmut Sonnenfeldt, Kissinger’s chief Soviet 
aide. The two had discussed the second phase of the SALT talks and concurred that 
“an agreement was a long way off.”31 Much like the exploratory Helsinki phase of 
SALT talks, the talks in the Austrian capital were distinctive mostly for the lack 
of common ground. Questions over on-site inspection and MIRVs still stalled 
progress. For example, the Soviets rejected an American proposal to ban MIRVs at 
the outset of the Vienna talks. This was hardly a surprise. The American delega-
tion, led by Ambassador Gerard Smith, had been authorized to deliver a proposal 
calling for on-site inspections and a ban on the testing and deployment (but not 
the production) of MIRVs.32 The Soviets refused on-site inspection outright and 
responded with a proposal that called for a ban on production and deployment 
(but not testing) of MIRVs. As Raymond Garthoff, a member of the U.S. delega-
tion, put it, the Soviets found the American proposals unacceptable on MIRVs 
because it “would have left the United States with the option of producing and 
storing (merely not deploying) MIRV warheads in unlimited quantities.” Oleg 
Grinevsky, a member of the Soviet delegation, later told Garthoff: “We had been 
hoping you would make serious MIRV proposal.”33 To the consternation of many, 
not least Garthoff, the inclusion of MIRVs in a prospective nuclear arms control 
agreement—and hence the conclusion of a comprehensive arms control agree-
ment—was beginning to look increasingly impossible. 

The American delegation also made another proposal in Vienna. This one had 
to do with the number of strategic nuclear launchers each side was allowed to have. 
Americans proposed a freeze at the level of 1,710, the combined number of SLBM 
and ICBM launchers the Americans held at the time. Hidden in the proposal, 
though, was a clear attempt to maintain American superiority: it omitted several 
American launchers able to strike the Soviets while including some Soviet missiles 
unable to hit the United States. In particular, American forward-bases were 
excluded, while the proposal called for a reduction in land-based missile forces that 
were a particular strength for the USSR. Moreover, the U.S. proposal called for a 
limit on Soviet SS-9s that, many thought at the time, had a high potential for being 
converted to MIRV use. No wonder the Soviets rejected the proposal.34 

The Vienna SALT meetings dragged on until August 1970 with limited progress. 
To be sure, the two delegations made some headway on the issue of defensive mis-
siles, as the Soviets accepted an American proposal to limit the ABMs to cover 
Washington and Moscow. Moreover, in late July and early August the American 
delegation finally dropped the MIRV bans from its proposal in order to advance 
the talks on offensive missiles. But questions about what to count continued to 
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84 the fl awed architect  

plague the talks and made serious progress impossible. Effectively, the Vienna talks 
thus ended in an impasse. The next stage of talks, scheduled to begin in Helsinki 
in November 1970, would only confirm the deadlock.35 

The SALT deadlock was equally evident on the back channel. On February 18, 
Kissinger suggested to Dobrynin that the two add SALT to their agenda; Dobrynin 
agreed to the two-channel approach a month later. In subsequent, virtually weekly, 
meetings, the two men further developed their mutually respectful and cordial 
relationship. But no substantive progress was made. By June Dobrynin flatly 
announced that no agreement was possible in Vienna but expressed the Soviets’ 
interest in an agreement that would only cover the ABM systems. Kissinger rejected 
the offer. The United States would not “split off ABMs as a separate agreement,” he 
told Dobrynin during a back-channel meeting on July 20.36 

Nixon, eager for some sort of foreign policy success as the 1970 mid-term elec-
tions approached, had also instructed Kissinger to press Dobrynin for a high-level 
summit meeting, preferably to be convened in September or October 1970. But the 
Soviets stalled. Instead, in July 1970 Dobrynin showed his ability to play the link-
age game. Meeting with Kissinger on the presidential yacht Sequoia on July 13, the 
Soviet ambassador hinted that an early summit was, of course, a possibility. But the 
Americans would have to deliver something first. In particular, Dobrynin stressed 
that compromises on the Middle East and SALT were needed if a superpower sum-
mit were to be held in 1970. Kissinger retorted by indicating that the United States 
was ready for a “fundamental departure in our relations with the Soviets but that 
we must move soon.”37 

In the summer of 1970, Kissinger and Dobrynin were engaged in a stalling com-
petition. Linkage trumped linkage. As a precondition to an early summit meeting 
Kissinger pressed for some meaningful progress on Vietnam. Dobrynin responded 
by asking for joint action to defuse the tense situation in the Middle East. At one 
point the Soviet ambassador showed his fairly sophisticated understanding of 
American domestic politics by asking whether the Nixon administration was 
thinking that a summit, if held in 1970, should take place before or after the Novem-
ber congressional elections. It was a sparring match in which each side was hoping 
the other would make an unlikely concession. While the Soviet side probably 
thought that time was on their side, the Americans could not see that things could 
get much more difficult. In August, while Kissinger professed to Nixon his belief 
that “a summit meeting is under active consideration at the highest level” in 
Moscow and that “something big was stirring” among the Soviet leadership, he 
could not offer anything concrete. Kissinger also had to concede that “the Soviets 
[were] not yet ready to commit themselves (to a summit) officially.” It was clear 
that the president would not have a summit before the November 1970 mid-term 
congressional elections.38 

In addition to SALT, Vietnam, and the Middle East, there were several other con-
tentious issues and strategies that made the back channel a less than effective 
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85 Negotiating in the Shadow of War 

medium in the summer of 1970. None of these issues was more central than the 
unfolding of Ostpolitik. 

OSTPOLITIK AND ANOTHER BACK CHANNEL 

In 1970 European developments lacked the heightened drama of the Vietnam War. 
Yet, the old continent remained central to American foreign policy. Most obviously, 
the NATO alliance was a major part of the basic structure of U.S. policy toward the 
Soviet Union; its cohesiveness was a necessary ingredient in building détente. Con-
versely, any rupture within the alliance—such as France’s partial exit from NATO in 
1966 as part of President Charles de Gaulle’s search for a more independent French-
European policy—was bound to complicate the building of Soviet-American 
détente. Indeed, a consistent worry throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s was 
that the Soviet Union would be able to play on any differences within NATO to 
advance its own agenda. And the country that remained the focus of such concerns 
during the first Nixon administration was West Germany. The individual who com-
manded their interest was the 1971 Nobel Peace Prize laureate, Willy Brandt. 

Born in 1913, the same year as Nixon, Willy Brandt had a background that bore 
some interesting similarities to that of Kissinger. Although not Jewish, Brandt 
escaped Hitler’s Germany in the 1930s and, after losing his German citizenship in 
1938 (the same year as Kissinger and his family left Germany), Brandt, like Kissinger, 
became a citizen of another country, Norway. Brandt spent most of 1933–45 in Scan-
dinavia (Norway and Sweden) and his close affinity to Scandinavia was strength-
ened through two marriages to Norwegian women. His ideas of social democracy 
were undoubtedly shaped by his experiences in the region that boasted to have per-
fected a middle way between socialism and capitalism, between the Soviet Union 
and the United States. Having returned to Germany after the war, Brandt, who had 
worked as journalist and, in 1947–48, as the Norwegian press attaché in Berlin, 
decided to enter politics and regained his German citizenship. His political rise was 
meteoric: Brandt was elected to the Bundestag in 1949, became the governing mayor 
of Berlin in 1957, and was the foreign minister of Kiesinger’s Grand Coalition gov-
ernment in 1966. After two failed attempts, in 1961 and 1965, Brandt’s Social Demo-
crats finally scored a sufficient victory in 1969 to become the major partner in a 
coalition government with the Free Democratic Party led by Walter Scheel.39 

By this time Brandt’s Ostpolitik (his policy of West German rapprochement with 
East Germany and its Warsaw Pact allies) was already well publicized as the party 
line of the Social Democratic Party (SDP). Its basic outline was straightforward. 
During the Adenauer era and most of the 1960s, the Federal Republic had refused 
to establish diplomatic relations with any country that recognized East Germany. 
While such a hard line was meant to eventually bring about German unification by 
isolating (and thus destroying its chances of independent existence) East Germany, 
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the Halstein Doctrine had not, by the late 1960s, brought the prospect of unifica-
tion any closer. By 1963 Egon Bahr, Brandt’s longtime associate and foreign policy 
adviser, had coined the notion of change through rapprochement (Wandel durch 
Annäherung), the idea that a policy of engagement would bring about a gradual 
change in the East German regime. In short, in the late 1960s Brandt and Bahr set 
out to put in practice their alternative approach to West German foreign policy in 
the hopes that it would gradually create conditions under which eventual unifica-
tion would be possible.40 

Brandt’s victory in the September 28, 1969 elections had opened up a new era in 
the Federal Republic’s foreign policy. The time of the Hallstein Doctrine was now 
firmly in the past and the period of Ostpolitik—of rapprochement between West 
and East Germany, between Bonn and Moscow—was about to begin. In the early 
1970s, a number of treaties were signed: a Non-Aggression Pact with the USSR in 
August 1970, a West German-Polish Treaty recognizing the Oder-Neisse line in 
December 1970, a Four-Power agreement on the status of Berlin in 1971 and, finally, 
the Basic Treaty between East and West Germany in 1972. In a span of few years the 
German question was transformed from being the focal point of East-West ten-
sions to becoming the centrepiece of détente. 

Kissinger and Nixon had problems with Brandt’s diplomacy and the direction 
that Ostpolitik might take. In particular, Kissinger thought that Ostpolitik might, if 
it proved successful as a unilateral West German policy, become a new form of 
Gaullism, that is, that it would create similar transatlantic tensions as de Gaulle’s 
search for an independent French role had done during the Kennedy and Johnson 
presidencies.41 The problem was that the United States could not, without risking 
an adverse reaction in West Germany and countries that either supported or con-
doned Brandt’s policy (including Britain), move to block the progress of Ostpoli-
tik. Moreover, should they object to the overwhelming desire for détente in Europe, 
the Nixon administration would have played into Soviet hands by promoting fur-
ther disunity within NATO. As Kissinger put it in February 1970: 

[there is] a danger that as Brandt pursues the quest for normalization, his advis-
ers and supporters will eventually succeed in leading him to jeopardize Germany’s 
entire international position . . . [while] there is no necessary incompatibility 
between alliance and integration with the West on the one hand, and some degree 
of normalization with East, on the other . . . assuming Brandt achieves a degree of 
normalization, he or his successor may discover before long that the hoped-for 
benefits fail to develop. Instead of ameliorating the division of Germany, recog-
nition of the G[erman] D[emocratic] R[epublic] may boost its status and 
strengthen the Communist regime . . . More fundamentally, the Soviets having 
achieved their first set of objectives may then confront the FRG with the propo-
sition that a real and lasting improvement in the FRG’s relations with the GDR 
and other Eastern countries can only be achieved if Bonn loosens its Western ties. 
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87 Negotiating in the Shadow of War 

“[M]en like Brandt, Wehner and Defense Minister Schmidt undoubtedly see them-
selves as conducting a responsible policy,” Kissinger added. But he warned “their 
problem is to control a process which, if it results in failure could jeopardize their 
political lives and if it succeeds could create a momentum that may shake Ger-
many’s domestic stability and unhinge its international position”42 

* * *  

The answer to the puzzle was to work with Brandt in order to push Ostpolitik in 
the right direction. Kissinger and Nixon’s European policy focused, in effect, on 
co-opting Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik. As he wrote in 1979 Kissinger “sought to chan-
nel [West German foreign policy] in a constructive direction by working closely 
with Brandt and his colleagues.” Indeed, Kissinger saw as his main task the need to 
coordinate, as much as was possible, U.S.-Soviet détente with the unfolding of 
Brandt’s Ostpolitik. There needed to be linkage. In Kissinger’s words: “If Ostpolitik 
were to succeed, it had to be related to other issues involving the Alliance as a whole; 
only in this manner would the Soviet Union have incentives for compromise.”43 

The effort to anchor West Germany’s policy to that of the United States had 
commenced at the start of the Nixon presidency. Already during his February 1969 
trip Nixon had warned Brandt (at the time the foreign minister) and Chancellor 
Kurt Kiesinger that the Soviets’ interest in Ostpolitik was part of “a major Soviet 
objective to weaken the [NATO] alliance and especially the FRG.”44 A few months 
later, at an April 1969 NATO ministerial conference in Washington, Kissinger’s con-
cerns became apparent to Brandt. In his memoirs Brandt recalled the public warn-
ings against “selective” détente directed, no doubt, toward the West Germans. 
Brandt, echoing a persistent German (and European) concern wrote: “this meant 
that Washington wanted to have the last word.”45 

The West Germans, including Brandt, had no intention of breaking away from 
NATO; what they wanted to do was find a way of aligning Ostpolitik with NATO 
policy. Brandt was after a new kind of equilibrium between East and West in 
Europe, an equilibrium in which the United States played a key role by maintain-
ing its presence on the old continent. This was not dramatically different from 
Kissinger’s own ideas or from Nixon’s talk of a structure of peace. The problem for 
Kissinger was not with the Germans. It was that the Soviets could use Ostpolitik to 
their advantage by moving toward Soviet-West European détente that would grad-
ually drive a wedge within the transatlantic relationship. To Kissinger, Ostpolitik, if 
not properly managed, would easily become an asset for the USSR to be used to 
counter any leverage that the United States might get from improving relations 
with China. 

Brandt also well understood the need to coordinate his policies with those of 
the United States. Nor did he have any illusions as to who, aside from Nixon, was 
the prime foreign policy maker in Washington. In October 1969 he sent Bahr to the 
United States to meet Kissinger, not Rogers, thus creating another Kissinger back 
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88 the flawed architect  

channel. In the October discussions Bahr outlined to Kissinger—who would in pri-
vate call Brandt’s envoy a “reptilian” influence46—the way that Ostpolitik was to 
unfold in the near future, detailing the planned West German overtures toward the 
USSR, Poland, and East Germany. In his report to Nixon that was drafted by Hel-
mut Sonnenfeldt, Kissinger’s key adviser on Europe, Kissinger warned that the 
planned German initiatives “could become troublesome if they engender eupho-
ria, affect Germany’s contribution to NATO and give ammunition to our own 
détente-minded people here at home. The Germans may also become so engaged 
in their Eastern policy that their commitment to West European unity may decline. 
The Soviets, and with some apparent prodding by Moscow, [East German leader 
Walter] Ulbricht, seem willing enough to receive Bonn’s overtures.”Yet, Kissinger’s 
talks with Bahr also implied that the United States held significant leverage that 
could be used to channel Ostpolitik in the right direction: Bahr had expressed con-
cern about unilateral U.S. troop cuts in Germany. Kissinger had promised that this 
would be done only after consultations, but that there were likely to be some cuts 
over the next two years. At the end of their meeting Bahr had said that there was 
likely to be “less of a guilt complex in Bonn under Brandt and hence more self-
reliant and not always compliant attitude toward us.” Kissinger agreed and 
promised Bahr that the United States would “deal with Germany as a partner, not 
a client.” According to Bahr, Kissinger added: “your success will be ours.”47 

By the spring of 1970 it was clear that the Brandt–Bahr Ostpolitik had claimed 
the forerunner’s role in East-West détente. This increased Kissinger’s concern that 
Ostpolitik played into the hands of the Soviet Union and was, therefore, partly 
responsible for the slow pace of Soviet-American détente. Thus, when Brandt vis-
ited the United States in April 1970, in the midst of the Cambodian crisis, hoping 
to get the Nixon administration’s formal endorsement of Ostpolitik, Kissinger was 
distinctly recalcitrant. When his key European adviser, Helmut Sonnenfeldt, 
informed Kissinger that the State Department considered Ostpolitik as beneficial 
to Western unity because it allowed for more flexibility vis-à-vis the East and 
reduced fears of a unified Germany, Kissinger’s comment was succinct. “Baloney,” 
he responded. Instead, Kissinger specifically warned Nixon against endorsing any 
specific element of Ostpolitik in public.48 

Nixon, while siding with his national security adviser, decided that confronting 
Brandt was ultimately futile and potentially counterproductive. During his meeting 
with the West German leader on April 11, Nixon said that he had confidence in FRG 
policy but warned, correctly so, that there might be some uncertainty in France and 
Britain, as well as among the old style cold warriors in the United States. Nixon told 
Brandt that he understood if the Germans were willing to recognize the Oder-Neisse 
line (the frontier between Germany and Poland established in 1945) and simply 
stressed that “the main point was the understanding between us that we would keep 
in close touch over all East-West questions.” Brandt was “greatly relieved” over Amer-
ican reassurances, Kissinger recollects. Yet, as the memorandum of the conversation 
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89 Negotiating in the Shadow of War 

of April 11 suggests, the difference in the two leaders’ emphasis was clear: while Nixon 
stressed alliance solidarity, Brandt focused on “new paths” to Eastern Europe.49 

In fact, whatever Nixon had chosen to say would have been unlikely to stop the 
momentum of Ostpolitik. On March 19, almost a month prior to his trip to Wash-
ington, Brandt had met with the East German leader Willi Stoph in Erfurt. As the 
inter-German talks proved unproductive at this stage, Egon Bahr, under instruc-
tions from Brandt, pressed ahead with his Soviet diplomacy. Bahr, with whom 
Kissinger had established another back channel, did, though, keep Kissinger 
informed of his talks with the Soviets. The key moment came in May 1970, when  
Bahr went to Moscow for an extensive session of secret talks. 

The result was a set of agreements that quickly leaked to the West German press 
and became the basis for formal treaties to be concluded in subsequent years. West 
Germany agreed to recognize the postwar border changes (the Oder-Neisse line in 
particular), Bonn would formally renounce the use of force as a means of changing 
borders, and the Federal Republic would establish a formal relationship with the 
German Democratic Republic. Bahr also confirmed that Bonn would throw its sup-
port behind the Soviet-inspired proposal for a multilateral Conference on European 
Security (that would later become the Conference on Security and Cooperation in 
Europe and climax at a thirty-five-nation meeting in 1975), renounce nuclear 
weapons, and seek to build a mutually profitable economic relationship with the 
USSR. Such agreements provided the crux of the Soviet-West German treaty that 
was signed in Moscow on August 12, 1970, less than a year after Brandt’s election as 
chancellor. Yet, Walter Scheel, Brandt’s foreign minister and head of the Free 
Democrats, had negotiated some important caveats in his July talks with Soviet For-
eign Minister Andrei Gromyko. In particular, Gromyko agreed to an accompanying 
statement expressing support for German unification (through peaceful means). 
Moreover, the conclusion of a new agreement on Berlin—negotiated between the 
four occupying powers and the two Germanies—was understood to be a condition 
for the eventual FRG ratification of the West German-Soviet treaty.50 

The “Berlin condition” was an indication that despite the apparently bilateral 
process between Bonn and Moscow, the Soviets were unlikely to succeed in engi-
neering a decisive split between the United States and the Federal Republic of Ger-
many (FRG)—or ultimately between the United States and Western Europe. In 
fact, it seems that for most of the Kremlin’s top brass such an outcome was neither 
expected nor particularly desirable. As Michael Sodaro writes, prominent Soviet 
officials, including Brezhnev, Kosygin, Suslov, Podgorny, and Gromyko, all favored 
détente with West Germany but did not view it as a way station to some sort of a 
neutralization-unification-pacification solution. An undercurrent of traditional 
Soviet distrust of Germany resulted in continued Soviet arms buildup despite the 
unfolding of Ostpolitik. The Soviet leadership explicitly refused to link military and 
political détente, a linkage that was the ultimate goal of Brandt’s Ostpolitik. As  
Sodrano writes: 
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90 the fl awed architect  

the Brezhnev coalition deeply feared the potential political effects of compre-
hensive disarmament in Europe . . . While a withdrawal of troops and weaponry 
from the continent might well reduce America’s role in Europe substantially, it 
would also emasculate the Kremlin’s controls over Eastern Europe. A West Ger-
man government that could no longer be portrayed as a serious threat to the 
security of the region would only accelerate the East Europeans’ desire to free 
themselves from Soviet domination. To risk potentially irresistible pressures to 
establish a unified and powerful German state, while at the same time risking the 
disintegration of Moscow’s security buffer in Eastern Europe, would be to jeop-
ardize virtually everything Leonid Brezhnev and his generation of Soviet leaders 
had fought for in World War II and immediately afterward.51 

In other words, Ostpolitik did not break down Western unity in large part because 
the Soviets resisted pushing strongly for a selective détente in the first place. The 
rapid succession of treaties after the Soviet-West German agreement in August 1970 
probably had their most profound impact on the German-German level, allowing 
the process of engagement to begin its gradual progression. 

OUTMANEUVERED? 

Although things were apparently not going according to plan in the summer of 
1970, Kissinger had retained his sense of humor. “I am sitting here on [the] back 
patio thinking about peaceful coexistence,” he told Soviet ambassador Anatoly 
Dobrynin over the telephone on July 28. “Good for you, Henry,” replied Dobrynin. 
“I am living with the same thought,” he added.52 

The trouble was that as the second anniversary of Nixon’s election and the mid-
term congressional elections of November 1970 approached, the administration 
had very little to show for its effort at reshaping American foreign policy. There had 
been no obvious breakthroughs—quite the contrary given the incursion of Cam-
bodia—regarding Vietnam, no significant agreements with the Soviets on détente, 
and no progress on the China front. 

In the fall of 1970 Kissinger found West German Ostpolitik particularly worry-
ing. It was bound to play into the Soviets’ hands by increasing intra-European sus-
picions and strengthening Moscow’s hand in Soviet-American negotiations. As he 
put it in early September 1970, “other European nations will sense a growing FRG 
attitude of self-importance and independence and this will be disturbing—partic-
ularly for the French.” Kissinger added: “as a result of the signature of the German-
Soviet Treaty, European political relationships have turned a corner, and we will be 
facing a new period in our relationship with Europe.”53 In October Kissinger fur-
ther worried about the apparent resurgence of French independent diplomacy with 
the USSR. After President Pompidou visited Moscow for eight days in October 
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91 Negotiating in the Shadow of War 

1970, Kissinger was concerned that the Soviets were “succeeding in stimulating the 
competition between Bonn and Paris that they have long wanted.”54 

With the European situation in flux in the summer and fall of 1970—and with 
Brandt spearheading a general improvement in East-West relations with its uncer-
tain consequences—the need to regain American leadership and initiative was 
becoming an increasingly pressing concern for the White House. Assuming that the 
USSR was trying to separate the United States and its allies by practicing indepen-
dent diplomacy with both, and relating this to the general deadlock in Soviet-
American relations, Kissinger could only conclude that the Soviets had become 
ardent practitioners of linkage. The Soviets were eager to push for European 
détente, he wrote to Nixon, because they believed that “movement along the lines 
of a European rapprochement will eventually also increase pressures on the US to 
move on the Middle East settlement, and perhaps on SALT as well, lest we become 
isolated on positions which have no support from our principal allies.”55 Were the 
Soviets outmaneuvering the Americans? In the fall of 1970 this seemed like a wor-
rying possibility. 

But Kissinger did not just worry about the Soviets and their maneuvers. What 
caused him to lose far more sleep was the possibility that Nixon was actually listen-
ing to Secretary of State William Rogers. As Haldeman recorded in his diaries, on 
August 15 Nixon invited Rogers—together with a number of others including 
Ehrlichman and Haldeman—for a quiet Saturday night at Camp David. What was 
probably an innocent social occasion turned into a “monumental flap.” Kissinger, 
not invited, spent the night fuming with Al Haig and called Haldeman the following 
day. He accused Nixon of “playing games” and trying to “cover up” his intentions. 
On August 17, Kissinger was still “very bitter and uptight,”Haldeman noticed. Nixon, 
learning about the incident, told Haldeman that the incident was worrying because 
it showed Kissinger’s inability to see things clearly and his proclivity for “delusions.” 
Nixon even wondered whether Kissinger had “reached the end of his usefulness.”56 

He had not. Yet, the incident was symptomatic of how insecure Kissinger 
remained after spending seventeen months in the Nixon White House. And for 
good reason. For he had yet to prove himself. Despite an elaborate set of back chan-
nels and easy access to Nixon, Kissinger had not delivered any major break-
throughs. As a result, the president had good reason to doubt not only Kissinger’s 
mental stability but also his foreign policy acumen. No man was, after all, irre-
placeable. Fortunately for Kissinger, a series of opportunities for demonstrating his 
abilities and securing his role as the foreign policy czar of the Nixon administra-
tion lay just around the corner. 

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 12:48:53.

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
.








