
6 

Crises and Opportunities 

Instead of a summit with the Soviets in the fall of 1970, Kissinger and Nixon faced 
a series of crises in the Middle East and Latin America. The virtually simulta-

neous developments in Cuba (where the Soviets were apparently building a sub-
marine base), Chile (where the socialist candidate Salvador Allende claimed the 
presidency despite strenuous U.S. efforts to the contrary), and Jordan (where a 
Palestinian uprising led to near full-scale regional war) were reminders of the inter-
connected nature of regional developments and Soviet-American relations. 

From the perspective of their maximum goals, Kissinger and Nixon could only 
view the end results of the three crises as a mixed bag. On the negative side, the 
administration found itself unable to prevent the confirmation of Allende as the 
president of Chile in October 1970. Yet, if one considered Chile within the broader 
context of the unfolding of American foreign policy and the efforts to launch tri-
angular diplomacy, it hardly mattered. It was, as Kissinger so memorably is said to 
have quipped, “a dagger pointed at the heart of Antarctica.” Chile was, at the time, 
an irritant, a blemish. But it seemed peripheral when set against the overall goal of 
détente with the Soviet Union. 

The Middle East and Cuba were far more central to Kissinger for a simple rea-
son: both involved, rather directly, the interests of the Soviet Union. And in both 
cases, he could argue, a strong American stance produced a positive result: the Sovi-
ets backed down on Cuba and the Soviet-armed Syrians did not launch an all-out 
attack against Jordan. For Kissinger, the 1970 Middle East crisis had yet another 
important outcome: it confirmed his role as the key policy maker in an area that 
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Nixon had initially reserved to Secretary of State Rogers. With increasingly strong 
hints about a potential opening coming from Beijing at the end of 1970, even the 
hopeless state of the Vietnam War could not hurt Kissinger’s stock in Nixon’s eyes. 
By his tough stands during the three crises of the fall of 1970 and by supporting 
another escalation of the Vietnam War (the South Vietnamese invasion of Laos in 
February 1971), Kissinger clearly earned Nixon’s trust. Two years after arriving in 
Washington Kissinger had not only survived, he had confirmed his position as the 
foreign policy czar. It was a position he would not relinquish. 

BLACK SEPTEMBER 

The 1970 crisis in Jordan began as a revolt by groups of radical Palestinian refugees 
against the rule of King Hussein. Although Jordan had provided a home for the 
roughly million Palestinian refugees (most had come as early as after the 1948 Arab-
Israeli War, but another 200,000 had fled Israeli armies during the 1967 Six Days 
War), Hussein’s tentative peace feelers toward Israel after 1967 threatened the rad-
ical Palestinian goal of destroying the Jewish state. To many, the young King Hus-
sein was also a symbol of reactionary forces within the Arab world. He had 
narrowly escaped an assassination attempt in June 1970. 

At the time, Hussein’s Jordan—a country Winston Churchill had, according to 
some accounts, dreamed up in the back of a car—was an extremely turbulent piece 
of real estate. The major cause was the continued unrest among the Palestinian 
refugee population. Since the 1967 War, the forty-one-year-old Yasser Arafat had 
effectively established a Palestinian state within Hussein’s Jordanian Bedouin state. 
Arafat set up headquarters in the town of Karameh (about four miles east of the 
Jordan River). From there, Arafat and his Fatah organization conducted terrorist 
attacks against Israeli targets in the occupied West Bank. Arafat, who counted 
among his patrons the Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser, quickly emerged 
as the symbolic leader of the Palestinian movement, taking over the Palestine Lib-
eration Organization (PLO, an umbrella organization of eight Palestinian groups). 
Over the years, Arafat, the 5 feet 4 inches tall man who always seemed to wear his 
headscarf, would become the international symbol of the Palestinian movement 
and (amid controversy that rivaled the announcement of Kissinger’s prize in 1973), 
would, in 1993, become one of the few self-proclaimed terrorists to be awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize. 

In 1970, though, it was the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), 
led by a devout Marxist, George Habash, that triggered the crisis. A Palestinian Chris-
tian, Habash had left Palestine in 1948 at the age of twenty-three and obtained a med-
ical degree from the American University in Beirut, Lebanon. In the 1950s and 1960s 
he had become more involved in various Palestinian causes and became increasingly 
radical after the 1967 War, founding the PFLP in 1968. Although relatively small, 
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Habash’s PFLP gained international notoriety with a bizarre series of hijackings in 
September 1970: four planes with several hundred passengers were taken over by 
members of the PFLP, forced to fly to an abandoned military airport near Amman 
(called Dawson’s field), and, after the release of hostages, blown up. No one was hurt 
and no Palestinian activists were released from Israeli jails (one of the demands of 
the hijackers). But the world’s attention focused, for the first time in a concerted way, 
on the connection between terrorism and the plight of the Palestinian refugees. 

King Hussein, still reeling from the humiliation of the assassination attempt and 
worried about the impact on Jordan’s security of the continued Palestinian raids 
to the West Bank, decided it was time to act. On the morning of September 17, the 
Jordanian army moved against various Palestinian strongholds. Although he 
played a mediating role in the release of a number of hostages, Arafat, along with 
other PLO leaders, made the removal of Hussein one of the goals of what was 
quickly building up to a serious crisis for the Jordanian ruler. To make matters 
worse for Hussein, his northern neighbor Syria, whose support Arafat had actively 
sought since 1967, appeared ready to take advantage of the situation and support 
the Palestinian revolt. And behind Syria lurked its major arms supplier, the Soviet 
Union. A serious international crisis loomed.1 

* * *  

At the time, the Nixon administration’s Middle East policy was sorely lacking in 
direction and woefully uninterested in the Palestinian question. Initially, the Mid-
dle East had been the one region in the world where Nixon—in part because he 
thought that Kissinger as a Jew could not act impartially when the interests of Israel 
were concerned—had allowed Secretary of State Rogers to play a major policy-
making role at the start of the administration. But Rogers was unable to deliver. In 
the summer of 1970 the region remained even more volatile than it had been at the 
start of the administration. The Rogers Plan of October 1969 had embodied the 
search for a comprehensive negotiated peace settlement among the key countries 
in the region and under the auspices of the United States and the Soviet Union. But 
it had met with strong objections from all sides. It was effectively sabotaged by 
Israeli and Egyptian border raids in late 1969 and throughout the first half of 1970. 
Although both sides did accept—the Israelis reluctantly and with a subsequent 
shakeup of the government—a standstill ceasefire (called the Rogers Initiative) in 
July 1970, even this measure appeared poised for collapse in early September as the 
Egyptians began a deployment of missile sites close to the Suez Canal. As Jordan 
suddenly erupted, the Arab-Israeli conflict was, yet again, heating up. 

The failure of the State Department’s Rogers Plan and Rogers Initiative was in 
part a result of Kissinger’s successful effort to tie any progress in the region to 
progress in other areas, most specifically Vietnam. Already in June 1969 he had told 
Dobrynin that at the time the State Department was not giving “top level attention 
to the Middle East,” thus intimating that Rogers’ involvement did not count as “top 
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level.” In the fall of 1969, after he met secretly with North Vietnam’s Xuan Thuy in 
Paris (see chapter 3), Kissinger also managed to convince Nixon that it was impor-
tant to tie the Middle East settlement to progress on Vietnam. The United States 
should “not move too fast on the Middle East,”Kissinger argued during a telephone 
conversation with the president on September 27, 1969, until the Soviets used their 
influence in Hanoi. He wanted a quid pro quo of sorts. Nixon listened attentively 
and concluded that Kissinger was right. He promised to “cool off Rogers” on the 
Middle East.2 

In the first half of 1970 Kissinger assumed an increasingly important role in the 
Nixon administration’s Middle East policy. In February 1970, Kissinger indicated 
to Dobrynin that Nixon approved the inclusion of the Middle East as an item in 
the back channel. The next month Dobrynin told Kissinger that the Soviets were 
ready to press Egypt and Syria, provided the Americans exerted influence on Israel. 
In a memo to Nixon, Kissinger celebrated this as an indication that his recom-
mendation to hold back on any serious multilateral efforts, such as the Rogers Plan, 
had been the right thing to do. As he wrote, “our policy of relative firmness has paid 
off  . . . The Soviet Union  has made the first move . . . holding firm and offering no 
concessions was the right course.” Of course, this also meant that if Kissinger was 
correct, then Rogers had been wrong. Nixon, always ready to side with firmness, 
agreed with Kissinger.3 

Kissinger’s enhanced role in America’s Middle East policy resulted in a shift 
from an effort to find a balanced solution via multilateral negotiations to a policy 
that relied on Israeli military strength as the key to stability in the region. Under-
lining this shift was Kissinger and Nixon’s belief that this was the only way of min-
imizing Soviet influence in the region (and stationing the United States as the key 
country in future regional initiatives and settlements). Perhaps more important in 
the context of 1970, when the possibility of a regional settlement was minimal, 
Kissinger, true to his realist instincts, viewed the region as a means to another end. 

In 1970 the Middle East emerged as one of Kissinger’s major carrots in trying to 
extract Soviet aid on forging a settlement in Vietnam; the Middle East became 
another form of linkage. For example, in March and April 1970, when Dobrynin 
pressed him to lean on the Israelis to stop their continued border raids against 
Egypt, Kissinger responded, “The key to our attitude in the Middle East would be 
found in the Soviet attitude toward Vietnam.” While Dobrynin did not take the bait 
on Vietnam, Kissinger offered no movement on the Middle East. By June 1970, 
however, as Egyptian and Israeli retaliatory strikes continued, Dobrynin charged 
the United States for deliberate stonewalling that was only making an already 
volatile situation worse.“It’s [the border raids] your problem now, he told Kissinger 
at the end of their meeting on June 23. Dobrynin was more conciliatory after the 
Rogers Initiative in July promised at least a temporary ceasefire. Yet, as he was about 
to leave for consultations in Moscow at the end of July, Dobrynin warned Kissinger 
against “a unilateral approach” in the Middle East.4 
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Unilateralism was exactly what Kissinger had in mind when the Jordanian cri-
sis suddenly commenced and King Hussein’s army moved against Palestinians on 
September 17, 1970, capturing the PLO headquarters in Amman and shelling sev-
eral refugee camps. From the U.S.-Israeli perspective a successful Palestinian 
takeover of Jordan (or even part thereof) would not only depose the most moder-
ate Arab leader in the region but also, due to the Palestinian groups’ links to Soviet-
supported Syria, create an opportunity for increased Soviet influence. In short, for 
both the Americans and the Israelis, King Hussein’s survival was crucial. 

From the outset the crisis in Jordan threatened to escalate. Part of the fighting 
between the Jordanian army and the Palestinians took place in northern Jordan, 
prompting Syria to move tanks to their border with Jordan. On September 19, 
reports indicated that some of these tanks had started to cross into Jordan (with 
hastily painted Palestinian markings on them). Given Syria’s dependency on Soviet 
military aid, Kissinger interpreted the move as Soviet-inspired. 

Over the next few days Kissinger, with Nixon’s blessing (and to Rogers’ dismay), 
engineered a series of controversial moves. Already on September 17, while Nixon 
was campaigning in Chicago, he had ordered an additional (there were already 
two) aircraft carrier to the eastern Mediterranean to boost American presence in 
the region. In response to King Hussein’s pleas for help he also recruited Israeli 
assistance; by the morning of September 21, Israeli Ambassador Yitzhak Rabin 
informed Kissinger that the Israelis were considering both air strikes and a ground 
attack against the Syrians. The following day, Israeli tanks started moving to the 
Jordan River and preparing for potential strikes against Syria from the Golan 
Heights. King Hussein, who may have wanted external support but was at best 
ambivalent about the prospect of Israeli assistance (and unequivocally rejected any 
possibility of having Israeli ground troops in Jordan), launched a counterattack 
against Syrian forces. By September 22 Syrian tanks, possibly suffering from Israeli 
air attacks,5 began to retreat. Five days later, Hussein and Arafat met in Cairo under 
the auspices of Nasser. They agreed to a ceasefire and the withdrawal of Palestin-
ian army and guerrilla forces from major Jordanian cities. The Jordanian crisis 
gradually withered away.6 

The end result of the crisis was, more or less, what Kissinger had wanted: King 
Hussein’s position was strengthened, the Syrian invasion blocked, and the Pales-
tinian uprising thwarted. With the sudden death of the Egyptian leader Gamal 
Abdel Nasser only a day after the Arafat–Hussein ceasefire (Nasser had a stroke 
soon after seeing his guests off to the airport) he had helped to mediate, the Amer-
ican position in the Middle East suddenly appeared brighter. Consequently, the 
Soviets’ ambitions had suffered a setback, thus “raising by another notch the grow-
ing Arab disenchantment with Moscow.”7 

If all this was true then, surely, the time had come for the United States (perhaps 
Kissinger himself) to play a significant role as the peace-broker of the Middle East. 
But that had to wait for yet another Arab-Israeli War in October 1973. Instead of 
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reviving a search for a comprehensive settlement, Kissinger, whose position as the 
key player in U.S.-Middle East policy was now confirmed, relied increasingly on 
the Israeli military as a key to stability in the region. This was based on a simple les-
son: assuming that it was the threat (and possible use) of Israeli military might that 
had caused the Syrians to withdraw from Jordan, then it was this same military 
might that could act as a deterrent in the future. It was a classic example of the 
Nixon Doctrine at work: a strong regional ally policing its tough neighborhood 
with no actual loss of American lives. 

Such an assumption ignored several key aspects of the regional situation. In par-
ticular, it overlooked an internal power struggle then going on in Syria. One of the 
two key players in that tug-of-war, Hafez al-Assad, the commander of the Syrian 
air force, had during the Jordanian crisis refused to commit the air force. Although 
this decision may have been in part due to prudence—Assad saw no reason to allow 
the inferior Syrian air force be obliterated by the Israelis—it was undoubtedly also 
part of the ongoing struggle for power. Equally significantly, the Syrian tanks had 
moved to Jordan at the command of Assad’s chief rival, Salah Jadid. Two months 
later, Assad used the ill-fated adventure to discredit his domestic rival and estab-
lish his decades-long rule in Syria. Israeli power may have had an impact on the 
outcome of the Jordanian crisis, but it was hardly the only factor that explains the 
sudden Syrian withdrawal.8 

Syrian internal developments notwithstanding, it was clear that Kissinger’s 
enhanced role in Middle East policy translated in 1970 to an overstated emphasis 
on the need to minimize the Soviet role and maximize Israel’s military predomi-
nance in the region. Israel, in a sense, was now considered one of the strong regional 
allies that, according to the principles of the Nixon Doctrine, would maintain 
regional stability by deterring further Arab adventures through its awesome mili-
tary might. All the Americans had to do to keep the peace was outclass Soviet mil-
itary aid to the neighboring Arab countries. 

As Kissinger advised Nixon in the midst of Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir’s 
visit to the United States, which coincided with the Jordanian crisis, the key ques-
tion in the prime minister’s mind was: “What is the US going to do about the 
USSR?” Kissinger suggested that Nixon approve an immediate antimissile package 
worth $9.5 million, while in the long-term the United States should boost its deliv-
eries of military aircraft, continue defense cooperation, and enhance its economic 
assistance. Kissinger maintained that the purpose of such aid was “to provide firm 
support for Israel’s security [and] to keep Israel with us on the peace initiative.” 

The key to unlocking the Middle East conundrum was to be kept firmly in 
Washington.9 

It was a fateful decision, reflecting the persistence of the Cold War framework, 
which allowed little room for creative diplomacy as a solution to regional conflicts. 
Both Nixon and Kissinger realized that the Jordanian crisis had done little to boost 
the chance for a comprehensive regional settlement. But it had been a victory of 
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sorts vis-à-vis the USSR, a boost to the administration’s morale and credibility at a 
time when such a victory was sorely needed. And it was the Soviet Union, the 
broader Cold War context, that truly mattered. In October 1970, Kissinger reported 
that Dobrynin had complained bitterly about the United States’ facilitation of Israeli 
aggressiveness and blamed Washington for the failure of peace efforts. Kissinger was 
not worried. As far as the Middle East was concerned, “the Soviets find themselves 
overextended and have been engaged in a retreat to a more tenable position while 
covering their tracks with a tough public position.” While there would be “a delicate 
period of both private and public diplomacy with the Soviets,” the Middle East was 
finally, Kissinger assumed, presenting an advantage for the United States. As such, 
the Jordanian crisis had come at an opportune moment.10 

This essential belief in the stability and durability of the American approach to 
the Middle East would only be shaken in October 1973, when the Egyptians and 
Syrians unleashed their armies against Israel (see chapter 14). 

A SOCCER FIELD IN CIENFUEGOS 

In September 1970, Kissinger also took heart in his ability to manage his own 
“Cuban Missile Crisis.” In the summer of 1970, the Soviets appeared to be engaged 
in feverish military preparations on the Caribbean island. In June 1970, Kissinger 
worried that growing Soviet activity in Cuba was a reflection of “an apparent 
strengthening of Soviet-Cuban military relations, and a greater Soviet strategic 
presence in this area.”11 In subsequent months, American intelligence sources con-
tinued to indicate a strong possibility that the Soviets were building a nuclear sub-
marine base at Cienfuegos. This, if true, would have violated the Soviet-American 
understanding of 1962 that had been reached as part of the solution to the Cuban 
Missile Crisis. Some of the reports were deliberately leaked to the press and on 
August 4, the Soviet charge d’affaires Yuli Vorontsov came to see Kissinger with a 
note confirming the 1962 understandings. Kissinger responded three days later: 
Nixon was happy to reconfirm that the understanding—a verbal agreement that 
the Soviets would not place offensive weapons on Cuba and the United States 
would not attempt to overthrow the Cuban government—was still in force.12 

The issue did not go away. As reports led him to suspect the worst and 
because Ambassador Dobrynin was in the Soviet Union (he only returned in mid-
September after a seven-week hiatus), Kissinger let the Soviets know of the grow-
ing American uneasiness through a public channel. At a press briefing in Chicago 
on September 16, he touched briefly on this issue by saying “on background” that 
should the Soviets “start operating strategic forces out of Cuba, say, Polaris-type 
submarines, and they use that as a depot, that would be a matter we would study 
very carefully.”13 
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Kissinger did much more than just study the matter. On September 18, CIA  
Director Richard Helms showed Kissinger U-2 photographs that indicated, in a 
manner eerily reminiscent of similar photographs presented to President Kennedy 
eight years earlier, that a sizeable facility was under construction. Kissinger imme-
diately sprang into action. He went over to see Nixon and, as a way of persuading 
Bob Haldeman to grant him an immediate appointment, dramatically slammed 
down the file of intelligence photos. The pictures, Kissinger announced, “show the 
Cubans are building soccer fields” in Cienfuegos. 

“These soccer fields could mean war, Bob,” he told the poker-faced White House 
chief of staff. 

“Why?” Haldeman, reasonably enough, asked. 
“Cubans play baseball. Russians play soccer,” Kissinger patiently explained. 
Initially, though, Kissinger failed to transform the Cuban base into an open 

show of resolve with the Soviets, as Nixon agreed with Rogers to keep the entire 
matter out of the public eye. Sporting fields of whatever variety were hardly a suf-
ficient cause for playing nuclear brinksmanship. 

But on September 25 C. L. Sulzberger’s column in the New York Times, based on 
Kissinger’s briefing nine days earlier in Chicago, transformed the issue into a pub-
lic crisis. On the same day, a few hours before he left for Paris for a secret session 
with North Vietnam’s Xuan Thuy, Kissinger had a face-to-face with Anatoly 
Dobrynin, lamenting the situation as one of “utmost gravity.” But, he added, the 
United States was ready to allow the Soviets a graceful opportunity to withdraw 
without a public confrontation.14 

Kissinger had a hectic program that week. He was still managing the Jordanian 
crisis and engaged in diplomacy in various fronts in Europe. In late September 
Kissinger first flew to Paris for separate meetings with the South Vietnamese vice 
president Nguyen Cao Ky and the North Vietnamese negotiator Xuan Thuy. He 
then joined Nixon and the rest of the presidential tour in Rome, where the pro-
gram included an audience with the pope. The presidential party continued on to 
Yugoslavia, Spain, and Ireland. In the midst of all the traveling and official meet-
ings, Nasser died. When Kissinger finally returned to Washington and met with 
Dobrynin on October 6, the Soviet ambassador handed him a Soviet statement that 
denied any departure from the 1962 understandings on Cuba. Three days later they 
exchanged further clarifying notes.15 

Although Soviet submarines would visit Cuba on occasion, Kissinger could take 
heart in the fact that no Soviet missile base would be erected in Cuba on his watch. 
Whether there ever had been a full-fledged plan to build such bases remains, 
though, in question; Ambassador Dobrynin, for one, strongly protested the 
assumption at the time and later suspected that other motivations—such as trying 
to appear tough as the Republican Party geared up for the November 1970 con-
gressional elections—might have been at play.16 
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For Kissinger the crisis was also important because it confirmed his ever-present 
suspicion about Soviet tactics. “We could not forget, the deception that had been 
attempted,” Kissinger later wrote. Perhaps most important, however, the handling of 
the mini-missile crisis confirmed—much like the coinciding Jordanian crisis—that 
toughness paid off. “Considering Cuba (and) deception in Syria—until we got tough 
. . . (the Soviets) deserve the cold treatment,” he told Nixon on September 24. Nixon  
agreed.17 Indeed, from the fall of 1970 on the President, when faced with a choice, 
almost invariably sided with Kissinger rather than Rogers—even when the evidence 
was something as flimsy as a picture of a soccer field. 

As the journalist Seymour Hersh wrote, “Cienfuegos marked a turning point for 
Kissinger. He had bypassed an indecisive and election-minded President to chal-
lenge the Russians and win. Whether it was a victory over what actually did exist, 
or over what he thought might exist in the future, did not matter.”18 

Kissinger had taken one more step toward marginalizing Secretary of State 
Rogers and gaining Nixon’s full confidence. His overall command of U.S. foreign 
policy making had, yet again, tightened. 

BATTLING ALLENDE 

The third crisis that Kissinger faced in September 1970 was least obviously tied to 
the unfolding of détente and most clearly a sign of how even self-styled realists like 
Kissinger and Nixon could have an irrational knee-jerk response to a development 
that made little difference to the overall direction of the administration’s foreign 
policy. Kissinger, in particular, had exhibited little interest in the affairs of South 
America in the first two years of the Nixon administration. And yet, as fate would 
have it, his actions in this particular crisis have haunted his reputation for more 
than three decades. Thanks to the declassification of numerous documents, 
Kissinger’s role in undermining Chilean democracy has recently been damningly 
accounted in books by, among others, Christopher Hitchens and Peter Kornbluh.19 

On September 4, Salvador Allende, the socialist candidate, won a narrow plu-
rality of the popular vote in Chile’s presidential election. With 36.2 percent he led 
the three-way race against the conservative Jorge Alessandri (35 percent) and the 
moderate Radomiro Tomic (27.8 percent). The incumbent president, Eduardo Frei, 
had been barred by the Chilean Constitution from running again. According to the 
Constitution, the final decision was passed to the Chilean parliament, which had, 
in similar situations in the past, always gone along with the candidate who received 
most of the popular vote. Thus Allende, who had unsuccessfully run for the pres-
idency in 1958 and 1964, appeared poised to assume the post on November 1, 1970, 
following a parliamentary ratification on October 24. 

The prospect of a Socialist in power in Latin America raised alarm bells in Wash-
ington. This was particularly the case because already in the 1964 election Allende 
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had received support from various communist organizations with known ties to 
Moscow; the Johnson administration had countered by providing assistance to a 
number of conservative and Catholic organizations and newspapers, including the 
El Mercurio newspaper conglomerate. To many, including such key figures as 
the Santiago CIA station chief Henry Hecksher (who was a clear-cut supporter of 
the conservative Alessandri) and Ambassador Edward Korry (who preferred the 
more centrist views of Frei and Tomic), Allende’s victory spelled serious trouble. 
CIA Director Richard Helms, prompted by the dark visions of a potential Allende 
victory, had tried to convince the so-called Forty Committee—a small committee 
of high-level officials, chaired by Kissinger as the NSC adviser, that oversaw U.S. 
covert activities during the Nixon and Ford administrations—to launch a similar 
anti-Allende effort as in 1964. The Forty Committee, which, in addition to Kissinger 
and Helms, consisted of Air Force General George Brown (chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff), William P. Clements (deputy secretary of defense), and Joseph 
Sisco (undersecretary of state), had been unwilling to approve significant funds. 
Helms’s direct appeal to Nixon had met a similar fate. In fact, in 1968 U.S. economic 
grant aid to Chile—a country that had been the largest per capita recipient of U.S. 
aid under the Alliance for Progress of the 1960s—had ended, and American loans 
dropped from $57.9 million in 1968 to a mere $18 million in 1970. Only after March 
1970 did the Nixon administration begin paying some attention to Chile, where 
Allende had managed to forge a broad socialist alliance. By then the combination 
of CIA involvement and private funding from such interested U.S. companies as 
Anaconda Copper, GET, and Pepsi-Cola could not secure Alessandri’s election and 
Allende’s defeat.20 

Prior to the news of Allende’s victory in early September Kissinger had paid 
scant attention to Chile or Latin America. Indeed, his more memorable comments 
about the region were legendary dismissives. At one point Kissinger referred to 
Chile as the “dagger pointed to the heart of Antarctica”; at another occasion he 
reportedly told a Chilean visitor: 

Latin America is not important. Nothing important can come from the South. 
History has never been produced in the South. The axis of history starts in 
Moscow, goes to Bonn, crosses over to Washington, and then goes to Tokyo. What 
happens in the South is of no importance.21 

But in September 1970 the prospect of a socialist government in Chile did con-
cern Kissinger. Like Nixon, he feared the emergence of “another Cuba”which, how-
ever insignificant Chile and Latin America may have appeared in comparison to 
such issues as détente with the USSR, the prospect of an opening to China, or the 
Vietnam War, could simply not be tolerated. Hence, in the midst of dealing with 
the Jordanian crisis, the mini-missile crisis in Cuba, and other pressing issues, the 
Nixon administration considered various possibilities of avoiding what, in the 
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words of one Italian businessman, would create a “red sandwich” in Latin Amer-
ica.22 Kissinger, half in jest, summed up the attitude of many in the Nixon admin-
istration when he once remarked to the Forty Committee: “I don’t see why we have 
to let a country go Marxist just because its people are irresponsible.”23 

Thus came into being the now infamous Tracks I and II. 
Track I, or the “Rube Goldberg gambit,” was approved by the Forty Committee 

on September 14 and translated into persuading the Chilean Congress through a 
mixture of bribes and threats to defy historical precedent by electing Alessandri, 
who had already publicly said that if selected he would resign. After his election and 
resignation Chile could then have a new presidential election in which the incum-
bent president Eduardo Frei would be eligible to stand as a candidate. The Forty 
Committee authorized Ambassador Korry to spend $250,000 to buy votes in the 
Chilean Congress to this effect. In addition, the scheme was supported by an 
enhanced propaganda effort that was geared at convincing the Chileans that their 
economy would be ruined under an Allende presidency.24 

Frei was, Ambassador Korry had argued on September 9,“the one and only hope 
for Chile.” Encouraged by Frei’s refusal to immediately recognize Allende as the 
future president, Korry had encouraged Track I and even titled one telegram, on 
September 11, 1970, “Some Hope for Chile.” A few days later he characterized Frei 
as follows: “For a mobbled player, he is surprisingly alert and alive; in a long-odds 
game that will get very rough indeed as those seconds tick off before October 24th 
(the day of the congressional decision).” After meeting with Frei on September 13, 
Korry thought that the Chilean was “calm and cool,” yet expressed concern that a 
much “more open challenge to Allende” was necessary in order to prevent his con-
firmation and inauguration. Frei was, according to Korry, even “thinking of how to 
worsen the economic situation in Chile quickly without hurting the country over 
the long-term.”25 

But, even with Frei’s apparent (but never open) support, the chief American 
diplomat in Chile could not subvert the constitutional practices of his designated 
country. In a series of lengthy cables he ruminated about Frei’s true intentions and 
came to the conclusion, on September 22, that the outgoing president “had not yet 
decided what it is he will do.” By this point Korry had also become discouraged by 
the apparent pro-Allende sentiments of most of the Chilean media (with the excep-
tion of the conservative El Mercurio). “The prospects are not optimistic,” Korry 
ruminated, complaining that Frei “may have what it takes as a transactor but all he 
may be doing is spending his time showing us that he has it.”26 

Unknown to Korry, the Nixon administration had already written off his efforts 
as inadequate. Convinced by various other interested parties—including Attorney 
General John Mitchell, Chilean newspaper publisher Augustin Edwards, and Don-
ald Kendall, the president of Pepsi-Cola—Nixon laid out the basic blueprint of 
Track II on September 15. In a brief meeting that afternoon with Kissinger, Helms, 
and Mitchell, Nixon—according to Helms’s notes—demanded his advisers come 
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up with a plan “to make the [Chilean] economy scream.” In addition to such plans 
for economic warfare, Nixon also wanted immediate action without the “involve-
ment of [the U.S.] embassy,” which was code for covert action by the CIA. He 
stressed that in preparing such action the CIA should not be “concerned [over the] 
risks involved.” To aid the anti-Allende campaign Nixon promised $10 million— 
“more if necessary”—for an operation that was to be a “full-time job” with the “best 
men we have.”27 

Track II—fomenting a military coup in Chile—now became the lynchpin of the 
anti-Allende effort. On September 16, with the help of Thomas Karamessinis, head 
of the CIA’s covert operations, and William Broe of the Latin American division, 
Helms set up a top secret Chilean task force. The CIA station in Santiago quickly 
began to approach members of the Chilean military about blocking Allende’s elec-
tion. This meant, however, removing the chief of staff, General Rene Schneider, a 
man known for his unwavering support of the Chilean constitution. Hence, the 
“best men” contacted Generals Roberto Viaux and Camilo Valenzuela, two lesser 
figures within the Chilean military, and encouraged their plans for kidnapping 
Schneider. Small shipments of arms were sent via the U.S. military attaché and 
some payments were made to Viaux and Valenzuela. As a number of other gener-
als apparently worried that a coup might jeopardize U.S. military aid to Chile, 
Kissinger further instructed Ambassador Korry—although without giving him a 
full briefing of Track II—to approach Chilean military leaders and tell them not to 
worry about such adverse consequences.28 

While U.S. military aid would continue there were plenty of adverse conse-
quences, as the first attempt at realizing Track II turned into a fiasco. To his credit, 
on October 15 Kissinger did veto Viaux’s plan to kidnap General Schneider, because 
he considered it too unlikely to succeed. “Nothing could be worse than an abortive 
coup,” he wrote to Nixon. Unfortunately, the CIA’s Chilean contacts continued 
their efforts and, after two failed attempts to kidnap General Schneider by another 
group, Viaux’s men succeeded on October 22 in killing, rather than kidnapping, the 
Chilean chief of staff. Two days later Allende’s election was confirmed and, upon 
taking over the presidency a week later, he now appeared, even to many of his pre-
vious Chilean critics, as a force for stability and order in Chile. Tracks I and II had, 
in other words, succeeded only in strengthening Allende’s fragile political base.29 

Not that this was the end of the story. Track II was not “turned off,” as Kissinger 
later claimed. Instead, he advised Karamessinis to “keep pressure on every Allende 
weak spot in sight.” While Viaux’s group had been discouraged, the pursuit of 
Allende’s overthrow remained “firm and continuing policy,” Karamessinis thus 
cabled to his operatives in Chile on October 16, 1970. Aside from this, the Nixon 
administration decided upon a detailed policy aimed at undermining the new pres-
ident’s ability to hold on to power. At an NSC meeting on November 6, Nixon  
approved Option C, which summarized the administration’s policy as follows: 
“Maintain an outwardly correct posture, but making clear our opposition to the 
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emergence of a communist government in South America; act positively to retain 
the initiative vis-à-vis the Allende government.” Three days later, in NSDM 93, 
Kissinger described the policy in somewhat more detail. The administration would 
try to isolate Chile and seek support for its policy from other countries in the West-
ern Hemisphere, “particularly Brazil and Argentina,” and to “establish and main-
tain close relations with friendly military leaders in the hemisphere.” In the 
economic field, U.S. private investment in Chile was to be discouraged; “existing 
guarantees and financing arrangements terminated or reduced” whenever possi-
ble; and international financial institutions were to be pressured into limiting cred-
its and loans to Chile. In addition, private U.S. businesses were to be informed of 
the government’s “concern” over the implications of Allende’s presidency.30 In 
short, as of November 1970, Chile had become a pariah state, a subject of relentless 
American economic warfare. 

The policies adopted in November 1970 would eventually help bring down the 
first democratically elected socialist president in the Western Hemisphere. Over the 
next few years the United States cultivated various disaffected groups (including a 
number of military leaders), funneled money to anti-Allende politicians, blocked 
Chile’s credits, and discouraged investment in Chile. Helped by Allende’s own dis-
astrous internal policies and an inflation rate that climbed to 400 percent in a few 
years following his election, the Chilean army finally launched a successful coup 
against Allende’s regime on September 11, 1973.31 Allende either committed suicide 
or was murdered, while thousands of his supporters suffered a dismal fate at the 
hands of the military dictatorship headed by Augusto Pinochet. At that point 
Kissinger, whose confirmation hearings (he was nominated secretary of state in 
August 1973) roughly coincided with Allende’s downfall, probably had no direct 
link to the coup planners. In a conversation with Nixon two days after the 1973 
coup, Kissinger would acknowledge that while “we didn’t do it, . . . we helped them.” 
the US had “created the conditions as great as possible” for the overthrow of 
Allende. Kissinger was hardly displeased by the eventual outcome. But the human 
costs, as well as the backlash of anti-Americanism that would be created by 
Allende’s martyrdom, were hardly necessary to bring the “dagger pointed at the 
heart of Antarctica” back to the fold.32 

The rationale for such economic warfare and continued support for Allende’s 
opposition was simple. It had little to do with grand. As Kissinger told Nixon’s 
appointments secretary Dwight Chapin: “Chile could end up being the worst fail-
ure in our administration—‘our Cuba’ by 1972.”33 

From the perspective of democracy and human rights, America’s Chile policy 
cannot, however, be considered anything other than a failure. The effort to prevent 
Allende’s confirmation in the fall of 1970 was an ethically reprehensible adventure 
that was based on an overreaction to a prospect of a socialist president in the south-
ern tip of Latin America. What followed was even worse, considering the rapid U.S. 
acceptance of the new Pinochet regime in Chile in 1973 that, for all its anticom-
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munist credentials, trampled on Chile’s longstanding democratic principles and 
ruled by repression and intimidation. 

Lastly, one should note that even from a realist perspective the policy toward 
Chile in 1970 was a miserable failure. Simply put, Kissinger and Nixon failed in 
achieving their stated objectives and, ultimately, managed to create a surge in anti-
American sentiments that threatened U.S. national interests in the region at large. 
When Allende was ousted and killed (or committed suicide) in 1973, he became a 
martyr for those in Latin America who organized their politics largely on anti-
Yankee sentiments. Chile may have seemed like a prospective Cuba-like failure to 
Kissinger in 1970. One unintended consequence of his and Nixon’s policies was 
assuring that it became one. 

Ultimately, the casualties of American covert action in Chile in 1970 were mini-
mal, and the failure to prevent Allende’s confirmation represented but a minor 
wound in the Nixon administration’s flesh. Although it hardly makes his actions in 
September–October 1970 any more defensible—indeed, treating one of the largest 
countries in South America with obvious disdain is itself revealing of the short-
comings in Kissinger’s foreign policy architecture—Chile and Allende were hardly 
the major issues on the Nixon administration’s agenda. The big game was elsewhere. 

CHINA’S LUSHAN TURNAROUND 

The crises in Jordan, Chile, and Cuba may have briefly diverted Kissinger’s atten-
tion from the moribund China initiative. At the same time, however, the lack of 
progress on Vietnam and the continued recalcitrance of the Soviets strengthened 
the need to push more firmly toward the eventual opening to Beijing. Moreover, 
the series of crises in September 1970, as well as the earlier shakeups within NSC 
staff after the invasion of Cambodia, had clearly strengthened Kissinger’s position 
within the Nixon administration by widening his already sizeable responsibilities. 
If anything, he now controlled the agenda on almost everything that mattered. 
Even the previously untouchable Middle East had, as a result of the Jordanian cri-
sis, become a part of Kissinger’s portfolio. With most of the doves gone from his 
staff after the invasion of Cambodia and the hard-line General Alexander Haig as 
Kissinger’s key aide, Nixon clearly trusted his NSC adviser more than before. 
Hence, by the fall of 1970 Kissinger’s ability to formulate, control, and execute pol-
icy had been greatly enhanced. As Walter Isaacson put it, “the end of 1970 repre-
sented a high point in Kissinger’s relationship with the president.”34 

But that made it even more important that he perform. 
And the one area that begged for a positive result was the administration’s pol-

icy toward China. With the State Department’s Warsaw channel effectively dead, 
Kissinger had taken charge of implementing and designing the next moves toward 
Beijing. Yet, he was also reduced, in the summer and early fall of 1970, to trying to 

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

/ P A C KI JKPPFJDE I KJ   

/
K

U
FD

EP
8

TC
K

A
=

JF
OF

PU
9

OO
=

.
 8

8
.

HH
FD

EP
O

O
A



106 the flawed architect  

entice the Chinese to open a back channel with the United States, while he 
attempted to send (and interpret) various signals. Neither effort was particularly 
successful. To the contrary, on July 2, 1970, two Chinese MIGs attacked an Ameri-
can intelligence plane. Although the U.S. C-130 escaped unharmed, the incident 
hardly inspired confidence within the Nixon White House about a potential open-
ing to China.35 

Meanwhile, attempts to create a secret channel to the PRC via Paris were unsuc-
cessful. In late August and early September General Vernon Walters, Nixon and 
Kissinger’s confidant at the U.S. embassy in Paris, tried to pass on an invitation for 
secret talks to his Chinese counterpart, Fang Wen. But no response was forthcoming 
from the Chinese defense attaché. In late September, when he was in Paris for a secret 
meeting with the North Vietnamese, Kissinger asked his old friend, the French diplo-
mat Jean Sainteny, to pass a similar message to the Chinese Ambassador Huang Chen. 
Sainteny promised to do his best but was not able to make contact until December.36 

Coinciding with these unsuccessful efforts at creating a back channel to China 
was a series of efforts at making a front channel. In late July, Nixon, upon Kissinger’s 
recommendation, approved a small shipment of U.S-made diesel engines and spare 
parts to China. The following month, the administration lifted longstanding 
restrictions that prohibited American oil companies from fueling foreign ships that 
were carrying goods to the PRC. Finally, in an interview published on October 5, 
1970, in  Time magazine, Nixon made another famous statement that could hardly 
have been clearer: “If there is anything I want to do before I die, it is to go to 
China.”37 Still, it was up to the Chinese to invite him, a prospect that appeared no 
closer at the time than it had a year earlier. 

By this point, the debate over an opening to the United States was all but closed 
in Beijing. And yet, although the United States remained at the top of Zhou Enlai’s 
agenda, it required extreme delicacy and careful preparation. At the Lushan 
Plenum of the CCP (August 23–September 6, 1970), Zhou was bolder in his advo-
cacy of an opening to the United States than ever before. He had apparently 
received more than lukewarm support from Mao.38 Yet, the tricky Soviet-Sino-
Vietnamese triangle and the lingering possibility of improving Sino-Soviet rela-
tions continued to complicate Zhou’s position. 

While the details of the Lushan Plenum remain inaccessible to historians, it 
seems to have marked a significant turning point in Mao’s attitude toward the 
United States and the final ascendancy of Zhou’s long career. In contrast, for Lin 
Biao, the defense minister and Mao’s appointed successor, the Lushan Plenum 
meant that his opposition to the opening to the United States was losing ground. 
Yet, until his death a year later, the opposition to the Sino-American opening 
remained a strong strand within the Chinese leadership particularly, it seems, with 
those affiliated with the People’s Liberation Army and Lin Biao. It needs to be 
stressed that this did not mean that Lin was a promoter of a pro-Soviet policy, as 
later Chinese claims suggested. Rather, his was the dual adversary position; main-
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taining, as Mao did in many public speeches, that both the United States and the 
Soviet Union were China’s mortal enemies. While Mao (and Zhou) hardly believed 
that any genuine friendship was possible with the United States, the apparent dan-
ger in Lin’s position was, at least to Mao and Zhou that it could easily produce a 
permanent mobilization of the PLA. This, in turn, would strengthen the position 
of the defense minister, Lin Biao.39 

While Zhou Enlai may have emerged from Lushan with a clearer mandate for 
pursuing an opening with the United States, this course of action had to be bal-
anced with China’s Vietnam strategy. In particular, the Chinese leadership re-
mained wary of the potential that any overture to the United States would be 
interpreted in Hanoi as a violation of the Sino-Vietnamese alliance. With the Sovi-
ets eager to capitalize on any such shifts, Mao and Zhou worked hard to maintain 
their relationship with North Vietnam and to minimize any adverse reaction on 
the part of the DRV leadership. 

The North Vietnamese’s continued interest in negotiations with the United 
States may have made this task easier. On September 17, 1970—the same day as the 
Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG) representatives in Paris presented a 
new eight-point peace plan—Zhou met with North Vietnamese Premier Pham Van 
Dong in Beijing. Pham said that despite the new proposal and continued secret 
meetings between Xuan Thuy and Kissinger (the two met on September 7 and 27 
in Paris), the North Vietnamese had no illusions. The United States still hoped for 
a military victory and was not ready to concede defeat. Pham added: “for us and 
for Nixon, diplomacy is a play of words. Neither we nor he has any illusion about 
diplomacy.” But, Pham continued, the diplomatic front had several advantages for 
the Vietnamese. First, public diplomacy (such as the new peace proposal) was 
important in winning South Vietnamese people to the side of the PRG and in influ-
encing American and general world public opinion. The basic idea, Pham Van 
Dong continued, was to “further corner Nixon by influencing public opinion in the 
US and the rest of the world.” In his response Zhou, without offering specifics, 
promised continued support from the Great Rear. 

Pham Van Dong stayed in Beijing for a week. Finally, on September 23, Mao  
received him. The Chairman, in his own indirect way, began to prepare the ground 
for the eventual opening to the United States that was bound to shock the Vietnamese. 

Mao played down American power and the abilities of their chief diplomat. Dur-
ing the meeting with Pham Van Dong, Mao wondered out loud why the United 
States was not making a fuss about Chinese troops helping build Vietnamese rail-
ways. To the Great Helmsman, the implication seemed clear: Americans were more 
interested in trying not to provoke the PRC than they were about the conduct of the 
war in Vietnam. Mao then continued to talk about the Americans’ hopes to make 
an opening to Beijing and pressed on to ridicule the Nixon administration’s effort 
to negotiate a secret peace with Hanoi. Kissinger was honored with the lowest of 
estimates. He was “a stinking scholar, a university professor who does not know 
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anything about diplomacy.” Mao added: “I think that he is not someone who can 
compete with Xuan Thuy.”40 

Soon after these conversations with the North Vietnamese Mao and Zhou 
embarked on a potentially significant symbolic overture. The Chairman invited 
Edgar Snow, the author of Red Star over China (a 1938 book based on Snow’s meet-
ings with Mao that had popularized an image of Mao as a Robin Hood like figure) 
and a longtime admirer of the PRC’s leader, to share the podium at the October 1 
celebrations that marked the PRC’s twenty-first anniversary. The China News 
Agency dispatched the photo worldwide after Zhou Enlai had made sure that the 
photo was properly airbrushed (to remove any others than Mao and Snow from 
the picture) to dramatize the Chairman’s gesture of having an American citizen on 
his side at a time when official relations between the United States and China did 
not yet exist. Unfortunately, as Kissinger writes in his memoirs, he “completely 
missed the point” of an American author standing in between Mao and his wife 
watching the parades on Tiananmen Square.41 

It was Mao and Zhou’s turn to be frustrated by the slowness of the other side’s 
response. Secrecy had become a hindrance to Kissinger’s search for an opening 
to China. 

To send an unmistakable signal of their intentions, the Chinese then opened 
diplomatic relations with Canada on October 13, 1970. While Pierre Trudeau, the 
flamboyant Canadian prime minister, basked in the limelight of what was the end 
result of almost two years of secret contacts, Kissinger and Nixon worried lest the 
apparent condition for the Canadian “opening to China” would be the price the 
United States might have to pay as well. Ottawa severed its official diplomatic ties 
with Taiwan, which was something that Nixon could not envisage any American 
administration could do without facing a momentous debacle at home. Worst, the 
Canadian shock had come as a complete surprise; Nixon’s already evident personal 
dislike of the Canadian prime minister was thus confirmed.42 

Within two weeks, Kissinger received promising signals of Chinese interest in 
opening a new dialogue through the Pakistani and Romanian channels. In late 
October, the Pakistani president Yahya Khan came to New York for the annual 
meeting of the UN General Assembly. On the 25th, he met with Nixon and 
Kissinger in the White House. After promising that the United States would be “as 
helpful as we can” in the brewing conflict between India and Pakistan (see chapter 
8), Nixon turned the conversation to China. 

“I understand you are going to Peking,” Nixon said. After Yahya had briefly 
explained the background to his trip to China, Nixon inserted: 

It is essential that we open negotiations with China. Whatever our relations with 
the USSR or what announcements are made I want you to know the following: 
1) we will make no condominium against China and we want them to know it 
whatever may be put out; 2) we will be glad to . . . establish links secretly. 

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

/ P A C KI JKPPFJDE I KJ   

/
K

U
FD

EP
8

TC
K

A
=

JF
OF

PU
9

OO
=

.
 8

8
.

HH
FD

EP
O

O
A



109 Crises and Opportunities 

Kissinger interjected that Nixon had in mind a secret meeting in “some mutually 
convenient capital such as, for example, Rawalpindi or conceivably Paris.” Nixon 
added that if such a meeting were arranged he might even send Kissinger to repre-
sent him. 

Yahya promised to deliver the message to Zhou Enlai when he met with the Chi-
nese premier the following month.43 

Over the next two days, Nixon and Kissinger met with Romanian President Nico-
lae Ceausescu. Although the bulk of the conversations focused on Vietnam, Nixon 
stressed the United States’ keen interest in establishing contacts with Beijing. As 
Kissinger put it to Ceausescu: “we have great interest in establishing political and 
diplomatic communications with the People’s Republic of China.” As with Yahya, 
Kissinger stressed that the United States was “prepared to set up channels . . . free from  
outside pressures.” Any communications that Beijing wished to relay via the Roma-
nians, Kissinger assured,“will be confined to the White House.” Ceausescu, like Yahya, 
promised to pass on the message and report any reactions back to Washington.44 

It was the Pakistani channel that eventually delivered. During his meeting with 
Zhou on November 12, Yahya Khan cited Nixon’s assurance that a U.S. rapproche-
ment with the PRC was “essential” and suggested Nixon’s willingness to visit China 
in the future. On November 23 Yahya received a reply. Yet, due to the distractions 
caused by a devastating cyclone in East Pakistan and the results of the Pakistani 
national elections in early December (discussed in more detail in chapter 8), Zhou’s 
answer reached Washington only on December 8. The following evening, Ambas-
sador Hilaly met with Kissinger and delivered the first of the messages that would 
eventually culminate in the opening to China: the Chinese would gladly welcome 
a Nixon emissary “to discuss the subject of the vacating of Chinese territories called 
Taiwan.”45 If one ignored the point about Taiwan, Zhou’s message was, unques-
tionably, a breakthrough. On December 16, Kissinger gave Hilaly a positive Amer-
ican response. On January 11, 1971, a message from the Romanian ambassador 
Corneliu Bogdan confirmed that the Chinese were serious.46 

At this point Nixon decided to hold back. “I believe we may appear too eager,” 
he wrote on the memoranda that detailed the January 11 Kissinger–Bogdan meet-
ing. “Let’s cool it—Wait for them to respond to our initiative.”47 

They had to wait for more than three months. Just as a breakthrough with China 
beckoned, another crisis in Southeast Asia intervened. 

LAM SON 719 

The background to the invasion of Laos in early 1971 coincided with and was closely 
linked to developments in Cambodia. Although Cambodia and Laos had been rec-
ognized as neutrals in the 1954 and 1962 Geneva Agreements, respectively, the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail ran along the eastern borders of both countries; thus Laos, like 
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Cambodia, was used as a staging point for the North Vietnamese campaign in the 
south. Against such similarities, however, one needs to set the different approach 
that the Laotian and Cambodian governments had taken vis-à-vis the United 
States. While Prince Sihanouk had broken off diplomatic relations with the United 
States in the mid-1960s, Laotian Prime Minister Prince Souvanna Phouma had 
remained a neutral ally of the United States. Yet, compelled to fight a war on two 
fronts—one in the north against the Communist Pathet Lao and another in the 
south against the North Vietnamese—did little to increase Phouma’s hold on 
power. If anything, the Laotian prime minister became dependent on the United 
States as his country was drawn deeper into the Vietnam War. By 1969 Laos, much 
like Cambodia, was an integral part of the North Vietnamese war effort and, hence, 
of the Nixon administration’s search for a peace with honor. 

The similarities between Laos and Cambodia did not stop there. To contain a 
North Vietnamese offensive that had begun in February 1969, American bombers 
started hitting enemy targets in Laos. They continued these strikes for three years. 
Unlike in the case of the Cambodian bombings, though, Kissinger had pressed for 
and Nixon had agreed to make the Laotian bombings public. Yet, the president did 
not give full details of the scale of the B-52 strikes ripping the Laotian countryside 
apart. Nor did he disclose much information about American covert support to 
Souvanna Phouma and his war against the communist insurgents (Pathet Lao). 
Although overshadowed by Vietnamization and the Cambodian incursion, Amer-
ican bombers continued to pound communist targets in Laos throughout 1969–70. 

By late 1970, though, Nixon and Kissinger were searching for another way of 
impressing the North Vietnamese to become more forthcoming in the secret nego-
tiations in Paris. Perhaps because he was “no match” against his North Vietnamese 
counterparts, as Mao suggested, Kissinger had made little progress in the secret 
meetings in Paris. His meetings with Xuan Thuy on September 7 and 27 produced 
nothing substantive. Exasperated with the lack of progress and the continued pres-
sure from the Congress and the general American public, Nixon “went to the limit,” 
as the new chief U.S. negotiator in Paris David Bruce put it. Although aware of the 
negative, even horrified, reaction it would yield from the South Vietnamese, Nixon 
proposed in a televised speech—drafted by Kissinger’s NSC staff and polished by 
William Safire, one of Nixon’s prolific speechwriters—on October 7, 1970, a stand-
still ceasefire and an American bombing halt throughout Indochina. Nixon also 
called for a comprehensive peace conference to end the fighting throughout the 
region, and offered to negotiate a comprehensive U.S. withdrawal from Indochina. 

It was, in Kissinger’s retrospective view, “a comprehensive program that could 
well have served as a basis for negotiation except with an opponent bent on total 
victory.” His point is well taken (although one searches in vain for evidence of such 
skepticism at the time): amid applause at home for what many considered a gen-
erous offer, the North Vietnamese refused the latest Nixon proposal on October 10. 
David Bruce, who formally presented Xuan Thuy with the same offer as Nixon was 
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delivering his speech to the nation, tried to keep the idea alive in subsequent weeks, 
but without success. Yet, Bruce agreed with Kissinger: the United States could not 
go further with their concessions. For the North Vietnamese to continue demand-
ing the removal of South Vietnamese President Thieu was “sheer impudence.”48 

There was a minor bright spot in all this. While Nixon had not been able to 
solicit a positive response from Hanoi, he had momentarily quieted down domes-
tic critics. As Bob Haldeman recorded in his diaries, both hawks and doves in Wash-
ington felt that the “ball [was] now in Hanoi’s court.”Kissinger’s view appears more 
to the point. The speech provided, he later wrote,“some temporary relief from pub-
lic pressures.” William Safire, the man who prepared the final text of the speech, 
agreed. The speech was “presented primarily for its political impact in the States . . . 
with little chance of its acceptance by the North Vietnamese.” 

While the North Vietnamese refused to yield Nixon’s frustration increased. By 
December the president was seething about the ineffectiveness of continued Amer-
ican bombing in Cambodia. In a classic “madman-moment” he told Kissinger to 
order the Air Force—something Nixon could not bring himself to do—to “really go 
in (with) everything that can fly and crack the hell out of them.” He was tired of 
“these Mickey Mouse games” and, raising his voice a notch, barked: “what the hell 
are they doing? The goddamn Air Force over there farting around doing nothing!” 
Kissinger, as used to Nixon’s temper tantrums as he was prone to his own, promised 
to “get it done immediately.” A few minutes later, though, Kissinger and Haig devised 
a way of ‘downgrading’ Nixon’s demands. After sharing a laugh about “our friend’s” 
(Nixon’s) wish to use “anything that flies” to bomb “anything that moves,” the two 
men devised an alternative plan of obliterating ‘just’ one district.50 

While not following up on Nixon’s orders Kissinger, not for the first time, still 
clearly believed that it was necessary to continue with military pressure. But the 
target was changing. Instead of Cambodia, the next show of force came in Laos. 

* * *  

Much like in the Cambodian case, the planning for Lam Son 719 elicited some 
protest from Kissinger’s staff. Winston Lord, sensing that another Cambodia was 
in the offing, wrote Nixon on November 25 that the search for “dramatic recoups” 
in Vietnam represented “a dangerous mood apparently flowing strongly enough to 
justify rehearsing the follies of escalation which one would like to think were self-
evident by now.” Instead of contemplating further aggressive moves, Lord con-
cluded, the administration should either continue present policy or offer a fixed 
date for U.S. withdrawal in return for some concessions from the other side.51 

It was to no avail. Tired with a lack of progress with “impudent” North Viet-
namese Nixon leaned for a show of force. Nixon initially authorized the Laos 
attacks on January 18, 1971, in a meeting with Rogers, Laird, Helms, Kissinger, and 
Admiral Thomas Moorer, the acting chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. On the 
same day, he talked with Kissinger and Haldeman about Vietnamization, citing 
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Thieu’s concerns over further U.S. troop withdrawals. The South Vietnamese pres-
ident, who was facing elections later in the year, had asked the Nixon administra-
tion not to cut U.S. troop levels below 200,000 before his reelection was secured in 
October. Nixon thus decided to hold back on significant troop withdrawals until 
the election and then “announce the massive withdrawal right after the Vietnamese 
elections.”52 

As had become customary, Nixon’s decisions sparked off internal debate. On 
January 21 Kissinger barged into Haldeman’s office and complained to him about 
a revolt brewing in the State Department. Kissinger charged that Rogers, Laird, and 
Undersecretary of State U. Alexis Johnson had met the previous day and decided 
to send off a cable to Ambassador Bunker in Saigon “as an attempt to try to turn 
off the planned Laotian operation.” Johnson had apparently confessed this to 
Kissinger and warned that Rogers was going to try and clear the cable with Nixon. 
Despite Kissinger and Haldeman’s efforts, the draft cable made it to Nixon’s desk. 
But the president, to Haldeman’s delight, refused to approve it. Nixon passed the 
whole matter to the WSAG. Rogers had, yet again, suffered a bureaucratic loss over 
an issue that bore major repercussions on the Vietnam War.53 

Kissinger had high hopes for the forthcoming operation. On January 26, he met 
with Nixon and Moorer to discuss Lam Son 719. In apparently high spirits, he 
briefed Haldeman on the general contents that evening and told him about the 
planned assault on Laos. Kissinger stressed his belief that the operation was going 
to be a great success and “would in effect end the war because it would totally 
demolish the enemy’s capability.” When Haldeman expressed concern over the 
domestic reaction, Kissinger tried to assure him. The previous year’s incursion into 
Cambodia, he believed, had “cleared things up so we’ve got no problem in ’71.” Sure, 
a negative reaction now could haunt Nixon in the 1972 elections, Kissinger con-
ceded. An attack on North Vietnam’s supply routes in Laos, however, would ham-
per the North Vietnamese ability to send troops and materials to the South and 
thus buy more time for Vietnamization. A forceful attack might prevent the possi-
bility of a massive North Vietnamese offensive in 1972 by which time, in any case, 
the South Vietnamese military (ARVN) should be strong enough to handle the sit-
uation on its own. Thus, Lam Son 719 would also yield dividends for Nixon in 
domestic political terms by reducing the potential need to use U.S. troops in the 
forthcoming election year. In sum, the “new action in Laos now would set us up so 
we wouldn’t have to worry about problems in ’72, and that of course is most impor-
tant.” What if the North Vietnamese anticipated an attack? Kissinger speculated. 
That would be even better, because the North Vietnamese could be drawn “into a 
monumental trap.” In other words, Lam Son 719 could be called off and the United 
States could move in to “bomb them, maybe with the same effect as going ahead 
with the plan.” This, he added, “of course would be a much more viable alternative 
domestically.” Either way, Kissinger was fully optimistic that a turning point in 
Vietnam was finally at hand.54 
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After 36,000 ARVN troops crossed the border into Laos on February 8, 1971, 
Kissinger’s hopes were quickly dashed. Lam Son 719 turned into an utter disaster. 
Even with substantial American air support (U.S. planes dropped about 48,000 
tons of bombs during the operation), the ARVN took a month, rather than five 
days as General Abrams had predicted, to get to its target Tchepone, a village in 
southern Laos. Once there, the troops found themselves trapped and President 
Thieu ordered an immediate withdrawal. This turned into a nightmare as the 
enemy attacked those troops using the roads; many had to be airlifted by U.S. heli-
copters. In a panic, the South Vietnamese troops often grabbed onto the skids of 
helicopters which, when they landed at the U.S. air base in Khe Sanh, provided 
wonderful material for photographers and journalists. Those who watched an 
ARVN contingency returning from this ill-fated operation ignored any talk of mil-
itary success and orderly retreat. 

* * *  

In the end, Lam Son 719 was yet another in a series of misguided efforts to find 
some sort of a military solution to the war. It did not meet any of its military objec-
tives. It did not substantially enhance the possibilities of Vietnamization being a 
success. It did not give a boost to the morale in South Vietnam, but instead exposed 
their weaknesses and did this on the eve of further troop withdrawals. Nor did the 
operation, in all likelihood, improve Kissinger’s hand in the negotiating table. If 
anything, the failure of the Laotian operation, the American inability to provide 
ground troop support, and the ARVN’s humiliating retreat indicated to the North 
Vietnamese that another major offensive against the South in the future was likely 
to be successful. Hanoi was hardly given cause to doubt that their resolve would, 
eventually, prevail.55 

Kissinger conceded that Lam Son 719 had not been a wholehearted success. Yet, 
he, like Nixon, would claim that the South Vietnamese troops and American bombs 
had achieved important strategic results. In particular, Hanoi would find it impos-
sible to launch a major attack in 1971 and the Spring Offensive of 1972 was thus 
more limited in scope than Hanoi’s leaders had originally hoped and could be 
repelled with a combination of American airpower and South Vietnamese man-
power. In fact, Kissinger maintains, “the incursions into Laos and Cambodia saved 
us in 1972.” This may well have been the case. But it was a far cry from Kissinger’s 
earlier argument that with Lam Son 719, Vietnam would be a nonissue in 1972. And, 
as Kissinger later admitted, the incursion actually increased the probability “that 
we would face another major military challenge the next year [1972].”56 

* * *  

The rapid retreat of the South Vietnamese forces from Laos did not stop Nixon 
from portraying Lam Son 719 as proof of the ARVN’s much improved fighting 
capabilities in his nationally televised speech on April 7, 1971. He was pleased to 
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“report that Vietnamization has succeeded.” His policy had resulted in “the 
increased strength of the South Vietnamese” and included “the success of the Cam-
bodian operation” as well as “the achievements of the South Vietnamese operation 
in Laos.” Accordingly, Nixon announced that between May and December 1971 an 
additional 100,000 Americans would be brought home. Nixon even proudly illus-
trated the reduction in U.S. military personnel with a chart that showed how, by 
the end of the year, Nixon would have reduced the number of U.S. forces in Viet-
nam by two-thirds since he took office (from 540,000 to roughly 180,000). His con-
clusion was upbeat: “the American involvement in Vietnam is coming to an end.”57 

Nixon could also take heart in the fact that Vietnamization had produced a pos-
itive side effect at home. While college campuses had exploded in protest follow-
ing the incursion of Cambodia in May 1970, the public reaction to the Laotian 
campaign was muted. Only about 50,000 demonstrators participated in scattered 
protests on February 10. In the spring of 1971 the antiwar movement suffered fur-
ther from a well-publicized violent streak that seems to have increased the Ameri-
can public’s concern over radicalism. Prior to the Laotian operation six extremists 
had been indicted for a plan to kidnap Kissinger and bomb several buildings in 
Washington. In the early morning hours of March 1, 1971, a bomb, planted by a rad-
ical left-wing group known as the Weather Underground (or, more popularly the 
Weathermen), actually exploded in the Capitol Building. Although no one was 
hurt, the attack popularized the image of the antiwar movement as a group of rad-
icals and resulted in calls for tighter internal security measures. The Weathermen’s 
activities also helped splinter the antiwar movement: when hundreds of thousands 
of demonstrators showed up in Washington in April, a number of their leaders met 
with Nixon administration officials, showing that their cause was less than unified. 
After weeks of protests and some violence the administration removed a group of 
radicals camping along the Potomac. The public reaction was muted. Nixon sensed 
that he had the backing of the silent majority. To many other administration fig-
ures, including John Ehrlichman, it seemed that the end of mass public demon-
strations had finally arrived. After a few thousand demonstrators were arrested on 
May 4, Nixon was, Haldeman recorded, “very pleased.”58 

KISSINGER IN CHARGE 

In the spring of 1971 Kissinger also had reason to be rather pleased with himself. 
He had weathered the storm of the past two years and clearly enhanced his posi-
tion as the president’s foreign policy czar. Kissinger had, or so it seemed at the time, 
interpreted the situation in the Middle East correctly in September 1970. He had 
managed to extract a Soviet concession of sorts on Cuba. And, while Allende 
remained, for the moment, the president of Chile, there had been positive devel-
opments in more significant areas. The negative Chinese reaction to the invasion 
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of Cambodia had been expected, but it did not necessarily prevent the possibility 
of an opening. Perhaps most important, Kissinger clearly had the upper hand vis-
à-vis Secretary of State Rogers. 

Kissinger’s control of the foreign policy process did concern some members of 
the American foreign policy elite. Among these was Rogers’ predecessor, Dean 
Rusk. In March 1971 Rusk wrote another former secretary of state, Dean Acheson: 

The impression I get . . . both from reading the press and talking to various peo-
ple in Washington, is that there is substance to the speculation that Henry 
Kissinger is gutting the role and responsibilities of Bill Rogers. If so, I am deeply 
disturbed because I do not believe this is good for the President, for the country 
or for the office of Secretary of State . . . The purpose of this note is to ask you 
whether you have the same impression as I and, if so, whether you think it would 
do any good if one or both of us had a quiet word with Bill Rogers on the sub-
ject. I have reason to believe that the morale of the Department of State is being 
adversely affected by this development and I suspect that it may have some effect 
on the ability of Bill Rogers to speak effectively to foreign governments. 

Acheson agreed with Rusk’s impression about the Kissinger–Rogers relationship. 
Yet, he had little sympathy for the secretary of state. “I do not think it would do any 
good for either of us—certainly not for me—to speak to Bill Rogers,” Acheson 
wrote back. He added: 

Bill Rogers’ difficulties, including his inability to speak effectively to foreign gov-
ernments which you mention, spring from his own inadequacies and not from 
Henry Kissinger or anyone else. One conclusion I hold after some experience is 
that a quiet word with Bill Rogers is not only a waste of time, but is far better left 
unspoken.59 

By that point, March 1971, it was too late to rescue Secretary of State Rogers from his 
growing irrelevancy. Kissinger had already outmaneuvered Rogers, with Nixon’s 
apparent approval, at almost every turn. And while the results of the administra-
tion’s foreign policy were hardly sensational in March 1971—there had been no res-
olution to the Vietnam War, no opening to China, no SALT agreement with the 
Soviets—within the next few months Kissinger would record a series of triumphs 
that would only strengthen his hold on the making of American foreign policy. 

The triumphs began with important news from China. 
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