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TAKING tHE WORLD tO tHE BRINK

Soon all hell will break loose.

—Khrushchev, end of September 1962

In the mid-seventies General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev refl ected that the 
USSR had since Khrushchev conducted a consistent foreign policy that had 
won trust. “If we had taken this line from the very beginning then Adenauer 
would not have been able to hang on so long, and the whole process up to 
1964 would have been better than that which we inherited. . . . With Cuba—
[Marshal Sergei] Biryuzov [offi cer commanding Strategic Missiles Forces] said 
palm trees were there: ‘I can put the missiles under palms.’ But if you had seen 
what happened at the datcha in [Novo-] Ogarevo [just outside Moscow] when 
the Americans launched the blockade.”1

It was not just the Cuban missile crisis that jeopardized peace. In October 
1964 Khrushchev was also indicted over the Berlin crisis: “Comrade Khrushchev 
wished to frighten the Americans; however, they were not scared, and we had to 
retreat.” Khrushchev, the indictment continued, menaced Britain and France 
at the time of Suez. All this amounted to “a system, a special ‘medium’ of con-
ducting foreign policy by means of threatening the imperialists with war.” And 
by such “adventurism,” he succeeded in binding the West together, when “our 
job required . . . making use of dissension and contradictions within the camp of 
imperialism.” Khrushchev also “brought the world to the brink of nuclear war; 
which struck terror into the very organizer of this dangerous fantasy.”2 This was 
what Brezhnev and the rest of the leadership had experienced at Novo-Ogarevo 
on Sunday 28 October 1962.

Arraigned before the Central Committee, Khrushchev disingenuously in-
sisted that “all these measures were good, and they were all at their time ap-
proved, so why now raise the question and hold me personally responsible for 
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176 Taking the World to the Brink

all this?”3 Marshal Rodion Malinovsky became Defense Minister after Khru-
shchev’s summary dismissal of Zhukov on 26 October 1957, a surprise move 
prompted partly as a result of Malinovsky’s own warnings as to how dangerous 
Zhukov was.4 Brezhnev, in a moment of inspired eloquence, warned Zhukov 
to be “quieter than water, lower than the grass.”5 General Dmitrii Yazov was a 
regimental commander intimately involved in the Cuban gambit. He recalls 
no prior consultation with Malinovsky and Chief of the General Staff Mat-
vei Zakharov. “After the decision was taken, only then were Malinovsky and 
Zakharov asked for advice about the planning: that you must do this, that, and 
the other. This is not advice,” Yazov recalls, “it is the implementation of instruc-
tions. That is how it was.”6 Such practices were no less true of the second Berlin 
crisis. Furthermore, Khrushchev’s close confi dant in foreign policy, Mikoyan, 
“spoke out against” provoking the Berlin crisis and “argued” with Khrushchev 
against placing missiles in Cuba.7

THE SECOND CRISIS OVER BERLIN

Failure to resolve the German question had left the contours of Europe’s 
political map in dispute since the end of World War II. The rearmament of 
West Germany and its inclusion within NATO in 1955 were rapidly followed by 
Adenauer’s wish expressed on 19 September 1956 that Bonn obtain “as speedily 
as practicable the possibility of itself producing nuclear weapons.”8 Khrushchev 
felt impelled to cut across such unsettling ambitions by forcing the West to ac-
cept the postwar territorial status quo.

From 27 March 1958, now Chairman of the Council of Ministers as well as 
First Secretary, he pressed ahead with Stalin’s solution. The vulnerability of 
West Berlin was only too apparent and all too tempting. Soviet plans indicated 
that the Red Army could take the city in six to eight hours.9 Khrushchev decided 
on an ultimatum: the allies had to abandon West Berlin within six months. 
Mikoyan recalled: “Khrushchev also displayed astonishing lack of understand-
ing of the entire complex of questions; he was prepared to renounce the Pots-
dam agreements and he stated all this in the autumn of 1958 in a speech without 
prior discussion in the Presidium and the Council of Ministers. This was in it-
self the most blatant breach of Party discipline.” Mikoyan asked if Gromyko had 
a view. “He murmured something inarticulate. I repeated the question—once 
again he murmurs: it was evident that he did not dare contradict Khrushchev.” 
Mikoyan suggested discussion be adjourned for a week while a Foreign Minis-
try memorandum was prepared. Khrushchev accepted this. Yet he did not fi nd 
support even within the Central Committee Information Department under 
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 Taking the World to the Brink 177

Georgii Pushkin. Up-and-coming Germanist, the former lathe worker Valentin 
Falin argued that the ultimatum would lead to military confl ict, a point of view 
brusquely dismissed by Khrushchev on the grounds that the Americans would 
never risk war over West Berlin.10 Falin’s judgment was shared by other Soviet 
offi cials.11 Yet the worst Khrushchev expected was increased international ten-
sion. “West Berlin is after all a splinter in a healthy body that must be removed,” 
he later assured US ambassador “Tommy” Thompson.12

Mao’s attempt to force American diplomatic recognition by bombarding 
 islands offshore (Quemoy and Matsu) in August played a role. Reacting to it, 
Dulles had declared that force might have to be used to prevent their capture 
from Chiang, adding that the same applied to West Berlin.13 Ulbricht brought 
this to Khrushchev’s attention. Why, if China, in a much more precarious 
situation, could rebuff the United States, was the USSR, militarily so power-
ful, unable to do the same in Europe? On 2 October Ulbricht and Grotewohl 
called for the deployment of “an offensive against West Germany.” In response 
to Bonn’s rearmament and bid for nuclear weapons, “we should also act from 
a position of strength,” Ulbricht insisted. “It must be borne in mind,” he con-
tinued, “that as soon as the question of the Chinese islands goes onto the back 
burner, it is Germany’s turn.”14

“Between ourselves,” Khrushchev told Mao on 3 August, “we will not fi ght 
for the sake of Taiwan.” But “in the event of a deterioration in the situation as a 
result of Taiwan, the USSR will defend the CPR. In turn the USA will declare 
that it will defend Taiwan. Thus a situation is created that verges on war.”15 Yet 
Khrushchev also knew from decrypted communications between Chiang and 
Dulles that Washington would not fi ght for the offshore islands.16 Returning 
home, Khrushchev decided to test Dulles’s courage: let China take the islands 
and Dulles can be given what he deserves in Berlin (expletives deleted relating 
to the Secretary’s mother).17 The combination of Beijing’s pinpricks and accu-
sations of appeasement from Ulbricht with Khrushchev’s intemperate character 
thus launched the world headlong into another crisis.

When on 10 November Gomułka read the draft of Khrushchev’s note, he 
asked whether the aim was ousting the West from Berlin. Khrushchev corrected 
him: “It is not that simple.”18 The priority was to secure Western recognition 
of the GDR and thereby the postwar frontiers of Central and Eastern Europe. 
Furthermore, in the Central Committee apparatus where he managed rela-
tions with fraternal parties, Andropov was responsive to East German anxieties 
at the unending fl ow of skilled labor westward and had urged a solution for 
some time. Moreover, by signing a separate peace treaty with East Germany 
and handing over Soviet rights within Berlin as a whole, Moscow would force 
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178 Taking the World to the Brink

the West to recognize the East merely for access to the city. This, of course, 
was bound to confl ict with the policy of dividing NATO. It cut directly across 
attempts to win over France, where the logical consequences of Khrushchev’s 
policy spelt disaster for national security: “If the West abandons Berlin,” Foreign 
Minister Maurice Couve de Murville insisted, “it runs the risk that Germany 
will turn toward Russia.”19 Khrushchev evidently thought the price worth pay-
ing. Were he to succeed, then Bonn was more likely to fall into his hands.

Moscow thus issued a note on 27 November 1958 accusing Washington, Lon-
don, and Paris of grossly violating the Potsdam agreement on Germany. They 
were “turning it [Berlin] into a kind of state within a state and using it as a cen-
ter from which to pursue subversive activity against the GDR, the Soviet Union, 
and the other parties of the Warsaw Treaty.” They were simultaneously sabotag-
ing the reunifi cation of Germany. This was intolerable. The USSR could not 
put up with the situation “any longer.” Moscow regarded “as null and void” the 
protocol on the occupation and administration of Berlin originally agreed on 
12 September 1944 and related supplementary agreements. The USSR would 
therefore transfer its rights under those agreements to the GDR. This included 
the possible transformation of West Berlin into a “free city.” If the receiving 
governments did not agree to renegotiate the above, then the USSR would 
unilaterally agree terms with the GDR.20

The note created the crisis intended. In order to push matters along, Mikoyan 
was sent to the United States for consultations on 4–20 January 1959, later de-
scribed as “useful.” Yet nothing was achieved. Moscow thus decided to go ahead 
and sign a peace treaty with the GDR alone.21 A further meeting on 11 February 
resolved that Western forces in the city would be left untouched but that no re-
inforcements would be permitted; that their supply would have to be negotiated 
between West Berlin and the GDR; and that communications from the West by 
air would be curtailed.22

On 16 February Washington and its allies—minus Paris—fi nally responded 
by agreeing to negotiate at foreign minister level in Geneva on 11 May–19 June. 
Moscow was worried, nevertheless, seeing the offer to talk as a delaying tactic. 
“They are drawing us into an adventure,” Khrushchev warned. “They expect 
the Russians to retreat.” Mikoyan, as usual, expressed concern lest Russia look 
as though it were seeking to avoid negotiations.23 Only Britain sought to ap-
pease. In anticipation of elections later that year, Prime Minister Harold Mac-
millan took himself to Moscow from 21 February to 3 March. There, behind 
the backs of the allies, Foreign Secretary Selwyn Lloyd hinted at recognition of 
the GDR on the condition that West Berlin retained its status. Adenauer was 
understandably furious. De Gaulle referred contemptuously to Macmillan as 
“ce vieillard lachrymose.”24
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 Taking the World to the Brink 179

“The imperialists are split on what to do,” boasted a spokesman at Central 
Committee headquarters. “Adenauer opposes any talks. De Gaulle backs Ad-
enauer. Macmillan, much to the annoyance of Adenauer, de Gaulle and the 
U.S., has another view.”25 But Khrushchev was also under pressure to deliver 
and responded with bluff directed as much at rivals as against other govern-
ments. He told the Central Committee plenum on 29 October 1957: “We have 
bombers that are not bad—long distance and medium range; they say that they 
are not worse than those of the Americans. But fl ying to America on bombers 
is currently a diffi cult task. The intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) is an-
other matter. This is an absolute weapon. The ballistic missile will hit a targeted 
grid reference. This missile will carry out the basic requirement of destroying 
the enemy’s bases at any point. As I already mentioned, we have a European 
missile. Now we must build them and pile them up. However, we need to 
perfect missile weaponry.”26 But this cost a great deal. Khrushchev had to trim 
expenditure elsewhere. And one of the key reasons for disposing of Zhukov had 
been because he had no enthusiasm for missiles and even less for reducing 
other capabilities to make way for them.

His mind made up, on 8 December 1959 Khrushchev wrote to members of 
the Presidium calling for “far-reaching cuts in armaments . . . even without 
conditions for reciprocity from other states, and for a signifi cant reduction in 
numbers of men under arms.” The latter could be cut by one million or one 
and a half million. “I believe that such a major reduction would not undermine 
our defense capability,” he insisted. The reasons he gave included the claim 
that “we are in excellent condition with respect to missile construction; as a 
matter of fact, we have a range of missiles that can resolve any military prob-
lem, short or long-range, ‘ground-to-ground,’ ‘air-to-ground,’ ‘air-to-air,’ atomic 
submarines, etc., and in respect of explosive power we also have a wide range. 
Moreover, we have successfully set in place serial production of these missiles.” 
Given possession of such fearful weapons, what need was there for “the large 
army that we have? It is crazy.”27

Khrushchev had increasingly focused on the fact that in the intercontinental 
nuclear arms race, the USSR was rapidly lagging behind the United States. 
France was well on its way to acquiring a nuclear capability, a process begun 
under de Gaulle’s socialist predecessors; West Germany, too, was now looking 
in the same direction. Adenauer insisted that unilateral renunciation of build-
ing the bomb made in 1954 no longer counted: “They [the Americans] have to 
hand over to us atomic weapons in one form or another,” he told de Gaulle.28 
Yet Western Europe was by no means a serious military threat to Russia. With 
its medium- (R-12) and newly deployed intermediate-range (R-14) ballistic mis-
siles, Moscow could destroy the region several times over.
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180 Taking the World to the Brink

Khrushchev, however, had yet to acquire a truly intercontinental capabil-
ity, whereas Washington possessed a bomber force fully capable and was now 
enhancing an enormous advantage in killing power. The Single Integrated Op-
erational Plan (SIOP-62) was intended as an all-out assault on the Sino-Soviet 
bloc with atomic strike forces amounting to 2,258 delivery vehicles carrying 
3,423 weapons, regardless of the conditions prompting general war. It came into 
effect on 1 April 1961.29 Yet the edge held by the United States was a matter of 
debate in Washington, which hitherto had no conclusive proof of Soviet back-
wardness in engineering ICBMs. Khrushchev was thereby able to conduct a 
tough policy of bluff against Eisenhower. This strategy had a limited time hori-
zon, however: until Washington discovered the truth. Moscow clearly hoped to 
be able to make up the distance before that happened.

ABORTING THE PARIS SUMMIT

Khrushchev had insisted on a summit between the Great Powers (excluding 
China).30 He and Eisenhower met at Camp David in late September 1959. 
But Khrushchev wanted more. He was therefore vulnerable should Washington 
resist. Eisenhower also hoped to meet, particularly to hasten a ban on nuclear 
tests. But Moscow was always fi ercely averse to any inspection regime that 
would make arms control or disarmament meaningful. Had the two Super-
powers trusted one another suffi ciently to do without such a regime, there would 
have been no need for such measures in the fi rst place. But mistrust ruled both 
sides. Espionage was therefore vital: both human intelligence (“humint”) and 
national technical means (“sigint”). After Moscow launched the world’s fi rst 
artifi cial satellite orbiting the earth, Sputnik, on 3 November 1957, CIA em-
barked upon Operation Lincoln: the use of humint for gathering information, 
inter alia, on the state of Soviet rocketry. In 1959 alone seventy such agents were 
trained and dispatched to the USSR, followed by one hundred in 1960.31

National technical means were already available. The fi rst US U-2 spy fl ight 
at high altitude took place on 7 April 1956.32 The problem for Khrushchev was 
that his supposed superiority in intercontinental ballistic missiles was a fi ction. 
“At that time,” Khrushchev since confessed, “we were substantially behind in 
the accumulation of nuclear weapons and did not have the necessary num-
ber of missiles for delivery. Our aircraft could not reach US territory and we 
therefore remained weaker.”33 Yet he mounted a reckless foreign policy on a 
fragile fi ction of superiority. “We are all alive thanks to your missiles,” Mao 
assured Khrushchev in July 1958. “Yes, to a certain extent this is so,” Khru-
shchev replied, “one can say so without being modest. It deters [our] enemies.”34 
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 Taking the World to the Brink 181

But these exaggerations could be uncovered at any moment. Downing the U-2 
was therefore top priority for the Air Defense Forces (Voiska PVO). Hitherto 
the fl ights took place out of range at 21,000 meters, whereas Soviet interceptor 
aircraft could reach only 19,000 meters.35 Surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) were, 
however, now in mass production and although the fi rst generation in 1952 
could never reach such a target,36 the next generation (1957) could in principle 
do so.37 The problem was that a spy plane had yet to be brought down.

Finally on 1 May 1960 a SAM-2 (V-75) missile battery in the Urals under 
the command of First Lieutenant Bukin succeeded.38 It was not a direct hit. 
The plane fl ew slightly to one side of the battery, which threw up a defensive 
barrage that clipped the tail and wing assembly of the aircraft, thus saving the 
life of the pilot and making possible his capture (when he failed to destroy 
himself and the aircraft) and that of the plane.39 That day Malinovsky had tele-
phoned to warn that a U-2 was en route from Pakistan to Sverdlovsk. Khru-
shchev was reviewing the May Day parade on Lenin’s mausoleum in Red 
Square when Marshal Sergei Biryuzov reported that the U-2 had been downed 
and its pilot was in Soviet hands. From outset, Khrushchev decided to publi-
cize the coup; that was why he had Biryuzov appear in full uniform to give the 
news.40 Khrushchev said that they had followed the fi rst fl ight on 9 April, but 
that on 1 May, when Malinovsky told him of the second run, “he had given or-
ders to shoot [the] plane down.”41 The aircraft was then displayed in Moscow’s 
favorite playground, “neskuchny sad”—the Gorky Park of Rest and Culture—in 
the very center of the city. But in case Washington wished to retaliate, Khru-
shchev halted all ongoing espionage operations for the time being.42

Khrushchev “was sure Eisenhower knew of the overall plan for such fl ights,” 
but he was equally “sure . . . that he had no knowledge of that individual fl ight 
of [Gary] Powers. That was,” he said, “something Allen Dulles cooked up. I 
just can’t conceive of Eisenhower sending over a plane on the eve of the Paris 
Conference.”43 Khrushchev was wrong. But the press sustained the fi ction and 
reported that the fl ight had been authorized by Dulles rather than Eisenhower. 
That suited Khrushchev, since he intended to use it as leverage in the summit 
forthcoming. He also hoped to keep secret the fact that the pilot was alive and 
in custody. But Deputy Foreign Minister Malik unwittingly leaked that fact in 
conversation with the Swedish ambassador, thus depriving Khrushchev of sur-
prise at a moment chosen for maximum effect.44 Up to this point approaches by 
Soviet ambassadors to clarify Western arrangements for the summit indicated 
that before 1 May Moscow was still serious about negotiations. Only on the eve 
did trouble appear. The planned visit to the United States by Chief of the Air 
Staff Marshal Konstantin Vershinin was abruptly cancelled on 13 May.
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182 Taking the World to the Brink

When Eisenhower let it be known that he had, indeed, personally authorized 
the fl ight, Khrushchev was baffl ed. “It was obviously a senseless statement, to 
say the least. A stupid statement. But it was made.”45 Khrushchev took personal 
prestige seriously. Yet, as Erofeev (now number two at the Paris embassy) points 
out, Khrushchev at the same time “when necessary . . . knew how to restrain 
his own emotions.” Erofeev, a cautious witness, notes that in respect of the 
U-2, “Khrushchev was led not so much by feelings as by sober calculation.” 
He points out, and this is confi rmed by Western sources,46 that at Vnukovo 
airport just prior to departure for Paris “Khrushchev unexpectedly lingered in 
the departure lounge with members of the Presidium seeing him off, in order, 
I suggest, to discuss in principle the question of the value of conducting the 
meeting in the light of a situation generally unfavorable to us arising from the 
German question. Then, during the period of the fl ight, with Gromyko and 
other main members of the delegation he prepared our possible tactics, though 
he did not disclose his thoughts until the last minute.”47 Khrushchev had con-
sulted Gromyko and Malinovsky, who both agreed with him (it would have 
been most unwise to have disagreed too strongly and certainly out of character 
for Gromyko). A typist and stenographer were aboard. The brief was redrafted 
“180 degrees” and was, of course, not yet seen by the leadership as a whole.48 
When Moscow was then fully consulted, not everyone was pleased. According 
to an unconfi rmed account from Russian sources, it was as ever Mikoyan who 
tried to persuade Khrushchev to relent.49

Erofeev commented: “It had become clear to Khrushchev from his talks with 
de Gaulle that his proposals on German matters would not make progress and, 
moreover, would be publicly and unanimously rejected by the Western partici-
pants to the meeting; he would be isolated, in a losing position. The summit 
had for him become unnecessary; more than that, undesirable.”50 It opened on 
16 May and collapsed in vituperation two days later with Khrushchev’s sugges-
tion that they reconvene in six to eight months and that Eisenhower postpone 
his visit to Moscow scheduled for June. After its collapse, Khrushchev told those 
gathered around him in the embassy: “Well, what’s the matter? Why are you so 
downhearted? For us it were better the meeting never took place.”51

Mikoyan believed that by his intemperate behavior Khrushchev had “buried 
détente.” “He simply spat at everyone, including de Gaulle, who had taken 
up a position independent of the USA. Thus he is guilty of setting détente 
back fi fteen years, which cost us massive amounts thanks to the arms race.”52 
A proud man, de Gaulle was personally affronted by Khrushchev’s disruptive 
and boorish antics. But Khrushchev was contemptuous of his self-importance. 
“De Gaulle has nothing,” he said; “de Gaulle is as poor as a church mouse; he 
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 Taking the World to the Brink 183

could not even dispose of his own trousers. He doesn’t represent any real capa-
bility at all.” He “doesn’t have a signifi cant voice because he has no missiles, no 
bombs.” And as for de Gaulle acting against Washington, he would not be able 
to, “otherwise the bourgeoisie of France will oppose him and won’t support the 
government.”53

Thus at the Soviet Embassy in Paris Erofeev saw the collapse of his own and 
his ambassador’s laborious efforts to bring about a Franco-Soviet rapproche-
ment. “Deeply wounded by Khrushchev for the disruption of a meeting so im-
portant to him (the fi rst in Paris since the war), de Gaulle abruptly and for fi ve 
years turned his back on us over an array of international issues. He stood deci-
sively on the side of the United States during the Cuban [missile] crisis; signed 
a treaty of cooperation with West Germany in 1963, that met with an extremely 
negative response in Moscow; recalled his ambassador Dejean from the USSR; 
and indicated to his favorite, S. A. Vinogradov, the desirability of leaving for 
Moscow for consultations after the Soviet Union recognized independent Al-
geria de jure in 1962 and expressed its readiness to establish diplomatic rela-
tions. Thus the level of interstate ties was lowered to that of chargé d’affaires, 
and political contacts between the two countries were in effect curtailed. De 
Gaulle never met Khrushchev again and only after his removal agreed to visit 
the USSR offi cially in June 1966. Almost six years were lost in the development 
of Franco-Soviet relations.”54

THE CONGO CRISIS

A most implausible area for Soviet intervention was sub-Saharan Africa by 
reason not only of distance but also unfamiliarity. Until 1960, senior KGB of-
fi cer Vadim Kirpichenko recalls, “the attitude toward African problems in the 
organs of state security was relatively quiescent, as our intelligence and counter-
intelligence interests were concentrated on the USA, Europe, and China. In 
respect of Africa we were obviously behind the times. In the USSR Foreign 
Ministry there were two African departments already at work, and in the Min-
istry of Foreign Trade already three; but in the KGB, only a small directorate 
of fi ve people, of which I became the head immediately after my return from 
Cairo in the spring of 1960.” In Cairo, Kirpichenko had “maintained business 
contacts with almost all the representatives of the African national liberation 
movements which found hospitable refuge on Egyptian soil.”55

The crisis in the Congo, a country enriched by copper and uranium, fol-
lowed directly from rapid decolonization by Belgium, leaving a population 
uneducated past the age of eleven with no security other than that provided 
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184 Taking the World to the Brink

by Belgian troops, with large mining companies determined not to lose their 
assets. The main aspirant for power, Patrice Lumumba, was volatile, alternately 
idealistic, ruthless, and vengeful. In mid-April 1959 he made his way secretly 
to Brussels, having made initial contact with the Soviet ambassador in Guinea 
to express interest in diplomatic relations with Moscow on independence and 
in visiting the USSR beforehand.56 He also met the General Secretary of the 
Communist Party for a fi ve-hour meeting. Subsequently the Belgian commu-
nist leader told fi rst secretary Savinov at the Soviet embassy that “conditions for 
the spreading of Marxism in the Congo are more favorable than in the other 
countries of Africa.”57

After bloody uprisings, Belgium fi nally granted independence on 30 June. 
Moscow immediately established diplomatic relations. But, Keith Kyle recalls: 
“The Belgians were . . . counting on continuing to run the country in the name 
of the new African rulers.”58 To Belgium, Lumumba was already a marked 
man.59 Belgian commercial interests held an enormous £1,000m in Congolese 
assets. Union Minière was the most powerful; 15 percent was British owned.60 On 
23 March head of Union Minière Herman Robiliart warned, “There is no doubt 
that on 1 July these men will open wide the doors of the Congo to their friends 
in the East.”61 It is not surprising that they sought to hinder Lumumba’s progress 
from the start. Moreover Victor Nendaka, a close associate of Lumumba, had 
been briefi ng CIA and the Belgians on his subventions from Moscow.62

Lumumba and his party, the MNC (Mouvement National Congolais), won 
only 33 seats out of 137 in the assembly but, larger than any other grouping, had 
suffi cient support to form an administration in Léopoldville. Belgium, however, 
unilaterally changed the Loi Fondamentale, allowing Lumumba’s rival Moïse 
Tshombe to form an autonomous administration in Katanga, the southern and 
richest part of the country. Tshombe served Belgian commercial interests. In 
a matter of days after independence, the Force Publique mutinied against an 
entirely white offi cer corps that treated them with contempt. Belgian civilians 
panicked and fl ed the country, threatening the economy.63 On 9–10 July Bel-
gium decided to invade,64 and by mid-July it had retaken the key towns. Ka-
tanga seceded on 11 July after the directors of the Societé Generale passed a 
unanimous resolution for its independence.65 Tshombe was duly rewarded with 
fi nancial assistance by Union Minière.66 And the Société Générale prevailed 
upon the King not to take action against Katanga.67 On 12 July Lumumba called 
for UN intervention against “foreign aggression.” Two days later the Congolese 
government broke off relations.

At the KGB, Chairman Alexandr’ Shelepin was horrifi ed to discover that the 
committee lacked a full department to cover Africa. Head of the tiny Africa sec-
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tion, Kirpichenko was immediately recalled from holiday, promoted to be head 
of the new department and given additional personnel. But though able to form 
plans, he had no one to carry them out.68 A small group of KGB offi cers then 
arrived in the Congo during July under diplomatic cover headed by Leonid 
Podgorny to form an embassy.69

The UN Security Council demanded withdrawal but did not condemn Bel-
gium for aggression because Washington, London, and Paris were anxious to 
avoid complicating relations. The Security Council decided on intervention 
to provide “such military assistance as may be necessary until . . . the national 
security forces may be able . . . to meet fully their tasks.” Belgium, however, 
withdrew only to Katanga. That day Lumumba turned to Moscow, incautiously 
asking them “to follow hour-by-hour the development of the situation in the 
Congo.” The telegram also contained a phrase—doubtless intercepted by the 
NSA, fi xing thereby US hostility toward Lumumba: “It is possible we will be 
obliged to ask for the intervention of the Soviet Union, should the Western 
camp not cease aggression against the sovereignty of the Congolese Republic.”70 
Moscow responded promptly on 15 July: “The government of the Congo can 
be assured that the Soviet government will render the Congolese Republic the 
assistance necessary that may be required for the victory of our just cause.”71 At 
this stage only food aid was sent, but soon fi ve Ilyushin-18 aircraft were offered 
for the transportation of Ghanaian troops into Léopoldville; then one hundred 
lorries and a group of Soviet instructors. Doctors were also dispatched. From 
Belgium former members of the Congo Sûrété were now recalled to their for-
mer hunting grounds.72 The crocodiles were circling.

Lumumba’s request to Moscow hardened UN Secretary General Dag Ham-
marskjöld against him. Under Secretary Ralph Bunche had told Hammarskjöld 
that Tshombe was nothing but a “puppet” manipulated by Belgium, so high-
sounding talk of the “legitimate” objectives of Tshombe were, to say the least, 
insincere.73 British offi cials were warned that he “had conceived the United Na-
tions operation as a means of preventing the Soviet penetration of Africa. And 
he had set about removing the elements of danger one by one.”74 UN neutrality 
was fatally compromised.

On 5 August Moscow repeated a demand for Belgian withdrawal. The Rus-
sians called for replacement of the UN command in the Congo if it failed to 
observe the decisions of the Security Council and demanded resolute measures 
to end the occupation of Katanga. They also called for the replacement of con-
tingents in the country with those effective in fi ghting the interventionists.75 
Lumumba accused Hammarskjöld of refusing to send troops into Katanga. On 
27 July King Badouin met privately with Hammarskjöld and asked him not to 
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186 Taking the World to the Brink

damage the Tshombe regime.76 On 8–9 August the Security Council weak-
ened its demand that Belgium withdraw by simultaneously declaring the UN 
would not be party to the confl ict between two halves of the Congo. Refl ecting 
Hammarsjöld’s opinions and contradicting the resolution of 14 July, the latest 
resolution instructed UN forces not to be “used to infl uence the outcome of 
any internal confl ict, constitutional or otherwise.” This bizarre reinterpretation 
of Congolese sovereignty naturally had Belgian approval. Thus Hammarskjöld 
negotiated directly with Tshombe to secure the entry of UN troops into Ka-
tanga in place of the Belgians, as a result of which Lumumba broke off rela-
tions on 14–15 August. The Security Council backed Hammarskjöld. Moscow 
could not overturn the previous UN resolution without facing a US veto. At 
Belgian bidding Lumumba was dismissed by the president77 on 5 September 
in collusion with the UN. By then Hammarskjöld was unalterably convinced 
not only that Lumumba “was already clearly a Communist stooge” but also 
that “no stable settlement could be envisaged unless his powers could be fur-
ther reduced.”78 Lumumba’s disastrous attempt to reach Katanga with remnants 
of the Force Publique ended in bloody massacres when they were distracted 
by and embroiled in preexisting ethnic strife between Luluas and Balubas in 
South Kasaï.

On 16 September, with US support, the offi cer commanding the Force Pub-
lique, Joseph Mobutu, paid by Belgium, seized power and broke off relations 
with Moscow. Deputy Prime Minister Antoine Gizenga fl ed to Stanleyville 
with the rest of the government. Lumumba was captured in Léopoldville and 
placed under house arrest. His assassination was precipitated by a mutiny of 
Congolese forces and fear that Lumumba would return to power.79 Even Brit-
ish offi cials incautiously speculated on “ensuring Lumumba’s removal from 
the scene by killing him.”80 Oleg Nazhestkin, a KGB offi cer stationed under 
diplomatic cover, claims CIA sent in a “Michael Malroney” (Larry Devlin) 
from operations. His job was to lure Lumumba out into the open. This was 
done through an agent in Lumumba’s entourage.81 Lumumba escaped from 
his residence and headed for Stanleyville only to be detained by Major General 
Henry Templer Alexander, offi cer commanding the UN Ghanaian contingent, 
and handed over to Mobutu’s men on orders from New York. Lumumba was 
fl own back to Léopoldville where he was assaulted in front of the press and then 
sent to Thysville barracks.

On 15 January Belgium insisted Tshombe take Lumumba. He was trans-
ported to Katanga by plane and murdered with Belgian collusion on 17 January 
1961. It was a disastrous performance by the UN, tainted by the Cold War as 
was every institution that had come into contact with it. Moscow was effectively 
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helpless—grandstanding was all Khrushchev accomplished. Khrushchev found 
he had no naval power nor airlift capacity worthy of the name and that the for-
mer would take at least fi ve years to build and with money he could not afford.82 
In the end he was reluctant to create a crisis with the United States for such a 
remote return. A new administration was in the offi ng.

KHRUSHCHEV CONFRONTS KENNEDY

The end of the Eisenhower administration left Khrushchev guessing. What 
he certainly did not want was victory for Nixon, a hard-line anticommunist with 
whom Khrushchev had a bruising encounter in a “miracle kitchen,” a US ex-
hibit, on the vice presidential visit (23 July–2 August 1959).83 But the ineptitude 
with which Khrushchev attempted to infl uence the election in favor of Ken-
nedy, via the candidate’s brother Robert, cannot have impressed the Democrats 
that Moscow had any real understanding of the United States.84

Cuba had been a thorn in America’s side since Fidel Castro took power in 
1959. From 1959 blatant infringement of US commercial interests made a colli-
sion between Havana and Washington inevitable. Whether Cuba also became 
a Soviet base area in the Caribbean with immediate reach into the heart of 
Latin America was more a matter of choice. Cuba had long been the play-
ground of American millionaires and the Mafi a. It had little claim to fame 
except cigars, rum, and, less well known, pharmacology. While profi ts were 
safe, no US government worried about the dictatorship established by Batista in 
1952; it was only when US interests were jeopardized that democracy suddenly 
became high priority.

The Cuban revolutionaries who seized power in January 1959 decided to 
hold military forces in reserve while the facade of constitutionalist government 
was set up under a respectable lawyer brought in from exile for that purpose by 
Castro. From March 1959 “el Che” (Guevara), in particular, was restless to pur-
sue that more distant goal of bringing the revolution to Argentina and the rest 
of the subcontinent.85 Yet these activities cut directly across the strategy favored 
by Moscow formulated under the infl uence of the Chilean Communist Party, 
which favored constitutionalism above insurrection.86 Cuba’s hasty moves to ex-
port revolution in the Caribbean inevitably made Moscow cautious, especially 
when conducted by such independently minded revolutionaries.

The US-sponsored invasion of Cuba at Playa Girón with the bombing of 
airfi elds on 15 April 1961 and landings by exiles two days later showed Khru-
shchev that Kennedy could be swayed by hawks. The invasion failed. The bland 
assumption that the population would rise up and aid the invasion was shown 
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188 Taking the World to the Brink

to be false. “When you take a job like this, you simply have to depend on the 
judgement of the men around you. And you don’t know them at fi rst,” Kennedy 
later lamely confessed.87

Khrushchev then backtracked in his determination to reduce conventional 
forces. Calling on Malinovsky, Zakharov, and Grechko to stiffen forces in Ger-
many in late May 1961, Khrushchev emphasized, “If we wish to carry on our 
policy and that this policy is recognized and respected and feared, we have to be 
resolute.” He added: “One has to bolster [one’s forces] because words have to be 
bolstered by acts.”88 Suddenly Khrushchev was overwhelmed with nostalgia for 
the dull predictability of the 1950s. “The most intelligent politician in the USA 
in recent years was Dulles. With him we always knew what we could count on. 
And Dulles would not go to war.” Kennedy, however, was different. “The events 
in Cuba indicate that he is not very intelligent.”89 But Khrushchev appears to 
have forgotten his comment about Dulles to Mao in 1958: “It is better to do 
business with a fool than an intelligent person.”90

Kennedy’s failure over Cuba encouraged Khrushchev’s disparagement, a 
view reinforced by ambassador Mikhail Menshikov. He misleadingly predicted 
that Kennedy would “mount the high horse” but would be the fi rst to give way. 
Yet this is certainly not the entire story.91 If Kennedy were, indeed, weak, then 
on the face of it he was equally if not more susceptible to pressure from hawks 
within the United States as the Cuban fi asco suggested. The Vienna summit of 
3–4 June certainly did not resolve this conundrum.

Kennedy was strongly advised not to get involved in tortuous debates about 
general principles—for which he had neither talent nor training—but he did 
precisely that and came off badly, ineptly acknowledging the value of peaceful 
coexistence without understanding the full signifi cance of the concept (peace 
between states but class war between societies). In turn the condescending tone 
adopted by Khrushchev prompted icy politeness: Kennedy “had not assumed 
offi ce to accept arrangements totally inimical to US interests.”92 He stormed out 
of the Soviet embassy. He had “expected this summit to open the way to the 
relaxation of tension that he had promised in his inaugural . . . instead it had 
turned into a bewildering showdown for which he had not been prepared.”93 
Indeed, the Presidium’s subsequent report on the summit crowed about Khru-
shchev’s “extensive mastery of the subjects [under discussion] and his aggressive 
spirit.”94

“This is a man who dreams but decides which way to go on a day-by-day 
 basis,” Khrushchev said scornfully, adding, more signifi cantly, “The man him-
self has very little authority among those that decide and direct the policy of the 
United States.”95 Kennedy was, in his words, “too young. He lacks the authority 
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 Taking the World to the Brink 189

and prestige to settle this issue [Berlin/Germany] correctly.”96 Taking advantage 
of Kennedy’s failure over Cuba in order to bolster the Soviet position in Eu-
rope, on 29 July Shelepin outlined a strategy “to create circumstances in differ-
ent areas of the world which would assist in diverting the attention and forces of 
the United States and its allies, and would tie them down during the settlement 
of the question of a German peace treaty and West Berlin.” This was approved 
by the Presidium on 1 August.97

Moscow did not get its way, however. It settled instead for an interim solution 
that further damaged Soviet standing. The decision to build the Berlin wall was 
Khrushchev’s alone. During a long conversation with Ulbricht on 1 August he 
announced his decision “to encircle Berlin with a steel ring.” His offer to rein-
force the number of Soviet divisions in Germany only made Ulbricht nervous, 
however.98 Anxious lest Bonn react by implementing trade sanctions, Ulbricht 
wanted prior warning, but Khrushchev was having none of it.99 Preparations 
were conducted in the tightest secrecy. Nothing was communicated to East 
Berlin in code or even by the Kremlin’s special telephone line.100 “Naturally, 
the GDR would not close the border without us,” Khrushchev told ambassador 
Kroll. “Of course, we shut the border; this was done at our request, though tech-
nically it was carried out by the GDR as it is a German issue.”101

The Berlin wall went up during the night of 12–13 August, effectively making 
East Berlin a part of the GDR and cutting off West Berlin.102 Western intel-
ligence had been caught napping.103 This ugly scar threatened allied rights in 
the city and raised the political temperature considerably as those seeking to 
escape were shot dead. The potential for miscalculation on either side was real. 
Yet, and this increasingly became a source of anxiety, Khrushchev had persis-
tently ridiculed the very notion of miscalculation at the Vienna summit.104 It 
would take a crisis bringing both sides to the brink of war for Moscow as well as 
Washington to realize the importance of very real dangers in the thermonuclear 
era.

Khrushchev still thought war remote, however. At Pitsunda on 17 August he 
assured Ho Chi Minh: “At present, in our opinion, the real danger of war break-
ing out is about 3–5 percent. But war may break out by accident, and we are 
ready for it.” The appointment of Marshal Ivan Kon’ev Commander-in-Chief 
of the Group of Soviet Forces in Germany buttressed this fi rm line. The policy 
described to Ho allowed for a measure of threat. It was one of “logic and a big 
stick.” Should a German settlement be secured, the ultimate prize lured him 
on: “Regulation of the German question will create a completely new situation 
in Western Europe. . . . It is currently scarcely possible to presuppose that West 
Germany would dare attack socialist countries. It has not got the strength to do 
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190 Taking the World to the Brink

it. At the same time it is suffi ciently powerful to try to improve its position at 
the expense of its western neighbors. The main avenger now in Europe is West 
Germany. It is worth the Western Powers thinking about this.”105

To discourage agitation about the Wall, Moscow decided on 31 August to 
resume nuclear testing and to implement a range of measures buttressing its 
position in Eastern Europe. “This reminded the Western Powers of the real 
balance of power and the need to take it into account,” recalls Petr Abrasimov, 
quondam ambassador to the GDR.106 Moreover, Khrushchev did not drop the 
German question with the erection of the Wall. The Belgian representative 
to NATO was told that Khrushchev “would continue to use Berlin as a means 
of pressuring [the] allies and in this connection quoted Chekhov’s story of [a] 
fi sherman who was called before [a] judge for having stolen spikes and ties from 
[a] railroad which he used to weight his fi shing line. [The] accused in defense 
offered [the] fact that he had never removed enough spikes or ties to put [a] 
train off balance.”107

The aim was entirely as foreseen and the very reason why de Gaulle ada-
mantly refused even to negotiate on the subject of Berlin: if Moscow succeeded 
in decoupling Berlin from the allies, then Bonn would draw the lesson that they 
could no longer rely on NATO. Having read deciphered dispatches belonging 
to the other side, in October 1961 Khrushchev assured Britain’s ambassador that 
if Bonn lost faith in the West, “they will turn to us. They have no place else 
to go.”108 But when? To Kennedy’s press secretary Pierre Salinger in Moscow, 
Khrushchev vilifi ed Adenauer as “a dangerous and senile old man. The only 
way Adenauer could reunite Germany,” he insisted, “is through war, and he 
hasn’t got the courage to do that.”109 This anger indicated severe stress from 
growing pressure to obtain results. The new British ambassador, Sir Frank Rob-
erts, did not differ from his predecessor Sir Patrick Reilly in concluding that 
“Khrushchev had staked his prestige entirely on settling the Berlin question.”110 
Sulzberger interviewed Khrushchev in early September and was struck by his 
“continual use of the word ‘prestige.”’ He sensed that “Khrushchev really wants 
informal contact—not through diplomats—and he would like to circumvent 
his own foreign offi ce and government and save his own prestige.”111 That is 
precisely what comrades feared.

In January 1961 Khrushchev had reasserted the Party’s commitment to na-
tional liberation movements. But this was essentially a rhetorical fl ourish de-
signed to appease critics, and not just dissentient China, with whom relations 
had been deteriorating. When Khrushchev held talks with Mao in 1954 he said, 
“A confl ict between China and ourselves is inevitable.” At root Mao could not 
bear the thought that any other Communist Party stood above China in the 
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 Taking the World to the Brink 191

hierarchy.112 Thus Moscow never placed Beijing’s claim to a permanent seat on 
the UN Security Council ahead of other, more pressing priorities: the German 
question and the creation of a modus vivendi with Washington. Mao became 
the ever more irate backseat driver in the Soviet car, forever chiding Khru-
shchev for attempting to seek détente with Eisenhower. Kennedy seemed a soft 
target of opportunity. For Moscow, facing West rather than East, Asia was always 
a secondary priority.

Nothing underscored Khrushchev’s priorities more than his statement to Ho 
on 19 August 1961 that “the German question is now more important than that 
of Laos and takes up all our time.” In Laos the communist Pathet Lao had been 
engaged in an insurgency since July 1959. What Ho sought was aid for the Pathet 
Lao that would enable the creation of an army of 10,000 men. By taking and 
holding neighboring Laos, Hanoi could assure lines of supply to forces fi ghting 
in the South. Khrushchev instead favored “a more fl exible policy” of sustaining 
the more neutralist Souvanaphouma in power. Souvanaphouma was unstable 
but he “already fears us more than the imperialists.” He was not a communist 
any more than was Castro, but he had his uses. Ho needed to rectify his line, 
Khrushchev insisted. “We send weapons for Laos via Vietnam; you redistribute 
them, but you redistribute them wrongly. This has to be corrected.”113

Warned by Eisenhower that this was the key to peace in Southeast Asia, Ken-
nedy had expressed his concerns about Laos with Khrushchev in Vienna. Both 
had agreed that the country was, in Kennedy’s words, “of no strategic impor-
tance and was not vital to either side.”114 Some kind of deal was feasible. But 
Hanoi never found it advantageous to observe any such accommodation; and 
this was Vietnam’s backyard, whereas Moscow was working from a tremendous 
distance that made enforcement well nigh impossible. Moreover, Kennedy was 
as reluctant as Dulles and Eisenhower to risk the domestic fallout of coming to 
terms with Beijing. Thus the problem of neutralizing revolution in Indochina 
as a whole was bound to persist because China had every interest in causing 
trouble for Washington, there and elsewhere.

THE SINO-SOVIET SPLIT

Washington had known of cracks in Sino-Soviet unity for some considerable 
time. But policy making and execution under Eisenhower from 1952 to 1959 
lay in the hands of Assistant Secretary of State Robertson. A Virginia Demo-
crat and businessman, Robertson had served in Chungking from 1945 to 1946 
as  minister-counselor. He felt strongly that Chiang had been betrayed by not 
granting him $500 million in aid and by letting Russia into Manchuria. His 
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192 Taking the World to the Brink

 notoriously strong personal ties with Chiang and the China lobby in Congress 
gave him special status. Mindful of public opinion, Dulles always worked 
through him on Far Eastern matters. Robertson also maintains that “there was 
never any division on any basic issue. We worked together in complete har-
mony.” Robertson loathed Britain, whose recognition of Communist China he 
considered “a fatal mistake.” Worse than that: “the British were opposed to tak-
ing any action in Asia to stem the Communist aggression,” he later refl ected. 
“They gave a token support in Korea, but only a token support.” And they failed 
to join the United States in propping up the French in Indochina.115

On Robertson’s watch, no attempt was countenanced to exploit Sino-Soviet 
differences that accepted continued communist control of China. In May 1955, 
asked “if he had heard any reports about diffi culties between Russia and China 
or shooting on the border,” Robertson said “he had heard none. Furthermore, 
he added, even if there were diffi culties on a local basis, they would be unim-
portant. The interests of the two countries lie together. Robertson claims that 
already in 1940, Mao Tse-tung was writing that he wanted to support world 
communism under Soviet leadership. . . . Robertson said he recently told 
Dulles there is no hope whatsoever of Mao Tse-tung becoming a ‘Titoist.’ He 
told Dulles that Mao is as loyal to his own principles as Dulles is loyal to the 
principles taught him by his father, a Presbyterian preacher.”116 The problem 
for US intelligence reading an ever-growing number of increasingly large tea 
leaves was to convince the administration that differences were genuine and 
growing apace.

On 28 February 1957 proposals even reached the NSC to recognize Beijing 
in return for good behavior. But Dulles argued strongly against, with Eisen-
hower’s support.117 It took over a decade and in much worse circumstances 
for Washington to return to the issue. Meanwhile, in June 1959 with a US 
summit ahead, Khrushchev told Mao that Moscow would not be donating the 
prototype for atomic weapons because of the test-ban negotiations. Later that 
year, a Sino-Indian border clash prompted a TASS statement regretting the 
incident in view of the forthcoming US-Soviet summit at Camp David. China 
took offense. Mao argued, “The Khrushchev people are very naïve. He does 
not understand Marxism, and is easily fooled by imperialism.” Mao still hoped 
to avoid a breach but believed, even after the abandonment of the Paris sum-
mit, “that the basic thinking of Khrushchev of dominating the world through 
US-Soviet cooperation has not changed.”118 Chou, for example, described the 
withdrawal of Soviet experts in 1957 as Khrushchev lifting a rock “only to drop 
it on his own feet.”119 Indeed, it was fear of the United States that kept China 
within the Soviet bloc: as Liu Shao-Ch’ih indicated after returning from a ma-
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jor collision with Khrushchev at the Moscow conference of Communist Parties 
in November–December 1960.120

In August 1961 Moscow expelled troublesome and self-obsessed Tirana from 
the Warsaw Pact, prompting Chinese accusation of killing the chicken “to 
frighten the monkeys.”121 But China’s criticism alienated Khrushchev still fur-
ther: “We used to be in great need of your support. But now it’s different, now 
we’re in a much better position, and we’ll walk our own way.”122 Nonprolifera-
tion was in the air: Moscow aimed at Bonn; Washington, at Beijing. But what 
fi nally killed the relationship was the border war between China and India on 
22 October 1962. The manner in which Khrushchev switched positions within a 
matter of days from a relatively pro-Chinese to a pro-Indian position in parallel 
with the shift from confrontation with Washington over missiles in Cuba and 
agreement on withdrawal was just too much for Beijing to swallow.123

No change was made until Nixon came to power after voicing a major recon-
sideration. The infl exibility of the Democrats was further to be seen in respect 
of Vietnam and also Cuba. It was never entirely clarifi ed whether the process 
of containment was containment of the Sino-Soviet bloc or of communism in 
general. If it were merely containment of Soviet and Chinese power, then a 
differentiated and nuanced approach to the rest of the world communist move-
ment made sense. But if, of course, it were fundamentally ideological, then 
concessions to any burgeoning communist movement was detrimental to the 
cause. Failure to face up to this question and clarify policy confi ned US foreign 
policy making to a straightjacket inherited from the past and exacerbated the 
irritation of NATO Europe at US priorities.

The contrast with military strategy is striking. Here there was greater readi-
ness to review policy; yet even here changes in doctrine were cosmetic rather 
than substantial and the result somewhat muddled. A consequence of the Ber-
lin crisis was reappraisal of the “massive retaliation” strategy under SIOP-62. 
Democrats sought to improve on the infl exibility of the Eisenhower administra-
tion, criticized by Professor Henry Kissinger from Harvard, in respect of nuclear 
war planning. SIOP-62 was essentially a second-strike strategy responding to a 
Soviet attack. The question raised by Berlin was what would be appropriate to 
a Soviet attack not on the United States but on a more limited objective, such 
as West Berlin. All-out nuclear war was scarcely a credible response. In trying 
to defend Berlin with conventional forces on the ground, an escalation of the 
level of force deployed by the other side was likely, and this could rise at some 
stage to approximate general war.

The execution of SIOP-62 would kill an estimated 37 percent of the So-
viet population. “Is this really an appropriate next step after the repulse of a 
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194 Taking the World to the Brink

 three-division attack across the zonal border between East and West Germany? 
Will the President be willing to take it?” Instead, Professor Carl Kaysen, an 
economist and deputy to Kennedy’s national security adviser MacGeorge 
Bundy, advocated what became known as “fl exible response,” including the ini-
tiation of a nuclear fi rst strike planned for the occasion, focusing on the smallest 
possible list of targets. These targets were Soviet long-range systems that could 
hit the United States. Having ruled out B-47 and B-52 bombers because they 
could easily be detected and hit by SAMs, Kaysen stated that what were needed 
were relatively small numbers of planes with low-altitude penetration because 
“at present, the USSR has little capability for active defense against very low 
altitude attacks” (NIE 11–3-61, July 1961). The chosen instruments of delivery 
were therefore most obviously “overseas-based or carrier-based aircraft.”124

Although USAF procurement followed suit, little came of this strategic reap-
praisal in terms of an alternative strategy to all-out nuclear war. France reso-
lutely opposed the idea. Only after it left the integrated military structure of 
NATO was Washington able to obtain acceptance of “fl exible response,” in 
1967. And by the end of that decade it had an array of dual-capable aircraft 
(the F-111, F-111A, A-4s, and A-6s) that could accomplish counterforce missions. 
Because of its potential for a fi rst strike against Soviet command, control, and 
communications, Moscow became increasingly obsessed with their removal. 
Both American and Russian offi cers thought in terms of the possibility of a 
fi rst strike, launching missiles before the enemy’s missiles reached their targets. 
In this sense the distinction between preemption and launch-on-warning was 
marginal. This was certainly not what the military on each side wished to hear 
discussed beyond the closed circle. Indeed, during the strategic arms limitation 
talks (SALT) that began at the end of the decade a Soviet general complained to 
his US counterpart that the subject of launch-on-warning should not be raised 
with civilians present and that, “as a military man,” General Allison “should 
have known the answer to that question.”125

OVERCOMING US STRATEGIC SUPERIORITY

Diplomatic relations between Havana and Moscow were opened on 7 May 
1960. Under American eyes on 10 September the fi rst signifi cant shipment 
of armaments arrived via Czechoslovakia.126 Subsequent to the abortive US-
 sponsored invasion at Playa Girón, between 4 August and 30 September 1961 
Moscow signed two agreements pledging more armaments over the following 
three years. Growing Cuban-Soviet cooperation was paralleled by Havana’s 
transition toward a Soviet-style regime. On 16 April, the day after the Americans 
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 Taking the World to the Brink 195

started bombing Cuban airfi elds, Castro declared the Cuban revolution to be 
socialist. On 2 December he proclaimed his government Marxist-Leninist.

Cuba, however, remained on the periphery of Khrushchev’s vision. At the 
Presidium on 8 January 1962 he made clear that compromise on Berlin was 
unacceptable. “It would be better not to have an agreement and to preserve 
for ourselves the initiative of exerting pressure at the necessary moment and 
the necessary place on the question of West Berlin than to have an agreement 
that does not satisfy us.” He insisted that “now we must prepare for the fi nal 
showdown over West Berlin.”127 And when Anatoly Dobrynin was briefed by 
Khrushchev prior to taking charge of the Washington embassy in March 1962, 
the conversation focused on Germany. Khrushchev was primarily preoccupied 
with gaining leverage over the West to secure a satisfactory settlement. He then 
complained of the emplacement by the United States of missiles in neighbor-
ing Turkey “under the very nose of the Soviet Union” and said of US nuclear 
capabilities, “It’s high time their long arms were cut shorter.”128

For Khrushchev the failure to make progress on Germany underlined the im-
portance of catching up. In an off-the-record meeting at the height of the crisis 
on Cuba, 16 October 1962, Secretary of State Dean Rusk commented, “Berlin 
is . . . very much involved in this . . . for the fi rst time, I’m beginning really to 
wonder whether maybe Mr. Khrushchev is entirely rational about Berlin.”129 In-
deed, a CIA assessment subsequently argued that in his frustration Khrushchev 
“made a fi nal, unsuccessful attempt in 1962 to break the East-West deadlock 
over the German question with a badly miscalculated venture to place strategic 
missiles in Cuba.”130 Talks on Germany between Russians and Americans had 
continued since the construction of the Berlin wall on 13 August 1961 but made 
no progress.

In March 1962 discussions began between Gromyko and Rusk, though it im-
mediately became clear that substantial progress through mutual compromise 
was unlikely. France refused to participate because of Khrushchev’s barefaced 
blackmail at a time he had twenty divisions in the Soviet group of forces in 
Germany.131 Poland, not wishing to see postwar frontiers change or Germany 
reunited under any regime, misled the United States into believing that con-
cessions could be found. It was only a month later, however, that Khrushchev 
persuaded the leadership to accept the insertion of missiles in Cuba.

New evidence suggests that one major motivation behind Khrushchev’s de-
cision was realization that the West now knew he had insignifi cant strategic 
nuclear forces. What utterly undermined Khrushchev’s bluff was a piece of luck 
for British intelligence which, given the nature of things, meant a welcome gift 
to Washington. In Moscow MI6 was headed by Roderick (Ruari) Chisholm, 
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196 Taking the World to the Brink

who had worked in Berlin focusing on members of the Soviet armed forces 
until his sudden withdrawal at short notice in June 1955.132 Under cover as visa 
offi cer, he and his wife, Anne (Janet), second secretary, arrived in Moscow on 
1 July 1960. In December a disillusioned colonel in the GRU, Oleg Pen’kovskii, 
then forty-one years of age, met British businessman Greville Wynne, part of a 
larger delegation, at the Leningradskaya Hotel. The following month the KGB 
fi rst observed suspicious behavior by Pen’kovskii during an operation conducted 
against the Canadian commercial attaché and a representative of the National 
Research Council.133 This resulted in no action, however; just a note in the fi le. 
At a follow-up meeting in the restaurant at the Natsional Hotel in April 1961 
Pen’kovskii told Wynne about himself, his work in the GRU, and the wish to 
cooperate with MI6. On 20 April in London at the Mount Royal Hotel he met 
senior members of both MI6 and CIA. His recruitment was secured and he was 
given the code name “Young.”134

Pen’kovskii had access to military secrets that was unusual. He was married 
to the daughter of Lieutenant General Gapanovich (1896–1952), offi cer com-
manding the Kiev military district. He was also a protégé of Marshal Sergei 
Varentsov (1901–1971), commander-in-chief of artillery and onetime lead candi-
date to head the Strategic Missile Forces, demoted to major general following 
Pen’kovskii’s execution. After further training in missile technology Pen’kovskii 
worked at the State Committee on the Coordination of Scientifi c Research 
work on Gorky Street (now Tverskaya) headed by Kosygin’s son-in-law Dzher-
men Gvishiani.135 A “vengeful person” who liked the good life but was denied 
further promotion when the KGB discovered that his father died an offi cer 
opposed to the Bolsheviks, Pen’kovskii provided key insights into the state of 
Soviet defenses.

At his fi rst debriefi ng on 20 April 1961 Pen’kovskii insisted that Kennedy 
should be “fi rm,” that Khrushchev was “not ready for any war.”136 Subsequently 
he revealed what Gvishiani had told him in confi dence: “You know . . . with 
respect to ICBMs, up to now we don’t have a damn thing. Everything is only 
on paper, and there is nothing in actual existence.”137 Problems had arisen with 
electronics that complicated construction of effective guidance systems.138 Fur-
thermore Pen’kovskii reported that there was “a diffi cult situation in the country 
right now. Everything is subordinated to the armaments race. . . . Everything is 
going for rockets [sic].”139 This intelligence proved critical. In 1961 three pieces 
of evidence intersected to provide cross-confi rmation: fi rst, the discovery that 
Moscow was testing second-generation ICBMs, which, so soon after the fi rst-
generation tests, suggested limited deployment of fi rst-generation weapons; 
second, two satellite reconnaissance missions in June–July 1961 clearly identi-
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fi ed individual ICBM deployments in the fi eld; and, lastly, the information 
from Pen’kovskii. It turned out that the USSR had only four operational ICBM 
launchers as of 1 September.140 And it was not until 1964 that any submarine-
launched intercontinental ballistic missiles (SLBMs) were deployed.141 Wash-
ington was thereby fi nally capable of assessing the true balance of power vis-à-
vis Moscow with a high degree of accuracy. Khrushchev was evidently bluffi ng. 
There was no missile gap against the United States; rather the reverse. At Ken-
nedy’s request on 21 October 1961 Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gil-
patric publicly refuted the myth.142 Thus Khrushchev’s declaration to atomic 
physicists that the Presidium had agreed on renewed testing of the 100-megaton 
superbomb to place “the sword of Damocles above the imperialists” was a futile 
gesture and he knew it.143

Chisholm had been careful not to be seen with Pen’kovskii, who was able 
to travel abroad for his work and thus extensive debriefi ng. In Moscow Anne, 
with her three small children and baby as cover, was the liaison. At the fi rst 
meeting he had reportedly placed seven rolls of Minox microfi lm on missiles 
in the pram.144 All went well until the afternoon of 30 December 1961 when 
agents trailing Anne saw her come out of a courtyard on Maly Sukharevskii 
Pereulok. Moments later a man whom the agents could not readily identify 
also emerged. Suspicions were aroused when precisely the same sequence of 
events occurred on 19 January 1962. Instead of following Anne, the men fol-
lowed her apparent contact to his place of work and then to his apartment at 36 
Maxim Gorky Naberezhnaya along the Moscow River. They were astonished at 
what they found. Telescopic observation into Pen’kovskii’s fl at from the oppo-
site side of the bank then determined that he was photographing material taken 
home. As soon as it became known that Pen’kovskii was GRU, the case, hith-
erto handled by head of the KGB’s second department (counterintelligence) 
Ivan Markelov, was handed over to Oleg Gribanov, head of the second chief 
directorate.145

Thus by the end of March 1962, when Pen’kovskii attended a reception at 
the British embassy in the company of colleagues and Anne thereafter broke off 
all direct contact,146 it was already too late. Khrushchev will have realized that 
Washington now knew the truth about the inadequacy of Soviet intercontinen-
tal missile capabilities. Indeed, the R-16 was, in the words of missile engineer 
Sergei Khrushchev, “in no way comparable to the ‘Minuteman’ missile. . . . The 
nitrogen acid corroding the missile tanks made it impossible for missiles to be 
kept in launch readiness, fi lled with fuel.” As a result of such problems, the fi rst 
R-16s were not deployed until “just prior to the Cuban Missile Crisis.”147 Even 
then, its inaccuracy (circular error probable) was two to three kilometers.148
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198 Taking the World to the Brink

The public statement by Gilpatric on 21 October 1961 describing US nuclear 
superiority was clearly based on inside knowledge. At the Presidium on 8 Janu-
ary 1962 Khrushchev complained that ambassador Thompson had found out 
Dobrynin was destined as the next ambassador to Washington. Other leaks also 
worried him: “I think the Americans have someone in our intelligence, because 
certain materials are leaking out that are quite close to the truth.”149 MI6, too, 
appeared “exceptionally informed about our state’s decisions and government 
directives.” This was attributed to advances in eavesdropping technology.150 To 
avoid indicating that Soviet counterintelligence had discovered who was spying 
for the West, Pen’kovskii was allowed to continue unhindered except for any 
foreign travel (which may well have alerted him to something unusual). The 
damage had anyhow been done.

The paucity of intercontinental missiles on land was more than matched by 
the absence of a comparable capability at sea. Hitherto the Soviet navy was the 
orphan of the fi ghting services. It amounted to little more than a submarine 
fl eet designed to protect coastal waters: 465 vessels deployed between 1947 and 
1960.151 Khrushchev had refused to implement plans for aircraft carriers that 
could alone provide air cover for a blue-water fl eet that Navy Minister Admi-
ral Nikolai Kuznetsov was promulgating.152 From January 1954 missile-builder 
Sergei Korolev had been experimenting with submarine-launched ballistic 
missiles, beginning with D-1.153 The proposal to build SLBMs originated with 
Admiral Lev Vladimirskii, chairman of the Naval Scientifi c and Technology 
Committee, in a memorandum to Khrushchev and Bulganin in February 1956. 
On 18 May 1957 the Politburo sanctioned work to that end and on 6 December 
defi ned the manner of its implementation.154 A key problem was launching 
from beneath the surface. Finally, in February 1962 the R-21 missile was suc-
cessfully tested from under water, but not until March 1963 did the D-4 missile 
system fi nally came into service.155 Even then, according to General Makhmut 
Gareev, “SLBMs only had an accuracy for use against economic potential and 
industrial infrastructure and therefore were very poor weapons for anything but 
retaliatory strikes. Communications to SSBNs were not suffi ciently responsive 
to rely on in an initial response or a retaliatory-meeting strike.”156 The sub-
marine fl eet was predominantly diesel, which meant these vessels also had to 
surface to recharge their batteries and were thereby further exposed to attack 
from the Americans.

The worst of it was that Khrushchev had pivoted his security policy on Rus-
sia’s ballistic missile strength. The US capability for massive destruction made 
it ever more urgent that Moscow catch up. And Soviet military planners had 
formulated a new doctrine to meet the American threat. This amounted to 
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 Taking the World to the Brink 199

focusing on preemption given that retaliation was impracticable. Rethinking 
had begun in 1960 and was virtually acknowledged by the summer of 1961. The 
dilemma faced was ably outlined by US intelligence:

They see a rapidly expanding nuclear attack force in the United States and 
feel the blanket of secrecy over their own strategic forces gradually receding. 
They are faced with the prospect of not being able to deliver an effective sec-
ond strike in a nuclear war and they are aware of this. They seem to reason in 
drawing up a doctrine for the start of war, that only by striking fi rst, by blunt-
ing much of the enemy’s attack forces, can the USSR survive the fi rst nuclear 
phase of the war.

This doctrine was enunciated by Malinovsky at the Twenty-second Party Con-
gress in October 1961. By that time, Washington learned, Moscow had “already 
taken steps to speed up the process of making the decision to go to war as well 
as the implementation of that decision. These steps include the assignment of 
the strategic missile forces to a Supreme High Command, which exercises ex-
clusive control over their deployment and use, and the placing of Khrushchev 
at the head of the country’s strategic arm in the post of Supreme High Com-
mander.” It was believed that this post “enables Khrushchev personally, without 
prior consultation with the ruling collegium [sic], to push the war button.” Pre-
emption necessarily meant targeting the enemy’s forces rather than population 
centers. To succeed in preemption the Russians added up the enemy’s targets 
to calculate force needs.157 The pressure on Khrushchev was thus accentuated 
by a new doctrine evolved by the military that required an ability to target suc-
cessfully as much of the US intercontinental capability as practicable. In the 
circumstances an attempted shortcut to the solution was inevitable.

CRISIS OVER CUBA

Meanwhile Khrushchev desperately sought to make up the strategic imbal-
ance with the Unites States. According to Mikoyan’s younger son, just before 
Khrushchev embarked on a trip to Bulgaria toward the end of April 1962, he 
took a walk in the garden with First Deputy Chairman Mikoyan (their datchas 
being close). This was how Khrushchev tried out most of his “hare-brained” 
foreign policy initiatives. Given Mikoyan’s personal knowledge of Havana, 
Khrushchev raised the idea of putting medium- and intermediate-range nuclear 
missiles in Cuba. Mikoyan was opposed, not least because he felt Washington 
would fi nd out before they were installed, though Khrushchev intended put-
ting them in under cover, to reveal them only after the congressional elections 
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200 Taking the World to the Brink

in November. Mikoyan also thought Castro likely to object because it might 
prompt rather than deter an invasion.158 Khrushchev found support, however, 
from Malinovsky and his deputy Biryuzov (“a not very intelligent person” on 
Mikoyan’s view).159

During a trip to Leningrad on 3–4 May, having dismissed the need for a sur-
face fl eet, Khrushchev now saw it as a real possibility as a consequence of mis-
siles in Cuba to rectify the imbalance. He told representatives of the military-
industrial complex and the fl eet: “The Americans often send squadrons of their 
ships to other countries and by this means exert infl uence to a certain extent 
on the policies of these countries. It wouldn’t be bad if we also had such a navy 
that could be sent to those countries where in the circumstances it could be of 
use to us, for example, in Cuba, in the countries of Africa, etc.” He added: “It is 
well nigh time ‘to put on long trousers.’ Now we are still living through a period 
of transition. For the time being there exists a balance of our military power 
with the enemy. But soon this balance will be broken to our advantage and we 
will have to activate ourselves. And here at some time the leading role will be 
played by the navy.”160

The decision to put missiles into Cuba inevitably had implications for resolu-
tion of the German question, the imbalance to US advantage proving decisive. 
Khrushchev’s reasoning was: “If we took an extreme position on this question 
then we would refrain from taking the offensive. And this would be wrong. We 
have to take the offensive, we must do so having thought it through: in this 
game we must not be like the gambler who stakes everything in his pocket and 
then grabs his revolver and shoots himself. We shouldn’t ever be like the gam-
bler; we haven’t the right to be so; nothing would prompt us to this.”161 Martha 
Mautner, covering Germany at the US Bureau of Intelligence and Research 
(INR), found the administration initially reluctant to see the connection. But, 
she notes: “Those of us who were familiar with the German scene were always 
convinced that the Cuban missile crisis had very little to do with Cuba per se. 
We saw it as a Khrushchev ploy to create a military equation which would allow 
him to put pressure on us to force negotiations on Berlin.”162

General Anatoly Gribkov, then head of the Operations Department of the 
General Staff and deputy secretary to the Defense Council chaired by Khru-
shchev, has insisted that the dominant idea was “never said in public, but ev-
erybody understood it very clearly: that the ratio of forces was by far [sic] not 
in favor of the Soviet Union. In terms of nuclear warheads, we had a 1-to-17 
disadvantage against the US. . . . As for delivery vehicles that could hit the 
continental United States from the Soviet Union, we only had 25 delivery ve-
hicles.”163 What he did not say was how ill informed the rest of the leadership 
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were about the state of Soviet missile capabilities. In justifying to the Presidium 
a sharp cut in the army announced in January 1960—prompting resignations in 
protest from Chief of the General Staff Sokolovskii and Commander-in-Chief 
of the Warsaw Pact Marshal Ivan Kon’ev—Khrushchev had argued that these 
unilateral measures did “not undermine our defense capability,” because “we 
are in an excellent situation with missile construction: strictly speaking, we now 
have a range of missiles for the resolution of any military problem whether long 
or short range.” And, he claimed, “We have much improved the serial produc-
tion of these missiles.”164 Khrushchev was therefore not in a position to clarify 
the true rationale for missiles in Cuba to the others whom he had systematically 
misled about the state of the country’s defense capability.

Inevitably swift enhancement of the Soviet nuclear capability vis-à-vis the 
United States, outfl anking its early warning system—BMEWS—that faced 
north, promised Khrushchev dividends in the event of another crisis over Ber-
lin. France had pressed ahead with developing its own atomic bomb in the 
belief that the United States could not be trusted to risk its own security for Eu-
rope if Russia had matching nuclear fi repower. Since 1957 Bonn had increas-
ingly acted on this same supposition, and Adenauer by no means felt bound by 
the unilateral declaration made in 1954 to renounce the development of the 
bomb or the acceptance of such weapons for his own forces. Initially France 
had offered to share. When this became impracticable, Bonn pressed for its 
own from 1957. If Khrushchev could demonstrate publicly a checkmate in the 
strategic military balance, would not Germany hesitate in its reliance upon the 
United States and turn, perhaps, to Russia for a fi nal settlement? From Decem-
ber 1961 this could not be ruled out. Under Adenauer’s instructions his ambas-
sador in Moscow encouraged belief that a settlement was possible. On 27 De-
cember Khrushchev took the bait and issued Bonn with a long memorandum 
opening with the fl attering suggestion that “the Soviet Union and the Federal 
Republic are the largest states in Europe.”165 But by March 1962 Moscow had 
decided that Bonn was merely fl irting. A calculated risk thus seemed worth-
while. Boosted by the apparent practicality of the Cuban scheme, on 12 May 
Khrushchev told Salinger that he could not recognize the right of the allies to 
station troops in Berlin. He rejected the recent US compromise of establishing 
an “access authority” to safeguard allied access in the event of the threatened 
Soviet-GDR peace treaty while maintaining formal nonrecognition of the East 
German regime.

It was only a little after a week later, on 20 May, heading home from Bul-
garia, that Khrushchev fi nally broached the idea of missiles in Cuba with For-
eign Minister Gromyko. He, however, warned that this could cause a political 
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202 Taking the World to the Brink

 explosion in Washington—of this he was “absolutely certain, and this had to be 
taken into account.”166 Gromyko was, however, not a member of the Presidium, 
so his opinion could safely be disregarded, as it frequently was. Undeterred by 
advice to the contrary, on 21 May Khrushchev presented the Presidium with his 
scheme, plans for which came to another meeting on 24 May. It would be “an 
offensive policy.” Only along the subheading and not in the record of what was 
decided appear the words “aid to Cuba.”167 In the discussion Mikoyan was the 
fi rst to voice objections; others also expressed doubts but tried to avoid commit-
ting themselves. He later described the plan as “pure adventure,” but he also 
counted on Castro rejecting the proposal.168 The majority agreed, however, and 
according to tradition since 1929, the fi nal result was that all members present 
signed their assent.169 The leadership thus resolved: “1. To approve operation 
‘Anadyr’ in its entirety and unanimously. (On receipt of F. Castro’s agreement.) 
2. To send a commission to Fidel Castro for negotiations.”170

Colonel General Semyon Ivanov, secretary to the Defense Council, told his 
deputy, Gribkov, of the decision taken in the strictest secrecy to send  Soviet 
forces to Cuba, ironically named operation Anadyr (the name of an  Arctic 
river). Generals Gribkov, Eliseev, and Kotov were to plan the operation. The 
initial proposal was ready after two days and came to the Party leadership am-
biguously entitled “On the creation of a group of forces in Cuba.”171 Under 
the plan a group of forces, including all types of weapons under joint com-
mand, was to be dispatched. The strategic missiles were those of the 43rd di-
vision, consisting of three regiments of medium-range SS-4s (the R-12) in 
24 silos and two regiments of SS-5s (the R-14) in 16 silos, with ranges from 2.5 
to 4.5 thousand kilometers.172 The R-12s would be able to reach the southern 
United States; the R-14s would be in a position to attack the entire country with 
the exception of the northwest coast. And since BMEWS faced north to Canada, 
not south to Central America, Washington would have no advance notice of at-
tack. Instructions to attack could come only from Moscow. The commander’s 
orders ran: “The missile forces constituting the basis of the defense of the Soviet 
Union and the island of Cuba must be in readiness on a signal from Moscow to 
deliver a nuclear strike against the most important targets in the United States of 
America.”173 In addition, four separate motor rifl e regiments would accompany 
these forces. The total number of men would amount to 44,000. Tactical nuclear 
weapons would also be deployed.174 The request from Marshal Zakharov that 
the offi cer commanding, General Pliev, be given the right to deploy these in-
dependently of Moscow in the event of invasion was blocked by Malinovsky.175

A delegation left for Cuba on 28–29 May, including a candidate member of 
the Presidium overseeing the Third World, Sharaf Rashidov, along with Biryu-
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zov, Deputy Chief of the Air Staff Lieutenant General Ushakov, and Major 
General Ageev (representing the Operations Directorate).176 Their report giv-
ing details of the operation was then accepted formally by the Presidium on 10 
June.177 Biryuzov assured one and all that “the terrain allows for concealment 
of all the work” undertaken.178 Two days later Pliev arrived in Cuba to decide 
on the deployment details.179 At the end of June Raúl Castro came to Moscow 
and initialed a treaty.180 After changes, including removal of the misleading as-
sertion that Havana had requested the missiles,181 the treaty was fi nally signed 
by Guevara in Moscow on 27 August.182 By then shipment of equipment and 
men had already begun—on 12 July, continuing for the next three months.183 
The Maria Ul’yanova docked with the fi rst crates on 26 July; a further nine 
shipments arrived in the four days following.184 The R-12s were scheduled to be 
ready for launch on 28 October; the R-14s on 15 December, the date now set for 
Khrushchev’s appearance at the UN.185

Much has been made of the assertion that the missiles were installed purely 
to defend Cuba. But Khrushchev told Alekseev, Moscow’s new ambassador to 
Havana, that once the missiles were installed, “we will be able to talk to the 
Americans as equals.”186 And Havana remained resolutely skeptical of Khru-
shchev’s purported motivations. They too believed that the global power bal-
ance was at stake. The larger strategic purpose was clear to Biryuzov while in 
Cuba.187 It was also what Castro told Mikoyan on 5 November 1962.188 Alekseev 
said that the Cuban leadership, above all Castro, “did not believe or understand 
that, in connection with the Caribbean crisis, the Soviet Union’s aim was to 
ensure Cuba’s independence and her rescue from invasion” despite “all the 
Soviet efforts.”189 And Castro told Le Monde in March 1963: “It was explained 
to us that, in accepting them [the missiles], we would be reinforcing the so-
cialist camp on a world scale. . . . This was not to assure our own defense, but 
above all to reinforce socialism on an international level. This is the truth even 
if other explanations are furnished elsewhere.”190 As he revealed many years 
later, Cuba could equally have been protected by a treaty of mutual assistance. 
“The United States,” he pointed out, “has many of these pacts throughout 
the world, and they are respected.”191 Something else was afoot, and that was 
Germany.

Khrushchev was still actively pressing Washington on the German question. 
Ambassador Thompson had come to the end of his term. Two days before de-
parture, on 25 July, Thompson called on Khrushchev to bid good-bye. In a 
thinly veiled threat he asked “whether it would be better for him [Kennedy 
that the] Berlin question [were] brought to a head before or after our Con-
gressional elections. He did not want to make things more diffi cult for [the] 
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204 Taking the World to the Brink

President—and in fact would like to help him.”192 No particular concern was 
expressed for the defense of Cuba.

Nuclear warheads began reaching the island mid-August 1962. The follow-
ing month missiles, bombers, and tactical nuclear missiles appeared.193 On 
6 September at Pitsunda, unable to contain himself, Khrushchev complained 
to US Secretary of the Interior Stuart Udall that Kennedy did not have the 
courage to resolve the German problem. The situation was “no longer toler-
able. A treaty will inevitably be signed. If we and the President can agree,” 
he added, “then there will be great opportunities for cooperation in science, 
technology, and outer space. Without a solution to this problem, our relations 
will continue to be cancerous and exacerbated. So we will help him solve the 
problem. We will put him in a situation where it is necessary to solve it. We will 
give him a choice—go to war, or sign a peace treaty.”194 His throwaway com-
ment that “out of respect for your President we won’t do anything until Novem-
ber” again looks alarmingly pointed in retrospect given the simultaneous timing 
of missile readiness and the congressional elections.195 A TASS statement on 
11 September then hinted at a direct connection between events in Cuba—as 
yet unknown to Washington—and in Berlin.196 That day Soviet forces went 
into their highest state of readiness since the start of the Cold War. It included 
“some unprecedented activity among offensive forces.” The alert ended ten 
days later. But the day after the crucial U-2 overfl ight that identifi ed the mis-
siles in place (15 October), Soviet forces “went into a preliminary . . . stage 
of alert.”197

The deadline set by Khrushchev was hard to meet, given the intense scru-
tiny by Western intelligence of these protracted voyages from the Barents Sea, 
the Baltic, and from the Black Sea where these heavily laden vessels had to 
pass through the tight mouth of the Dardanelles into Mediterranean and past 
Gibraltar before the Atlantic crossing. One sergeant on board, Alexei Maslov, 
recalls his trip on the Bavier. “West German intelligence, for instance, was in-
terested in the cargo that we were carrying while sailing through the Darda-
nelles Strait. Also, British intelligence tried to inspect our ship’s cargo when 
we passed Gibraltar, but the energetic response of our crew stopped them.”198 
The soldiers—in total 42,000 men—had to be kept mostly in stifl ing heat below 
decks to be rotated out only in numbers suffi ciently small to avoid suspicion. 
And once on land missiles were even harder to hide. “They need launch pads, 
blast shields, cable troughs, control buildings; they need bunkers for storing 
the warheads, trailers for fuel and oxidizers. All those things come fi rst. Rockets 
don’t creep about in the night; they move like a travelling fair.”199 Indeed, they 
had to be stored in hangars before siting on launch pads for action, which, plus 
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 Taking the World to the Brink 205

fueling, “encouraged one to strike fi rst” rather than deploy while the enemy 
attacked.200 “The fi rst R-12 missile was ready on 4 October; ten were ready by 
10 October; and a further ten by 20 October.201

In a private three-hour exchange at the UN on 6 October with Secretary of 
State Rusk, Gromyko argued that a German settlement “must be made.” “Only 
a madman would talk of revising frontiers today, or could think that a revision of 
the frontiers could be achieved by calls for revanche. Those who were making 
such calls would only break their necks.” At a further meeting, on 18 October, 
Rusk underscored the bottom line of the American stance: “At present we were 
in West Berlin and we would not be driven out. We were a great power and we 
would not accept defeat unless the U.S.S.R. fought a war and attempted to de-
feat us.” Gromyko insisted that “United States security interests were certainly 
not among those motives [in clinging to West Berlin]. Thus the conclusion had 
been drawn that the United States wished to retain West Berlin as a hotbed of 
tension.”202 What Gromyko said at his meeting with Kennedy would carry a 
more ominous meaning once Washington was sure that Moscow had installed 
ballistic missiles in Cuba. He “said that the Soviet Government had already in-
dicated that it would do nothing with regard to West Berlin before the US elec-
tions unless it was compelled to do otherwise by the activities of the other side. 
However, the Soviet Government proceeded from the fact that it was necessary 
to hold an active dialogue in November to bring about concrete results with 
regard to a German peace treaty and to the normalization of the West Berlin 
situation on the basis of such a treaty.”203

Finally, on 14 October a U-2 was observed fl ying over R-12 emplacements. 
Operating from as much as 14 miles up, it had an HR-73B camera with a 
36-inch lens loaded with two 6,500-foot rolls of nine-and-a-half-inch fi lm. More 
than 4,000 frames could be produced from one mission; a single frame could 
capture 5.7 square nautical miles.204 Not all shipments had yet made port. The 
fi nal loads were expected to arrive between 3 and 5 November. The last units of 
the R-12 regiments would not get in until 25 October. Those of the R-14 would 
not be there until 5 November.205 And the preparations for siting the R-14 were 
much more demanding than for the R-12. They required “complex permanent 
launch sites, with troop quarters, missile shelters, warhead bunkers and a large 
logistics train.”206 When news of the U-2 fl ight (the eighth since 29 August)207 
was published in Time, Gribkov, heading Operations at the Soviet General 
Staff, realized that masking techniques were inadequate.208 Moreover, “not a 
single missile that was deployed in Cuba was in a vertical position. . . . Not a 
single missile was fueled. It didn’t have any oxygen. . . . It didn’t have any fl ight 
plan. . . . And not a single missile had a nuclear warhead attached.”209
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206 Taking the World to the Brink

Rumors that Russia was constructing missile bases in Cuba had in fact been 
circulating for some months. Republican Senator Kenneth Keating had al-
luded to the possibility. But, as reports of the enormous increase in the size of 
shipments materialized, offi cials resolutely refused to believe the worst. Only 
CIA Director John McCone stuck to his guns in the belief that ballistic mis-
siles were, indeed, being shipped. He “simply did not believe that Khrushchev 
would commit the newest version of his highly successful surface-to-air mis-
siles, the SA-2, to Castro unless there was something vital to be protected. As 
McCone saw it, only the need to protect the medium-range ballistic missile 
sites would balance this equation.”210 Unable to convince his employers, how-
ever, he disappeared on a lengthy honeymoon. Bulky deck cargo was explained 
away, as was heavy equipment set on eight-wheel trailers traveling down Cuban 
roads.211 Indeed, as late as 19 September a national intelligence estimate on 
“The Military Buildup in Cuba”—NIE 85–3-62—ruled out missile deployment 
on the plausible grounds that this “would be incompatible with Soviet practice 
to date and with Soviet policy as we presently estimate it. It would indicate a far 
greater willingness to increase the level of risk in US-Soviet relations than the 
USSR has displayed thus far.”212 Moreover, throughout, “Soviet communica-
tions security was almost perfect.”213

Now, however, with photo reconnaissance (“photint”) results on the table, the 
US government could no longer avoid the obvious. A U-2 fl ight of 14 October by 
Major Rudolph Anderson was prompted by human intelligence and knowledge 
that the surface-to-air missile (SAM-2) sites near San Cristobal in western Cuba 
formed a trapezoid, a point defense, to protect some other installation. With 
photos from Pen’kovskii to set against what lay on the ground beneath the U-2, 
the specialists had one more crucial advantage. Gribkov has acknowledged: 
“We foresaw, naturally, the possibility that U.S. intelligence might discover us. 
As it turned out, on October 14 they photographed areas that we had not been 
able to camoufl age . . . there were white slabs of concrete. Naturally, they could 
be seen quite well from the air and were very diffi cult to disguise, . . . Some of 
our comrades . . . thought that the missiles could be placed in such a way that 
they could not be distinguished from palm trees, but that was a stupid conclu-
sion, because all the missile sites had to be prepared, cables hung, launching 
pads built—in other words, everything was complicated.”214 Indeed, the day 
after the fl ight the Pentagon was told R-12s had been identifi ed. The camera 
had captured a convoy an instant before it moved safely under tree cover.215 
A further mission on 17 October revealed the installation of a fi xed R-14 site at 
Guanajay, west of Havana.216

Missiles discovered, the connection with events in Central Europe was im-
mediately drawn to Kennedy’s attention. At a meeting on 16 October Rusk ex-
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 Taking the World to the Brink 207

pressed the opinion that “Berlin is . . . very much involved in this . . . for the 
fi rst time, I’m beginning really to wonder whether maybe Mr. Khrushchev is 
entirely rational about Berlin.”217 Reluctantly but inexorably a week later Ken-
nedy announced the alarming news. The last deliveries had been loaded for 
shipment on 20 October and were due on 3–5 November.218 The R-12s would 
be ready for launch on 28 October. The crisis had begun.

The problem was summarized by Rusk:

These bases have special signifi cance since missiles based in [the] USSR 
and targeted on US nuclear forces are still relatively few in number. In addi-
tion, we have radar systems which pick up missiles coming over [the] ice-cap 
from [the] Soviet Union. The limitations on Soviet intercontinental ballistic 
missile capability provides [the] West with [a] margin of nuclear superiority 
which is [the] heart of [the] Western deterrent. If [the] Soviets had been per-
mitted to complete [a] substantial missile program in Cuba, [the] balance of 
nuclear power could have been signifi cantly shifted. IRBMs in Cuba would 
be free of radar detection and with zero alert time both ICBM sites and SAC 
bases could come under attack without warning and with greater accuracy 
due to short range. This could seriously prejudice [the] US nuclear posture 
and with [the] fi rst strike from Cuba [the] Soviets could seriously impair [the] 
US capability to cover all necessary targets.219

This would obviously jeopardize the ability to stand behind West Germany, and 
West Berlin in particular.

For the next week twenty further U-2 missions fl ew over Cuba for confi rma-
tion.220 The US military, the USAF in particular, wanted to deal a fatal blow. 
William Kaufmann, then advising McNamara, recalls that the Commander-
in-Chief of the Strategic Air Command, General Thomas Power, “insisted that 
the only way to deal with these barbarians [the Russians] was to blow them all 
up and I said, ‘But who’s going to win that?’ And he said, ‘I would be satisfi ed 
if there were just two Americans left and one Russian—that would be . . . we 
would have won.’ And I said, ‘Well there’d better be one of them a woman.’”221 
When Kennedy issued his ultimatum on 22 October, announcing a naval block-
ade, the Kremlin became intensely anxious lest Washington strike the island 
from the air. Thirty minutes before the televised speech, after warnings came in 
from the KGB resident in Washington, tipped off by ABC correspondent John 
Scali,222 Malinovsky instructed Pliev to “take immediate steps to raise combat 
readiness and to repulse the enemy together with the Cuban army and with 
all the power of the Soviet forces, except Statsenko’s means and Beloborodov’s 
cargoes [nuclear weapons].”223 Moscow also reacted with “an extraordinary high 
state of alert, similar to the September event.” But defensive forces, air defense, 

Haslam, Jonathan. Russia's Cold War : From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, Yale University Press,
         2011. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3420662.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-28 01:21:14.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 Y

al
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



208 Taking the World to the Brink

and tactical air capability were to the fore this time.224 Meanwhile, beginning 
on 23 October Washington launched a series of low-level aerial reconnaissance 
missions by the navy and air force, soaring in at targets below line of horizon ra-
dar from across the Gulf of Mexico some 500 feet above ground at 600 mph.225 
Early that day Washington intercepted a message to Soviet ships en route. Mer-
chant ships stopped and some now turned back.226

The blockade presented severe problems for Moscow, not least because, 
although it had originally planned to send in substantial elements from the 
Northern Fleet to reinforce their presence in Cuba and safeguard the ship-
ments, on 25 September it was agreed to cancel the sending of surface vessels in 
support for fear that it “would attract the attention of the entire world.” Instead 
only submarines were dispatched.227 But these submarines were diesel-powered 
and had to surface to recharge batteries. This the First Deputy Minister of De-
fense Marshal Andrei Grechko did not know; he assumed that they were atomic 
submarines.228

At this stage Castro had no idea that Moscow would back down. It is claimed 
that before the blockade could be effective, the Alexandrovsk docked at Isabela 
de Sagua with the rest of the warheads.229 Yet by no means all R-12s and R-14s 
were in place. In Moscow, therefore, the atmosphere was one of alarm. The 
Presidium sat overnight in Khrushchev’s datcha at Novo-Ogarevo, a residence 
in the classical style reconstructed by Malenkov in the mid-fi fties to the west of 
Moscow.230 The wires to the Washington embassy fell silent.231 Dobrynin had 
not been forewarned and was now in the dark as to Moscow’s thinking.

At the Pentagon, where plans were laid for the possibility of direct military 
action, the mood was upbeat. Major General Jack Catton (USAF) recalls: “We 
had absolute superiority. Khrushchev was looking down the largest barrel he 
had ever stared at . . . the value of superiority was so obvious that it couldn’t 
be missed.”232 Without any instructions from above, the USAF “were able . . . 
from the JCS [Joint Chiefs of Staff] on down (without involving the politicians) 
to put [the] SAC [Strategic Air Command] on a one-third airborne alert, to 
disperse part of the force to civilian airfi elds, with nuclear weapons, to arm . . . 
air defense fi ghter forces with nuclear weapons and disperse them, and to take 
all the ICBMs we had, including those still in the contractors’ hands, and count 
them down.”233 This entire display was intentionally visible to the Russians. On 
24 October Moscow intercepted the order en clair placing SAC on Defcon 2—
readiness for war—for the fi rst time since 1945.234

The Russians did not even have a ballistic missile early warning system to 
detect and track incoming missiles until the mid-sixties.235 They were so intimi-
dated that “they did not increase their alert; they did not increase any fl ights, 
or their air defense posture. They didn’t do a thing, they froze in place.”236 
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 Taking the World to the Brink 209

Although Malinovsky proposed mobilization, Khrushchev ruled it out.237 The 
most he did was to cancel leave.238 After sustained tension and diplomatic sound-
ings, exhausted and at times confused,239 Khrushchev fi nally backed down on 
28 October, but taking from the crisis two lesser prizes: a US commitment 
not to invade Cuba and a further commitment to withdraw its missiles from 
 Turkey—scarcely worth bringing the world to the brink of nuclear war.240

An important catalyst forcing the decision may have been information on 
US countermeasures intercepted and deciphered in Moscow. Code breaking 
at the KGB was concentrated in the eighth directorate from 16 March 1961 
under Lieutenant General Serafi m Lyalin. This was a very successful unit. The 
previous year it claimed to have decrypted some 209,000 secret telegrams from 
the USSR’s adversaries.241 Washington was naturally the priority; and its codes 
and ciphers the hardest to crack. But Moscow had been assiduously searching 
for a back door into the systems of the National Security Agency (NSA) at Fort 
Meade, Maryland, thirty miles north of the capital. First they recruited William 
Martin and Bernon Mitchell, who defected in great publicity in June 1960 and 
told what they knew to Moscow. Both had worked for the NSA since 1957.242 
They were, however, more of a propaganda victory compared to the fortuitous 
acquisition of a major prize that provided the keys to entire systems. From 
1958 Jack Dunlap carried “raw” messages in sealed packets to and from Major 
General Garrison Coverdale, chief of staff of the NSA, and for his successor, 
General Watlington, from August 1959. His clearance enabled him to drive off 
base in order to enable the Russians to copy the material. He was discovered 
only in 1963 through a polygraph test that he was fi nally obliged to take when 
he sought reemployment as a civilian.243 According to Russian intelligence 
sources, Dunlap procured for them “various manuals, mathematical models, 
and research and development plans for the most secret decyphering machines 
at the NSA.”244 From these sources Soviet cryptographers could reverse engi-
neer US systems of encryption and decryption. An array of those at the eighth 
main directorate of the KGB involved in this cryptographic breakthrough were 
given medals; the most outstanding were secretly awarded the coveted Lenin 
Prize when their work gave Khrushchev direct access to secret US communica-
tions during the missile crisis that convinced him just how serious the situation 
had become.245

CONSEQUENCES

Pen’kovskii had fi nally been arrested on 22 October. Head of the GRU Gen-
eral Ivan Serov was then dismissed on 2 February 1963 and replaced by General 
Petr Ivashutin. More signifi cant was what a leading Soviet diplomat had to say 
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210 Taking the World to the Brink

on the longer-term impact of the crisis. Vasilii Kuznetsov was a safe pair of 
hands. Formerly a metallurgical engineer, he had been transformed by taking 
a master’s degree in the United States before the war. He had risen to the post 
of deputy chairman of Gosplan under Stalin and from 1944 to 1950 chaired 
the central council of trades unions, also chairing the council of nationalities 
of the Supreme Soviet, which had oversight of foreign policy from the Party 
viewpoint. Soviet ambassador to China in 1953, he was “tall, a little round-
shouldered, a kind man”246 of great charm and excellent English.247 He became 
First Deputy Foreign Minister in 1955. Throughout the crisis he had headed a 
special staff on Cuba at the MID.248

His comment to John McCloy at the UN amounted to a direct threat: “You 
Americans will never be able to do this to us again.”249 And in summing up, 
General Nikolai Detinov, then deputy head of the air defense section of the 
Party’s powerful Military-Industrial Sector, noted: “The Caribbean crisis dem-
onstrated that the attainment of superiority in the nuclear sphere is important 
also because the very level of these armaments have not only a military impact 
but also an effect on political infl uence, including upon the countries of the 
‘Third World.’”250 “Lack of armaments and the weakness of the Soviet Union 
came as a shock to the Soviet leadership,” Detinov refl ected. “It was like a cold 
shower for the government, which realized that these weaknesses had to be 
overcome.”251 But it also added a further priority prompted by Kennedy’s com-
mand of the seas to blockade Cuba. Hitherto the Russian fl eet was almost en-
tirely subsurface. At the Vienna meeting with Kennedy, “Khrushchev referred 
to the obsolescence of naval surface ships such as cruisers and carriers. He 
said that the Soviet Union had switched to the production of submarines.”252 
Sokolovskii used to say, “Ships! In the next war they will be food for fi shes!”253 
No longer. A blue-water surface fl eet now became the order of the day. Prior to 
this it had been a Khrushchevian daydream, a luxury affordable once parity had 
been secured. Now it had become a dire necessity.

AN OPENING TO WEST GERMANY

The State Department concluded that the “Soviet action was probably pri-
marily geared to [a] showdown on Berlin, intended to be timed with Khru-
shchev’s arrival in [the] US [late November] and completion of [the]  installation 
of nuclear missiles in Cuba.”254 This was also very much what Kennedy had sus-
pected.255 Well after the Cuban crisis, Khrushchev continued to obsess about 
the German question. Dobrynin recalls that the First Secretary “was still stub-
bornly trying to have his own way on Germany and Berlin despite the fact 
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that he came out of the Cuban crisis with his position weakened.”256 When 
Khrushchev saw British ambassador Sir Frank Roberts in November before his 
new posting to Bonn, he emphasized that the key question was Germany. “If we 
could fi nd some solution here many other things would fall into place.”257

Khrushchev even sought to revive the notion with which he began the Berlin 
crisis. On 26 July 1963 he warned Harriman of the possibility of an alternative 
approach to the question that was to prove deeply worrying to his own subordi-
nates. Khrushchev suggested US policy was effectively driving Bonn into Mos-
cow’s arms. The “reason for this was the Germans becoming convinced [the] 
US, France and other allies could do nothing to [the] GDR and [were] unable 
[to] reestablish [a] united capitalist Germany.” The Wall would not come down 
until there existed a united socialist Germany. He then added that “from time 
to time [the] Sov[iet]s would step on [the] president’s foot so he could realize he 
should cut out his corns.”258 This was also the tenor of Khrushchev’s discussions 
with Spaak in Moscow on 13 July.259

The failure to break out of containment and the exacerbation of relations with 
Beijing had boxed in Khrushchev to an extent that left him utterly exasperated. 
What diehards feared was lest he fi nd an opportunistic way out of his diffi culties 
through an overture to Bonn unencumbered by commitments previously made 
to the Poles, Czechs, and East Germans. Earlier references to Rapallo and the 
Nazi-Soviet pact indicated as much. And, as Khrushchev’s son relates, his fa-
ther “more than once returned to the necessity of the Soviet Army’s departure 
from Hungary, Poland, and possibly even from East Germany.”260 The military 
also feared arms control agreements with the United States. On 6 August 1963 
Moscow signed a treaty banning the testing of nuclear weapons above ground. 
This met with sullen silence on the part of Malinovsky throughout the period of 
ratifi cation, during which some supportive comment could have been expected 
had all been well. Similarly, speculation inevitably arose when Malinovsky’s or-
ders of the day for the Soviet armed forces—which highlighted the aggressive-
ness of Western imperialism—were temporarily embargoed from publication 
in the press. But the issue of relations with Germany proved the turning point.

That summer the Ruhrnachrichten of Dortmund, the Rheinische Post of Düs-
seldorf, and the Münchner Merkur invited Khrushchev’s son-in-law Adzhubei 
to visit. But no response was forthcoming. In June 1963 Khrushchev reverted to 
old threats: “We will have a new August 13th. On August 13th, we put up a wall 
between East and West Berlin. Next time, we shall put locks on the doors.”261 In 
mid-October, however, Ludwig Erhard succeeded Adenauer as Chancellor. He 
activated a “policy of movement” toward the Soviet bloc. Khrushchev therefore 
found it diffi cult to stand still. On 5 February deputy chairman of the KGB 
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Nikolai Zakharov reported US moves toward closer cooperation with Bonn on 
the German question, impelled by the worsening of Washington’s relations with 
Paris.262 On 8 May the KGB indicated that Bonn was nervous about meetings 
with Khrushchev as they would increase pressure to recognize the GDR and 
the postwar territorial status quo.263 There was therefore good reason for Khru-
shchev to press ahead with a summit. Moreover, the KGB reported that NATO 
was about to acquire by the end of the year a multilateral nuclear force (MLF) 
which would allow Bonn a fi nger on the trigger. This gave added incentive.264

Britain’s ambassador noted that after Cuba “a period of uncertain leader-
ship” followed, “during which Khrushchev appeared to be taking personal 
initiatives, perhaps with the idea of recovering the ground lost by the Cuban 
gamble.”265 At the beginning of June 1964 Khrushchev implausibly argued that 
“West Germany had now become a problem for the West and not for the East. 
It was leading NATO by the nose.”266 This was followed by the bald assertion 
that “real German interests lay in friendship with the Soviet Union not with the 
West, because of trade and ‘things might happen which you do not imagine.’ 
Asked if he was thinking of a Rapallo-type agreement he replied ‘this may be 
so’ and dismissed the argument that this was impossible with East Germany in 
the way.”267 With the prospect of engaging Bonn in a dialogue, the invitation to 
Adzhubei was fi nally taken up in the summer of 1964, resulting in a visit from 
20 July to 1 August.

The visit inaugurated an abrupt shift in tone from Khrushchev. The week 
before, he told the West German ambassador of his interest in a summit with 
Erhard, and the day after Adzhubei’s departure, at anniversary celebrations in 
Poland, he marked out his position from Gomułka, Novotný, and Ulbricht by 
ignoring the issues of frontier recognition in Eastern Europe, the MLF, Ger-
man revanchism, and the need for a peace treaty.268 Meanwhile in Dortmund, 
Adzhubei directed the attention of the West German press to Khrushchev’s re-
marks in Warsaw.269 Adzhubei also went one step further.

On 10 August Dr. Shulte-Strathaus from the German embassy in London 
visited the Foreign Offi ce to read extracts from private conversations between 
Adzhubei and newspaper publishers. Khrushchev, of course, had sent his son-
in-law to Bonn, “but the Germans must not suppose that everyone in Russia 
approved of this visit. There was even more objection to it in Pankow [the 
GDR].” The issue of an all-German federation had been raised by Adzhubei: 
“It seemed to him the idea contained more dangers for the DDR than for the 
Federal Republic. If you associated a strong partner with a weak one, who was 
likely to benefi t most in the long run? The West Germans should think opinion 
about federation. As to Ulbricht personally, he was getting old and Adzhubei 
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thought he only had a couple of years ahead of him in offi ce.” “It seems that 
in these talks Adzhubei invoked the spirit of Rapallo very freely. He said that 
after all it had always been the Russians who had protected Europe against the 
Mongols. The Europeans had no conception of how large a part relations with 
China now played in Soviet thinking and no idea how many frontier viola-
tions the Chinese were perpetrating along the Sino-Soviet borders.”270 These 
sentiments were echoed by General Talenskii at a Pugwash meeting in Karlovy 
Vary, Czechoslovakia, in September, where he said that Moscow “was eager to 
have the Chinese Communist nuclear potential smashed.” He is also reported 
as having said that Moscow could not yet disengage from the embarrassing Ul-
bricht regime, but the decades ahead were another matter.271 Further evidence 
that something serious was afoot emerged in November and December from 
Soviet and East European sources traced by CIA which “privately stated that 
Khrushchev had favored a deal with Erhard at the expense of Ulbricht.”272

Adzhubei’s indiscretions yielded nothing from Bonn but formed part of the 
indictment drawn up against Khrushchev on 13–14 October by the rest of the 
Presidium.273 It is an irony that Khrushchev had paved the way for his ascen-
dancy through exposing and denouncing Beria for seeking to solve the German 
problem by aborting the Ulbricht regime, and that having stumbled through 
crisis after crisis seeking an alternative solution, he fi nally began converging 
on the same position only to lose power as a result. On 2 September Khru-
shchev had accepted an informal invitation from Erhard to visit Bonn. It was 
announced two days later (but not within Russia). Apparently someone impor-
tant did not want it to go ahead. On 6 September an electrician at the West 
German embassy, Schwirkmann, was assaulted with mustard gas while visit-
ing Zagorsk. No proper apology was given until Khrushchev was voted out the 
Central Committee. Other telltale signs emerged of dissonance, between Ad-
zhubei’s Izvestiya and the Party paper Pravda.

Khrushchev was overthrown in a constitutional manner according to Party 
rules. The era of reckless behavior and ill-considered initiatives thereby drew to 
a close. Most of the world now breathed a sigh of relief. But the dilemma for the 
West between accepting détente, and standing up to Soviet global ambitions at 
the price of enduring tension in relations had by no means disappeared with 
Khrushchev. It was about to reappear in more complex form and in circum-
stances by no means as favorable to the capitalist world as in the 1950s. This fi rst 
became apparent when the United States became bogged down in Vietnam.
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