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DÉTENTE

Under Brezhnev . . . détente could not have become irreversible or transformed 
into something more.

—Anatoly Chernyaev

Khrushchev’s overthrow ushered in a colorless new regime led by First (later 
General)1 Secretary Leonid Brezhnev, Chairman of the Council of Ministers 
Alexei Kosygin, and President Nikolai Podgorny. Primus inter pares, Brezhnev 
was initially uninterested in foreign policy.2 Names appeared in alphabetic or-
der rather than by rank. The leadership as a whole was thereafter ostentatiously 
collective: “In the Politburo there was . . . an unwritten rule: by all means have 
a discussion, but don’t poke your nose into the business of others. Each to his 
own.”3

Behind this ostentatious display of collectivism, there lay “persistent disagree-
ments” over economic priorities and between politicians and the military.4 The 
tendency was “to dodge a number of painful decisions simply by assigning high 
priorities to a broad variety of competing goals, including defense, heavy indus-
try, agriculture, and the consumer.”5 In the short to medium term, therefore, 
relaxation of international tension was the most obvious way of reducing the 
strains on the economy that resulted. But to accomplish this, Moscow was en-
tirely opposed to sacrifi cing its ideological commitments abroad. On the con-
trary, détente led to the reinforcement of them as if to reassert Soviet identity 
against Western hopes of convergence.

A Minindel memorandum for the Politburo argued: “In the conditions 
of detente it is easier to consolidate and broaden the positions of the Soviet 
Union in the world.” What had to be avoided was “a situation where we have to 
fi ght on two fronts—that is, against China and the United States. Maintaining 
 Soviet-American relations on a certain level is one of the factors that will help 
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us achieve this objective.” The policy of détente also envisaged “weakening US 
positions in Western Europe.” Overall it was represented as a continuation of 
Lenin’s policy of peaceful coexistence; which meant that the class war would 
continue but open warfare would have to be avoided. This dualism was to be 
followed using the traditional distinction between Party and government. Gro-
myko explained: “We should not cut off the possibility of diplomatic maneu-
ver for ourselves in relations with individual Western countries, including the 
United States, by adhering to a one-sided view on imperialism. In certain cases 
it is necessary to draw a more distinct line between the activity of Comintern 
[sic] and that of the foreign ministry, the difference stressed by Lenin.”6

Central to this process was Brezhnev. He was born on 19 December 1906 
to literate working-class parents in Kamenskoe, the Ukraine. Above average 
height, strong, youthful looking, exuding good health, with lively blue eyes, a 
friendly manner and “softness of character,”7 Brezhnev was not gifted except as 
a bold organizer and a master of intrigue.8 He was intellectually lazy; he read 
little and scoffed at Kosygin for reading a book on a free evening when they 
were together on a foreign trip.9 “Uneducated, ignorant. Lazy about reading 
even what was put in front of him,” recalls his interpreter Viktor Sukhodrev.10 
That said, Alexander Bovin insists that he was “far from stupid.”11 Brezhnev 
could be boorish, authoritarian, narrow-minded and anti-Semitic; and anyone 
proved untrustworthy was ruthlessly discarded. Détente under way, he received 
top-of-the-line cars from the United States, Germany, and Britain, rapidly ac-
quiring the reputation of Mr. Toad for reckless driving.12

Brezhnev had been responsible for defense industries from 27 February 1956 
to 16 July 1960. He joined the Presidium on 29 June 1957 and became second 
secretary (de facto) on 22 June 1963. He was a safe choice for comrades fear-
ful of others—notably zheleznii shurik (Alexander Shelepin, head of the KGB 
from 25 December 1958 to 13 November 1961)—who might have been tempted 
by Stalin’s methods.13 Shelepin’s manner was “harsh.” He had no idea how to 
approach matters other than head-on.14 This mattered. He had a seat in the 
Presidium and in the secretariat; he was deputy chairman of the Council of 
Ministers and headed the Party-state control apparatus. Protégé Vladimir Se-
michastny controlled the KGB. In December 1965, however, Shelepin lost the 
Party-state control apparatus and soon also lost a direct role in Party appoint-
ments.15 Shifted to responsibility for Party organization, Shelepin was then re-
moved to consumer goods and light industry: not much of a fi st for a hawk.16 Yet 
he remained a threat to Brezhnev’s position.

Brezhnev “could not take a step without his assistants.”17 Leading on foreign 
policy was Andrei Alexandrov-Agentov, handpicked for Brezhnev’s presidential 
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216 Détente

staff in 1961.18 Brezhnev valued his “phenomenal capacity for work, the sharp-
ness of his trained mind, his quickness, precision and accuracy at the job.” He 
“liked” Alexandrov “and was certain of his reliability.”19 Alexandrov would sit, lap 
piled high with ciphered telegrams and various other documents, summing up 
contents with critical precision while Brezhnev struggled to hold his attention.20 
Dressed like an American preppie in tweed jacket, his nervous, fussy manner 
gave rise to his nickname Vorobyshek (little sparrow) which Alexander Bovin 
called him to his face, as Alexandrov’s tiny bald head honed in on a document 
(he was extremely shortsighted).21 His other sobriquet was Tiré— haggard.22 He 
could be cantankerous, had a very high opinion of his own abilities, and once in 
the Kremlin he showed open disdain for his intellectually inferior former men-
tor, Gromyko, as well as everyone else he used to depend upon.23

Andropov became KGB Chairman on 18 May 1967,24 a most unexpected 
development that provoked considerable comment.25 Within the KGB, how-
ever, it was clearly understood as a safe substitution for Semichastny. Also a 
nonvoting member of the Politburo from 21 June, Andropov was Jewish in ori-
gin; born in Stavropol province on 15 June 1914, the son of a teacher, Evegniya 
Feinshtein, whose father had been a wealthy merchant, and railway employee 
Vladimir Andropov (originally Lieberman, so it is said). Andropov’s father died 
when the boy was just fi ve years old; his mother passed away when he was 
only thirteen.26 He was “complex”27 and “a man of many parts,”28 ascetic to the 
point of fanaticism (no gifts were ever accepted; his apartment as bare as that 
of the average citizen), highly intelligent, a patient listener, though of strong 
beliefs, and extremely well organized. He was also, in the words of a subordi-
nate who worked closely with him on the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, 
“thoughtful, decisive, self-critical.”29 “It was interesting to work with Andropov,” 
Bovin recalls. “He had the ability and loved to think. He loved to fence with 
arguments.”30 But to rivals he appeared “haughty, arrogant” as well as personally 
distant, if not actively unfriendly.31

Andropov was a fundamentalist. Having served in Hungary throughout the 
revolt, he was exceptionally alert to the need for violence to preserve the bloc. It 
was, indeed, rumored that the screams making for sleepless nights in Budapest 
had driven his wife into a trauma from which she never recovered.32 A former 
subordinate reports that in December 1956 Andropov suffered a heart attack 
and was airlifted to Moscow.33 During the early sixties he succumbed to hyper-
tension and diabetes—which required regular hospitalization (in the suburbs 
at Kuntsevo where the KGB had special housing): hence the perpetual pal-
lor that marked him out within the leadership.34 After Hungary he headed the 
department dealing with socialist countries from the third fl oor of the massive 
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gray Central Committee building at Staraya Ploshchad’. Here on 25 December 
1963 he requested and on 3 January 1964 received permission to set up a “think 
tank” within his department, into which he recruited young talent, such as Ar-
batov, Bovin, Shakhnazarov, Delyusin, and others.35 When he moved to head 
the KGB, leading aides Arbatov and Bovin wrote a piece of verse expressing the 
wish for his speedy return. Also in verse, Andropov’s response was illustrative. 
He admitted that the transition was made “with diffi culty.” But “the sad lesson 
of Hungary” gave him to understand that “the truth” could not be defended 
merely with “word and pen” but also, “if needs be, with the hatchet.”36

Andropov had “friendly” relations with all ministers of defense, from Mali-
novsky to Ustinov.37 Indeed, he and Ustinov became “very close.”38 He “often 
argued even with Leonid Ilych,”39 but he was always tactful and became “one 
of the closest and most vital of Brezhnev’s subordinates.”40 At a Central Com-
mittee plenum on 27 April 1973 Shelest was ejected from the Politburo. An-
dropov, Grechko, and Gromyko were elevated to full membership. Brezhnev 
went out of his way to applaud the fact that “the KGB under the leadership of 
Yuri Vladimirovich renders enormous help to the Politburo in foreign policy. 
It is usual to think that the KGB amounts to arresting and imprisoning people. 
That would be a profound mistake. The KGB is fi rst and foremost a matter of 
vast and dangerous work abroad. This takes ability and character. Not everyone 
can resist selling out and treachery in the face of temptation.”41 Andropov also 
set up a system of institutes vital to the KGB that were no less scholarly than 
their academy of sciences counterparts, notably in computer science, electron-
ics, communications, and cryptography.42 Among these was the Institute for 
the Economics of the World Socialist System under economist and Hungarian 
specialist Oleg Bogomolov, a former adviser.

Initially on good terms with Brezhnev was the physically imposing (six feet 
six) Defense Minister Andrei Grechko, who succeeded Malinovsky on 13 April 
1967 at the age of sixty-three. A Party member from 1928, once a friend of 
Khrushchev’s, he commanded the Soviet Group of Forces in Germany from 
1953 before becoming a Marshal (1955) and then fi rst deputy defense minister in 
1957. He seemed a natural successor to Malinovsky. Yet it took nearly a fortnight 
after Malinovsky’s death to secure the post; most likely due to resistance from 
such as Chairman of the Council of Ministers and Politburo member Kosygin, 
who focused on the budget and was unlikely to welcome a known hawk. It is 
also suggested that Suslov sided with the military in opposing a civilian defense 
minister.43

The rival candidate was Dmitrii Ustinov. A member of the Party since 1927 
and of the Central Committee since 1952, he had headed the defense industries 
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218 Détente

since World War II. But resistance to the prospect of a civilian from within 
the military made itself effective, for the time being at least.44 A Party member 
since 1928 and a formidable personality, Grechko had commanded the 47th 
and 18th armies at Novorossisk in 1942–43 when Brezhnev served as the head of 
the political section of the 18th army. Likewise Admiral Gorshkov, Commander 
of the Soviet fl eet from 1956 and Deputy Minister of Defense, had been deputy 
commander of Novorossisk regional defense and for a time also commander 
of the 47th army.45 It was Grechko who was responsible for reversing Khru-
shchev’s dismissal of the value of conventional warfare, and under his leader-
ship land and air forces were reinforced to gain the upper hand in any non-
nuclear encounter with NATO.46 And he proved ruthlessly successful in hold-
ing out against any restrictions on the growth of Soviet submarine-launched 
ballistic missiles at the strategic arms limitation talks (SALT).47 Relieved of the 
climate of fear under Stalin, the military had fi nally come of age. Nasser told 
Sir  Humphrey Trevelyan “that he found dealing with the Russians very differ-
ent from ten years before. The Marshals had recently started to give their own 
opinions and did not always conceal their disagreements with the civilians.”48

Grechko is said to have warned the Politburo that the very idea of negotiating 
with the United States on strategic forces was criminal.49 And during the stra-
tegic arms limitation talks which opened in September 1969, he is said to have 
“remained permanently apoplectic. . . . His incurable distrust of, and violent 
opposition to, the talks, so well known to all of us involved in the negotiations, 
affected even the more realistic and sophisticated generals and politicians in a 
negative way. Grechko would repeatedly and irrelevantly launch into admoni-
tory lectures on the aggressive nature of imperialism, which, he assured us, 
had not changed. There was no guarantee against a new world war except a 
continued buildup of Soviet armed might.”50 Detinov recalls that “Grechko 
was against any accords with the United States” and “that we had no right to 
enter into agreement with the imperialists . . . that we would be had, we would 
be cheated, we had to stay away from them.”51 He was certainly not an isolated 
voice. “All the decisions” on arms control made at SALT and later START “were 
strongly opposed by the military,” according to Colonel General Danilevich, as-
sistant to the Chief of the Main Operations Directorate of the General Staff in 
the 1970s.52 A number of generals took great exception to articles by Bovin, now 
at Izvestiya, suggesting that a global nuclear war could not be won. In 1973 they 
invited him to the main political directorate of the armed forces where they 
tried to convince him that a nuclear missile exchange with the United States 
could be won by the USSR and accused him of “defeatism.”53

Interpreter Sukhodrev considered that Kosygin “surpassed all our leaders” 
“intellectually.” A literate man with good Russian marking him out above the 
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rest,54 Kosygin could handle a press conference with ease.55 He was seen as 
“perhaps more temperamentally disposed than any of the others to take a cal-
culated risk in going some way to meet the other chap’s point of view when he 
judges that it would be to the long term advantage of the Soviet Government 
to do so.”56 Yet Brezhnev was not unalterably ideological like Suslov. During a 
meeting at Zavidovo the General Secretary said he had once been offered the 
job of Dnepropetrovsk regional Party secretary for ideology but turned it down 
because he did “not like engaging in this ceaseless waffl e.”57 Kosygin, on the 
other hand, was one of the leadership most committed to supporting Hanoi. He 
had Stalinist instincts in domestic politics, strongly favoring the suppression of 
dissent;58 and in the fi rst major discussion on foreign policy after Khrushchev’s 
downfall, he sided with Shelepin in attacking a draft prepared for a Warsaw 
Pact meeting because it conceded too much to “imperialism” (the West) and 
was insuffi ciently grounded in “a class position.” He also took Brezhnev to task 
for not visiting China, which now presented itself as a new Bolshevik Rome (or 
Avignon Papacy), to heal the breach created under Khrushchev.59 Moreover, 
and in striking contrast to Brezhnev, Kosygin had the “best” understanding of 
military technology of all the civilian leaders except Ustinov.60

Brezhnev did not stamp his personal authority on relations with the West 
until 9 April 1971 with the Twenty-fourth Party Congress. Thereafter statements 
were made in private to the effect that henceforth he was taking personal re-
sponsibility for relations with Washington and Bonn.61 Dobrynin noted: “The 
infi ghting between them [Kosygin and Brezhnev] continued for the fi rst two 
years of Nixon’s presidency.”62 But Brezhnev was a predictable victor given the 
structure of Party and state, even if he continued to respect Kosygin’s expertise 
and expected no show of deference on his part.63 Nevertheless Brezhnev re-
mained envious of Kosygin who was far more popular both in the Party and the 
country.64

Known among his staff as “gloomy” (khmurii),65 Gromyko stood at awkward 
disadvantage vis-à-vis Ponomarev, head of the Central Committee’s Inter-
national Department, given Ponomarev’s elevation as a candidate member of 
the Politburo on 19 May 1972. Even after Gromyko’s promotion as a voting 
member a year later, personal relations were appalling. But Brezhnev disliked 
Ponomarev and went out of his way to show it, apparently because, at the cru-
cial moment when Khrushchev was overthrown, Ponomarev made the critical 
mistake of not switching loyalties suffi ciently quickly.66

Gromyko’s greatest asset was a phenomenal memory. A signifi cant problem 
was lack of confi dence in delegating to subordinates;67 that left him “basically 
a rather frightened man—in the sense of being frightened to take fi nal respon-
sibility for major decisions.” It was also rightly suspected by London “that he 
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220 Détente

is . . . rather obsessional—particularly about the Germans; and that he spends 
a great deal of time wondering how he can ‘destroy NATO’ (as he once put 
it . . . ) without really expecting that he will succeed and perhaps even doubting 
whether he could cope with the consequences if he did!”68 He felt a new con-
fi dence after Khrushchev’s fall. Soon after Brezhnev’s accession, Gromyko told 
a meeting of subordinates: “A new balance of power has formed in the world. If 
previously before taking a major initiative we had above all to calculate closely 
the possible reaction of the other side, now we can allow ourselves to do what is 
considered necessary, and then see how the other side reacts.”69 Yet, hidebound 
though Gromyko was, relations with the hawkish Grechko were “never good.”70 
And in his bounded vision the United States was world politics. Falin recalled 
that “Gromyko . . . for some reason was inclined to believe Washington more 
than Paris, London and especially Bonn.”71

THE VIETNAMESE OBSTACLE

The drift toward an understanding with Washington was already under way 
as a result of intermittent American contacts with Kosygin from 1965, culmi-
nating in the summit at Glassboro, New Jersey, in late June 1967. But a key 
obstacle arose: US military intervention in Vietnam.

The regime ruling South Vietnam broke the Geneva accords by reversing 
land reform with US encouragement,72 making title dependent on approval 
from Saigon, and refusing to abide by the agreement to hold elections nation-
wide. Moscow was inclined to accept the status quo. Indeed, on 24 January 1959 
it had proposed that both states be accepted into the UN. But Hanoi passed a 
resolution in May: “The time has come to push the armed struggle against the 
enemy.”73 The point of no return came in September 1960 when Le Duan was 
approved as the new Secretary General of the Party. On 19 December the Na-
tional Liberation Front (NLF) of South Vietnam was proclaimed. A diplomatic 
initiative was simultaneously launched to canvass it as a neutralist movement.74 
Yet a Lao Dong circular noted: “The People’s Revolutionary Party has only the 
appearance of an independent existence. Actually the party is nothing but the 
Lao Dong Party of Viet-nam unifi ed from north to south under the central ex-
ecutive committee of the party, the chief of which is President Ho . . . take care 
to keep this strictly secret . . . especially in South Viet-Nam, so that the enemy 
does not perceive our purpose.”75 Moscow was nervous, asking “whether the 
transition toward an open armed struggle against the Ngo Dinh Diem regime 
would not put the revolutionary forces of South Vietnam under threat and, on 
the other hand, whether this would not lead to an even deeper U.S. interven-
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 Détente 221

tion in South Vietnam that is fraught with the complication of the political 
situation in that region and could lead to the transformation of South Vietnam 
into a sharp ganglion of international tension.”76 It was thus not merely because 
of the critical situation in Berlin, in August 1961, that Khrushchev declined Ho’s 
invitation to visit Hanoi.77

Between 1961 and 1965 Moscow supplied weapons of German manufacture 
to minimize the impact on relations with Washington.78 And when Le Duan 
led a delegation to Moscow in January 1964, pressing the importance of the 
national liberation movement across the Third World in language no different 
from that of China, Moscow brusquely warned of the consequences for rela-
tions with the USSR.79 Thus whereas Beijing favored increased military aid 
to Hanoi, Moscow refused.80 By then Diem, who had fl irted with the idea of 
negotiations with the North, had been ousted and assassinated in a coup backed 
by Washington (1 November 1963), leaving a chaotic scramble for power among 
the military.81 Hanoi thus saw an opportunity for decisive action. The NLF del-
egation in Moscow in the summer of 1964 met with a cool reception, however, 
when they asked for increased military aid and a permanent mission in the 
Soviet capital.82 Britain’s ambassador noted: “Khrushchev had decided to have 
nothing to do with Vietnam . . . and virtually signed off.”83 Denied help from 
Moscow, Hanoi turned to Beijing. Having given Russian military advisers their 
papers, Hanoi signed a treaty with Beijing in December 1964 envisaging the 
advent of support troops into the North.84 Sobering news simultaneously came 
into Washington that China was rapidly building an air base at Ningming just 
beyond the border with North Vietnam.85

US intervention began under Kennedy but grew into a major commitment 
under Lyndon Johnson. Contemptuous of Kennedy, Johnson was determined 
to succeed where his predecessor had failed. It was no accident, he believed, 
that the communists became more warlike in Vietnam after Kennedy’s acces-
sion. From then on, “they saw that we were getting weak. They looked around 
and saw what Castro did and they saw that young man sit here in the White 
House. And when Khrushchev talked like war to Kennedy in Vienna we just 
didn’t do very much. We called up the reserves but that didn’t scare Khru-
shchev. He put his missiles into Cuba and all that young fellow here did was to 
say to Khrushchev: ‘Please, sir, take your missiles out and we won’t trouble you 
any more. Yes, you can go ahead and propagate Communism in Cuba and we 
won’t touch you if you will just take those missiles out.’”86

The overthrow of Khrushchev completely altered Soviet policy. Hanoi soon 
acknowledged that it brought the Lao Dang “closer to the CPSU.”87 Kosygin was 
vigorously supportive of a more radical shift in policy toward a  rapprochement 
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222 Détente

with China and in antagonism with the West. The attempt failed and ultimately 
exacerbated tensions between the two major communist Powers. But the net 
effect was to drive Beijing and Moscow into competition for Hanoi; thus grow-
ing US pressure on North Vietnam merely stimulated that rivalry to Hanoi’s 
advantage. Between 1953 and 1964 Moscow supplied 200 million rubles worth 
of aid, of which 70 percent was industrial (including training).88 CIA estimated 
total Soviet military aid to the North between 1953 and 1964 at $70 million, half 
the total given by the entire communist bloc, which meant about half came 
from China. Between January 1965 and March 1967 it delivered about $670 
million.89 And all military aid was gratis. Between the autumn of 1964 and April 
1965 aid totaled 486.5 million rubles, of which 300 million had been given 
since January.90 Moscow was returning to Leninism in international relations. 
World revolution was back, with Washington an unknowing catalyst in exerting 
ever more force against Hanoi.

Perhaps because of rather than despite the Sino-Vietnamese agreement, 
Moscow began delivery of SAM-75 missiles for air defense to Hanoi in Decem-
ber 1964 before the US bombardment had even begun, evidently as a result 
of intelligence information.91 Some signs of hesitancy on the part of Hanoi 
naturally emerged nevertheless when 49 US Navy jets proceeded with repri-
sal attacks on North Vietnam (7 and 8 February), leading to operation Roll-
ing Thunder, a sustained bombing campaign of gradual escalation begun on 
2 March. McGeorge Bundy had recommended this as “the most promising 
course available.” But his lack of confi dence in the operation and the use of 
bombing to cover the government’s domestic political fl ank were betrayed in 
the remark added that “even if it fails to turn the tide—as it may—the value of 
the effort seems to us to exceed the cost.”92 The cost in one year alone included 
351 aircraft and the loss of their pilots.93 Malinovsky’s reports of “the widening 
of the scale of the military confl ict in this region”94 were read with heightened 
concern. Moscow was committed to Hanoi, however, despite regarding them as 
a “bunch of stubborn bastards.”95

When bombardment began, Kosygin visited Beijing to concert assistance 
and heal the rift. The visit was carefully prepared. Some were pessimistic about 
prospects. The proposal from the Politburo’s foreign policy committee (Suslov, 
Andropov, Ponomarev, and Il’ichev) considered that there was no need to focus 
on areas of acute disagreement but to highlight what was held in common 
against imperialism.96 Leading the arguments in favor were Brezhnev, Shelepin, 
Kosygin, and Suslov. Brezhnev’s working assumption was that “Khrushchev did 
a lot of damage in foreign affairs.”97 But no one was interested in opening the 
question of territorial claims, and good Soviet relations with India, including 
arms supplies, were justifi ed in terms of denying India to the United States.98
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Kosygin visited Hanoi from 6 to 10 February, stopping off in Beijing on 5–6 
and 10–11 February en route. Although Chou acknowledged that “the positions 
of the CPC [China] and CPSU [Russia] were either very close or completely 
coincidental” in respect of Vietnam, Beijing refused a joint declaration con-
demning Washington for breaching the Geneva accords. Mao, ever suspicious 
of Soviet motives, coolly displayed little interest in any direct confrontation with 
Washington. He offered no further aid to Hanoi: “The people of South Viet-
nam,” he said, “fi ght well enough even without us. It will on its own drive out the 
Americans.” As to the bombing, Mao considered this the “stupidity of the Ameri-
cans.” He also delivered a lecture on the world situation. “We are truly a warlike 
people . . . ,” he emphasized, “tension will grow. There is obviously no détente 
at all; this is also an illusion . . . we need to prepare for war.”’ All was not lost 
for Sino-Soviet relations, however. “In 10–15 years, when the imperialists raised 
their hand against you or ourselves, we will fi ght together. War will unite us.”99

Moscow moved more resolutely in support as a consequence of US bombing 
with the enthusiasm of the military.100 On 6 July 1965 the Council of Ministers 
resolved on the dispatch of instructors to train North Vietnamese in the use of 
surface-to-air missiles.101 About 2,500 went in.102 A total of more than 10,000 to 
12,000 men on strict rotation served over the course of the war. Between 1965 
and 1970 North Vietnamese air defenses absorbed more than 85 percent of 
Soviet military aid.103 Along with air defense, Moscow offered a squadron of 
fi ghter-interceptor aircraft with crew. Beijing was asked to accept overfl ights to 
supply them to Hanoi and base areas on Chinese soil while Vietnamese bases 
were in preparation. China refused point blank. Hanoi also preferred to have its 
own pilots trained in Russia for use of the MiG-21. Moscow agreed.104

Beijing conveyed to Washington (via an intermediary) a four-point statement 
emphasizing that China would not provoke war but would support anyone 
against US aggression and “fi ght to the end” should Washington retaliate.105 
In the event of US forces landing in North Vietnam, Beijing agreed to send in 
troops as strategic reserves.106 Ho announced that Hanoi would “take the main 
burden of the war by themselves,” but from Mao he also asked for and obtained 
“whatever support was needed by the Vietnamese.”107

Balancing between Moscow and Beijing became increasingly diffi cult, how-
ever, as relations between the two became more acute. Le Duan, the leading 
fi gure in the North Vietnamese party—aside from Ho, who was fatally ill—
took a detached view of Soviet “revisionism”: “The Soviet Union is like the 
sun. I would compare revisionism to the clouds. Clouds may perhaps for a 
time cover the sun, but it always reappears.”108 That this relaxed attitude ir-
ritated Beijing in the heat of the so-called Cultural Revolution was apparent 
when Le Duan visited in November 1966 and was refused access to Mao.109 By 
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then China had more than 200,000 soldiers controlling the strategic routes to 
South Vietnam and Laos handling air defense along the line from Dien Bien 
Phu– Hanoi–Honghai to the Chinese border.110 Inevitably with Hanoi’s forces 
simultaneously concentrated to the south, fears naturally arose that the Chinese 
presence could give rise to “a potential coup d’état.”111

Beijing’s presence worked to Hanoi’s advantage: Johnson was thereby inhib-
ited from the most extreme options that others favored by the daunting pros-
pect of reliving 1950–51.112 Washington was therefore driven to seek help from 
Moscow. Kosygin was, however, content to wait upon events. He repeatedly 
said that he had “no authorization whatever from our Vietnamese comrades” 
to negotiate. Kosygin also emphasized that “the Vietnamese comrades do not 
exclude a political settlement, even one bypassing the Chinese (Pomimo Ki-
taitsev).” That settlement “would be on the basis of the retention of the 17th 
parallel.” The advice he offered was to respond directly to Chairman of the 
Council of Ministers Pham Van Dong’s four points. He insisted Washington 
could never win through force. Instead the Americans would be chased out as 
they had been elsewhere.113

The bombing of the North at the time of Kosygin’s visit in February 1965 
had been humiliating. It ensured that any talk of Johnson visiting Moscow was 
completely scotched. “It showed to them that there had never been any serious 
intention of such a visit,” Dobrynin told Harriman, Governor of New York and 
Johnson’s intermediary. “His remarks exposed again the sensitivity and feeling 
of inferiority which I have noted over the years, but which has not been as 
marked recently,” Harriman concluded, entirely missing the point.114 In his 
fi rst round of conversations with Harriman in Moscow during July 1965, Kosy-
gin had said that the Vietnamese problem was “an impediment to the solution 
of many important problems such as disarmament, nuclear weapons and the 
like.”115

HAWKS IN MOSCOW SPEAK OF WAR

Escalation of the war exacerbated rivalry within. Brezhnev and Kosygin were 
not securely in place. Others, such as the younger Shelepin, who believed Brezh-
nev’s post should have been his for the taking,116 were advancing on the basis 
of more assertive policies. At the celebrations of the October Revolution an-
niversary in the Kremlin on 7 November 1964 Shelepin, “tough and generally 
on the attack,” launched a verbal assault on the British ambassador and two 
other envoys concerning Johnson’s recent speech on aid to Saigon. Shelepin 
compared it to Churchill’s iron curtain speech. He also said of Khrushchev, by 
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way of warning, that the “old man used to blather away, but we are not bound 
by what he said.” Before this could be clarifi ed, Kosygin appeared and he sheep-
ishly confessed to having expressed his personal opinion.117

Shelepin lost his position as Deputy Chairman of the Council of Ministers in 
1965 but retained membership of the all-important Politburo. Bovin, working 
under Andropov in the Central Committee apparat, recalls: “Toward the mid-
dle of 1966 within the Soviet leadership there began to develop a determination 
to stamp their feet, to intimidate the Americans, to put them in their place. It 
was proposed to have a tough conversation on the ‘hot line,’ to recall the ambas-
sador from Washington, to organize military exercises in the Far East etc.” This 
prompted a memorandum to Andropov for discussion in the Politburo. The 
measures suggested, Bovin argued, made sense only in the event that “we are 
prepared to go to war with the United States of America and . . . if, although we 
are not prepared to fi ght, the Americans believe in our readiness to start military 
action against the USA.” But, Bovin continued, none of these conditions held 
good. Instead he recommended encouraging Hanoi to negotiate and at the 
same time increasing military assistance in the form of armaments.118

Thus when Kosygin and Soviet diplomats warned of the Vietnam War esca-
lating to general war, the attitudes of the more hawkish could not have been far 
from their minds. In mid-May the bombing of Hanoi in progress and US inter-
vention in the Dominican Republic a public spectacle, Grechko addressed the 
leadership, evidently with Brezhnev’s support. He represented these two events 
as provocations against Moscow that could lead to action against Cuba. Active 
measures were therefore required, such as mobilization of the armed forces in 
Germany and Hungary as a demonstration effect. And were Cuba threatened, 
then Moscow had to be ready to hit West Berlin. They should not fear the 
risk of war. Mikoyan, witnessing this display of belligerence, was completely 
“taken aback.”119 A week later, when the matter was opened to extended discus-
sion, Mikoyan, Kosygin, Podgorny, and Suslov dismissed the proposals, Kosygin 
pointing out the manner in which both Stalin and Khrushchev were eventually 
forced to back down after creating a crisis over Berlin.120

The Shelepin faction was not removed until 1967 when approaches were 
made to Mikoyan to have Brezhnev supplanted.121 What Kosygin told Harri-
man in July 1965 was also to have great signifi cance in the next few years for the 
emergence of détente: “One possibility would be for a meeting to be held—not 
necessarily in the USSR or U.S., it doesn’t matter where—prior to a disarma-
ment conference where a fundamental understanding could be reached on 
these important issues.” In essence he wanted a summit. “Naturally, progress 
could be made by conventional methods as well, but faster progress might be 
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made by adopting unconventional ones. However nothing can be done today 
because of the Vietnamese problem. Thus, the Vietnamese problem—which is 
a small problem—becomes large and infl uences all other important issues.”122 
By then, however, Washington had slipped ineluctably into combat operations 
on the ground.

Kosygin had good reason to believe that Washington and Hanoi would ulti-
mately be obliged to negotiate a peace, but as a result of the pressure from events 
alone. This much was confi rmed when on 6 October the Russian military at-
taché in Hanoi reported that “among part of the offi cer corps of the Vietnamese 
army feelings of discontent are apparent with respect to the course being pur-
sued by the leadership of the DRV, which to please the Chinese is conducting 
a policy not meeting the interests of the Vietnamese people. The Vietnamese 
people are tired of protracted war and the sacrifi ces entailed and see no real 
prospect of any improvement in the situation. The people show indifference 
toward the political tasks undertaken under the slogan ‘a decisive struggle to 
the end.’ These feelings are deepening given that, with weak military-economic 
capabilities of its own, the DRV is giving assistance to Laos.” Thus “offi cers of 
the Vietnamese People’s Army are strengthening in the belief that the political 
line of the leadership of the DRV and the VWP directed at refusal to search 
for means of resolving the Vietnamese question by means other than direct 
military struggle is wrong.”123 Opinion in Hanoi shifted, however, and Soviet 
understanding was often little more than inspired guesswork.

COMMUNISM IN INDONESIA ABORTED

Elsewhere in Asia US interests were also threatened at another crossroads 
where Moscow and Beijing competed for dominance, notably in the most 
populous country of Southeast Asia, where China already wielded signifi cant 
infl uence: the former Dutch East Indies. After gaining independence for In-
donesia on 27 December 1949, President Hatta had recognized China only a 
few months later. An irredentist state, claiming territory from Malaya, and in 
search of a major role in Asia commensurate with its massive population, In-
donesia had hosted the fi rst conference of nonaligned countries in Bandung in 
1955. And in October 1956 President Sukarno became only the second head of 
state after Ho to visit Beijing in a fanfare of publicity. Thereafter the two states 
increasingly swam the same waters. Thus in Indonesia the Unites States faced 
“a nation-wide, gov[ernmen]t sanctioned leftist effort to remove [the] American 
presence.”124 In January 1965 Sukarno withdrew from the UN. The normally 
taciturn Soviet ambassador, Mikhailov, expressed his anxiety at Indonesia’s 
drift toward war with Malayia and at its orientation away from Moscow toward 
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 Beijing.125 And Sukarno was no friend of Washington. CIA had tried and failed 
to overthrow him in 1958.126 He had long engaged in a delicate balancing act 
mixing nationalism with socialism and anti-Americanism in order to outfl ank 
the powerful Communist Party (PKI) oriented more toward Beijing than Mos-
cow. The confl ict with Malaysia had driven him ever closer to the Eastern bloc, 
which gave the PKI ever-growing infl uence.

The PKI had a remarkable General Secretary in Aidit, born in Insel Suma-
tra of Malay extraction on 30 July 1923. Aidit rose rapidly through the ranks of 
the communist youth movement, then underground, from 1939 to 1945, before 
becoming leader of the Party proper in 1951 at the early age of twenty-eight. 
Membership then stood at a mere 7, 910. By 1963, however, the PKI numbered 
some 3.5 million,127 with a further 1.5 million in the youth wing and another 
25 million in front organizations.128 The PKI pressed Sukarno to arm the 
 peasantry and dismiss the more moderate ministers. And in a TV interview 
on 4 February Sukarno said he did not mind the PKI taking power as long 
as it did not harm the country.129 CIA then reported that President Sukarno 
had “given instructions for [the] sustained harassment of American offi cials in 
Indonesia.”130 In an unusual message of greetings to the PKI on 20 May, Mao 
congratulated the Party on having “indonesianized Marxism-Leninism with 
outstanding success.” On 23 May Aidit called for the confi scation of US prop-
erty. Britain concluded that “Indonesia is slipping steadily into the Communist 
sphere.”131 “Perhaps like Castro he [Sukarno] will in due course discover that he 
has been a Communist all the time,” a diplomat noted sardonically.132

Preoccupied with Vietnam, strategically far less important than Indonesia, 
Johnson was initially inclined to appease Sukarno. But in the early hours of the 
morning on 1 October Lieutenant Colonel Untung of the air force launched 
a savage coup and nearly succeeded in wiping out the entire leadership of the 
army, which was largely anticommunist. According to PKI Politburo member 
Sobsi, Sukarno’s illness prompted fears in the Party leadership that the council 
of generals would take the helm. A coup was fi rst discussed in July and settled 
on in August.133 Aidit’s visit to Beijing on 3–4 August may have played a con-
tributory role. Untung later acknowledged the role of the PKI, though that was 
under interrogation, where doubtless he could have been induced to say any-
thing.134 But Japan also learned that Untung was a PKI member and speculated 
that the Party leadership were unusually absent from the 1 October festivities 
in Beijing—celebrating the People’s Republic anniversary—because they were 
too busy preparing to seize power.135

A secret report from Pravda’s local correspondent Shurygin on 10 October 
reluctantly acknowledged that “it is quite possible that the communists pre-
pared something similar to the events of ‘30 September’; they wanted to draw 
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Sukarno and the most sympathetic elements of the air force into these events; 
however, for some reason or other, events took them by surprise, and the move 
took place prematurely. Here it is possible that at the critical moment the lead-
ership split. One of the reasons which could have driven them to act might 
have been a serious deterioration in Sukarno’s health on the night of 1 Oc-
tober. It is entirely possible that in these circumstances Lieutenant Colonel 
Untung decided to play the role of Boumedienne.”136 Aidit’s worry over Su-
karno’s health also emerged from the interrogation of PKI Politburo member 
Njono.137

Conspirator Major Bambang of the parachute regiment said the coup in-
volved more than the PKI and that some 2,000 volunteers had been brought in 
from various parts of the country for training by the air force at a base near Dja-
karta.138 The aim was said to be the formation of a supreme revolutionary coun-
cil that would lead to a national government under the PKI. General Nasution, 
however, escaped the purge by clambering over his garden wall. He then or-
chestrated a devastating onslaught against those responsible for the bloodthirsty 
murder of his friends and colleagues with some assistance from Washington. 
Robert Martens from the US embassy’s political section had spent the previous 
two years compiling a comprehensive list of PKI members. The list was handed 
over piecemeal to Tirta Kentjana (“Kim”) Adhyatman, an aide to Adam Malik, 
Suharto’s ally. “It really was a big help to the army,” Martens recalled. “They 
probably killed a lot of people, and I probably have a lot of blood on my hands, 
but that’s not all bad. There’s a time when you have to strike hard at a decisive 
moment.” “No one cared as long as they were Communists, that they were 
being butchered,” Howard Federspiel, Indonesian expert at INR, commented. 
“No one was getting very worked up about it.”139 Within a week, Sukarno still 
clinging to offi ce, and a parallel government in being, the military were round-
ing up and shooting PKI members en masse. In total around 300,000 were 
killed over the subsequent four and a half months.140

The reaction in Beijing, where insurrections overseas were strongly advo-
cated, shows how far out of touch with reality the Maoist leadership was. In 
1964 Mao pressed both the Indonesians and the Japanese to launch uprisings. 
And on 28 March 1966 Mao told a delegation from the Japanese Communist 
Party of two errors committed by the PKI. First, “they blindly believed in Su-
karno, and overestimated the power of the Party in the army”; second, the Party 
“wavered without fi ghting it out.”141 The precise role of CIA is still murky. In 
Djakarta, however, the deputy chief of mission “made clear that [the] embassy 
and USG[overnment] generally [were] sympathetic with and admiring of what 
[the] army [were] doing.”142
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The extinction of the PKI came as a shock to Moscow. But it represented 
a body blow to China. Testifying on 10 February 1966, from retirement, Ken-
nan argued that China had “suffered an enormous reverse in Indonesia . . . 
one of great signifi cance, and one that does rather confi ne any realistic hopes 
they may have for the expansion of their authority.”143 Russia, though broadly 
sympathetic to the PKI, was nevertheless prepared to carry on as though noth-
ing had happened. Talks between Washington and Moscow were still a real 
possibility, though Russia was inclined to hold progress elsewhere hostage to 
progress (on their terms) regarding Vietnam. Chinese activism was also appar-
ent in South Asia. There, in September 1965, Beijing had encouraged Pakistan 
in its longstanding confrontation with India over the latter’s continued posses-
sion of Muslim Kashmir. The resultant border war was mediated by Moscow, 
anxious to restore stability to a region where trouble could only benefi t rival 
China. The Tashkent agreement of 10 January 1966 succeeded in holding the 
line for a few years more. The image of the Brezhnev-Kosygin regime was thus 
at this early stage a good deal more reassuring than that of Maoist China, now 
succumbing to the misnamed Cultural Revolution, a brutal and xenophobic 
display of loyalty to Mao.

DÉTENTE WITH THE UNITED STATES?

When Harriman mentioned China, Britain, and France as likely interlocu-
tors on nuclear nonproliferation, Kosygin was typically brusque. On his view, 
Washington and Moscow were “the only real owners of nuclear weapons. Oth-
ers have some capability . . . but are not now of any importance. However, 
science is making great strides and is the property of all states. Cheaper bombs, 
which do not require the present tremendous amount of electric power for their 
manufacture, will be developed, Kosygin said. Many states will thus be able to 
possess nuclear weapons and when this happens, there will be no guarantees 
as to who might take these weapons into their hands.” Here Germany reared 
its head. What if another Hitler arose? “These weapons are terrible,” Kosygin 
said. “We must do all in our power to prevent proliferation of these weapons. 
That is why the American proposal to pool nuclear weapons [in NATO un-
der MLF]—which amounts to giving weapons to the Germans—arouses such 
emotional opposition in the USSR.”144 Of course, Moscow had yet to sign a 
nuclear nonproliferation treaty; neither had Bonn, for whom it was primarily 
envisaged (in Moscow). This turn in the discussion with Harriman led Kosygin 
on to a related issue: “The U.S. pretends the GDR does not exist, but it does 
exist . . . We will not let down the East Germans and turn them over to your 
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hands. . . . As I see it, let there be two Germanies for a while until they come 
together by themselves. You are none the worse off for this.”145

Kosygin was emotionally swayed by Vietnam but had to accept that Hanoi 
would not submit to mediation (after the precedent of Geneva in 1954–55). The 
dilemma was spelt out in a Foreign Ministry memorandum presented to the 
Politburo on 13 January 1967:

As regards the American aggression against Vietnam and its effect on bilateral 
relations, we should go on rendering comprehensive assistance to the DRV 
in consolidating its defense capacity to repulse the aggression, without get-
ting directly involved in the war. We must give the Americans to understand 
that further escalation in the military actions against the DRV will compel 
the Soviet Union to render its assistance to this country on an ever-growing 
scale, and that the only way out of the present situation is reaching a political 
solution on the basis of respecting the legitimate rights of the Vietnamese 
people. Nevertheless, putting an end to the Vietnam confl ict would undoubt-
edly have a positive effect on Soviet-American relations and open up new 
possibilities for solving certain international problems.146

Handling negotiations for Johnson, Harriman continued to fret over the fail-
ure of a recent British initiative to make progress. “Somehow the Soviets had 
to be induced to assume responsibility for bringing Hanoi to negotiations.”147 
Yet this wishful thinking matched a lack of realism about Vietnam as a whole. 
Harvard professor Henry Kissinger “was never against the war in Vietnam.”148 
As such he interceded with the Russians on behalf of the Johnson administra-
tion. Director of the Czech Institute of International Affairs Anton Snejdarek, 
an intelligence offi cer, who had headed the Czech military mission in Ger-
many in the late 1940s and was a member of the foreign policy collegium of the 
Czech Council of Ministers, told him that Moscow believed “the United States 
was getting stuck deeper and deeper in the muck of Vietnam. Sooner or later, 
the United States would get tired of it and then accept terms going far beyond 
anything now being conceived.” Moscow was counting on “American psycho-
logical exhaustion. A North Vietnamese victory would then enable the Soviet 
Union to strengthen its infl uence in Hanoi as a counterweight to China.”149 
Indeed, on 21 February an assessment for the Politburo took heart from the 
evident fact that Chinese leaders were worried by the tendency of the North 
Vietnamese toward greater independence of action from China.150

As the war showed no signs of ending, Moscow dropped its reservations and 
adopted a resolutely favorable view of communist prospects in South Vietnam. 
The US troop commitment had reached its upper limit of 650,000 to 750,000 
without mobilization. Armaments were fl owing southward in a “broad stream.” 
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In these circumstances Hanoi was uninterested in negotiations. “It can be es-
timated,” the Soviet ambassador told colleagues, “that the entire armed forces 
of the FLN are almost as powerful as the American, Saigon, and allied forces 
put together. The Saigon army merely functions as police, its morale is at rock 
bottom. The offi cer corps is corrupt and is thus disintegrating.” Desertion was 
at an all time high; some 100,000 were lost to Saigon in 1967. Without US aid 
the regime could not continue. “The Vietnam War and the negro problem are 
weighing Johnson down,” the North Vietnamese noted. “For this reason they 
intend to use military means up to the start of the election period to bolster 
Johnson’s position.”151 The only bad news for Moscow and its allies was that 
of Ho’s illness, which inevitably complicated decision making. But Southeast 
Asia was not the only theater of direct confrontation. The Middle East was now 
at boiling point and, as with Vietnam, the diehards in Moscow considered its 
policy too conciliatory.

THE SIX DAY WAR 1967

The perpetual threat from the Arab states to drive Israel into the sea turned 
it into a garrison state which, without natural frontiers, exercised the traditional 
right of preemptive war whenever its security was jeopardized. Nothing was 
done, however, to fi nd a humanitarian solution for the Palestinian refugees 
driven from the lands now settled. In 1967 Nasser took up refugee rights as 
the banner to unite Arab opinion by challenging Israel. Yet in the Arab world 
cacophony rather than harmony reigned. This made Israel no more secure, 
however. From 23 February 1966 the new radical Baathist government in Syria 
allied to Cairo began backing terrorist attacks against Israel from Fatah, the bur-
geoning Palestinian movement. Moscow had been approached by the Palestine 
Liberation Organization several times but held them at arms’ length.152 They 
turned instead to China.

Moscow insisted the Arab-Israeli dispute was an extension of global class 
struggle, with Israel an instrument of US power, ironically at the very time 
Washington refused to sell arms directly to Tel Aviv. Britain and France re-
mained the primary sources once West Germany had dropped out under Arab 
pressure. So sentiment within Israel became increasingly unilateralist. The an-
nouncement from London in 1966 that it would pull out from bases east of 
Suez, which would leave Aden open to the insurrectionist forces backed by 
Cairo and Moscow, added to anxieties.

Soviet ambassador in Tel Aviv Dmitrii Chuvakhin described Israel as occupy-
ing “an important place in the strategic plans of the imperialist Powers, having 
as their aim the struggle with the world socialist system,” and in their tactics, 
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“directed at sucking the blood out of and breaking down the anti-imperialist 
front of nations, at ‘casting off’ the national-liberation movement.” The West 
was blamed for trying to use Israel as “a standing source of tension in the Near 
and Middle East” to justify the “theory of the balance of power in this region.” 
Yet Chuvakhin looked upon the more fl exible foreign policy of Prime Minister 
and Defense Minister Levi Eshkol as a signifi cant improvement upon that of his 
predecessor, hardliner David Ben-Gurion, and understood that Israel’s interests 
were not always furthered by Western policy which was dictated by more global, 
anti-Soviet considerations. He highlighted the disputes between Israel and the 
other capitalist Powers—including US pressure on France to desist from aiding 
the construction of the nuclear reactor at Dimona. Chuvakhin also saw “little 
Israel” with its limited resources as unlikely to be able to sustain military rivalry 
with the Arab countries over the long term. But his proposals for a major Soviet 
peace initiative fell on deaf ears.153 In this he appears to have been infl uenced 
by lobbying from the Israeli Communist Party (Maki), chairman Moshe Sneh 
in particular.154

As terrorists continued to strike across the west bank of the Jordan River, 
Eshkol, a native Russian speaker, approached Chuvakhin in late October 1966 
asking for pressure on Damascus to avert a confl ict. Eshkol expressed his will-
ingness to meet the Soviet leadership at any time and in any place. Gromyko 
dismissed the proposal out of hand.155 On 9 November Deputy Foreign Minis-
ter Vladimir Semyonov warned the Israeli ambassador that his country should 
be cautious and take the longer view.156 But three days later an Israeli patrol was 
struck by a mine, losing three dead and six injured. The following day reprisals 
were launched against Fatah at Es-Samu in Jordan, which by then formed part 
of a united military command with Egypt and Syria.

Moscow now paid serious attention. Concern was apparent in Gromyko’s 
comment to the Politburo that “extremist elements among the Palestinians 
are also trying to take advantage of the deterioriation in the Arab-Israeli con-
fl ict. The leader of the ‘Palestine Liberation Organization,’ Ahmed Shukeiri, 
linked to China, has recently signifi cantly increased its activity in Arab coun-
tries, openly calling for war with Israel. Shukeiri stated at a press conference 
in Algiers in November this year that ‘instead of words, speeches, conferences, 
protests, we have armed struggle’ and that the ‘Palestine Liberation Organiza-
tion’ has the support of the Chinese People’s Republic, which supplies it with 
weapons and is training military personnel for it with the aim of solving the 
Palestinian problem by military means.” Given that Fatah’s attacks on Israel 
“may lead to serious complications in this region,” the Soviet ambassador to 
Syria had made representations to the prime minister in Damascus. “However,” 
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Gromyko continued, “there are signs that the Palestinian organization headed 
by Shukeiri has supporters within infl uential circles in Syria, Iraq, and Jordan 
and may precipitate the occurrence of even more serious incidents.” In the 
rear lurked China, “aiming at the opening of ‘a second Vietnam’ in the Near 
East.”157

The fact that even the more moderate kingdom of Jordan would not accept 
the idea of UN troops along the border to forestall further incidents showed 
Moscow how far out of line with Arab opinion it had come. Naturally an un-
representative monarchy that had annexed the west bank of the Jordan River 
(Palestine) in collusion with Israel had a precarious basis for legitimacy. Am-
bassador in Amman Petr Slyusarenko was nonetheless surprised to be told in 
confi dence by the foreign minister that “the presence of UN forces on the 
Jordani-Israeli demarcation line will deprive the Palestinians of the possibility 
of resolving the Palestinian problem by the only means available to them—
through armed struggle.” The UN presence in Gaza after all prevented Egypt 
helping the Palestinians.158

Having failed to restrain Arab opinion, Moscow instead decided to follow. 
The Central Committee plenum in December resolved to pursue “unswerv-
ingly” a policy designed to strengthen the forces of national liberation. Here 
the hawkish infl uence of Shelepin and his followers made itself felt. Whether 
Moscow was reading Israeli ciphers is not known, but if its leaders saw Chief 
of Staff Yizhak Rabin’s telegram to the military attaché in London, it would 
have fed hostile sentiment in Moscow and completely neutralized Eshkol’s ear-
nest efforts to keep the peace: “An escalation with Syria is not against Israel’s 
interest,” wrote Rabin, “and in my view there is no better time than now for a 
confrontation with Syria. I prefer to go to war rather than allow this continuous 
harassment, especially if the Syrians persist in their efforts to facilitate the activ-
ity of Fatah on our border.”159

While Israeli ambassador to the UN Gideon Rafael was in Moscow updating 
them on his country’s conduct, Semyonov handed the Israeli ambassador a note 
warning “that the Soviet government was in possession of information about 
Israeli troop concentrations” along its borders.160 On 13 May at a meeting with 
Anwar Sadat, chairman of the Egyptian National Assembly, Gromyko insisted 
that Moscow would stand fi rm alongside Damascus. And when Sadat stressed 
that in the next few years Egypt would have to conduct a greater struggle than 
in 1956, Gromyko answered: “We well understand this and on this question we 
can only agree. We have interests in common.”161

It was at around this time, mid-May, that Moscow “received reports that Israel 
was preparing a military attack against Syria and other Arab countries.”162 This 
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was passed on to Cairo and Damascus. Yet if this information was as poor as that 
which prompted Semyonov’s note of 26 April, little reliability should have been 
placed on it. Nevertheless on 16 May ambassador to Egypt Dmitrii Pozhidaev 
accompanied military attaché Fursov to see Defense Minister Shams A-Din 
Badran at his request. Pozhidaev was told of Egyptian information from Syria 
that Israel had indeed concentrated twelve brigades along the border. As a result 
the Egyptian Chief of Staff had left for Damascus. Syria had been assured that 
in the event of attack Egypt would immediately come to its assistance. Egyptian 
forces were moving into position in the Sinai. It was, however, agreed that mere 
frontier incidents would not be construed as an invasion from Israel. Badran 
wanted armaments from Moscow at short notice. From 1955 until 1966 Moscow 
had supplied military equipment to Egypt worth $1.16 billion, just over half 
gratis and the rest as low-interest credit.163 On 14 May Badran wrote to Grechko 
for more fi ghter aircraft: MiG-21s, Sukhoi-7s, and various other items.164

What came as a shock to Moscow as well as Tel Aviv was when Egypt de-
manded that the UN emergency force (UNEF) be withdrawn from the cease-
fi re line along the border with Israel.165 As tension rose, Johnson, tempted to 
back Israel overtly but dissuaded by Walt Rostow, his national security adviser, 
made it known that he could not “accept responsibilities on behalf of the 
United States for situations which arise as a result of actions on which we are 
not consulted.”166 But on 16 May Fawzi, Chief of the Egyptian General Staff, 
told commander of UNEF General Rikhye to withdraw and simultaneously 
placed all forces on full alert. At noon on 17 May Rafael heard that the UN had 
issued a statement saying that if Egypt insisted, the Secretary General would 
have to pull out UNEF completely.167

The Egyptian ambassador to the UN did not even know whether the pullout 
was to be partial or whether the Secretary General would receive a formal re-
quest. Yet both U Thant and his deputy, Ralph Bunche, rapidly agreed, despite 
the fact that it confl icted entirely with the understandings reached in 1957 when 
UNEF was formed and the fact that they knew there to be no concentration 
of Israeli forces along the Syrian frontier.168 Interestingly, Egypt indicated that 
Bunche had actually opposed the idea of pulling out UNEF but that U Thant, 
who seemed not to understand the likely consequences, insisted.169 U Thant 
thereby breached the undertaking given to Israel in March 1957 in return for 
evacuating the Straits of Tiran and Gaza, augmented by a letter from his pre-
decessor dated 5 August 1958.170 Whatever the motives for this ineptitude, the 
sequel was tragically predictable.

Even Moscow regarded Egypt’s demand as “ill-advised.”171 Cairo explained 
its reasoning variously: an attempt to deter Israeli military action against Syria; 
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a means of bolstering policy on the Palestinian question by showing that its forces 
were capable of acting against Israel; and an effort to foil Anglo-American plans 
to bring down the Syrian government. Vice President Marshal Amer insisted 
they were not about to attack Israel but added that Egypt had to be prepared 
for any eventuality “right up to a serious military confl ict.” He also asked that 
Moscow speed up delivery of the MiG-21s due for 1968 so that they reach Egypt 
before the end of 1967. They also needed 100–150 armored troop carriers.172

If Moscow saw this saber rattling as risky, its passivity did nothing to cool the 
atmosphere. It appeared to be a situation that could be exploited at little or no 
expense. At the UN Sinologist and anti-Semite Fyodorenko, the Soviet ambas-
sador, was instructed to sustain close contact with Egypt and Syria, and that 
should they, as before, oppose bringing the situation to the Security Council, 
Fedorenko should support them. If the question arose as to Egypt’s right to have 
UNEF withdrawn, he should also back them up.173 Yet Moscow was never told 
beforehand what Cairo was expecting to do. On 20 May a paratroop battalion 
and an infantry brigade of the Egyptian army reached Sharm el-Sheikh. Long-
range 130-mm guns from the USSR were emplaced. Two days later Pozhidaev 
was informed by Nasser of another fait accompli while U Thant was en route 
to Egypt to mediate.

Nasser thanked Fyodorenko for detail on the numbers and location of Israeli 
forces. He claimed that on 12 May certain political fi gures had directly threat-
ened Syria with war and the occupation of Damascus, evidently counting on 
Egypt’s embroilment in the Yemen to deter it from offering effective support. 
Subsequent measures had sobered Israel, he claimed. They were now calling 
for peace. Speaking to Egyptian forces in the Sinai that same day—22 May—
Nasser announced the “decision of the UAR government [Egypt] to close entry 
to the Gulf of Aqaba to all Israeli vessels and also to vessels of third countries 
bringing strategic goods to Israel. By taking this step, the president said, the 
UAR wishes to reestablish the position prevailing prior to the aggression of 
1956.”  “Israel always threatened,” he continued, “that if the Gulf of Aqaba was 
closed, it would unleash a war. The UAR is not determined to complicate the 
situation any further, in Nasser’s words. But should Israel have recourse to war, 
then the UAR will reply by every means at its disposal.” And, having taken 
this risky step without prior consultation, Nasser now asked that Moscow issue 
the same kind of declaration as it had issued in October 1956 against Britain, 
France, and Israel. Not only would this not complicate its relations with Wash-
ington, but it would fully clarify the situation.174

The same day it was announced that Iraq would join Egypt in the event 
of war. King Feisal of Saudi Arabia added his country to the list on 23 May, 
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 followed by Jordan on the 24th, and four days later general mobilization was an-
nounced in the Sudan. On 29 May Algeria said units were to go to the Middle 
East to help Egypt. A further menacing omen was the signature by King Hus-
sein on 30 May of a pact with Nasser which placed of Jordan’s forces under 
Egyptian command. Nasser foolishly stated: “Today we tell the Israelis we are 
facing you in the battle and are burning with the desire for it to begin.”175 On 
31 May the Iraqi air force moved to its most western base, closest to Israel.

Meanwhile Badran had come to Moscow to ask the Russians for their agree-
ment to a preemptive strike against Israel. Kosygin led the talks along with Dep-
uty Minister Vladimir Semyonov and the head of a Near Eastern department. 
Arabist Pogos Akopov was present as an adviser. Kosygin was adamantly against 
the idea, repeating his refusal on the following day. Nasser backed down.176 
Clearly uninformed of the change, on 3 June Egyptian commander General 
Mortajii issued an order of the day: “Our forces are arrayed in accordance with 
a clearly defi ned plan. We are completely ready to carry the war beyond Egypt’s 
borders. The outcome of this great hour will be of historic importance to our 
Arab nation and to the Holy War. This is the day we have been waiting for—to 
restore the plundered land to its rightful owners. I have been asked, when will 
the time come for the Jihad? The time is now!”177 Two days later Nasser circu-
lated governments with the assertion that a blockade was now in force, justi-
fi ed by the “state of war with Israel.” Israel was entirely encircled. In the face 
of all this, U Thant’s timid and tentative attempts to sustain the peace proved 
futile.178

Rostow explained to Johnson the importance of “dealing with Nasser not on a 
rising trend but in somewhat the same as Khrushchev in the Cuba missile crisis; 
Nasser is trying to achieve a quick fi x against an underlying waning position.”179 
The blockade of Tiran necessarily drew Washington into the game. Eisenhower 
had, as a quid pro quo to ensure Israeli evacuation of the Sinai, agreed on 
11 February 1957 to keep the straits open. But Washington—now bogged down 
in Vietnam—refused to step up to the line, despite repeated personal entreaties 
from Tel Aviv. For Rostow there was no way of coming out ahead, whether by 
challenging Egypt or deserting Israel. “Whoever is the bigger winner, we are 
the sure loser,” he quipped.180 Washington had on 20 May brought elements 
of the Sixth Fleet to within two days’ steaming time of the eastern shore of the 
Mediterranean, near Crete and Rhodes.

Rostow wrongly believed that Moscow feared an Arab-Israeli war because if 
Israel won, “after more than 10 years of pouring Soviet arms into the Middle 
East, the whole Soviet arms game will be profoundly degraded. It has already 
been substantially degraded by the outcome in Indonesia.”181 But Moscow’s 

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 01:17:30.

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
.



 Détente 237

greater fear was of alienating Nasser. Unwilling to sanction preemptive war, it 
nevertheless made no attempt to restrain him from blockading the gulf.182 At 
the Soviet embassy in Cairo, Sergei Tarasenko and his colleagues knew that 
in the event of war Israel would win. But, he recalls, “We thought that Egypt 
would stick it for two-three weeks or a month; then the Superpowers would in-
terfere and fi nd their way to a settlement.” They certainly “didn’t think it would 
be so short.”183 Moreover, Gromyko always assumed Israel would do what it was 
told by the United States.184 The US Joint Chiefs of Staff predicted a swift Israeli 
victory.185 Rostow thus advised a nod and a wink to Israel, leaving to it the deci-
sion on the action to be taken. On his view, if Israel took more Arab territory, 
it could hold its return hostage to full diplomatic recognition. With an unoffi -
cial hint to Israel from Johnson’s confi dant, Supreme Court Justice Abe Fortas, 
Washington thus effectively gave Tel Aviv an amber light for preemptive war.186 
By then, Syria was dangerously complacent that no war would take place.187 
Moscow, however, saw war as now inevitable, and there were no illusions about 
its likely outcome. The fl eet—with a total of 25 warships, 9 submarines (2 of 
which were atomic), 1 training cruiser, 4 destroyers, 2 large antisubmarine ves-
sels, 6 protection vessels, and 2 trawlers—was instructed to keep out of the way 
of the Americans and their allies.188

Israel struck at 7:45 a.m. on 5 June. The fi rst reports came in to the White 
House situation room at 2:38 a.m. eastern standard time; at 5:00 a.m. the log 
recorded: “All HELL broke loose.” The US ambassador at the UN proposed a 
cease-fi re and informally suggested to the Russians that both Israel and Egypt 
be asked to remove their forces to the territorial status quo ante bellum.189 To 
entangle Moscow, Cairo and Damascus falsely claimed that Washington and 
London were giving Israel air cover. Kosygin, however, refused to credit this 
and resisted Nasser’s persistent pressure.190 The Soviet delegation at the UN 
stalled, still awaiting instructions and Egypt hoping for a miracle. Finally at 
around noon on the following day, Semyonov telephoned on an open line tell-
ing them to await instructions. These were to accept the proposal informally 
proffered by US ambassador Goldberg; that unavailing, then acceptance of the 
cease-fi re. Gromyko added that this should be done even in the face of Arab 
opposition.191 At 4:00 p.m. Fyoderenko called for a resolution for a cease-fi re 
on the assumption that the original Goldberg proposal was still on offer. This 
misunderstanding was evident in Kosygin’s message to Johnson received on 
7 June.192 By instinct pro-Israeli, Johnson persuaded Rostow that a mere cease-fi re 
would then put the onus on the Arabs to come to terms. “This would mean that 
we could use the de facto situation on the ground to try to negotiate not a return 
to armistice lines but a defi nitive peace in the Middle East,” Rostow noted.193
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Moscow airlifted spares for Egyptian tanks and aircraft but did nothing fur-
ther.194 The airlift took more than 120 Ilyushin-27 transporters fl ying 350 sorties 
and was accomplished by the end of 8 June.195 Moscow also provided air cover 
with MiG-25s and manned antiaircraft batteries: “Our missile men were on 
the front line of the Suez Canal,” Tarasenko recalls.196 A US emissary reported 
from Tel Aviv that Israel did not intend to repeat the experience of 1956–57, “to 
withdraw within their boundaries with only paper guarantees that fall apart at 
the touch of Arab hands.”197 Israel was this time going to hold out for all it could 
get before withdrawal. The problem for Washington was how to make Israel 
more pliable when Eshkol insisted he “isn’t going to pay any attention to any 
imperialist pressures.”198

On 10 June Kosygin once again contacted Johnson to complain that Israel 
was ignoring the UN resolution on a cease-fi re. Moscow, anxious lest Israel 
seize Syria, now issued a direct threat: “A moment of great responsibility has 
now arrived,” the message read, “which obliges us, if military action does not 
cease within hours, of taking independent decisions. We are prepared for this. 
However, such action may bring us to blows, which would lead to a great ca-
tastrophe. Apparently there are forces in the world for whom this would be 
advantageous.”199 Under cover at the Soviet embassy in Washington, KGB offi -
cer Boris Sedov warned CIA that Moscow would intervene militarily to protect 
Damascus if the Israelis continued to refuse a cease-fi re.200 From Washington 
the order immediately went out to bring elements of the Sixth Fleet to within 
100 miles of the coast. Amphibious units were, however, held back south of 
Crete. “It wasn’t Dayan that kept Kosygin out,” Johnson later insisted.201

PROSPECTS FOR ARMS LIMITATION

Kosygin’s presence at the UN also afforded an opportunity to discuss arms 
control at a higher level. Washington was alarmed at deployment of an antibal-
listic missile (ABM) system around Moscow. The Vietnam War was straining the 
budget, given that raising taxes was not an option without jeopardizing electoral 
hopes for 1968. Thus Washington approached Moscow with a view to mutual 
abnegation of ABM systems. At the urging of Dobrynin, the Politburo agreed to 
sound out Washington on negotiations to restrict both defensive and offensive 
systems. This was done on 18 March 1966. But doubtless because it still held the 
advantage in offensive systems, the United States did not respond, instead press-
ing once again merely for ABM restrictions without, however, curbing research 
and development.202 The Soviet side repeated its offer on 6 December.203 But 
Moscow was in no great hurry. Washington responded in mid-February 1967204 
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and prompted confi rmation in a letter from Kosygin to Johnson on 27 Febru-
ary.205 As became rapidly evident, Moscow was not interested in freezing the 
existing balance of strategic power which lay to US advantage.206

Once clear that both sides were willing to proceed, it also became evident 
that progress would splinter both governments. Whereas McNamara was look-
ing to the long term and the impossibility of sustaining superiority without 
breaking the budget, the military naturally wanted to keep the high margin of 
advantage they already possessed. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen-
eral Earle Wheeler naturally insisted that he “wanted a plan that would main-
tain the strategic superiority of the U.S. at all times.”207 It is also striking that 
early in October Dobrynin said that the reason why Moscow did not respond to 
more detailed US proposals “was not lack of interest nor lack of attention . . . 
but was because of the differing points of view within the Soviet Government 
on it. . . . unlike the U.S. Government where there appeared to be ready means 
of coordination on both the political and military aspects of such a proposal, 
in the Soviet Government the Foreign Ministry dealt primarily with political 
questions and all military matters were the responsibility of the Defense Min-
istry. In the Foreign Ministry,” Dobrynin emphasized, “there were few, if any, 
individuals having experience and competence in a subject of this sort and the 
military were unwilling to let the Foreign Ministry discuss the question in any 
way except what he characterized as ‘meaningless general terms.”’ Dobrynin 
added that US boasting of a two to three margin of superiority created severe 
diffi culty “for those in the Soviet Union who felt that such talks might be useful 
to convince the military that any serious discussion of limitations and possible 
reductions was in the Soviet interest.”208

The Shelepin faction had to be purged from the leadership for the road to 
be cleared. Semichastny was removed from the KGB on 18 May. Then, fi rst 
secretary of the Moscow city Party organization, the young militant Nikolai 
Yegorychev, spoke out at the Central Committee plenum after the Six Day War, 
expressing anxiety at the state of Soviet defenses. On 27 June he was promptly 
and unceremoniously replaced by the reliable Viktor Grishin.209 Shelepin was 
moved over to Grishin’s old job as head of the trades unions. On 26 September 
he lost his post as a secretary of the Central Committee.

Although initially skeptical about US proposals for banning ABM systems 
and by inclination suspicious of Washington, in 1968 Kosygin clashed with the 
Soviet military in commissioning a study of the arms race.210 He was the fi rst 
Politburo member to endorse strategic arms limitation that July and at a meet-
ing in November requested with former Defense Secretary McNamara, he de-
scribed disarmament as an “imperative necessity.”211 The opening of the treaty 
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on the nonproliferation of nuclear weapons (NPT) for signature on 1 July 1968 
fi nally paved the way for talks to be scheduled. The Czech crisis then delayed 
a decision on timing from Moscow. It was, however, on 20 August—the very 
eve of the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia—that Kosygin wrote to Johnson 
proposing talks in Geneva on 30 September. Although, perhaps, lightening the 
blow to East-West relations of restoring by force the dominance of Soviet social-
ism in the Warsaw Pact, it meant that Johnson was effectively in no position to 
sanction arms control negotiations before presidential elections that November. 
This delay gave Moscow more time to build up its offensive missile capability 
prior to talks. It therefore may have resulted from a compromise between doves 
and hawks to put off until tomorrow the disruptive bickering involved in ham-
mering out an agreed negotiating position.

AN OPENING IN EUROPE

Concerns mirrored in Washington and Moscow about the need to slow down 
the spiraling arms race had been reinforced by mutual antipathy to Bonn’s 
 acquisition of nuclear weapons.212 In this respect Bundy told Dobrynin on 
23 November 1965 “that we understood the Soviet concern with Germany and 
that indeed we shared it.”213 A key incentive for Moscow was the MLF allow-
ing Bonn access to atomic weapons without actually possessing them.214 The 
skepticism of Bundy and others had already done much to undermine plans. 
Nonproliferation thus paved the way to a larger discussion of strategic nuclear 
issues and the potential of arms control.

China was of some signifi cance. Worsening relations confronted Moscow 
with the prospect of a war on two fronts. Washington also attributed Russian 
willingness to limit the arms race to falling GNP and failure to decide on a fi ve-
year plan, which was, in 1967, already two years overdue. Kosygin, the leader 
most centrally concerned with the economy, told the Poles that the arms race 
and commitments overseas were stretching the economy too far.215 He com-
plained to Johnson of “the confl icting demands for resources” and that “he was 
under great pressure to devote more of the resources of his country to . . . peace-
ful pursuits, that many people came to him with requests for more money and 
that he was hard put to explain why not all these requests could be granted.”216 
The same needs also militated in favor of détente in Europe.

Several years earlier Moscow had proposed a collective European security 
system encompassing “all the countries of Europe with the participation of the 
USA.”217 This originated with Polish Foreign Minister Adam Rapacki and re-
fl ected the longstanding aim to secure international recognition of the Polish-
German frontier as immutable, not merely inviolable. Rapacki repeated the 
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request at the UN on 14 December with a call for a European security confer-
ence.218 The proposals were subsequently ratifi ed by the political consultative 
committee of the Warsaw Pact on 19–20 January 1965, emphasizing their Polish 
origins.219 The idea of a European security conference contained within it a 
trap, however: the GDR could expect to attend, yet the NATO Powers refused 
to recognize its existence. In other words the proposed conference was a round-
about way of securing recognition of East Germany. And since NATO could 
not commit to that without prior permission from Bonn, the initiative remained 
stillborn. Thus sooner or later Moscow had to win over Bonn, though without 
the disruptive tactics of Khrushchev: loose talk of another Rapallo merely un-
settled Poland, against whom the original treaty (April 1922) had been aimed. 
Not until 1967, as we have seen, did the tide begin to turn.

France had always promised much but delivered little. Khrushchev brusquely 
dismissed de Gaulle as “king in [a] fairy tale with no clothes.”220 Illusions nev-
ertheless arose, not entirely discouraged by de Gaulle and furthered somewhat 
overenthusiastically by senior members of the Soviet embassy in Paris, seduced 
by the great man and the resurgence of French prestige.221 Ambassador Sergei 
Vinogradov, onetime professor of history before unexpected dispatch to Ankara 
in 1940, openly admired de Gaulle as “a very great man—even greater than 
Churchill.”222 Moreover, de Gaulle kicked the Americans out of France and 
abandoned NATO’s permanent organization in 1966, but—despite the mate-
rial costs to French interests (notably access to US intelligence)—this was no 
prelude to a Franco-Soviet pact.

The Franco-Soviet honeymoon ended badly when de Gaulle toured the 
USSR in the summer of 1966 with his tiresome reiteration of “La Russe” in-
stead of “L’Union Soviètique.” Even though France continued to display un-
usual solicitude for Soviet feelings,223 de Gaulle was resigned to staying within 
NATO when the treaty came up for renewal in 1969, albeit outside the inte-
grated military structure. Johnson acknowledged to Chancellor Kurt Kiesinger 
his appreciation of the fact that NATO could be abandoned only if the threat 
from Moscow were removed, and that this had yet to be done.224 Thus the 
worst fears expressed by Rusk, refracted in Moscow’s hopes, that “President de 
Gaulle’s growing fear of Germany, plus his desire to cast France in a leading 
world position, may induce him to go to unusual lengths to reach an under-
standing with the Soviet Union” were never realized.225 Indeed, de Gaulle 
began to follow Bonn’s Osteuropapolitik in pursuing a policy of divide and 
rule between East Europeans and Russians. Speaking to the Polish assembly 
in September 1967, he insisted he had done all he could. “I left the military 
organs of NATO and now I expect that you, in your own sphere, will follow my 
example.”226
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Paris a disappointment, it made good sense turning to Bonn. Soviet policy 
had hitherto been almost entirely negative because the CDU sought reunifi -
cation on its own terms: it denied recognition to East Berlin, ostracized any 
states that granted such recognition, and continued to argue for direct access 
to nuclear weapons. But this strategy proved fruitless. Hopes for reunifi cation 
had to await détente.227 Neither Adenauer nor Erhard accepted concessions 
to Moscow in advance of withdrawal from the “zone.” Bonn had a veto over 
NATO recognition of the GDR. This resulted from being the army second only 
in size and effectiveness to the United States within the alliance. London was 
too fi xated on entry into the European Economic Community (EEC) against 
French wishes to risk delicate relations with Bonn. Having failed to convince 
Kennedy to back out of Berlin, Moscow saw nothing to lose from encouraging 
de Gaulle to extract France from NATO. While this enticing illusion prevailed, 
it had little or no incentive to reach out to Bonn.

Andropov was keen to make progress in Germany, “the main strategic bridge-
head of NATO” as well as the leading state, both economically and militar-
ily, in Western Europe.228 Germanists within the Foreign Ministry were not 
a speedy route to that objective. Prior to SALT they inched ahead under the 
leadership of Semyonov, while Gromyko focused on Washington. Falin said 
Gromyko scorned the Germans as about as important as “a Central African 
tribe.”229 When, for instance, Gromyko fi nally met former mayor of West Berlin 
Willy Brandt in October 1968, he appeared completely uninformed and relied 
entirely on Semyonov.230 And this mattered, because the Erhard administra-
tion had unrolled a “peace initiative” for the mutual renunciation of force on 
25 March 1966.231 It was a counter to “communist propaganda against 
Germany,”232 so it cannot have been a great surprise when the Soviet re-
sponse of 17 May proved “intransigent and without any sign of a readiness to 
compromise.”233 But this habit of closing ranks whenever an initiative came in 
from Bonn ultimately proved unsustainable.

Due to Gromyko’s characteristic stubbornness, Moscow insisted once again 
on its own terms: signature of the NPT; denuclearization of Germany (which 
meant withdrawal of US forward-based nuclear-capable systems); a European 
security conference; and a German peace settlement based on recognition of 
the territorial status quo, including recognition of West Berlin as an entity en-
tirely independent of the Federal Republic. Bonn’s access to nuclear weapons 
tended to arouse the sharpest feelings in Moscow. The USSR, Kosygin warned, 
“would use force to prevent it. This was a categorical position.”234 It is argued 
strongly by some that by rejecting Bonn’s proposals for partnership in nuclear 
weapons and by demanding greater payments for military equipment pressed 
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upon reluctant West Germans, Johnson inadvertently precipitated the downfall 
of Erhard after his visit to Washington at the end of September 1966. “Thus in 
1966,” recalls Helmut Schmidt, “the American lack of international experience 
and the egoistical lack of consideration on the part of the American President 
helped bring down the Chancellor and led to a change of coalition in Bonn.”235 
Conditions were thus ripe for a fundamental reappraisal of Soviet-German 
relations.

Progress had to await emergence of the Grand Coalition under Kiesinger in 
December 1966. Even then attitudes such as Kosygin’s required delicate foot-
work. For the fi rst time the SPD was in offi ce, though not fully in power, with 
Brandt as Foreign Minister. Born in Lübeck on 18 December 1913 as Herbert 
Ernst Karl Frahm to a working-class mother, Brandt joined the SPD during the 
battle against both the Nazis and the communists in 1930. From there he moved 
to the Trotskyist Socialist Workers’ Party and fl ed to Norway in 1933, under the 
nom de guerre Willy Brandt. After detention by German occupation forces, 
who failed to identify him, he fl ed to Sweden and took Norwegian citizenship. 
He resumed German citizenship and rejoined the SPD after the war in Berlin, 
where he worked for Mayor Reuter. After his own service as mayor, he became 
chairman of the SPD in 1964. Described as “a massive fellow, about six foot 
one, about 215 pounds, handsome, possessed, standing very straight,” he is said 
to have evinced no great intelligence but acted with “decency and integrity.”236 
His great assets were charm—a great man for the ladies—and toughness.

The arrival of the socialists in offi ce caused a stir in Moscow, which now 
divided as to how to proceed. The new State Secretary at the Ausamt, Klaus 
Schütz, “said that the Federal Government were determined to see what could 
be done in Eastern Europe. Their immediate task was to convince the Soviet 
Union that the improvement of West German relations with the Soviet Union’s 
European allies was not directed against Moscow and also to prevent Ulbricht 
lining up the other Warsaw Pact members behind his own hard line.”237 To 
avert a split, what Brandt and Kiesinger had agreed upon was to pursue dip-
lomatic relations with Romania and Czechoslovakia, in expectation of isolat-
ing the GDR within the Warsaw Pact. Here Romania presented little problem, 
in that its dictator Nicolae Ceauşescu, rather like de Gaulle in respect of the 
Americans, welcomed any and every opportunity to spit in the face of Moscow. 
Stalinism at home and nationalism abroad was uncomfortable but ultimately 
acceptable to the Kremlin; the reverse, as the Prague Spring came to show, was 
anathema. The key to the success of the Eastern policy did not lie here, how-
ever. “Importance was attached to approaching Czechoslovakia simultaneously 
in order to break into the more infl exible northern tier within the Warsaw Pact. 
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While no one in Germany would oppose diplomatic relations with Rumania,” 
Schütz pointed out, “the government would have serious differences from the 
Sudeten Germans and others over Czechoslovakia. This was one reason why 
they did not want discussion in the Cabinet now.”238

A Russian diplomat, Aleksandr’ Zinchuk, said Moscow was waiting with an 
open mind to see what the Grand Coalition signifi ed. Ulbricht would, he ac-
knowledged with an ironical laugh, have his own views. But Germany “would 
no doubt be re-unifi ed one day in a federation or in some other way, but in the 
meantime there were two German states.”239 The fi rst fruit of the new Osteu-
ropapolitik appeared with diplomatic recognition of the Federal Republic by 
Romania (1967). Hitherto France had made it a working assumption that the 
states of Eastern Europe could be lured away from Moscow. Couve de Murville 
had assured Rusk that “these countries as a whole now have more freedom to 
act.”240 Yet France had nothing to offer as an incentive. Bonn, however, now 
had the largest and fastest growing economy in the region. But the elephant 
could scarcely move in the room without causing alarm.

The consequences of the new Osteuropapolitik were predictable. “The Zone 
[the GDR], frightened by the success of our East European policy, threatened 
by isolation, at fi rst placed on the defensive, has begun a counteroffensive,” 
noted Egon Bahr.241 As ambassador-at-large, and later head of policy planning 
at the Ausamt, this man—viewed by Moscow as a German Talleyrand—now 
ran Brandt’s offi ce. Much affected by the Berlin uprising and the refusal of 
the allies to act, a feeling reinforced by the allied reaction to erection of the 
Berlin Wall, it was Bahr who conceived and enunciated a novel philosophy on 
15 July 1963: that of Wandel durch Annäherung—change through rapproche-
ment: “The prerequisites for reunifi cation,” he had told the Evangelical Acad-
emy in Tutzing, “can only be worked out with the Soviet Union. They are not 
to be found in East Berlin, nor against the Soviet Union, nor without it.”242 
Only in 1969 with a new government could this fundamental truth at last fully 
implemented by Brandt, though Bahr insists that between himself and Brandt 
“there were no differences of opinion.”243

Brandt had also made informal overtures to the GDR in the fi rst half of 1966 
on the issues of human exchange and technology that encouraged him. Indeed, 
he was struck by just how porous the East German monolith turned out to 
be: “Behind this monolithic facade, there are groups and particular interests,” 
Brandt marveled.244 And this was critical to his belief that inner-German rela-
tions could be improved through détente. Dominated by Christian Democrats, 
Bonn was, however, still unwisely assuming that better relations with Moscow 
were not the absolute prerequisite to progress in Eastern Europe. This policy 
had to be pursued to destruction before an alternative was accepted. Bahr now 
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moved on Prague. Czechoslovakia was a crucial link in the northern tier of the 
Warsaw Pact. It was also the country that had suffered most from sovietization 
since 1948, since its technological level before absorption into the Eastern bloc 
placed it on a par with Germany.

East Berlin was disturbed that “the various tactical and demagogic ma-
neuvers of West German imperialism were not always suffi ciently speedily 
recognized. . . . The Czech reaction to the concrete actions of the Bonn gov-
ernment in the form of its ‘new Ostpolitik’ together with the Czech interest in 
improving relations with West Germany, above all in the economic fi eld, offers 
thereby from the West German side a starting point for sustaining it expansion-
ist aims and in pursuit of their gradual realisation.”245 The results were inevita-
bly disappointing because Moscow also loomed in the background ready to veto 
progress. On 12–13 June 1967 willingness to reach an accommodation proved 
insuffi cient to surmount the distance still separating the two sides.246 The inva-
sion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968 then demonstrated conclusively that a 
policy of divide and rule would fail.

CZECHOSLOVAKIA 1968: ILLUSIONS DISPELLED

In Moscow reasons of state had yet to predominate. The “refl ex of inter-
national duty” weighed heavily on policy making.247 And Brezhnev was not 
inclined to drop his guard: “The reasons that the imperialists do not dare attack 
Czechoslovakia, Poland, and the other socialist countries, is that they are aware 
of the immense military strength of the Soviet Union,” he insisted. “The Ameri-
cans leave in peace those countries with whom the Soviet Union has concluded 
a treaty because they know only too well that we are superior. They constantly 
talk about a balance of forces, but they are fully aware of the actual disposi-
tion of forces.”248 This was stated in Prague the day after Brezhnev arrived, on 
9 December 1967. He had been called in by First Secretary and President of the 
Republic Antonín Novotný to halt a revolt within the Central Committee.249 
He soon left in despair: “It appears . . . that the main cause of these diffi culties 
is the fact that . . . Novotný is incapable of cooperating with the comrades,” 
Brezhnev told Hungarian leader János Kádár on 13 December.250 The issues 
at stake were not merely economic (Czech backwardness relative to its prewar 
status and therefore every national expectation) but also ethnic, in that Novotný 
had reneged on Slovak autonomy and was attempting to marginalize Slovak 
politicians.

Moreover, under Novotný Prague had, since Khrushchev’s removal, behaved 
with a degree of independence that irritated Moscow. Discussions had been 
opened with West Germany for fi nancial credits despite Bonn’s  nonrecognition 
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of East Germany and its continued refusal to abrogate the Munich agreement 
of September 1938 that had stripped Czechoslovakia of the Sudetenland. CIA 
learned that in the summer of 1967 Novotný also pleaded with Moscow to cut 
the Czech share of aid to the Arab states. Moreover the regime had decreed 
that Czechs no longer needed to study Russian. And Washington also under-
stood that the majority of the Party favored granting diplomatic recognition to 
Bonn.251 Novotný thus looked like he was moving in the direction of Ceauşescu, 
combining authoritarian personal rule over Party and state with an increasingly 
assertive nationalism. But what was tolerated in the Balkans was less acceptable 
on the front line facing Bonn.

Slovak, Alexander Dubček, replaced Czech, Novotný, as First Secretary. 
Dubček had grown up in the USSR, his father’s place of exile, and was therefore 
regarded with a degree of trust. In Moscow, however, he met blank incompre-
hension when he told Soviet leaders of plans for renewal and revival.252 Brezh-
nev cautioned: “We are adamant that we cannot lose the GDR and that we can-
not fritter away the results of World War II; we must insist on stable European 
borders. These principles cannot be abandoned in exchange for money.”253 At 
a meeting with the aging and increasingly reactionary Gomułka on 7 February 
he was warned “that all this [Czech reform] would bring about uncontrollable 
political consequences. It could undermine the position of the Party.”254

On 9 February Rudé Právo published an article by senior member of the 
Presidium and Dubček supporter Josef Smrkovský on the conclusions of the 
Central Committee plenum. Here Smrkovský irritated Moscow by announcing 
the “search for a Czechoslovak road to socialism” and talking of “equal rights 
principles” in relations between socialist countries.255 This prompted Soviet am-
bassador Stepan Chervonenko to claim in a dispatch that Smrkovský was call-
ing for a “more independent” foreign policy, putting relations with the USSR 
on “an entirely new basis.”256 At a meeting in Dresden scheduled for leaders of 
the Warsaw Pact to discuss economic cooperation, Brezhnev launched the ac-
cusation that “a wave of public and political activities of an entire group or of 
entire centers has come into existence which has brought the entire public life 
of Czechoslovakia to counterrevolution.” Among those assembled only Kádár 
was unwilling to use the term “counterrevolution.”257

What the KGB feared was a “soft” takeover “by dissidents and bourgeois 
elements.”258 The brunt of the attack, however, was led from East Berlin and 
Warsaw. If Prague expected, because of the past, to fi nd Gomułka as under-
standing as Kádár, it was to be sorely disappointed. Unrest led by students was 
shaking the ground in Poland. During demonstrations signs appeared with a 
pun on the word “wait” [czeka] also sounding like “Czech”: “Poland is awaiting 
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its own Dubček” (Polska czeka na swego Dubczeka). Gomułka took the view 
that Czechoslovakia was already en route to becoming “a bourgeois republic.” 
He “once again expressed the need for us to intervene immediately, arguing 
that one cannot be an indifferent observer when counterrevolutionary plans are 
beginning to be implemented in Czechoslovakia.”259

On 8 April a directive to General Vasilii Margelov, commander of the para-
troops, stated that “the Soviet Union and the other socialist countries, true to 
their international duty and the Warsaw Pact, must send in their forces to render 
assistance to the Czechoslovakian people’s army in defense of the motherland 
from the dangers hanging over it.”260 Yet Prague continued to act as if military 
intervention by their allies were impossible. Bahr paid a visit to Prague in secret 
from 17–19 April, raising the prospect of a treaty renouncing the use of force 
(as proposed to Moscow). “By concluding such treaties, the FRG would in fact 
take a positive and suffi ciently convincing stand regarding the existing borders 
of Europe, including the Oder-Neisse border as well as the borders between the 
FRG and the GDR.”261

Bahr was thereby pressing Prague to open diplomatic relations beforehand 
with Bonn in a blatant threat to the cohesion of Moscow’s negotiating posi-
tion. The offer was bound to evoke suspicion given Bonn’s Osteuropapolitik. 
Dubček’s subsequent claim to Moscow that the Czechs “decided not to receive 
him” (Bahr) will not have convinced them of anything other than his devious-
ness, since Russia had its own sources.262 Nor did his explanation that in offering 
trade credits Bonn was merely looking to open new markets ring true to Soviet 
ears. “There’s no such thing as a free lunch,” Podgorny retorted.263 On or around 
20 May Moscow moved one step closer to intervention. The Politburo set up a 
group of fi ve chaired by Brezhnev—Andropov, Gromyko, Grechko, and Suslov. 
They in turn created a working group of subordinates: Vice Admiral Leonid 
Bekrenev (deputy head of military intelligence, the GRU), Blatov, Shishlin, 
and Sergei Kondrashev (deputy head of KGB foreign intelligence).264

“We believe,” Brezhnev told Dubček, “that the events at present are being 
organized and directed by forces linked to the West. The thread that controls 
them clearly leads to France, to West Germany, in a word, you yourselves know 
where.”265 Anxiety about subversion led the KGB on 8 May 1968 to issue a direc-
tive highlighting the fi ght against “ideological diversion” by foreign intelligence 
as one of the most important tasks of state security.266 Kosygin, for one, was 
too intelligent, however, to believe claims about German spies. It was clear to 
him that Dubček and his followers were seeking to establish social democracy, 
“something along the lines of Austria.”267 He had no illusions, however. Brezh-
nev continued to try to persuade Dubček to purge his Party. But procrastination 
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and deceit became too blatant to ignore.268 Chervonenko wanted Soviet troops 
on exercise in Czechoslovakia withdrawn, but the majority attending the Po-
litburo objected, infl uenced among others by Andropov. Moreover, Gromyko 
argued that time was working against them. “It is now clear, obvious, that we 
cannot avoid military intervention.” Kosygin shared this view.269

On 18 August, after months of delay prompted by concerns to obtain signa-
ture of the nuclear nonproliferation treaty and agreement from the Americans 
on strategic arms limitation talks, plus the need to convince a grudging Brezh-
nev that no alternative existed,270 the Politburo fi nally took the decision to 
invade.271 “This decision will be carried out,” Grechko was quoted as saying, 
“even if it leads to a third world war.”272 It was a massive operation codenamed 
“Dunai” (Danube). The Czech armed forces were not to be trusted. General 
Miroslav Vacek, minister of defense in 1989, recalls that as a young captain he 
and his fellow offi cers were also infl uenced by public opinion “marked by the 
striving for the freedom of the country and its citizens.” Since he and his com-
rades believed “that our society could sort out its contradictions independently,” 
the Russian-led invasion came as “a shock.”273

The fi rst KGB special forces were delivered to Prague on troop transports 
the night of 20–21 August. The basic military objectives were rapidly achieved. 
By 11:00 p.m. on 20 August units of the Soviet 24th air army had taken the 
main airports in Czechoslovakia and arranged for the arrival of hundreds of 
Antonov transporters loaded with men and tanks. Soviet forces also began en-
tering Czech territory from the north, the south, and the east and blocked off 
the border with West Germany. By the morning of 21 August the entire com-
munications system was under Soviet control.274

A NEW OSTPOLITIK

Sir Percy Cradock noted the shock the invasion produced in military and 
intelligence circles: “The fact that the Russians could achieve tactical sur-
prise within this framework of strategic alert and launch major forces at such 
short notice was worrying and raised serious questions, not only of Soviet sin-
cerity in the matter of détente but also of NATO’s readiness and the effi cacy 
of the Alliance’s warning system.”275 In Prague bitter despondency took hold. 
“Which is the most neutral country in the world today?” asked a Czech dip-
lomat. “Czechoslovakia—because its government doesn’t even dare to in-
tervene in its own affairs.”276 Moscow felt it could live with this. “At the time 
we were not afraid of taking action against counterrevolution in Czechoslo-
vakia . . . we managed to survive,” Brezhnev remarked with sangfroid half a 
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dozen years later.277 Success so easily obtained inevitably encouraged a certain 
arrogance.

The subsequent haughty assertion on 12 November 1968 of Moscow’s “right 
to intervene, by force if necessary, to protect socialism”—penned, it is said, by 
Gromyko278—shocked those who hoped that détente would break down the op-
posing blocs, that Soviet-style socialism had the capacity to mellow into social 
democracy and allow for the free choice of government in Central and East-
ern Europe. Crucially, it also rendered the Grand Coalition’s Osteuropapolitik 
entirely inoperable. Indeed, the secret Soviet assessment drew a much starker 
picture than that:

In respect of Czechoslovakia, the Warsaw Pact demonstrated . . . the ability at 
comparatively short notice to put into effect successfully operations on a ma-
jor strategic scale that, on Bonn’s evaluation, NATO’s military organization 
is currently incapable of doing. The leadership of the FRG was particularly 
alarmed by the fact that the forces of fi ve countries could enter the CzUSR 
[Czech Union of Socialist Republics] in a situation where the USA and other 
allies of West Germany did nothing and were passive and that to NATO as a 
whole such an action turned out to be, in respect of timing and effectiveness 
in implementation, completely unexpected. Judging from everything, in the 
fi rst days after the forces of allied states entered CzUSR, the possibility was 
not excluded in Bonn’s political and military circles of the Soviet Union tak-
ing certain measures even in relation to the FRG itself, as the country render-
ing the most active support to counterrevolution in Czechoslovakia.279

Although claiming no change of principle in Bonn’s foreign policy, Mos-
cow noted “certain correctives”: “In Bonn it is recognized that the entry of 
allied states’ forces into the CzUSR [Czechoslovakia] dealt a serious blow to 
the plans of the FRG, which aimed at the internal disintegration of the social-
ist countries, at wrenching them away from the Soviet Union and isolating the 
GDR; that, as a result of this, the possibilities of the ‘new Ostpolitik’ have been 
signifi cantly reduced.”280 Thus whereas the invasion set back the clock on US-
Soviet détente, it could plausibly be presented as having advanced the process 
of European détente. Ponomarev later argued in private that “had there been 
no Czechoslovakia, there would have been no Brandt in Germany, nor Nixon 
in Moscow, nor détente.”281

Soviet leaders nevertheless worried lest the new Ostpolitik become more ef-
fective by becoming more fl exible. The most gloomy prognosis was that “the 
rulers of the FRG, including the right-wing leadership of the SPD, as before 
are counting on the fact that links between socialist countries will gradually 
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weaken, that in the fi nal analysis nationalist tendencies will come out on top in 
their policies, that one by one socialist countries will be ‘neutralized’ and move 
away from the Soviet Union. As a result, sooner or later, the situation will arise 
when the USSR, with China to the rear, will see the benefi t of resolving the 
German problem on FRG terms.” In the short term Moscow faced the prospect 
that Bonn would activate a greater degree of military readiness within NATO 
“and sabotage the treaty on the nonproliferation of nuclear weapons”282

The invasion shattered the Grand Coalition and, in combination with a gen-
erational shift to the left, eventually led to severe punishment for the CDU at 
the polls. In May 1969 London noted “a growing feeling in Germany that the 
Federal Republic must at the least come to de facto terms with the existence of 
East Germany.”283 “After the invasion of Czechoslovakia,” Bahr recalled, “the 
CDU’s ability to make a real advance dropped to next to nothing and became 
less substantial among the population as the elections of 1969 approached.”284 
The CDU, the CSU, and the rising minority party of neo-Nazis (the NDP) were 
the target. For its part Moscow was determined to do all it could to encourage 
the GDR to exert “such infl uence on the outcome of the election campaign in 
the FRG as to weaken these parties and prevent them from taking the dominant 
position in the political arena and suppressing the more realistically inclined 
groups.” Moscow felt it had, indeed, already had a salutary effect on the mental-
ity in Bonn. A memorandum from Moscow to East Berlin underlined the fact 
that “the forms and methods of struggle between socialist and capitalist states 
are changing. Our defense capability is severely curtailing the military infl u-
ence of imperialism over the countries of the Warsaw Pact.”285 A rising young 
Germanist at the third European department of the Soviet Foreign Ministry, 
Yuli Kvitsinsky, was explicit: “The situation in respect of Germany after the 
Czech events became ever more favorable in the sense that Bonn and the West 
as a whole increasingly came to the fi rm conclusion that they must come to 
terms in Europe and reach some kind of détente on the basis of recognizing 
the status quo.”286

An electoral setback for the CDU (193 seats) and CSU (49 seats) as against 
the SPD (224 seats) on 28 September 1969 made possible the formation of a 
new coalition between the SPD and the FDP (30 seats) on 22 October. For-
eign Minister Brandt had proposed a nonaggression pact to Moscow on 3 July, 
but Gromyko thought it “not very realistic.”287 On the other hand, Andropov 
was emphatic in briefi ng Vyacheslav (“Slava”) Kevorkov at the Lubyanka: “We 
have to build our home in Europe . . . and here there is no way of avoiding 
Germany.”288 He wanted a back channel to Bonn that circumvented the foreign 
ministries who would only slow things up. Gromyko’s people were moving in 
the same direction—notably Falin, head of the third European department—
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but under the minister’s nervous leadership it would take too long. With Brandt 
now Chancellor and Bahr, several days later, States Secretary at the Federal 
Chancellery, the wheels turned swiftly. (Scheel of the FDP became Foreign 
Minister but effectively foreign policy was made by Brandt under Bahr’s close 
advice.) Bahr was similarly seeking a back channel: “a tremendously useful 
instrument to gain trust . . . to say what one wants, what one doesn’t want and 
what one really wants without prestige.”289 In Moscow Bahr was given the code-
name “David,” later more affectionately, “Dodik.”290

Even before the elections the logjam was broken on 12 September when Se-
myonov handed the West German chargé d’affaires a note agreeing to a proper 
dialogue.291 Although the note was a response to soundings from the United 
States, Britain, and France, its timing and content were primed for events in 
Bonn. It spoke of the renunciation of force between the FRG and GDR as well 
as between the FRG and the USSR and respect for the “special position of West 
Berlin.”292 Bonn naturally noted the connection between growing alarm in 
Moscow at Beijing’s growing power and the “heightened intensity” of Russia’s 
search for full recognition of its sphere of infl uence in Europe. The “careful” 
approach of the Kremlin to the issue of Berlin was symptomatic.293 Moscow was 
already shifting ground in anticipation of Brandt’s victory.

Bahr laid out his notion of a package of negotiations encompassing the USSR, 
Poland, the GDR, Czechoslovakia, and the status of West Berlin. Negotiations 
with Eastern Europe would be set within the context of what the USSR would 
“tolerate.” For these reasons Bonn would have “to strive for an improvement in 
relations with the Soviet Union.”294 These proposals were outlined by Bahr to 
Kissinger who was “very mistrustful.” “I have not come here to Washington in 
order to consult but to brief you,” he told Kissinger. “We know what we want 
and we are going to do it!” As he admitted later, the Americans could have 
made problems, but they did not.295 A back channel was set up between them 
to ensure no misunderstandings,296 though when negotiations moved rapidly 
forward in the following spring Kissinger did express fears lest Bonn concede 
“essentials.”297 Some feared “the beginning of a possible national German for-
eign policy. We shared that suspicion at fi rst,” he later acknowledged.298

Bahr knew to expect that not all would run smoothly in the East. Sharp dif-
ferences were apparent between members of the Warsaw Pact over dealing 
with Bonn: Ulbricht was hostile, but Poland and Czechoslovakia were eager 
to improve relations. And Romania wished to overthrow the postwar division 
of Europe entirely.299 Yet in contrast to the previous Osteuropapolitik, the new 
Ostpolitik followed Bahr’s conception to the letter. It was explicitly focused on 
Russia rather than its satellites. “The USSR and the FRG have no frontiers 
in common, but the USSR is interested in all frontiers,” Gromyko insisted. 
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 Ambassador Allardt noted: Moscow was bent on “the consolidation and legal-
ization of the hegemonic position of the Soviet Union in Eastern Europe.”300 
Gromyko had also instructed him fi rmly that “the FRG’s conception of rep-
resenting all Germans must be dropped.”301 Brandt’s statement, a week after 
assuming offi ce, that Bonn was now prepared to sign the NPT had removed fur-
ther uncertainty in Moscow. But Brandt also insisted on sustaining the ultimate 
prospect of German reunifi cation (although preferring the term “unifi cation” 
in order not to arouse anxious memories of the fi rst three empires): “It is a ques-
tion of leaving a door open,” he said.302

“There will be no European security conference without the Federal Re-
public. This is our lever,” Bahr pointed out.303 He met Gromyko in Moscow on 
30 January 1970. “Détente in Europe without a positive stance from the Federal 
Republic would be very diffi cult,” Bahr insisted. He anticipated an understand-
ing between Bonn and Moscow, an agreement between Bonn and Warsaw rec-
ognizing the Oder-Neisse frontier, and the establishment of diplomatic rela-
tions between the FRG and GDR. But he also emphasized that Berlin had to 
contribute to détente in Europe: “Berlin must not remain an island of Cold 
War. That is the main thing,” whether it was settled by the wartime allies or “by 
the Germans themselves.” The latter was bound to set off a rebuttal from Gro-
myko. The West Germans, he insisted, should have no say at all on West Berlin. 
“You want to negotiate directly with the GDR, to expound your position, but,” 
he warned, “the fundamentals of the position also interest us, and you know 
why. Do you see how contradictory FRG policy, your policy, is?’304

The marathon of negotiations began—Bahr later estimated the meetings 
with Gromyko to number somewhere between fi fty-two and fi fty-six.305 A high 
point was reached on 6 February when Bahr outlined the details of his “pack-
age.” The presentation and debate continued relentlessly for four hours and 
forty minutes in English. “These negotiations were complicated from begin-
ning to end. On each clause, each formulation in the treaty there was a long 
and intense struggle and, of course, a struggle not only at the negotiating table,” 
Brezhnev recalled.306 Bahr was pressing the pace relentlessly in order to secure 
a bilateral agreement before talks on a European security conference snatched 
his negotiating position from under him by general recognition of the territo-
rial status quo. He argued that Bonn recognize the inviolability of the territorial 
status quo and therefore recognize the existence of the GDR until peaceful 
change was feasible. But he also insisted that Bonn would nevertheless retain 
its legal claims to the whole of Germany.

“The hope was advanced from the Soviet side that Bahr reconsider the de-
veloping situation and, if it were true that the FRG really wished to come to 
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terms, then he should seek out within the West German position the possibility 
of moving closer to reality.” They met again four days later, and Moscow once 
again insisted Bahr withdraw his “reservations” or a deal would prove impos-
sible.307 “As Gromyko refused to give way, Bahr was given to regular outbursts 
of hysteria in front of Falin. It appears that, faced with this situation, Falin, with 
the help of the KGB, gradually obtained access to Brezhnev, through whom 
infl uence could be exerted on the minister in his rigidity. . . . In those days Falin 
more than once said: if the minister is not restrained, he may through his hard-
line posture bring negotiations to a dead end.”308

In the hope of breaking the deadlock, Bahr met Kosygin on 13 February and 
confronted him on the issue of potential German unity. “The unifi cation of Ger-
many,” Bahr asserted, “is the business of the future. When this takes place—in 
10–15 years or within several generations—now no one can answer. The current 
government of the FRG, however, cannot tell the people that a rapprochement 
with the Soviet Union has been attained at the price of the fi nal division of the 
country. It is necessary, Bahr insisted, to allow the Germans a unifi cation with 
which all Germany’s neighbors are agreed, which would not lead to destruc-
tion of the balance of power in Europe and would not present a threat to the 
security of anyone.” This prompted resistance from Kosygin. “Attempts to force 
the GDR into concessions would be adventurism. Any such attempt could not 
produce anything good in the past and will not succeed in the future.”309 Kosy-
gin could sound tough, but he was much more restrained than Gromyko, who, 
in one fi ve-hour marathon, expressed an “unusually acidic” reaction to Bahr’s 
views on the question of Berlin.310 Kosygin could take the larger view. He was a 
realist: “The central problem for détente in Europe is relations between the So-
viet Union and the Federal Republic of Germany,” he readily acknowledged.311 
He hinted, for example, at other possibilities by playing the anti-American card, 
pointing out “the need for the FRG to conduct a more independent policy and 
not to look all the time to the West.”312

Agreement was fi nally reached after heated debate in which Andropov 
and Gromyko held to a common line. (Gromyko had only been brought on 
board after his offi cials let him insist that the letter accompanying the treaty 
which spoke of possible German unity would have no legal status as part of the 
treaty.)313 This was apparently Falin’s ingenious device.314

East Berlin was unhappy, however, because Bonn refused to concede explicit 
recognition of the GDR in the treaty. Brezhnev had to telephone Ulbricht to 
explain that nothing could be done.315 Bonn did, however, commit to a separate 
agreement concerning negotiations with the GDR, Poland, and Czechoslova-
kia (which they envisaged anyway) to facilitate the entry of the GDR as well as 
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the FRG into the UN and the convening of an all-European security confer-
ence.316 They had, after all, fi nally agreed to recognize the postwar borders of 
Europe as inviolable and to accept the existence of the GDR, though still as 
part of the German nation. And they effectively made implementation of the 
Soviet- German treaty dependent on a Four-Power agreement on the status of 
West Berlin. Yet even those predisposed to settle by compromise, such as Kosy-
gin, found it hard to overcome their prejudices. Brandt arrived in Moscow to 
initial the treaty on 11 August. As he landed, Kosygin asked Falin what the mark-
ings on the aircraft meant: “Air force,” said Falin. “Did Adenauer also fl y in 
[1955] on a Wehrmacht plane?” parried Kosygin. He was then duly corrected—
“Luftwaffe,” not “Wehrmacht.” Undeterred, however, he refl ected: “The Ger-
mans are amazing [Chudnye nemtsy]. Why do they love playing soldiers?”317

The treaty affi rmed the inviolability but not the permanence of postwar fron-
tiers and the territorial integrity of all states in Europe; it made no explicit refer-
ence to the status of West Berlin; and Bonn’s aspirations to future unity were 
restricted to a letter from Foreign Minister Scheel to Gromyko devoid of legal 
authority.318 Moscow continued to underline the importance of the GDR in oc-
cupying “a vital position” in the socialist camp. And Brezhnev had been blunt 
in enforcing the new line. He warned Honecker, Ulbricht’s heir apparent: “I 
often say to you, Erich: do not forget, the GDR cannot exist without us, without 
the Soviet Union, its power and strength. Without us there is no GDR.”319

Negotiations toward a fi nal Quadripartite agreement settling the autono-
mous status of West Berlin (in which Bahr and Brandt also played a role be-
hind the scenes, infuriating Ulbricht) ended in a treaty on 3 September 1971,320 
supplemented on 3 June 1972 by a fi nal protocol that brought into effect inner-
German settlements involving both the GDR and FRG.321 Together with the 
Polish–West German treaty of 7 December 1970, recognizing the Oder-Neisse 
border between the GDR and Poland,322 the Basic treaty between Bonn and 
East Berlin on 21 December 1972,323 and the Czech-West German agreement 
of 11 December 1973,324 the entire package amounted to a settlement of the ter-
ritorial status quo for the fi rst time since the end of World War II. Throughout, 
Bonn tried to hold ratifi cation of the Moscow treaty hostage to a satisfactory 
and fi nal settlement of West Berlin, but fi nally it had to concede in May 1972.325 
Only Washington could secure that objective.

TROUBLE IN POLAND

Even as negotiations proceeded for a West German treaty with Poland, the 
latter began to succumb to the inevitable consequences of economic retarda-

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 01:17:30.

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
.



 Détente 255

tion, accelerated by a fi erce winter and a summer drought that provoked strikes 
and demonstrations in Katowice into the autumn. After food price hikes dock-
ers erupted in unrest on 14 December 1970 at the shipyards in Gdańsk, Sopot, 
Gdynia, and, two days later, in Szczecin. Whereas students and intellectuals 
could be suppressed in the streets in open violence, a party that ruled in the 
name of the workers was not to fi nd it so easy to apply such methods to its nomi-
nal guardians. Moscow trod carefully throughout. The Politburo had sent a 
letter to Gomułka warning not to use force against the workers; “but,” as Suslov 
noted later, “in fact our voice was not listened to, the Polish leadership then 
resorted to arms.”326 After draconian measures on 17 December Gomułka was 
soon forced to resign in favor of Edward Gierek three days later. Food prices 
were immediately frozen for two years. Yet this was but a taste of things to come. 
From 16 to 19 December the Soviet Politburo was in session. Brezhnev, now 
deeply anxious, introduced the Polish crisis. Before this there had been much 
reading of diplomatic and Party dispatches, news reports, and evaluations of the 
situation in Poland: “All of this alarmed us considerably,” noted Pyotr Shelest in 
his diary.327 Shelest’s reading of the situation was that Party and government had 
failed to work with the people and “satisfy the lawful demands of the people—
the working class.”328 In this Shelest, an opponent of détente, also spied the 
sinister hand of NATO.

“There is no doubt that the imperialists’ intelligence services, with backing 
from domestic reactionaries, have attempted in Poland to take revenge for de-
feat in Czechoslovakia,” Shelest editorialized, while acknowledging that “there 
is more than enough ‘fuel’ for this in Poland itself.” The grievances initially con-
cerned food prices but spread to encompass attacks on the Party and Gomułka 
himself. Shops were robbed, policemen and secret policemen killed, regional 
Party headquarters burned to the ground. But there were deaths on both sides. 
As protest grew, it also became more political. By the time of the Politburo 
meeting one key demand called for complete freedom of the press. It rapidly 
became clear to Shelest that Brezhnev would use the occasion to dispose of 
Gomułka, whose manner, not least during the Czech events, had caused him 
considerable personal grief.329

On the telephone to Gomułka during the Politburo sessions, Brezhnev sug-
gested restraint. Gomułka was incensed. “There can be no question of sorting 
this out politically,” he insisted. “It is impossible to retreat and, if they set fi re 
to regional committees, then measures have to be taken. To countermand our 
decisions, as you, comrade Brezhnev, recommend, means acknowledging the 
defeat of the Party.” And when Brezhnev suggested he write a letter to Warsaw 
to express these views, Gomułka lost his temper entirely: “And what can you 
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write? We are the people really responsible and it is clearer to us what has to be 
done in our own country.” Gomułka was certain this was a counterrevolution, 
as a result of which Poland could leave the Warsaw Pact. He could not un-
derstand why Brezhnev was “so blatantly and tactlessly interfering in Poland’s 
internal affairs,” pointing out that “you have enough in your own country to 
think about and busy yourself with; we can take care of ourselves.” In that case 
there was no question of sustaining the regime in Poland, Brezhnev retorted; 
did he seriously expect Moscow to bring in troops to establish order? It would 
be “better for the safety of the work of socialism for you to step down from the 
post of First Secretary of the PUWP.” Gomułka was duly relieved of his duties 
at a Central Committee plenum on 21 December.330

NIXON’S EXPECTATIONS

Détente in Europe was incomplete without Washington. From Nixon, Mos-
cow expected “a tougher and less fl exible” regime that would essentially con-
tinue past policy. In a carefully balanced assessment delivered to fraternal Party 
leaders in Eastern and Central Europe, Moscow stated that it expected Nixon 
would be prepared to improve relations with Beijing “as a counterweight to the 
USSR” but not at the cost of “major concessions.” And to the degree that the 
United States managed to extract itself from Vietnam, they expected further re-
inforcement of NATO at the expense of its European members; a “far- reaching 
rapprochement with the FRG”; an improvement in relations with post–de 
Gaulle France; and a certain cooling of the special relationship with Britain. 
Western Europe would face harder bargaining on tariffs with the Americans. 
In the Middle East they foresaw better relations with the Arabs. In Africa and 
Latin America they expected greater emphasis on backing military regimes and 
a hardening of pressure on Cuba. Moscow also expected greater attention to 
the USSR and increased expenditure on new weaponry, “especially if the war 
in Vietnam were over.”

“Taking into account sentiments enumerated,” Moscow reasoned, “it appears 
that under Nixon it will be more diffi cult to obtain agreement on the weighty 
questions of disarmament, although he will enter into negotiations on these 
questions, taking everything into account, this will be in order to sound out our 
positions and to pay his dues to the public opinion of his country.” Nixon would 
nevertheless recognize Russian importance “in the resolution of international 
problems or at least in relaxing tension around them (Vietnam, Middle East, 
etc.),” not least in the hope of a second term. Another plus was the expectation 
that Nixon would seek to cut the mounting tax bill, and that could only be done 
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by cutting the military budget. Thus Moscow hoped these sentiments would 
offset the obvious desire “to hold back the economic growth of the Soviet Union 
by the arms race.” “In short, the American economy, for all its strength, has its 
limits.” Lastly the Russians accepted the evaluation of those close to Nixon, 
that, although with a strongly right-wing and anticommunist past, he was deep 
down “quite a cautious man, disinclined to precipitate international crises, un-
derstanding, like his predecessors in the White House, the need to sustain a 
certain degree of mutual understanding with the USSR and to follow a course 
that would make possible the avoidance of nuclear war with it.”331

MOSCOW AND BEIJING EMBATTLED

Soon after Nixon’s inauguration a brief but bloody border war broke out be-
tween China and Russia. This limited Moscow’s room for maneuver, wrecked 
any cooperation in the vital shipments of aid to Hanoi, and raised false hopes 
that the terms for peace in Vietnam could be obtained short of open defeat. 
The frontiers between China and the Russian empire were fi xed by treaty and 
the threat of force. Although Lenin had declared these to be unequal treaties, 
once Soviet Russia became more preoccupied with security than revolution 
Moscow did all it could to ensure treaty observance and respect as the legatee of 
empire. On 25 January 1969 China prepared a plan of attack on border guards 
(KGB) patrolling Damansky/Zhenbao island on the river Ussuri that separated 
China from the USSR. This island lay to the Chinese side of the river that 
formed the boundary, as the maps of 1861 make clear and as has since been of-
fi cially acknowledged.332

The plan was confi rmed by China’s general staff on 19 February. Mao named 
the operation “Retribution,” which gives one a clear idea of its purpose. On the 
night of 1–2 March some three hundred soldiers traversed the Ussuri to the is-
land and dug in. They had “special equipment and special training,” according 
to Chinese military sources.333 On engaging an investigating patrol, reinforce-
ments came in from the Chinese side and left thirty-one Russians dead and 
fourteen wounded. The disfi gured corpse of one prisoner was thrown from a 
helicopter onto Soviet territory. Moscow immediately issued a note of protest, 
to which Beijing failed to react. Moscow sent in more troops but further fi ght-
ing forced them off the island. Only when the 135th motorized rifl e division 
arrived did the balance shift. They opened up on the island with a heavy artil-
lery barrage wiping out almost all Chinese and took possession with only seven 
Russians dead and nine wounded as against some six hundred losses to the ad-
versary. The ensuing bloodshed led Beijing to cut off the direct communication 
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line by phone to the Kremlin334 and prompted rumors of a possible preemptive 
strike by Soviet forces. Mao called a halt on 15 March.335

The fi ghting ended by 16 March. Thereafter Moscow reinforced the borders 
with divisions of tanks. About a week later the Beijing embassy received a tele-
gram from Moscow suggesting the evacuation back home of women (thirty) 
and children (fi ve) from the compound. Although in no hurry to comply, on 
the grounds that he did not expect war, chargé d’affaires Alexei Elizavetin sent 
in the requisite passports to China’s Foreign Ministry for processing exit visas. 
The Chinese were visibly disturbed.336 In turn embassy personnel endured the 
kind of harassment and indignities experienced by Western missions during the 
so-called Cultural Revolution. Summer saw the political temperature rise with 
Soviet maneuvers encompassing the Far Eastern, the Trans-Baikal, Siberian, 
and Central Asian military districts.337 Moscow did not believe Beijing was pre-
pared to risk “a major war” but would instead create “endless armed clashes” for 
political purposes.338 However, it is apparent from the circulation of various bal-
lons d’essai that some Russians contemplated the prospect of a drastic solution. 
Arkady Shevchenko, a senior diplomat who worked directly for Gromyko and 
acted as go-between with Andropov, asserts that Grechko wanted very much to 
get rid of the threat from China “once and for all” (a colleague of Shevchenko 
attended the Politburo where this was said).339

In late March or early April visitors to Boston, including Gvishiani, suggested 
that China’s nuclear facilities were a target for Moscow. And at the World Com-
munist Conference in June a senior Soviet fi gure asserted that the USSR could 
destroy China but would not do so except in extremis.340 On 18 August Boris 
Davydov, second secretary at the embassy in Washington, took lunch with Wil-
liam Stearman, special assistant for North Vietnam at INR. “Davydov asked 
point blank what the US would do if the Soviet Union attacked and destroyed 
China’s nuclear installations.” Two objectives would thereby be served: “First, 
the Chinese nuclear threat would be eliminated for decades. Second, such a 
blow would so weaken and discredit the ‘Mao clique’ that dissident senior offi -
cers and Party cadres could gain ascendency in Peking.” He went on to rephrase 
his question: “What would the US do if Peking called for US assistance in the 
event Chinese nuclear installations were attacked by us? Wouldn’t the US try 
to take advantage of this situation?” Thus, on the one hand, Moscow wanted to 
know whether they would fi nd Washington sympathetic. On the other hand, 
Davydov echoed fears of a Sino-American détente followed by entente. “Specif-
ically he wanted to know if recent US moves to improve relations with the CPR 
were aimed at an ultimate Sino-American collusion against the USSR.”341

Russian attempts to draw China to the negotiating table failed until Kosygin 
headed the delegation to attend Ho’s funeral early in September. There he 
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asked his Chinese counterpart, Chou, for talks. Disappointed, Kosygin fl ew 
back home. But at 10:00 p.m. on 11 September Elizavetin was called into the 
Chinese Foreign Ministry and told Chou had agreed to meet Kosygin at Beijing 
airport. Kosygin, still en route to Moscow, fl ew back to Beijing from Tashkent. 
Talks thus opened that night with the Soviet ambassador present. Kosygin em-
phasized that a Sino-Soviet confl ict played into the hands of their enemies. 
Chou appeared to agree on the need “to reduce tension and not give imperial-
ism the possibility of taking pleasure from the complications in Sino-Soviet re-
lations.” But the central question was that of borders. Chou suggested the areas 
be demilitarized. He went on to express concern at the rumors of a possible pre-
emptive strike against Chinese nuclear installations. Everything should instead 
be resolved through negotiation. Both assured one another that neither side was 
interested in war. But Kosygin refused to admit to “regions in dispute” between 
the two parties. “Treaties exist between our countries,” he insisted, “and they 
must be respected.” And as to Chou’s suggestion that both sides withdraw their 
forces, Kosygin was having none of it: “We have inhabitants there and we can-
not leave them defenseless.”342 They nonetheless agreed on talks. But when 
Kosygin boarded his plane back to Moscow that evening, the ambassador 
learned that the agreed communiqué had been unilaterally altered by the Chi-
nese side: ill will and mistrust were still the order of the day in Beijing in respect 
of their former allies.343 Abortive negotiations were conducted from 20 October. 
These were led by Kuznetsov and included the chief of staff of the border forces 
Colonel General Matrosov, Elizavetin, and Tikhvinskii (KGB).344

The obvious occurred. “On our side,” Kosygin noted, “it was also empha-
sized that disagreements between the USSR and the CPR play into the hands 
of world imperialism, weaken the socialist system and the rank-and-fi le fi ghting 
for national and social liberation. It was pointed out that in the entire history 
of the struggle with communism, imperialism had never received a greater gift 
than that resulting from the deepening, not due to us, of differences between 
the CPR and the Soviet Union and other socialist countries.”345 But all that 
resulted was a cease-fi re rather than a settlement. This gave Washington hope. 
Hanoi sat uneasily between two heavily armed camps. It was natural for Nixon 
to believe that he had more bargaining power as Moscow had to defend its rear 
against an erstwhile ally.

LINKAGE

Nixon’s main aim in Vietnam was to retreat with honor.346 But Moscow 
made plain that the US attempt to make détente contingent on forcing Hanoi 
to concede was a nonstarter.347 As Nixon’s national security adviser, Kissinger 
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had approached Hanoi in January 1969 with a proposal for meeting secretly in 
Paris but received a decisive rebuff; equally so from Moscow, which would have 
nothing to do with the idea.348 Meanwhile both Secretary of Defense Melvin 
Laird and Secretary of State “Bill” Rogers were pressing Nixon for an early 
withdrawal. But they met with fi erce opposition from Kissinger. Even before 
coming to offi ce, he believed strongly that “as a practical matter I might try to 
drag on the process for a while because of the international repercussions.”349 
Thus Kissinger now insisted that they “can’t preside over [the] destruction of 
[the] Saigon government.”350 Dobrynin concluded that “Nixon has not yet any 
kind of clear-cut program of his own on Vietnam that differs from the Johnson 
line.” He went on to suggest that “the Vietnamese question and our role in ne-
gotiations remain, in our hands, an important weapon for exerting pressure on 
the new administration in the United States.”351

Moscow concluded “that Nixon is above all concerned about his own politi-
cal reputation and the question as to how sorting out Vietnam may affect his 
political fate into the future.”352 The insecurity of the new administration ap-
peared baffl ing,353 all the more so because Kissinger seemed so “extraordinarily 
vain.”354 Nixon and Kissinger shared the robust view of “the need for military 
strength as a basis for successful negotiating.” “It’s only us non-intellectuals who 
understand what the game is all about,” the president boasted.355 But Nixon—to 
Kissinger an impenetrable personality—initially seemed content with merely a 
show of toughness while negotiating in private to withdraw from Vietnam. This 
rendered attempts at “linkage” hopeless.

In a memorandum to Nixon of 18 October 1969 Kissinger insisted on the 
importance of linkage.356 It was therefore entirely to be expected that instruc-
tions to the delegation negotiating strategic arms limitation included the pro-
viso that, to be meaningful, progress must be accompanied by progress on criti-
cal political problems.357 Moscow had, however, already publicly dismissed any 
hope “that the USSR is more interested than the USA in putting an end to the 
uncontrolled arms race and that therefore, they say, the USA can in return be 
granted some concessions in other areas.”358 And CIA had repeatedly warned 
Nixon and Kissinger that this strategy “would not work.”359 A briefi ng paper pro-
duced in November 1969 illustrates well just how far apart were US hopes from 
Russian realities. Prime Minister Pham Van Dong led a delegation to Moscow 
(13–20 October). Not since Le Duan’s trip in April 1965 had North Vietnamese 
leaders been openly received in Moscow. The very fact of the visit indicated a 
hardening of the Soviet line. Pham Van Dong emphasized that this was a good 
moment to pursue the struggle, including the war. It was “indicative,” Moscow 
noted, “that the Americans had without any conditions halted the bombard-
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ment of North Vietnam and were obliged to go from the offensive to the de-
fense.” Nixon’s policy of “vietnamization” was also seen as evidence. Hanoi was 
bent on the unconditional withdrawal of US forces and a coalition government 
in the South. Pham Van Dong was confi dent that in the end Nixon would 
have no choice but to discuss these proposals seriously. American bombing 
had done “serious damage” to North Vietnam and its economy. But Moscow 
assured the prime minister that the USSR would fully support them in the “suc-
cessful completion of this struggle.” Hanoi was told that Moscow considered 
“correct” the continuation of the fi ght on all fronts, including military. More-
over it was warned to be “vigilant against Washington’s political and diplomatic 
maneuvers insofar as the actions of the Nixon administration do not testify to its 
intention to end aggression in Vietnam.”360 At almost that very time Kissinger 
wrote a memorandum to Nixon blandly assuming that Washington could hold 
the forthcoming strategic arms limitation talks with Moscow hostage to progress 
on Vietnam.361 The White House was deluded.

Finally, having failed to gain Soviet acceptance of linkage, Nixon moved to 
the idea that Washington would act without external restraint elsewhere on the 
globe as its interests dictated: chiefl y but not exclusively this meant freedom to 
bomb Hanoi to the conference table. Relations between Moscow and Wash-
ington thus deteriorated.362 The reaction showed just how uncomfortable this 
made the Russians: “The imperialist theory of so-called selective coexistence, 
envisaging the possibility of relations of peaceful cooperation with some so-
cialist countries and freedom to conduct aggressive wars against other coun-
tries and nations, does not meet the interests of strengthening peace and inter-
national security.”363

SALT

The Soviet team at Helsinki on 17 November 1969 was led by Semyonov, 
who knew nothing about armaments.364 When Brezhnev was advised of this, he 
retorted, “All the better; then at least no secrets will be betrayed.” At the briefi ng 
Brezhnev asked point blank, “What is your preference comrade Semyonov, the 
Lubyanka [KGB prison] or the place of execution, if the delegation breaches 
these instructions?” Luckily for Semyonov he could count on acquaintance 
with Andropov.365 As late as April 1973, SALT an accomplished fact, the Krem-
lin remained coy about revealing details even within the Party hierarchy. 
Grechko later boasted to the Central Committee that his ministry estimated 
Chinese nuclear capability to be well below that of Washington; that China 
possessed a mere 200 delivery vehicles. Grechko joked, “And we have . . .” 
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and broke off, turning to the chair, “What do you think, Leonid, how many do 
we have?” “No need to frighten everyone,” Brezhnev retorted.366 Head of the 
US department at the Foreign Ministry and, since 1968, member of the minis-
try’s ruling collegium, Georgii Kornienko was also a delegate. Reference to the 
Lubyanka, he recalls, had “a paralytic effect” on the group.367 And as Semyo-
nov was leaving, Brezhnev told him not to hasten with the talks; instead draw 
them out and keep him posted.368 Facing potential criticism at the very least 
from Grechko, Podgorny, Shelest, and Shelepin, Brezhnev blandly expected 
the team to negotiate the limitation of armaments without any classifi ed Soviet 
fi gures placed on the table. This fi tted in with Brezhnev’s notion of the division 
of labor. According to Danilevich, he “ceded control over military decisions 
to the Minister of Defence. . . . He also gave carte blanche to the Ministry of 
Defence in terms of defi ning force requirements.”369

The fi rst round thus resulted in nothing of substance. Washington hoped 
that moving toward Beijing would have a salutary effect. Indeed, on 13 Febru-
ary 1970 Moscow drew attention to the “fact that the rulers of the USA are 
swiftly transforming their policy in relation to China, trying to further exacer-
bate Soviet-Chinese disagreements and make use of them for their own ends.” 
Washington had reduced its trade embargo, ended the Seventh Fleet patrols 
in the Taiwan Straits, and was reconsidering arms supplies to the Nationalists. 
The State Department had also reopened contacts with Beijing broken off in 
1968. “It is clear,” Moscow concluded, “that by such measures the rulers of the 
United States are giving the Beijing leadership to understand that, in becoming 
more anti-Soviet, it need not experience any diffi culty from the US side.”370

When the delegations reconvened in Vienna on 16 April 1970 comprehen-
sive formulae fi nally emerged. A key issue was Soviet insistence that strategic 
arms be defi ned as all nuclear delivery vehicles and loads capable of reaching 
the USSR: that is to say, including all US forward-based systems, on land and 
at sea (carrier-based dual-capable aircraft and medium-range bombers based in 
Europe). This stumbling block was overcome only by a compromise to agree 
upon limiting ABM systems and freezing ICBM levels, but allowing Moscow 
what amounted to free rein in building up their submarine ballistic missile 
forces (SLBMs). Indeed, thanks not least to Kissinger’s dismissive attitude to-
ward “the usual nitpicking over the level of nuclear weapons required for ‘equal 
security,’”371 rather than slow down the nuclear arms race, SALT merely chan-
neled it in selective directions. James Schlesinger, US Secretary of Defense 
(1973–75), notes that “there was an explosion after the agreement of research 
and development activities in the missile area by the Soviets. We saw new mis-
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siles going—being tested, and in particular the SS-18 and the SS-19, which were 
substantial improvements over the earlier generation of missiles, the SS-11, the 
SS-13 and the like.”372 And under Schlesinger the Pentagon certainly did not 
sit still.

Finally, both sides were keenly anxious to show they had pressed their case 
on Vietnam. Moscow had increased the supply to Hanoi of the most up-to-date 
weaponry from 1971 as fourteen divisions drove south.373 Having thus failed to 
secure the substance of linkage, Kissinger tried for its appearance. Thus on 
his visit to Moscow (20–24 April 1972) to pave the way for Nixon’s arrival and 
signature of SALT I, Kissinger “insisted that from the communiqué it was at 
least obvious that the Vietnam problem had occupied a signifi cant place in 
his negotiations in Moscow.” This, however, prompted resistance from some 
members of the Soviet leadership.374 And no explicit reference to Vietnam was 
included. Nixon duly arrived and the agreements were signed. The interim 
agreement “on certain measures with respect to the limitation of strategic of-
fensive arms,” as its rather defl ating title suggests, provided only a makeshift 
framework for containing the arms race.375 The importance was symbolic and 
political rather than military and substantial. Given the extent of concessions 
made to secure even this agreement (which were made against the wishes of the 
US delegation), Nixon sought to play up other advantages, namely, hastening 
an end to the Vietnam War. In a lengthy briefi ng given by Moscow to fraternal 
ruling  parties, however, the language was designed to leave no doubts. “We 
made use of the negotiations to exert strong pressure on Nixon on this question 
[Vietnam],” Moscow argued. “Our position in relation to American aggression 
in Vietnam and, particularly, the bombing of the Democratic Republic of Viet-
nam was expressed as frankly as possible, without diplomatic niceties.”376

With respect to China, Brezhnev saw SALT as a demonstrable success in 
blocking the route to an anti-Soviet alliance. In the talks, Moscow noted, “the 
question of China was not specifi cally discussed. We did not consider it neces-
sary to do this so that the Americans did not think that Nixon’s trip to Beijing 
worries us.” “However,” the briefi ng paper continued, “as a whole we think 
that the results of the talks, our agreements with the USA, objectively create a 
serious obstacle with which to disrupt the activities of the Maoist leadership in 
foreign policy toward a Sino-American rapprochement on an anti-Soviet basis 
and lessen the likelihood of such an outcome.”377

The European and American treaties were celebrated by ousting hard-liner 
Shelest from the Politburo on 27 April 1973 and the elevation of candidate 
members Andropov, Gromyko, and Grechko to the Politburo as full, voting 
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members. This represented a signifi cant adjustment to the prevailing balance 
of power within the leadership. Yet it did not represent a wholehearted endorse-
ment of détente, as events were to show.

CSCE AND BASKET THREE

Western hopes of changing the Soviet system, certainly of overthrowing it, 
had abated in all but the most extreme circles. Optimism was possible only for 
the dedicated who adhered to the “Lyautey” principle much favored at MI6 in 
the early fi fties. Marshal Louis Lyautey had been résident général of French 
Morocco (1912–25) when he decided to plant an avenue of palms as a grand ap-
proach to headquarters. When challenged by a young subordinate as to whether 
it was worth the effort, given Lyautey’s advanced age and the time required for 
the palms to mature, Lyautey responded with Olympian disdain that this was 
all the more reason to make an early start. The means of implementing the 
principle against Moscow included broadcasting from the BBC (funded by the 
Foreign Offi ce), Radio Free Europe (controlled by CIA and directed to Eastern 
Europe), Radio Liberty (to the Soviet Union), Voice of America, and Deutsche 
Welle. Moscow jammed reception, but this was not a foolproof defense. Other 
means had proven disappointing. The dropping of propaganda by balloon 
failed miserably. A promising option emerged, however, after Khrushchev’s se-
cret speech early in 1956.

The strategy thereafter became more discriminating, since the speech de-
moralized many within the communist elite. The expansion of cultural con-
tacts, including academic exchanges, was one very limited means to that end. It 
is notable that both Alexander Yakovlev, Gorbachev’s éminence grise, and Oleg 
Kalugin, a very senior KGB offi cer who later defected, were two out of three on 
the fi rst postwar exchange to the United States. A further measure was designed 
to reach the greatest number within the nomenklatura. And this, conceived in 
April 1956 at Free Europe Press, became known rather grandly as the “Marshall 
Plan of the Mind.”378

Overseen and funded by CIA through dummy foundations, initially under 
Cord Meyer and Emmons Brown, the program targeted individuals behind 
the Iron Curtain with free books, articles, and pamphlets mailed from a va-
riety of Western addresses. After Hungary it came under the direction of one 
man, a Romanian exile, George Minden. Literature mailed was not explicitly 
political. “The ideas, forms of entertainment, works of art, fashions, sources 
of varied information, and our general welfare—all these things that will help 
us feel independent and fi ll our lives—have a real fascination for our targets,” 
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Minden wrote. “It is common knowledge that the Russians have completely 
failed in substituting anything for the banned Western sources of intellectual, 
spiritual or aesthetic life, not to mention sources of information.” And what 
began as a campaign in Eastern Europe soon expanded with a parallel opera-
tion to encompass the USSR under Isaac Patch from Radio Liberty. The two 
enterprises—Liberty and Free Europe—merged under Minden at Radio Free 
Europe in 1974, as negotiations for a conference on European security, in 
which the West pressed the issue of human rights and access to information, 
came to a climax. Five years later, to provide further cover, the organization was 
removed from Radio Free Europe to the International Advisory Council, also a 
CIA front. The books and magazines were purchased from the publishers but 
mailed as gifts therefrom. By 1991 more than a quarter of a million titles were 
dispatched annually.379 Yet in the early seventies prospects were bleak.

Following the invasion of Czechoslovakia, NATO was obliged to assume that 
communist regimes were here to stay. But only the shift in Bonn’s policy made 
possible NATO recognition of the postwar territorial status quo and the sum-
moning of a European security conference for that purpose. The Conference 
on Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE), which Moscow had been 
seeking since the autumn of 1964, universalizing recognition of postwar fron-
tiers, was thus tabled with vigor throughout the negotiations with Bonn and 
Washington. The West in turn procrastinated until both the German and US 
talks had concluded. NATO also argued for negotiating mutual and balanced 
force reductions (MBFR) in Europe parallel with the European security con-
ference, though, in the face of Soviet obduracy, it was agreed not to insist on 
their interdependence.

Negotiations on CSCE thus opened on 22 November 1972; it took four 
months for the agenda to be agreed. The Warsaw Pact countries sought to re-
strict talks to vague declarations of principle relating to security—most of which 
were breached by the invasion of Czechoslovakia. Soviet commitment to dé-
tente was viewed as purely “tactical.” Richard von Weiszäcker of the CDU re-
ferred to the proposed CSCE as “the intellectual disarmament of the West.”380 
But NATO had already agreed to broaden the agenda to encompass “freer 
movement of people, information, and ideas” and asserted that the conference 
should go beyond the status quo “by initiating a process of reducing the barriers 
that still exist.”381 This was a startling innovation emanating from the Foreign 
and Commonwealth Offi ce (FCO) attributable to those bridling at the thought 
of further concessions to Soviet sensibilities.

Wedded and glued to spheres of infl uence, Washington had no understand-
ing of or sympathy for the disruptive and potentially explosive value of human 
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rights as leverage against Soviet hegemony in Eastern Europe and wanted none 
of it. Nixon blamed London for initiating CSCE because the Foreign Secre-
tary, Sir Michael Stewart, a weak man, had been reluctant to rebuff Russian 
insistence because of public opinion.382 Kissinger pointed out at the time that 
the Russian aim was twofold: “to sustain a mood in Europe in which Defence 
became progressively less important, and gradually to insinuate the idea of al-
ternative security organisations.”383 He later said, “CSCE was never an element 
of US foreign policy. We never pushed it and stayed a half step behind our allies 
all through the process.”384

“Unpalatable though it may be to have to admit it,” the FCO noted, “West-
ern countries have had to accept it [a European security conference] largely 
because of domestic political pressure: they have had, in effect, to accept the 
Soviet thesis that support for a Conference is the only acceptable evidence 
of willingness to work for détente.” As the chilling events of August 1968 re-
ceded into the distance and after negotiations on Germany lessened the Soviet 
sense of urgency for such a conference, London reckoned that Moscow’s mo-
tives were now more long term in nature and extent. They were attempting to 
“undermine the Atlantic link” and “to weaken NATO.” The British had thus 
searched for a means of counterattack while maintaining allied unity and frus-
trating Soviet aims “without appearing to sabotage détente.”385 They found it in 
what soon became known as “Basket Three”—human rights. So soon after the 
liquidation of the Prague Spring, with bloody suppression of unrest in Gdańsk 
a recent memory and with repressive measures taken against such writers as An-
drei Amalrik and Alexander Solzhenytsin, Moscow was hypersensitive to any-
thing that further exposed the tyrannical elements of their system. Indeed, in 
advice to the East Germans back in July 1969 the Russians had cautioned that 
“the opponents of détente in Europe will in their own way attempt to use idea of 
an all-European conference to pursue their policy of ‘building bridges.’”386

A keen-eyed hawk determined to gain something from the forthcoming con-
ference was George Walden, fi rst secretary in the East European and Soviet de-
partment of the FCO, and already a veteran of the brutal Cultural Revolution 
in China: “in our aim to secure genuine improvements in reducing barriers 
within Europe and ‘generally to spread the contagion of liberty’ we should not 
shrink from asserting Western beliefs in the freedom of movement, informa-
tion, and cultural contacts.” He suggested drafting

hardheaded proposals which:
(a) it would be diffi cult for the Russians to decline;
(b) can be agreed with our allies;
(c) appeal to the popular imagination;
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(d) are workable in practice;
(e) involve a minimum of Government fi nance;
(f)  will attract suffi cient numbers of Western participants (e.g., in any in-

creased exchanges);
(g) introduce another germ of freedom into the East.387

Moscow fought against admitting this Trojan horse within the walls of the 
conference but had to concede on 8 June 1973.388 Otherwise it was doubtful 
whether they would have had a conference at all. The issues lay in three bas-
kets: (1) security, (2) economic cooperation, and (3) humanitarian and other 
fi elds. At Helsinski on 5 July Foreign Secretary Alec Douglas-Home insisted 
that “Basket I will be empty unless there are plenty of eggs in Basket III.”389 But, 
from initially dragging their feet, the Americans led by Kissinger soon dragged 
his feet on these core issues. There was no love lost between Kissinger and 
European statesmen. Britain’s ambassador to Washington, Lord Cromer, noted 
Kissinger’s “astonishing intellectual arrogance,” “the highly devious nature 
of Kissinger’s intellectual make-up” and “his general scorn for ‘the Europeans.’”390 
Kissinger expressed “serious doubts about the proposition that the proliferation 
of human contacts will produce peace.” It had “become an intellectual fash-
ion.” “We have a strange combination,” he told the Belgian Foreign Minister, 
“composed of people who want to transform Soviet society but at the same time 
want to reduce our defenses.” He also much resented the fact that from June 
to October 1973 “no European would talk to us while the European countries 
were formulating their position. This is,” he asserted, “really worse than the situ-
ation we have in dealing with our adversaries.”391

The entire CSCE process loosened the bonds of trust—already strained by 
SALT and Bonn’s Ostpolitik—that tied the United States and Western Eu-
rope together. “As many predicted when the Nixon-Brezhnev summit was fi rst 
mooted,” British offi cial Anthony Elliott noted in late July 1974, “it was swiftly 
followed by efforts on the part of Dr. Kissinger to persuade his NATO allies to 
adopt precipitately what he judges to be a more realistic stance on the CSCE 
negotiations. . . . In recent months . . . it appears that he has come to see the 
Conference as a positive obstacle to his task of developing Soviet-American co-
operation.” “It sometimes seems,” the telegram continued, “that Dr. Kissinger 
misunderstands the signifi cance of the CSCE to the West. He often gives the 
impression that détente is primarily a matter of inter-governmental accommo-
dation and that the human aspect is secondary.”

Yet British offi cials could not “see how détente will have any real meaning 
or will last” without a progressive relaxation of restrictions imposed by commu-
nist regimes on person-to-person contact with the outside world.392 And when 
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challenged, Elliott retorted: “If they [the Russians] thought that they would be 
able to circumvent them [articles in Basket Three] completely, it would hardly 
have been necessary for them to devote so much time and care to criticising 
our textual formulas; they could simply have accepted texts (and thus moved to-
wards their aim of bringing the Conference to an early end without having any 
intention of doing anything about them.”393 Britain’s ambassador to Moscow, 
Sir Terence Garvey, agreed.394 Russia was hamstrung in the end by Brezhnev’s 
desperate concern to achieve agreement in “negotiations that the world forgot.” 
This was, Sir Michael Alexander recalls, Brezhnev’s “major mistake.” In May 
Alexander therefore instructed the British delegation to persist on Basket Three 
to extract the highest price. If Russia refused to accept it, then everything would 
be renegotiated piece by agonizing piece.395

The agreement was hammered out and the Helsinki Final Act was duly 
signed on 1 August 1975 by all the states of Europe, plus the USSR and United 
States. This was no treaty and had no force of law. It is fair to say, though, that 
the degree of attention paid to the formulation of its provisions and later to its 
enforcement meant that it was treated subsequently no less seriously than le-
gally substantive agreements.

The agreement blasted a breach in the security wall that Andropov had ce-
mented across the communist bloc in Europe. The USSR, however, was con-
sidered fairly secure. After Helsinki Andropov presented the Politburo with a 
memorandum on dissidents. The number confi ned added up to 850, of which 
261 were held for anti-Soviet propaganda. But as many as 68,000 had been told 
to report to the KGB, where due warning was given about the unacceptability 
of their behavior. The secret police also claimed to have penetrated 1,800 anti-
Soviet groups and associations.396 These numbers gave Andropov a specious 
reputation for tolerance; liberalism, indeed. Yet this was not all: on 29 April 
1969 he proposed confi ning dissidents to psychiatric hospitals.397 This was ac-
cepted. In January 1970 the Politburo instructed the relevant organizations to 
bring forward proposals for putting the idea into action.398 By the time the sys-
tem was closed down in 1988 the astonishing fi gure of 800,000 patients had to 
be released.399 Even so, in a country of 250 million this was still a tiny proportion 
of the population. Of greater concern in Moscow was the possible impact of 
Helsinki on the rest of the Warsaw Pact, Russia’s Achilles’ heel.

Senior Soviet diplomat Yuli Kvitsinsky later lamented: “The formulation of 
the third basket was considered by the West as its victory. This view was also 
shared by many in Moscow, looking with mistrust on the fruits of the work of 
our delegation headed by A. G. Kovalev.”400 Anatoly Kovalev, a Deputy Minister 
of Foreign Affairs from 1971, had been part of the Zavidovo group working for 
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Brezhnev. He was close to Andropov. This was also because at CSCE Kovalev 
had been instructed by Gromyko to deal directly with the KGB chief on Basket 
Three. In the end, however, it was Brezhnev who dictated the terms accept-
able, and these meant overruling the KGB. Andropov told Kovalev: “You will 
understand that this is a game with more than one goal: the Foreign Ministry 
wins and the KGB loses. The inviolability of frontiers is fi ne, very good; but the 
frontiers will be transparent.”401

Indeed, they proved to be. By way of postscript: in the summer of 1991, the 
Soviet empire in ruins, the Berlin Wall down, and socialism in Eastern Europe 
for most an unpleasant memory, Sir Michael Alexander came to dine at the 
embassy in Moscow. The issue of Basket Three came up in rhetorical form: 
“Did our participants at the time imagine the consequences of their activity?” 
Alexander’s answer was that some certainly were farsighted. “I don’t think that 
he was wrong,” lamented Kvitsinsky.402
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