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  Khrushchev: Communist in a Hurry

  
   We have thirty
     nuclear weapons earmarked for France, more than enough to destroy that country. We are
    reserving fifty each for West Germany and Britain.

   
    Premier Khrushchev to U.S. Ambassador Llewellyn E. Thompson Jr., January 1, 1960
   

   No matter how
     good the old year has been, the New Year will be better still. … I think no one
    will reproach me if I say that we attach great importance to improving our relations with the
    USA. … We hope that the new U.S. president will be like a fresh wind blowing away the
    stale air between the USA and the USSR.

   
    One year later, Khrushchev’s New Year’s toast, January 1, 1961
   

  

  THE KREMLIN, MOSCOW
NEW YEAR’S EVE, DECEMBER 31, 1960

  It was just minutes before midnight, and Nikita
   Khrushchev had reason to be relieved that 1960 was nearly over. He had even greater cause for
   concern about the year ahead as he surveyed his two thousand New Year’s guests under the
   towering, vaulted ceiling of St. George’s Hall at the Kremlin. As the storm outside
   deposited a thick layer of snow on Red Square and the mausoleum containing his
   embalmed predecessors, Lenin and Stalin, Khrushchev recognized that Soviet standing in the world,
   his place in history, and—more to the point—his political survival could depend on how he managed
   his own blizzard of challenges.

  At home,
    Khrushchev was suffering his second straight failed harvest. Just two years earlier and with
   considerable flourish, he had launched a crash program to overtake U.S. living standards by 1970,
   but he wasn’t even meeting his people’s basic needs. On an inspection tour of the
   country, he had seen shortages almost everywhere of housing, butter, meat, milk, and eggs. His
   advisers were telling him the chances of a workers’ revolt were growing, not unlike the one
   in Hungary that he had been forced to crush with Soviet tanks in 1956.

  Abroad, Khrushchev’s foreign policy of
   peaceful coexistence with the West, a controversial break with Stalin’s notion of
   inevitable confrontation, had crash-landed when a Soviet rocket brought down an American Lockheed
   U-2 spy plane the previous May. A few days later, Khrushchev triggered the collapse of the Paris
   Summit with President Dwight D. Eisenhower and his wartime Allies after failing to win a public
   U.S. apology for the intrusion into Soviet airspace. Pointing to the incident as evidence of
   Khrushchev’s leadership failure, Stalinist remnants in the Soviet Communist Party and
   China’s Mao Tse-tung were sharpening their knives against the Soviet leader in preparation
   for the 22nd Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. Having used just such
   gatherings himself to purge adversaries, all Khrushchev’s plans for 1961 were designed to
   head off a catastrophe at that meeting.

  With all that as the backdrop, nothing threatened
   Khrushchev more than the deteriorating situation in divided Berlin. His critics complained that
   he was allowing the communist world’s most perilous wound to fester. East Berlin was
   hemorrhaging refugees to the West at an alarming rate. They were a self-selecting population of
   the country’s most motivated and capable industrialists, intellectuals, farmers, doctors,
   and teachers. Khrushchev was fond of calling Berlin
   the testicles of the West, a tender place where he could squeeze when he wanted
   to make the U.S. wince. However, a more accurate metaphor was that it had become his and the
   Soviet bloc’s Achilles’ heel, the place where communism lay most vulnerable.

  Yet Khrushchev betrayed none of those concerns as
   he worked a New Year’s crowd that included cosmonauts, ballerinas, artists, apparatchiks,
   and ambassadors, all bathed in the light of the hall’s six massive bronze chandeliers and
   three thousand electric lamps. For them, an invitation to the Soviet leader’s party was
   itself confirmation of status. However, they buzzed with even greater than usual anticipation,
   for John F. Kennedy would take office in less than three weeks. They knew the Soviet
   leader’s traditional New Year’s toast would set the tone for U.S.–Soviet relations
   thereafter.

  As the Kuranty clock of the sixteenth-century
   Spasskaya Tower ticked over Red Square toward its thunderous midnight chime, Khrushchev generated
   his own heat inside St. George’s Hall. He hand-clasped some guests and bear-hugged others,
   nearly bursting from his baggy gray suit. It was the same energy that had carried him to power
   from his peasant birth in the Russian village of Kalinovka near the Ukrainian border, through
   revolution, civil war, Stalin’s paranoid purges, world war, and the leadership battle
   following Stalin’s death. The communist takeover had provided many Russians of humble
   beginnings with new opportunities, but none had survived as skillfully nor risen as far as Nikita
   Sergeyevich Khrushchev.

  Given
    Khrushchev’s increased capability to launch nuclear-tipped missiles at the West, it
   had become a consuming occupation of U.S. intelligence agencies to fathom Khrushchev’s
   psychological makeup. In 1960, the CIA had assembled some twenty experts—internists,
   psychiatrists, and psychologists—to scrutinize the Soviet leader through films, intelligence
   files, and personal accounts. The group went so far as to inspect photo close-ups of
   Khrushchev’s arteries to assess rumors of their hardening and his high blood pressure. They
   concluded in a highly classified report—which later would reach President Kennedy—that despite
   Khrushchev’s mood swings, depressions, and drinking bouts (which they reported he had
   recently brought under greater control), the Soviet leader exhibited the consistent behavior of what they called a “chronic optimistic opportunist.” Their
   conclusion was that he was more of an ebullient activist than, as many had believed until then, a
   Machiavellian communist in Stalin’s mold.

  Another
    top-secret personality sketch prepared by the CIA for the incoming administration noted
   Khrushchev’s “resourcefulness, audacity, a good sense of political timing and
   showmanship, and a touch of the gambler’s instinct.” It warned the newly elected
   Kennedy that behind the often buffoonish manner of this short, squat man lay a “shrewd
   native intelligence, an agile mind, drive, ambition and ruthlessness.”

  What the CIA didn’t report was that
   Khrushchev took personal responsibility for Kennedy’s election and was now seeking the
   payoff. He boasted to comrades that he had cast the deciding vote in one of America’s
   closest presidential elections ever by refusing Republican entreaties that he release three
   captured American airmen—the downed U-2 pilot, Francis Gary Powers, and two crew members of an
   RB-47 reconnaissance plane shot down by the Soviets over the Barents Sea two months later—during
   the height of the election campaign. Now he was working impatiently through multiple channels to
   land an early summit meeting with Kennedy in hopes it would solve his Berlin problem.

  During
    the campaign, the Soviet leader’s instructions to his top officials had been clear,
   regarding both his desire for a Kennedy win and his distaste for Richard Nixon, who as
   Eisenhower’s anticommunist vice president had humiliated him in Moscow during their
   so-called Kitchen Debate over the relative advantages of their two systems. “We can also
   influence the American presidential election!” he had told his comrades then. “We
   would never give Nixon such a present.”

  After the election, Khrushchev had crowed that by
   refusing to release the airmen he had personally cost Nixon the few hundred thousand votes he
   would have required for his victory. Just a ten-minute walk from his Kremlin New Year’s
   party, the American captives languished as a reminder of Khrushchev’s electoral
   manipulation inside the KGB’s Lubyanka Prison, where the Soviet leader was keeping them as
   political pawns to be traded at some future moment for some other gain.

  As the
    countdown to his New Year’s toast continued, Khrushchev bathed in the crowd more like
   a populist politician than a communist dictator. Though
    still vigorously youthful, he had aged with the accelerated speed of so many other Russians,
   having already turned gray at age twenty-two after a serious illness. As he bantered with
   comrades, he often threw back his nearly bald head and exploded in mirth at one of his own
   stories, unself-consciously showing bad teeth with a center gap and two golden bicuspids. Closely
   cropped gray hair framed a round, animated face with three large warts, a slit scar under his pug
   nose, red cheeks with deep laughter lines, and dark, piercing eyes. He waved his hands and spoke
   short, staccato sentences in a loud, high-pitched, nasal voice.

  He
    recognized many faces and asked after comrades’ children by name: “How is
   little Tatyana? How is tiny Ivan?”

  Given his
    purpose that evening, Khrushchev was disappointed not to find among the crowd Moscow’s
   most important American, Ambassador Llewellyn “Tommy” Thompson, with whom he had
   remained close despite the decline of the U.S.–Soviet relationship. Thompson’s wife, Jane,
   apologized to Khrushchev that her husband was home nursing ulcers. It was also true that the
   ambassador was still smarting from his encounter with the Soviet leader at the previous New
   Year’s gathering, when an inebriated Khrushchev had nearly declared World War III over
   Berlin.

  It had been two in the morning when Khrushchev, in
   an alcoholic haze, escorted Thompson, his wife, the French ambassador, and Italy’s
   Communist Party leader into a newly built anteroom of St. George’s Hall, curiously
   decorated with a running fountain filled with colored plastic rocks. Khrushchev spat at Thompson
   that he would make the West pay if it didn’t satisfy his demands for a Berlin agreement
   that would include Allied troop withdrawal. “We have thirty nuclear weapons earmarked for
   France, more than enough to destroy that country,” he said, tilting his head toward the
   French ambassador. He added for good measure that he was reserving fifty each for West Germany
   and Britain.

  In an awkward attempt to restore a lighter mood,
   Jane Thompson had asked how many rockets Khrushchev had earmarked for Uncle Sam.

  “That’s a secret,” Khrushchev had
   said with a wicked smile.

  In an attempt to reverse the degenerating tone,
   Thompson had offered a toast to the upcoming Paris Summit with Eisenhower and its potential for
   improved relations. The Soviet leader, however, only escalated his threats, discarding his
   commitment to Eisenhower that he would refrain from any unilateral disruptions over Berlin until
   after the Paris meeting. Thompson was able to end the vodka-soaked session only at six in the
   morning, when he walked away knowing superpower relations would depend on Khrushchev’s
   inability the next morning to recall anything he had said that night.

  Thompson had dispatched a damage-control cable to
   President Eisenhower and Secretary of State Christian Herter that same morning, relating
   Khrushchev’s remarks while at the same time declaring they should not be “taken
   literally,” given the Soviet leader’s intoxicated condition. He offered that the
   Soviet merely wished “to impress upon us the seriousness” of the Berlin
   situation.

  A year later, and with Thompson safely at home,
   Khrushchev was in a more sober and generous spirit as the clock struck twelve. Following the
   bells welcoming the arrival of 1961, and the lighting of the forty-foot New Year’s tree
   inside St. George’s Hall, Khrushchev raised his glass and offered a toast that would be
   taken as doctrinal direction by party leaders and repeated in diplomatic cables around the
   world.

  “Happy New Year, comrades, Happy New Year!
   No matter how good the old year has been, the New Year will be better still!”

  The room exploded in cheers, embraces, and
   kisses.

  Khrushchev ritually toasted the working people,
   the peasants, the intellectuals, Marxist-Leninist concepts, and peaceful coexistence among the
   world’s peoples. In a conciliatory tone he said, “We consider the socialist system to be superior, but we never try
   to impose it on other states.”

  The hall grew silent as he turned his words to
   Kennedy.

  “Dear Comrades! Friends! Gentlemen!”
   said Khrushchev. “The Soviet Union makes every effort to have friendly ties with all
   peoples. But I think no one will reproach me if I say that we attach great importance to improving our relations with the USA because this relationship greatly molds
   others. We would like to believe that the USA strives for the same outcome. We hope that the new
   U.S. president will be like a fresh wind blowing away the stale air between the USA and the
   USSR.”

  The man who a year earlier had counted the atomic
   bombs he would drop on the West was striking a peacemaker’s pose. “During the
   election campaign,” Khrushchev told the crowd, “Mr. Kennedy said if he had been
   president he would have expressed regret to the Soviet Union” about sending spy planes over
   its territory. Khrushchev said he as well wanted to put “this lamentable episode in the
   past and not go back to it. … We believe that by voting for Mr. Kennedy and against Mr.
   Nixon, the American people have disapproved of the policy of Cold War and worsening international
   relationships.”

  Khrushchev raised his refilled glass. “To
   peaceful coexistence among nations!”

  Cheers.

  “To friendship and peaceful coexistence
   among all peoples!”

  Thunderous cheers. More embraces.

  Khrushchev’s choice of language was
   calculated. The repetitive use of the term “peaceful coexistence” was at the same
   time a declaration of intent toward Kennedy and a message of determination to his communist
   rivals. Recognizing Soviet economic limits and new nuclear threats, Khrushchev, in his famous
   secret speech at the 20th Congress of the Communist Party in 1956, had introduced the new
   thinking that communist states could peacefully coexist and compete with capitalist states. His
   opponents, however, favored a return to Stalin’s more aggressive notions of world
   revolution and more active preparations for war.

  As 1961 opened, the ghosts of Stalin endangered
   Khrushchev far more than any threat from the West. After his death in 1953, Stalin’s
   bequest to Khrushchev had been a dysfunctional Soviet Union of 209 million people and dozens of
   nationalities stretching over one-sixth of the world’s landmass. World War II’s battles had depleted a third of the Soviet
   Union’s wealth and had left some 27 million dead while destroying 17,000
   Soviet towns and 70,000 villages. That didn’t
    count the millions Stalin had killed previously through man-made famine and his paranoid
   purges.

  Khrushchev blamed Stalin for then launching an unnecessary and costly Cold War before the
   Soviet Union had been able to recover from its previous devastation. In particular, he condemned
   Stalin for the botched Berlin blockade of 1948, when the dictator had underestimated American
   resolve and overestimated Soviet capabilities at a time when the U.S. still retained its nuclear
   monopoly. The result had been the West’s breaking of the embargo, then the 1949 creation of
   NATO and the founding in the same year of a separate West Germany. What accompanied that was an
   American commitment to dig into Europe for a longer stay. The Soviet Union had paid a high price
   because Stalin, in Khrushchev’s view, “didn’t think it through
   properly.”

  Having extended the olive branch to Kennedy
   through his New Year’s toast, a still-sober Khrushchev at two a.m. took aside West German
   Ambassador Hans Kroll for a private talk. For Khrushchev, the sixty-two-year-old German was the
   second most important Western ambassador after the absent Thompson. However, the two men were far
   closer personally than Khrushchev was to the American envoy, connected both by Kroll’s
   Russian fluency and his conviction, not unusual for Germans of his generation, that his country
   was more closely connected culturally, historically, and potentially also politically to Moscow
   than to the U.S.

  Accompanied by Deputy Premier Anastas Mikoyan and
   Presidium member Alexei Kosygin, Khrushchev and Kroll retreated to the same odd anteroom where
   the Soviet leader had threatened Thompson one year earlier. That year as well, Kroll had stormed
   out of the New Year’s celebration in protest after the Soviet leader used his toast to
   condemn West Germany as “revanchist and militaristic.”

  This time, however, Khrushchev was in a seductive
   mood, and he summoned a waiter to pour Kroll Crimean champagne. While nursing a light Armenian
   red wine, the Soviet leader explained to Kroll that under doctor’s orders he was not
   drinking vodka or other hard drinks. Kroll savored such personal exchanges with
   Khrushchev, and it was his practice at such moments to draw him near physically and speak in
   hushed tones to underscore their closeness.

  Kroll had
    been born four years later than Khrushchev in the then Prussian town of Deutsch Piekar,
   which in 1922 would be ceded to Poland. He learned his first Russian while fishing as a boy on
   the river that divided the German and Czarist empires. His first two years as a diplomat in
   Moscow had come in the 1920s when post–World War I Germany and the new communist Soviet Union,
   then two of the most vilified countries in the world, struck the Rapallo agreement that broke
   their diplomatic isolation and formed an anti-Western, anti–Versailles Treaty axis.

  Kroll’s view was that European hostilities
   could only be calmed through an eventual accord enabling West Germany and the Soviet
   Union—“the two most powerful countries in Europe”—to get along better with each
   other. He had worked in that direction since leading the East–West trade department of the
   Economics Ministry in 1952, when West Germany was only three years old. His convictions had
   brought him into frequent conflict with the United States, which remained wary that too cozy a
   relationship could open the way to a neutral West Germany.

  Khrushchev thanked Kroll for his help the previous
   autumn in getting West German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer to approve new economic agreements with
   the communist world, including the renewal of an East–West German trade accord, which had been
   interrupted a few months earlier. Though East Germany was the Soviet client, Khrushchev
   considered West Germany to be of far greater importance to the Soviet economy, due to the unique
   access it provided him to modern machinery, technology, and hard-currency loans.

  So the Soviet leader raised his glass in a toast
   to what he called the Federal Republic of Germany’s remarkable postwar reconstruction.
   Khrushchev told Kroll that he hoped Chancellor Adenauer would use his growing economic strength
   and thus greater independence from the U.S. to distance himself from Washington and further
   improve relations with the Soviets.

  Kosygin then asked Kroll for permission to raise
   his own toast, which the ambassador granted. “You are for us the
   ambassador for all the Germans,” he said, reflecting Khrushchev’s own view that the
   Soviet Union would be far better off if it had been the West Germans, with all of their
   resources, who had become their allies, rather than the burdensome East Germans with their
   constant economic demands and substandard goods.

  Khrushchev then laced this seduction with a
   threat. “The German problem must be solved in 1961,” he told Kroll. The Soviet leader
   said he had lost his patience with the U.S. refusal to negotiate a change to Berlin’s
   status in a manner that would allow him to stop the refugee flow and sign a war-ending peace
   treaty with East Germany. Mikoyan told Kroll that “certain circles” in Moscow were
   increasing their pressure on Khrushchev to the point that the Soviet leader could not resist
   their demands much longer to act on Berlin.

  Kroll assumed Mikoyan was referring to what had
   become known within Soviet party circles as the “Ulbricht lobby,” a group that had been greatly influenced by the East German
   leader’s increasingly strident complaints that Khrushchev was not defending Germany’s
   socialist state with sufficient vigor.

  Made more agreeable by all the Soviet compliments
   and champagne, Kroll conceded that the Soviet leader had demonstrated remarkable patience over
   Berlin. He warned Khrushchev, however, that if the Soviets unilaterally upset the Berlin status
   quo, the result would be an international crisis, and perhaps even military conflict with the
   U.S. and the West.

  Khrushchev disagreed. He shrugged that the West
   would respond with “a short period of excitement” that would quickly recede.
   “No one in the world will declare war over Berlin or the German question,” he told
   Kroll. Khrushchev, knowing Kroll would report the conversation to the Americans and his
   superiors, said he would prefer a negotiated agreement to taking unilateral action, but he
   stressed, “That will depend on Kennedy.”

  At four in the morning, Khrushchev ended the
   meeting and then paraded Kroll, Kosygin, and Mikoyan through the still-dancing crowd, which
   paused and opened an aisle for them to walk through.

  Even as experienced an ambassador as Kroll never knew
   which of Khrushchev’s frequent threats to take seriously. Yet the manner in which
   Khrushchev had raised the Berlin issue that evening convinced him that the year ahead would bring
   a confrontation over the matter. He would relay that view to Adenauer—and through him to the
   Americans. It was clear to Kroll that Khrushchev had concluded that the risks of inaction were
   growing greater than the dangers of action.

  However, the way the year would play
   out—cooperation or confrontation—would depend on the dilemma that lay at the heart of
   Khrushchev’s thinking on Berlin.

  On the one hand, Khrushchev remained certain that
   he could not afford a military competition or war with the Americans. He was committed to
   negotiating a peaceful coexistence with the U.S. and was reaching out to the new American
   president in hopes of brokering a Berlin deal.

  On the other hand, Khrushchev’s meeting with
   West German Ambassador Kroll demonstrated the growing pressure on him to solve his Berlin problem
   before it became a larger threat, both to the Soviet empire and, more immediately, to his own
   leadership.

  For that reason, Khrushchev was a communist in a
   hurry.

  And that was not his only Berlin problem. The
   Berliners themselves despised him, resented Soviet soldiers, and were weary of their occupation.
   Their memories of the postwar period were only bad ones. …

 
        Marta Hillers’s Story of Rape

        SOMEWHERE IN SWITZERLAND
JANUARY 1961

        
            Marta Hillers’s only consolation
                was that she had refused to put her name on the extraordinary manuscript in which
                she had so meticulously recounted the Soviet conquest of Berlin during the cold
                spring of 1945. It had been a time when her life—like that of tens of thousands of
                other Berlin women and girls—had become a nightmare of fear, hunger, and rape.
        

        
            Published for the first time in German
                in 1959, the book had brought to life one of the worst military atrocities ever.
                According to estimates extracted from hospital records, between 90,000 and 130,000
                Berlin women had been raped during the last days of the war and the first days of
                Soviet occupation. Tens of thousands of others had fallen victim elsewhere in the
                Soviet zone.
        

        
            Hillers had expected the book to be welcomed by a people who wanted the world to
                know that they, too, had been the victims of war. However, Berliners had responded
                with either hostility or silence. The world still felt little sympathy for any pain
                inflicted on a German people who had brought the world so much suffering. Berlin
                women who had lived through the humiliation had no desire to recall it. And Berlin
                men found it too painful to be reminded of their failure to protect their wives and
                daughters. Early 1961 was a time of complacency and amnesia in Soviet-dominated East
                Germany and East Berlin, and there seemed little reason to get worked up about a
                history that no one had the power to change or the stomach to digest.
        

        Perhaps the German response should have
                been no surprise to Hillers, given the shame she herself expressed in signing her
                memoirs, Eine Frau in Berlin (A Woman in Berlin), only as
                “Anonyma.” She’d published them only after
                marrying and safely moving to Switzerland. The book had not circulated or been
                reviewed in East Germany, and only a few copies had been smuggled across to the
                communist zone in suitcases stuffed full of Western fashion magazines and other more
                escapist literature. In West Berlin, Anonyma’s memoirs sold poorly, and
                reviews accused her either of anticommunist propaganda or of besmirching the honor
                of German women—something she would insist that Soviet soldiers had done just fine
                long before her.

        One such review, buried on page 35 of
                West Berlin’s Tagesspiegel, bore the headline:
            A DISSERVICE TO BERLIN WOMEN / BEST-SELLER ABROAD—A FALSIFIED SPECIAL
                    CASE.
            What irritated the reviewer, who accused the author of “shameless
                immorality,” was the book’s uncompromising narrative that so richly
                captured the cynicism of the postwar months. Judgments like that of Der
            Tagesspiegel prompted Hillers to remain underground and to prohibit any new editions
                of the book from being published during her lifetime, which ended at age ninety in
                2001.

        
            She would never know that, following her death, her book would be republished and
                become a best-seller in several languages, including the German edition in 2003. Nor
                would she ever have the satisfaction of knowing her story would be made into a major
                German movie in 2008 and become a favorite of feminists everywhere.
        

        
            Back in 1961, Hillers was more concerned with dodging the reporters who were trying
                to hunt her down from the few clues in her published pages. The book revealed that
                she was a journalist in her thirties, had lived in the Tempelhof district, had spent
                sufficient time in the Soviet Union to speak some Russian, and was “a
                pale-faced blonde always dressed in the same winter coat.” None of that had
                been enough to identify her.
        

        
            Still, nothing better captured the German attitude of the time toward their
                occupiers than the substance of Hillers’s book and Berliners’ aversion
                to reading it. The East German
                    relationship to their Soviet military occupiers, who still numbered 400,000
                to 500,000 by 1961, was a mixture of pity and dread, complacency, and amnesia. Most
                East Germans had grown resigned to their seemingly permanent cohabitation. Among
                those who hadn’t, many had fled as refugees.
        

        
            The East German pity toward their
                Soviet occupiers, whom they considered inferior to them, came from what they could
                see with their own eyes: undernourished, unwashed teenagers in soiled uniforms who
                would drop to the ground to retrieve the unfinished stubs of their discarded
                cigarettes or trade their service medals and gasoline for any form of consumable
                alcohol that would help them briefly escape their miserable existence.
        

        
            The pity was also stirred by the occasional alarms that accompanied desperate
                attempts at desertion. For the teenage soldiers, the brutality of officers, hazing
                by fellow soldiers, and the cold and overcrowded quarters occasionally became too
                much to bear.
        

        
            Their barracks, built during the Third Reich or earlier, housed three times the
                number of soldiers that Hitler had ever bunked there. The latest escape had come after an insurrection
                on New Year’s Eve, when a barracks uprising in Falkenberg had resulted in the
                escape to West Berlin of four soldiers and the dispatch of Soviet search parties
                along the Berlin border. Stories circulated of Soviet troops setting alight barns
                and other structures where deserters had gone in hiding—burning the escapees alive
                alongside farm animals.
        

        
            That only increased a deeply ingrained German dread of the Soviets.
        

        
            That dread had grown after the events
                of June 17, 1953, when Soviet troops and tanks had put down a workers’ revolt
                after Stalin’s death that had shaken the young East German state to its
                fragile foundations. As many as 300 East Germans had died then, and a further 4,270
                were imprisoned.
        

        
            Yet the deeper roots of East German terror were found in the events that Hillers had
                described. There was a reason why women in East Berlin froze up whenever a Soviet
                soldier passed by or when East German leader Walter Ulbricht spoke on the radio of
                the enduring friendship with the Soviet people.
        

        
            Hillers described why outsiders had so little sympathy for what German women had
                suffered—and why many Germans wondered whether some vengeful God had delivered this
                punishment of rape in retribution for their own misbehavior. “Our German
                calamity,” Hillers wrote during the first days of occupation, “has a
                bitter taste—of repulsion, sickness, insanity, unlike anything in history. The radio
                just broadcast another concentration camp report. The most horrific
                thing is the order and the thrift: millions of human beings as fertilizer, mattress
                stuffing, soft soap, felt mats—Aeschylus never saw anything like that.”
        

        
            Hillers despaired at the stupidity of Nazi leaders who had issued orders that liquor
                should be left behind for advancing Soviet troops on the theory that inebriated
                soldiers would be less dangerous adversaries. If it had not been for Soviet
                drunkenness, Hillers wrote, Berlin women would have suffered only half as much rape
                at the hands of Russians who “aren’t natural Casanovas” and thus
                “had to drown their inhibitions.”
        

        
            With characteristic power, she described one of the many times she’d been
                raped and how it had driven her to seek protection.
        

        
            The one shoving me is an older man with
                gray stubble, reeking of brandy and horses … No sound. Only an involuntary
                grinding of teeth when my underclothes are ripped apart. The last untorn ones I
                had.

            Suddenly his finger is on my mouth,
                stinking of horse and tobacco. I open my eyes. A stranger’s hands expertly
                pulling apart my jaws. Eye to eye. Then with great deliberation he drops a gob of
                gathered spit into my mouth.

            I’m numb. Not with disgust,
                only cold. My spine is frozen: icy, dizzy shivers around the back of my head. I feel
                myself gliding and falling, down, down through the pillows and the floorboards. So
                that’s what it means to sink into the ground.

            Once more eye to eye. The
                stranger’s lips open, yellow teeth, one in front half broken off. The corners
                of the mouth lift, tiny wrinkles radiate from the corners of his eyes. The man is
                smiling.

            Before leaving he fishes something
                out of his pants pocket, thumps it down on the nightstand, and without a word, pulls
                the chair aside, and slams the door shut behind him. A crumpled pack of Russian
                cigarettes, only a few left. My pay.

            I stand up—dizzy, nauseated. My
                ragged clothes tumble to my feet. I stagger through the hall … into the
                bathroom. I throw up. My face green in the mirror, my vomit in the
                basin. I sit on the edge of the bathtub, without daring to flush, since I’m
                still gagging and there’s so little water left in the bucket.

        

        
            It was at that point that Marta Hillers made her decision. She cleaned herself up a
                bit and went to the street to hunt for a “wolf,” a higher-ranking Soviet
                officer who would become her protector. She concluded it was better to be abused by
                just one Russian on a regular basis than by an unending string of them. Like
                millions of other Germans, Hillers was reaching an accommodation with an occupation
                she could not resist.
        

        Only years later would researchers try
                to reconstruct the full horror of that time. Between the late summer and early
                autumn of 1945, a minimum of 110,000 women between the ages of twelve and
                eighty-eight had been raped. Some 40 percent of the victims were raped on multiple
                occasions. One in five of the rape victims became pregnant, roughly half of these
                gave birth, and the other half had abortions, often without anesthesia. Thousands of
                women killed themselves for the shame of having been raped or out of fear of being
                the next victims. Some 5 percent of all Berlin newborns in the following year would
                be “Russenbabys.” Across Germany, the number would be 150,000
                to 200,000 children.

        
            It was as these children were first becoming teenagers, in 1958, that Khrushchev
                would provoke what would become known as the Berlin Crisis.
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        Khrushchev: The Berlin Crisis
            Unfolds

        
            West Berlin has turned into a
                sort of malignant tumor of fascism and revanchism. That’s why we decided to do
                some surgery.

            
                Nikita Khrushchev, at his first press conference as premier, November 27,
                    1958
            

            The
                    next President in his first year is going to be confronted with a very
                serious question on our defense of Berlin, our commitment to Berlin. It’s
                going to be a test of our nerve and will. … We’re going to be
                face-to-face with the most serious Berlin crisis since 1949 or 1950.

            
                Senator John F. Kennedy, in a presidential campaign debate with Vice President
                    Richard Nixon, October 7, 1960
            

        

        PALACE OF SPORTS, MOSCOW
MONDAY, NOVEMBER 10, 1958

        On an unlikely stage and before an
            unsuspecting audience, Nikita Khrushchev launched what the world would come to know as
            “the Berlin Crisis.”

        Standing at the center of Moscow’s newest and grandest field house
            for indoor sports, the Soviet leader told a gathering of Polish communists that he
            planned to renounce the postwar agreements that had been the basis for
            Europe’s fragile stability. He would abrogate the Potsdam accord that had been
            signed with wartime allies and unilaterally change Berlin’s occupied status, with
            the aim of liquidating the city’s western part altogether, and removing all
            military forces from the city.

        The venue for his remarks, the Palace of
            Sports, which rested beside Lenin Central Stadium, had opened to great fanfare two years
            earlier as a state-of-the-art stage to show off Soviet athletic accomplishment. Since
            then, however, its most memorable moment had been the stunning defeat of the Soviets by
            the Swedes at the 1957 ice hockey world championships, which had been tainted by the
            boycott conducted by the U.S. and other Western hockey powers in protest against the
            Soviet crackdown in Hungary. The Swedish victory had come after a defenseman had
            head-blocked a puck before the goal, producing a gusher of blood and the
            championship.

        Khrushchev’s Polish audience had
            anticipated far less drama. Having stayed on in Moscow following a celebration of the
            forty-first anniversary of the Bolshevik revolution, they had expected the routine
            rhetoric of one of communism’s countless friendship meetings. Instead, they sat in
            stunned silence as Khrushchev declared, “The time has obviously arrived for the signatories of the Potsdam Agreement to
            discard the remnants of the occupation regime in Berlin and thereby make it possible to
            create a normal situation in the capital of the German Democratic Republic.”

        The
                Poles weren’t the only surprised party. Khrushchev had failed to give
            advance notice either to the Western signatories of the Potsdam agreement or to his
            socialist allies, including the East Germans. He had acted without even seeking the
            blessing of his own Communist Party leadership. Only shortly before the speech did
            Khrushchev share what he planned to say with the leader of the Polish delegation, the
            stunned Communist Party First Secretary Władysław Gomułka. If Khrushchev meant what he
            said, Gomułka feared he could trigger a war over Berlin.

        Khrushchev explained to Gomułka that he was acting unilaterally because he had
            wearied of Berlin diplomacy that was leading nowhere. He was prepared to risk a
            confrontation with the West, and he argued that he was in a better position to succeed
            than Stalin in 1948 because Moscow had now overcome the American
            nuclear weapons monopoly. Under a project called “Operation Atom,”
            Khrushchev would deploy a nuclear deterrent on East German territory within weeks.
            Twelve medium-range R-5 missiles would give Khrushchev the capability to respond to any
            U.S. nuclear attack on East Germany with counterstrikes on London and Paris—if not yet
            New York. Without reference to those still-secret weapons, Khrushchev told Gomułka,
                “Now the balance of forces is
            different. … Today America has moved closer to us; our missiles can hit them
            directly.” Though not literally true, the Soviet leader was newly in a position to
            annihilate Washington’s European allies.

        Khrushchev did not share any details about
            the timing or implementation of his new Berlin plan, because he had not worked them out
            yet himself. What he told his Polish
            audience was that the Soviets and the Western Allies, according to his plan, would over
            time remove all their military personnel from East Germany and East Berlin. He would
            sign a war-ending peace treaty with East Germany and then hand over all Soviet functions
            in Berlin to that country, including control of all access to West Berlin. Thereafter,
            U.S., British, and French soldiers would need to seek East German leader Walter
            Ulbricht’s permission to enter any part of Berlin by road or air. Khrushchev told
            the Palace of Sports crowd he would consider any resistance to East Germany’s
            exercise of these new rights—which could include blocking air and road access to West
            Berlin—as an attack upon the Soviet Union itself and its Warsaw Pact alliance.

        Khrushchev’s shocking escalation of
            the Cold War had three sources.

        Above all, it was an attempt to win the
            attention of President Eisenhower, who had been disregarding his demands for Berlin
            negotiations. It seemed that no matter what Khrushchev did, he could not win the respect
            of American officials that he so craved.

        His party rivals rightly argued that the
            U.S. had given him scant credit and no reward for a series of unilateral measures he had
            taken to reduce Cold War tensions since Stalin’s death. He had gone far beyond
            simply replacing the concept of inevitable war with peaceful coexistence. He had also cut Soviet troop numbers unilaterally by
            2.3 million men between 1955 and 1958, and had withdrawn Soviet forces
            from Finland and Austria, opening the way for those countries’ neutrality. He had
            also encouraged political and economic reform among Soviet satellites in Eastern
            Europe.

        The
                second source of Khrushchev’s impulsive Berlin move was his growing
            confidence in power after having put down the so-called anti-party coup against him in
            June 1957, led by former premiers Vyacheslav Molotov and Georgy Malenkov and his onetime
            mentor, Lazar Kaganovich. They had attacked him partly because of just the sort of
            reckless leadership style he was now demonstrating over Berlin. Unlike Stalin, he
            hadn’t killed them but exiled them to lesser roles far from Moscow’s power
            center: Molotov to Mongolia as ambassador, Malenkov to Kazakhstan to run a hydroelectric
            plant, and Kaganovich to the Urals to direct a small potassium factory. He thereafter
            removed from power his popular defense minister Marshal Georgy Zhukov, whom he also
            suspected of plotting against him.

        To justify his bold action on Berlin, he had
            told his party leadership just four days before his speech that the U.S. had already
            abrogated the Potsdam accord first, by bringing West Germany into NATO in 1955, and then
            by preparing to give it nuclear weapons. After outlining his plan of action, he closed
            the meeting without taking the usual vote of his Presidium on matters of such
            significance, having sensed the possibility of opposition.

        The
                third source of Khrushchev’s speech was Berlin itself, where the refugee
            bleed was accelerating. Despite his greater self-assurance in power, Khrushchev knew
            from personal experience that problems in the divided city could end careers in Moscow.
            Shortly after Stalin’s death, Khrushchev had used the threat of East German
            implosion to help destroy his most dangerous rival, former secret police chief Lavrentiy
            Beria, after Soviet troops put down the East German workers’ uprising of June 17,
            1953.

        At
                the time, Khrushchev had been only a dark horse candidate for Stalin’s
            succession among the collective leadership that had replaced the dictator. He was a
            foreign policy neophyte who saw German policy primarily through a domestic political
            lens. As part of his power play, Beria had led a proxy campaign against Stalinist East
            German leader Walter Ulbricht and his harsh policy of Aufbau des
            Sozialismus, or “construction of socialism.” Ulbricht had been countering internal opposition and the growing refugee numbers
            through escalated arrests and repression, forced collectivization of farms, accelerated
            industrial nationalization, greater military recruitment, and expanded censorship. The
            result had been an even greater outflow of refugees in the first four months of
            1953—122,000 East Germans, twice the rate of the previous year. The March 1953 figure of 56,605 was six times larger
            than a year earlier.

        At a decisive party leadership meeting,
            Beria had said, “All we need is a
                peaceful Germany. Whether it is socialist or not isn’t important to
            us,” even if it were “united, democratic, bourgeois and neutral.” Beria wanted to negotiate substantial
            financial compensation from the West in exchange for Soviet agreement to a neutral,
            unified Germany. He had even assigned one of his most loyal lieutenants to explore such
            a deal with Western countries. “What does it amount to, this GDR?” Beria had
            asked, using the abbreviation for East Germany’s misleading official name.
            “It’s only kept in existence by Soviet troops, even if we do call it the
            German Democratic Republic.”

        The
                post-Stalin collective leadership did not heed Beria’s call to abandon the
            socialist cause in East Germany, but it did demand that he reverse what it called his
            “excesses.” Following Soviet orders, Ulbricht stopped new agricultural
            collectives and ended large-scale political arrests; introduced an amnesty for many
            political prisoners; reduced the repression of religious freedoms; and expanded the
            production of consumer goods.

        Khrushchev took little active part in the
            debates that produced this abrupt policy change, but he also didn’t oppose the
            reforms. He then watched the loosening of Stalinist controls inspire an uprising that
            might have prompted East Germany’s collapse if Soviet tanks had not
            intervened.

        A little more than a week after the
            uprising, Khrushchev masterminded the June 26 arrest of Beria. Among other charges,
            Khrushchev argued that Beria had been willing to abandon socialism altogether in a
            Germany that had been conquered at such great Soviet human cost during World War II. At the party plenary that sealed
            Beria’s fate and set in motion events that resulted in his execution, fellow
            communist leaders branded him as an unreliable socialist and called him a “filthy
            people’s enemy who should be expelled [from the party] and tried
            for treason.” It called his willingness to give up East German socialism a
            “direct capitulation to the imperialist forces.”

        Khrushchev came away from the Beria
            experience with two lessons he would never forget. First, he had learned that political
            liberalization in East Germany could result in the country’s collapse. Second, he
            had seen that Soviet mistakes made in Berlin could end careers in Moscow. Three years
            later, in 1956, Khrushchev would grease his own rise to power by renouncing
            Stalinism’s criminal excesses at the 20th Party Congress. However, he would never
            forget the contradictory lesson that it was only Stalinist-style repression that had
            saved East Germany and allowed him to remove his most dangerous adversary.

        In
                the first days following Khrushchev’s Palace of Sports speech, President
            Eisenhower chose not to respond publicly, hoping, as had happened so often in the past,
            that the Soviet leader’s bluster would not be accompanied by concrete action.
            Khrushchev, however, would not be ignored. Two weeks after the speech, on
            America’s Thanksgiving Day, he transformed his Berlin speech into an ultimatum
            that would require a U.S. response. He had softened some of his demands to gain his
            Presidium’s backing in a declaration delivered to the embassies of all interested
            governments.

        Khrushchev backed off from his threat to
            immediately discard all Soviet obligations under the Potsdam agreement. Instead, he
            would give the West six months to negotiate with him before unilaterally altering the
            city’s status. At the same time, he fleshed out his plan to demilitarize and
            neutralize West Berlin in a manner that would leave it both outside the Soviet bloc and
            the West.

        Khrushchev summoned U.S. correspondents, who
            were in their Moscow apartments carving Thanksgiving turkeys, to tell them about some
            knife-work he planned of his own. During his first press conference as premier, evidence
            itself of Berlin’s growing significance to him, Khrushchev told reporters,
            “West Berlin has turned into a sort of malignant tumor of fascism and revanchism.
            That’s why we decided to do some surgery.”

        Referring to the text of the
            twenty-eight-page diplomatic note, Khrushchev told the correspondents that it had been
            thirteen years since the war had ended, and thus it was time to accept
            the reality of two German states. East Germany would never give up socialism, he said,
            nor would West Germany ever succeed in absorbing East Germany. Hence, he was giving
            Eisenhower a choice: within six months, he could negotiate a peace treaty that would
            demilitarize and neutralize West Berlin, or Moscow would act unilaterally to achieve the
            same outcome.

        Khrushchev’s son Sergei, then twenty-three years old, worried that his
            father was giving Eisenhower no escape route from a collision course that could lead to
            nuclear conflict. He told his father that the Americans would never accept his proposed
            terms. Although Russians were known as chess players, Sergei knew that in this case—as
            in so many others—his impetuous father had not thought out his next move.

        Khrushchev laughed off Sergei’s fears:
            “No one would start a war over Berlin,” he said. He told Sergei all he
            wanted was to “wring consent” out of the U.S. to start formal Berlin
            negotiations and preempt the exasperating diplomatic process of an “incessant
            exchange of notes, letters, declarations and speeches.”

        Only by setting a tight deadline, Khrushchev
            told his son, could he move both sides toward an acceptable solution.

        “What if we can’t find
            it?” Sergei asked.

        “We’ll look for another way
            out,” Khrushchev said. “Something will always turn up.”

        In
                answer to similar doubts posed by his longtime interpreter and foreign policy
            adviser, Oleg Troyanovsky, Khrushchev paraphrased Lenin when he explained that he
            planned to “engage in battle and then see what happens.”

        KHRUSHCHEV’S KREMLIN OFFICE,
            MOSCOW
MONDAY, DECEMBER 1, 1958

        A few days after Thanksgiving, during one
            of the most extraordinary meetings ever between a Soviet leader and an American
            politician, Khrushchev made clear that his Berlin ultimatum for the moment was far more
            about getting President Eisenhower’s attention than it was about altering
            Berlin’s status.

        Giving him only a half hour’s notice, Khrushchev summoned visiting
            Minnesota Senator Hubert H. Humphrey to his Kremlin office for the longest meeting any
            American official or elected politician had ever had with any Soviet leader. Though
            scheduled for only an hour from three p.m., their talks ended just before midnight,
            after an eight-hour, twenty-five-minute exchange.

        To
                show off his knowledge of matters American, Khrushchev expounded on the local
            politics of California, New York, and Humphrey’s home state of Minnesota. He joked
            about “the new McCarthy”—not anticommunist Joe but the left-of-center
            congressman Eugene, who would later run for president. He shared with Humphrey a secret
            “no American has heard of,” telling him of the successful test of a Soviet
            five-million-ton hydrogen bomb using only a tenth of the fissionable material previously
            required to produce an explosion of its magnitude. He also spoke about the development
            of a missile with a 9,000-mile range, for the first time sufficient to strike U.S.
            targets.

        After asking Humphrey to name his native
            city, Khrushchev bounced to his feet and drew a bold blue circle around Minneapolis on a
            map of the United States hanging on his wall—“so that I don’t forget to
            order them to spare the city when the rockets fly.” Khrushchev struck Humphrey as
            a man infected with personal and national insecurity, “somebody who has risen from poverty and weakness to
            wealth and power but is never wholly confident of himself and his new status.”

        In
                recounting his meeting the following day to Ambassador Thompson, so that the U.S. envoy could relay it to President Eisenhower, Humphrey said
            Khrushchev returned perhaps two dozen times to the matter of Berlin and his ultimatum,
            which the Soviet leader said had followed “many months of thought.” Humphrey
            concluded the chief purpose of their marathon meeting was “to impress him with the
            Soviet position on Berlin and to convey his words and thoughts to the
            President.”

        Khrushchev wielded an arsenal of metaphors
            to describe the city. It was alternatively a cancer, a knot, a thorn, and a bone in his
            throat. He told Humphrey he intended to cough the bone loose by making West Berlin a
            “free city” that would be demilitarized and guaranteed by United Nations
            observers. To convince Humphrey he wasn’t trying to trick the U.S. into giving up
            West Berlin to communist control, he recalled at length how he had personally ordered
            the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Austria in 1955, thus ensuring its neutrality.
            Khrushchev told Humphrey that at the time he had argued to Foreign Minister Molotov that
            Russian troops were only useful in Austria if he intended to expand westward, and he
            didn’t want to do that. So, he said, “a neutral Austria was established and
            a source of conflict was removed.”

        His argument was that Soviet behavior in
            Austria should serve for Eisenhower both as a model for West Berlin and as reassurance
            about its future. Because of that, he said, the U.S., Britain, and France had no need to
            leave any troops in Berlin. “Twenty-five thousand troops in Berlin are of
            no importance unless you want to make war,” he said in a calm voice. “Why do
            you maintain this thorn? A free city, a free Berlin, could lead to the breaking of the
            ice between the USSR and the USA.”

        Khrushchev insisted to Humphrey that by
            solving the Berlin problem, he and Eisenhower could improve their personal relationship
            and together achieve a historic thaw in the Cold War. And if the U.S. president
            didn’t like the details of his Berlin plan, Khrushchev told Humphrey, he would be
            open to a counterproposal. Khrushchev said he could accept any alternative suggestions
            from Eisenhower as long as they didn’t include either German unification or
            “the liquidation of the socialist system in East Germany.” For the first
            time, he was painting his red lines for any Berlin talks.

        Khrushchev shifted so rapidly between seduction
            and threats that Humphrey was reminded of his father’s treatment for chilblains
            back in South Dakota, which involved the frequent shifting of his feet between hot and
            cold water. “Our troops are there not to play cards, our tanks are not there to
            show you the way to Berlin,” Khrushchev blurted to Humphrey at one point.
            “We mean business.” At the next moment, however, the Soviet leader’s
            eyes would moisten as he spoke with dripping sentimentality about losing a son in World
            War II and his affection for President Eisenhower. “I like President
            Eisenhower,” he told Humphrey. “We wish no evil to the United States or to
            Berlin. You must assure the President of this.”

        Eisenhower responded to Khrushchev’s Berlin ultimatum just as the Soviet
            leader had hoped. He signed on to a four-power foreign ministers’ meeting in
            Geneva, which East and West German representatives would attend as observers. Although
            progress there proved disappointing, Eisenhower thereafter invited Khrushchev to be the
            first Soviet Communist Party leader to visit the United States.

        Khrushchev congratulated himself, considering Eisenhower’s agreement to
            receive him in the capitalists’ lair “as a concrete result of the Berlin
            pressure he had been exerting on the Western powers.”

        He felt he had finally extracted from
            America the respect he so profoundly craved for himself and his homeland.

        KHRUSHCHEV’S U.S. VISIT
SEPTEMBER 15–27, 1959

        As the departure date for his trip to
            America drew closer, Khrushchev grew increasingly concerned that his hosts were planning
            a “provocation,” a damaging slight upon his arrival or at other points
            during his visit. That in turn could be used against him at home by his now silenced but
            far from vanquished rivals as evidence that his high-profile U.S. visit was both naive
            and harmful to Soviet interests.

        For
                that reason, Khrushchev’s considerations about how he would negotiate Berlin’s future in the U.S. were secondary to his
            scrutiny of every aspect of the itinerary to ensure he didn’t suffer what he
            referred to as “moral damage.” Though Khrushchev was a communist leader
            ostensibly representing the proletariat vanguard, his advance team demanded that he be
            treated with the pomp and circumstance of a visiting Western head of state.

        Khrushchev balked, for example, when he
            learned his most crucial talks with Eisenhower would occur at a place called “Camp
            David,” a place none of his advisers knew and which sounded to him like a
                gulag, or internment camp. He recalled that in the first years after the
            Revolution, the Americans had brought a Soviet delegation to Sivriada, in the Turkish
            Princes’ Islands, where the stray dogs of Istanbul had been sent to die in 1911.
            Thinking to himself that “the capitalists
                never missed a chance to embarrass or offend the Soviet Union,” he feared
            “this Camp David was … a place where people who were mistrusted could be
            kept in quarantine.”

        Khrushchev only agreed to the meeting after
            his advance team, following investigation, reported that the Camp David invitation was a
            particular honor, as Eisenhower was taking him to a country dacha built by
            Roosevelt in the mountains of Maryland during World War II. Khrushchev would later
            express shame about how the episode revealed Soviet ignorance. More important, however,
            was what it said about the potent mixture of mistrust and insecurity with which
            Khrushchev approached every aspect of his relationship with the U.S.

        Disregarding the advice of his pilot, Khrushchev flew across the Atlantic in a
            still-experimental Tupolev Tu-114, which had not yet passed its required tests and had
            microscopic cracks in its engine. Despite the risks, Khrushchev insisted upon this means
            of travel, as it was the only aircraft in the Soviet fleet that could reach Washington
            nonstop. He would thus arrive aboard a plane that had the world’s largest
            passenger capacity, longest range, greatest thrust, and fastest cruising speed. That
            said, Soviet fishing boats, cargo ships, and tankers formed a line under the plane
            between Iceland and New York as a potential rescue party should the engine fissures
            expand and force a crash landing at sea.

        Khrushchev would recall later that his
            “nerves were strained with excitement” as he looked from the window of his
            plane as it circled over its landing area and he considered the trip’s deeper
            significance: “We had finally forced the United States to recognize the necessity
            of establishing closer contacts with us. … We’d come a long way from the
            time when the United States wouldn’t even grant us diplomatic
            recognition.”

        For the moment, Berlin was an afterthought
            to this larger national purpose. He relished the notion that it had been the might of
            the Soviet economy, its armed forces, and the entire socialist camp that had prompted
            Eisenhower to seek better relations. “From a ravaged, backward, illiterate Russia, we had transformed ourselves into
            a Russia whose accomplishments had stunned the world.”

        To
                Khrushchev’s relief and delight, Eisenhower greeted him at Andrews Air
            Force Base outside Washington, D.C., with a red carpet and a twenty-one-gun salute.
            Khrushchev would later recall that he was “immensely proud; it even shook me up a
            bit. … Here was the United States of America, the greatest capitalist power in
            the world, bestowing honor on the representative of our socialist homeland—a country
            which, in the eyes of capitalist America, had always been unworthy or, worse, infected
            with some sort of plague.”

        It was more a result of this improved mood
            than any deeper Berlin strategy that moved Khrushchev to tell President Eisenhower
            during their first meeting on September 15 that he would like to “come to terms on
            Germany and thereby on Berlin too.” Without providing further details, Khrushchev
            said, “We do not contemplate taking
            unilateral action.” For his part,
                Eisenhower called the Berlin situation “abnormal,” language the
            Soviet leader considered encouraging for Berlin talks that would come at the end of the
            trip.

        The coast-to-coast journey that followed was
            marked by dramatic highs and lows that illustrated both sides of Khrushchev’s
            complex emotional relationship with the U.S.: the eager suitor seeking approval from the
            world’s greatest power, and the insecure adversary scanning for the slightest
            offense.

        He and his wife, Nina Petrovna, sat between
            Bob Hope and Frank Sinatra during a lunch at Twentieth Century–Fox, at
            which Marilyn Monroe wore her tightest dress, but the Soviet leader railed like a
            spoiled child at being denied entry to Disneyland—wondering whether it was because the
            amusement park had cholera or a missile launching pad. Khrushchev saw conspiracy in the
            choice of Russian-born Jewish movie mogul Victor Carter as his Los Angeles escort,
            blaming much of what went wrong in the city on the evil intent of the émigré whose
            family had fled Rostov-on-Don.

        His
                trip had nearly ended on his first day in California, when Khrushchev struck
            back at conservative Los Angeles Mayor Norris Poulson during a late-night speech at a
            star-studded banquet. Looking to score domestic political points, the mayor had refused
            the appeal of Henry Cabot Lodge Jr.—the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations and
            Khrushchev’s companion throughout the trip—that he remove anticommunist lines that
            the Soviet leader would find offensive. “It took us only twelve hours to get
            here,” Khrushchev said in response, asking that his plane be prepared for
            departure. “Perhaps it will take us even less time to get back.”

        The
                climactic Camp David meeting began badly, as Khrushchev and Eisenhower engaged
            in two days of acrimonious talks over everything from the threat of nuclear war
            (Khrushchev said he didn’t fear it) to discriminatory rules on what technology
            Americans could sell Moscow (Khrushchev sneered that he didn’t need low-tech U.S.
            help to make shoes or sausages). Eisenhower prevented a breakdown in talks when he flew
            his guest by helicopter to his Gettysburg ranch and presented him with one of his cattle
            as a gift. In return, Khrushchev invited Eisenhower and his grandchildren to visit the
            Soviet Union.

        The
                following morning, Khrushchev agreed to abandon his Berlin ultimatum of the
            previous year in exchange for Eisenhower’s commitment that he would enter talks on
            Berlin’s status with the aim of achieving a solution that would satisfy all
            parties.

        With unusual candor, Khrushchev shared with
            Eisenhower that he had only issued a Berlin ultimatum as “the result of the
            high-handed attitude of the U.S. toward the USSR, which had led the Soviets to think
            that there was no alternative.” He said he needed a disarmament agreement with the
            U.S., as it was hard enough to feed his country without having to bear
            the costs of an arms race. The two men then compared notes about how their military
            establishments were pushing them each toward ever larger arms purchases, always blaming
            the aggressive posture of the other country.

        Talks nearly collapsed again when Khrushchev
            insisted on a joint communiqué to capture their agreement on Berlin negotiations, but
            demanded the U.S. side take out language that “there would be no time limit on
            them.” After a difficult exchange, Eisenhower accepted Khrushchev’s terms as
            long as he could mention at their joint press conference the Soviet leader’s
            agreement to abandon his Berlin ultimatum, which Khrushchev would confirm if the media
            asked.

        For his part, Eisenhower agreed to what
            Khrushchev had most wanted: a four-power Paris Summit on Berlin and disarmament issues.
            For Khrushchev, the agreement immunized him against critics who argued his
            “peaceful coexistence” policy toward the West had been without result—and
            provided incontrovertible proof that his course was improving the Soviet Union’s
            global standing.

        Elated by the U.S. trip and the prospect of
            a summit, Khrushchev preemptively cut Soviet armed forces by a further 1.2 million men
            in December, the largest-percentage reduction since the 1920s. Reports that
            France’s Charles de Gaulle and West Germany’s Konrad Adenauer were rolling
            back Eisenhower’s willingness to negotiate Berlin’s status did not dampen
            Khrushchev’s self-congratulatory optimism.

        SVERDLOVSK, SOVIET UNION
SUNDAY, MAY 1, 1960

        Just eight months after his American
            journey, what Khrushchev heralded as the “spirit of Camp David” exploded
            over Sverdlovsk in the Ural Mountains when a Soviet surface-to-air missile brought down
            a spy plane.

        Initially, Khrushchev celebrated the incident as a triumph of Soviet
            antiaircraft technology and a change of luck. As recently as three weeks earlier, his air defense forces had failed to bring down the advanced, high-altitude
            CIA plane even though the Soviets knew exactly where it was flying. While in pursuit on
            that earlier occasion, a MiG-19 Soviet fighter had crashed in Semipalatinsk near a
            secret nuclear testing site that the U-2 plane was photographing. Two newly developed
            high-altitude interceptors also could not catch up to the U-2 as it collected images of
            the Tyumatom ballistic missile site.

        Up until that point, a frustrated Khrushchev
            had kept the U.S. intrusions secret from the world so as to avoid having to admit Soviet
            military failure. Now that his forces had shot down the U-2, he gleefully toyed with the
            Americans by saying nothing about the incident while the CIA put out a false cover
            story—one it would later be forced to withdraw with embarrassment—that a weather plane
            had gone missing over Turkey.

        Within days, however, Khrushchev recognized
            that the U-2 incident posed greater dangers to him than to the Americans. Political
            enemies whom he had neutralized after putting down the 1957 coup against him began to
            regroup. Mao Tse-tung publicly condemned Khrushchev’s wooing of the Americans as
            “communist betrayal.” Though still speaking privately, Soviet party
            officials and military brass more confidently questioned Khrushchev’s troop
            reductions. They argued that Khrushchev was undermining their ability to defend the
            homeland.

        Years later, Khrushchev would concede to the American physician A. McGhee
            Harvey, a specialist who was treating his daughter, that the U-2 incident proved to be
            the watershed event after which he “was no longer in
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