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The early 1960s are an important turning point—where we came close to full scale nuclear war.

“Open Skies” Geneva Conference 1955
In 1955, there was a summit meeting in Geneva, where for the first time, since WW2, the two superpowers discussed common issues at the very highest level. 
It is important symbolically.

The Open Skies Proposal comes out of this meeting
Eisenhower to the Soviets: “How can you enter into an agreement with an enemy you don’t trust? We will trust but verify. We will open our airspace to surveillance planes from the other side.”

The proposal is turned down by Khrushchev
He sees it as a violation of Soviet sovereignty and he knows that he is behind in the nuclear arms race. The United States has a lead in the strategic arms race.

Eisenhower: “We will do it anyway!”
He approves the construction of the U2 Spy Plane
It has a fancy camera, not a war plane, to see in detail Soviet military installations
Becomes operational in 1956
*Provides a strategic information advantage to the US

The U2 Spy Plane: 1956 multiple planes ASK
Nothing the Soviets can do about this (radars pick up on them)
Everybody pretends like this is not happening
In May of 1960, Eisenhower approves one more spy flight piloted by Francis Gary Powers
Few hours later, the plane goes radio-silent
Khrushchev gets on radio Moscow and starts railing against the Imperialists that have violated the Soviet sovereignty: “The Soviet Union has shot down a US spy plane over Soviet territory.”

Eisenhower’s advisors tell him not to worry: “The plane is fragile. Once it crashes, there will be nothing left of it to identify. The pilot was given cyanide to avoid capture.”

Eisenhower responds to Khrushchev’s accusation: “This was a weather plane that got lost, not a spy one.”

The Soviets captured the pilot and enough of the plane remained. Eisenhower is caught in a lie. The international community is condemning this U.S act.

Timing is bad because this is happening just before a planned summit in Paris where they (Eisenhower and Khrushchev) are supposed to meet again. 
*Why did Khrushchev react so violently to this?
The reason why this worsening of relations was inevitable is that Khrushchev is under pressure, internally in the Soviet Union but also externally in the communist world, to act tough against the Americans. Amongst Soviet leaders, he is perceived as weak. It is during a time where even Mao is openly criticizing Khrushchev’s weakness against the West. To maintain his power, he had no other choice but to react this way.

The United States will trade a Soviet spy they captured in West Germany in exchange for Gary Powers.

The 1960 election (low point for relations between superpowers)
Revolves around foreign policy
Significant because of the modern media election campaign
Candidate #1: Richard Nixon
-experienced, long time congressman, served on the House Un-American committee, thereby establishing strong ant-communist credentials and Eisenhower’s Vice President

Candidate #2: John F. Kennedy
-fresh face/upstart from New England, younger
-has not served in Congress for nearly as long
- “a rich kid”

Kennedy family:
JFK’s dad, Joe, had political ambitions but he is Catholic (still very strong current of anti-Catholicism) => protestant majority in the United States
He lives vicariously through his first-born son who dies in WW2, turns to John
Backing JFK in the 1960 election is his father’s money and connections
Joe is well connected in Hollywood, used to operate movie studios in Hollywood
John was raised in this environment

By 1960, television has entered every American home (90% own one)
-rapid transformation of American media landscape
Who looks the most presidential? …Kennedy…the televised visual
The first televised presidential debate: an example of how media savvy Kennedy was
On paper, Nixon is a much more experienced politician

Candidates look different on television: Nixon doesn’t understand the impact television will have
He shows up with no makeup on, in a white dress shirt, debate is at night
Kennedy comes wearing a blue shirt
Nixon sweats under the projectors
Kennedy understand how to use television, he responds to the camera not Nixon

Close election: the results are razer-thin margins
The final difference is about 100 000 votes
Throughout the campaign, one of Kennedy’s major themes was criticizing the Eisenhower administration for the missile gap developed between U.S. and SU
“We are falling behind to the Soviets in nuclear weaponry.”
That is a lie because the U.S is well ahead in 1960 but the reality doesn’t matter because the American people are extremely anxious about the possibility of nuclear war—they believe him.
Kennedy’s Inaugural address (see notes):
He is talking about the Soviet Union, good guys on one side, the bad on the other
Fighting for a good cause, for liberty!
Very broad language, huge commitment: “any foe, any burden” all encompassing 
Different levels of audience: he is talking to the American people, American allies and the Soviet Union, sending each a slightly different message

Showdown at Vienna, June 3-4, 1961
Set up by the prior administration, Kennedy meets with Khrushchev: two very different men
Khrushchev believes Kennedy is all show and no substance, takes the opportunity at Vienna to intimidate him = very hostile meeting
This is not setting the stage for a productive working relationship between the two

One of the problems they keep trying to solve is the problem of Berlin
There is still a huge problem over the status of Berlin
This problem is an East-German brain drain
East Germany is hailed as the poster child of the success of the communist ideology
East Germany is, by far, the most prosperous nation in Eastern Europe but it can’t compete with capitalism/West Germany

There is a whole in the iron curtain—the “open” city of Berlin
In ever larger numbers, East Germans travel to West Germany
The only place where such easy immigration is possible
By 1961, this problem has become pressing, very urgent for the East German Communist Party
Ulbricht goes to Khrushchev: “We must close the border in Berlin. If we do not, our nice economic recovery is going down the drain.”

Shortly after Vienna, Khrushchev has no choice but to give Ulbricht permission to close the border and begin building the Berlin Wall. Construction begins in August of 1961.

This is a tragedy for Berliners. Kennedy does not want to risk nuclear war by sending in tanks.
West Germans feel betrayed/abandoned by their American allies.

In June of 1963, JFK travels, in person, to West Berlin. His simple presence is a sign of solidarity. There, he will give a famous speech: “I’m a citizen of Berlin. We are all citizens of Berlin.”

Representation of nuclear fear in print media
Special issue of Life magazine, devoted to surviving nuclear fallout
Kennedy: “Possibility is not in our control.”

