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The Forgotten Third Post-War Berlin 
Crisis 

The Mobilization of the Reserves 
 

Marvin L. Simner 
 

Abstract 
 

Two major crises occurred during the occupation of Berlin shortly after the end of World War II, 
both of which have been well documented and are summarized below.   There was a third 
crisis, however,  that has been largely forgotten but produced a substantial alteration in the 
organization of the National Guard, the Army Ready Reserve units, and the authority given to 
the president to mobilize the reserves.  The purpose of this report is to review the events that 
surrounded this third crisis and how the impact of these events may have contributed to the 
Cuban Missile Crisis that took place in October, 1962. 

 
The First and Second Berlin Crises 

 
At the end of World War II Berlin was divided into four sectors:  American, British, French, and 
Russian.  The Russian sector was known as East Berlin, the American, British and French sectors 
were known, collectively, as West Berlin.  Those who resided in East Berlin lived under a 
Communist or state controlled system of government while those in West Berlin experienced a 
Capitalist or free enterprise system of government.  Needless to say, this post-war change in 
the demographics of Berlin represented a serious challenge to the West as well as to the East 
since each side was now forced to deal with the other over a border that not only divided the 
city, but also led to substantial disputes that could have erupted in a nuclear war.   
 
The first Berlin crisis stemmed  from a seemingly intractable disagreement between the Soviets 
and the Western powers over how best to deal with a serious currency problem. 
 
Marvin L. Simner, copyright ©2019, all rights reserved.   A preliminary version of this material 
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When the west (German) mark was first introduced in June of 1948, military 
government regulations provided that it was to circulate alongside the Soviet-sponsored 
east (German) mark, and that both currencies were to be legal tender for essential 
purchases and payments.  This provision was intended to facilitate reunification of the  
city’s economy in the event that the Soviets agreed on four-power currency control.  
The arrangement, while politically justifiable, was catastrophic in its economic effects.  
Although legally the east mark was the equivalent of the west mark, its real value rarely 
exceeded 30 percent of that of the western money.1 

 
Even though it is generally agreed that it was market forces alone that led to the devaluation of 
the East German mark, nevertheless, the Soviet Union blamed the West for causing the 
devaluation.  As a result, and in retaliation against the West, the Soviet Union launched  the 
first Berlin crisis in June, 1948, which was a military blockade that ended in January, 1949, 
largely as the result of the Berlin Airlift initiated by the West.  To resolve this conflict, In March, 
1949, the two sides agreed to employ the West German mark throughout both the East and 
West sectors.  
 
Unfortunately, for the Soviet Union this decision meant “…the definite recognition that Berlin  
belonged to West ideologically and politically and that it must be bound to the West 
economically.”2  Hence, the outcome of the first crisis did little to promote harmony between 
the two sides. 
 
The second Berlin crisis resulted from the East Berlin refugee exodus that began around 1949 
and lasted through 1961.  At the end of World War II the residents of East and West Berlin were 
given free access to both sides of the divided city which meant that the traffic flow across the 
border was  largely unimpaired.  Indeed, many who lived in East Berlin worked in West Berlin 
and vice versa.  Despite this freedom of movement, it has been estimated that well over 4 
million East Germans (out of a population of around 17 million) left East Berlin as refugees and 
sought permanent immigration status in the west. It is said that up until that time this number, 
was “the greatest voluntary mass migration in recorded European history.”3   Among the 
refugees that fled East Germany, there were 17,080 engineers and technicians, 17,476 teachers 
and academics, as well as 3,371 physicians.4  
 
These departures from East Germany caused a serious problem for the East German economy 
that Khrushchev tried to resolve through discussions with Eisenhower and later with Kennedy.  
As the result of the strong anti-communist sentiment in the United States throughout the 1950s 
as witnessed, for example, by the McCarthy hearings, neither president was willing to discuss 
the problem.  In commenting on this matter Kempe (2011) concluded that “…nothing 
threatened Khrushchev more than the deteriorating situation in divided Berlin.  His critics (in 
East Germany and Russia) 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.”5  In the East, the solution to this escalating problem was the need to close the border 
between the two sides, and it was this solution that subsequently led Nikita Khrushchev to call 
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Berlin “the most dangerous place on earth” because by October, 1961, the Soviets and the 
Americans were clearly at the brink of nuclear war with their tanks merely yards apart from 
each other at the border crossing known as Checkpoint Charlie.   
 
 

The Forgotten Third Berlin Crisis 
 
Because of the extremely perilous nature of the second Berlin crisis in July, 1961, a 
Congressional resolution  was proposed that authorized the President to order units and 
members of the Ready Reserve to active duty for not more than 12 months during which time 
the military would increase its draft call with the aim of eventually achieving a standing army of 
1,000,000 men.6   On July 31 the House approved this proposal in a vote of 403-to-2.7  Although 
the authorization allowed the President to mobilize up to 250,000 men, the actual recall was 
carried out in a two-stage process; the first stage involved 76,500 men who were told to report 
for active duty by October 1, 1961 whereas 82,357 men in the second stage were told to report 
by October 15, 1961.8   The following material captures the tone as well as the nature of the 
events that unfolded throughout the mobilization period. 
 
As mentioned above, all of the units affected by the mobilization order were expected to reach 
their assigned destinations by mid-October.  The act of mobilization  was expected to reveal a 
strong willingness on the part of the reservists to serve their country and would therefore serve 
as a countervailing threat to the Soviet Union.9  In the months that followed, however, a 
number of reports appeared in the press that suggested just the opposite, namely, a clear 
unwillingness among many of the reservists to support the President’s initiative. 
 
The first of these  reports began to appear in late October:  “hundreds of New York and New 
Jersey military reservists have appealed to their Congressmen for information or help in getting 
deferments from active duty during the current defense build-up.”  Senator Keating had 
received about 350 letters, Senator Javits had received around 100 inquiries, and  somewhere 
between 100 to 150 inquires had been sent to Senator Williams.10   In response to these along 
with many other congressional appeals the commanding officer on one Army base had the 
following to say about this matter. 
 

 Lt. Gen. Hamilton H. Howze, Commanding General of the Strategic Army Corps and Ft. 
Bragg Military Reservation, here criticized “soft Army reservists” who could not serve, 
he said, without complaints to Congressmen.  In a speech to a Fayetteville Civic Club, he 
called the complainer American youths…either duck-tailed slobs or intelligent and 
frightened of the Soviet challenge.11 
 

While  family hardships were often given as justification  for the appeals, one of the most 
frequently cited complaints was contained in a letter to the New York Times in early December 
by Irwin Tyler. 
 



4 
 

As a Reservist, now stationed at Fort Dix, I can honestly say that my feelings are those of 
95 percent of the men in my unit.  We Reservists would willingly and proudly serve our 
nation in a situation which found us in immediate peril for our existence.  We believe no 
such situation existed.  Therefore, we are attempting  to find someone who can 
convince us of this “need”…There have been flare-ups in Berlin ever since the city was 
divided, and no previous mobilization was initiated.  From this time forth, will every new 
“crisis” bring with it a new series of mobilizations?  Certainly the calling-up of so small a 
number of troops (156,000) cannot really indicate to the Russians any real 
determination on our part to stand fast.12 

 
What Tyler along with many others in his unit and elsewhere had requested was the reason for 
mobilization.   The Army of course was fully aware of the protests and attempted to address the 
need for mobilization in a full page special report that appeared in the New York Times in 
December, 1961, titled “Why Me.” The report cited the following comments made by President 
Kennedy during a previous press conference as the major reason for the reserve call-up. 
 

The reason why we called these men is that there is a direct clash of interest in a major 
area which is Berlin and West Germany.  There is also increased tension in Vietnam 
…therefore, we believe calling these men up and their willingness to serve increased the 
chance of maintaining the peace.13 

 
Unfortunately, this rationale given by the President had a  very hollow ring.  While there is little 
doubt that the immediate need for mobilization  began with the closing of the border between 
East and West Berlin in August 1961,  it is  also the case that the disturbance at Checkpoint 
Charlie, which began on October 22nd, was essentially over by the 27th.14   Equally noteworthy 
were remarks by  Senator J. W. Fulbright, chairman of the Senate Foreign Relation Committee, 
who said on September 30 that the West was not “without fault” over the Berlin 
situation…(and that) “We bear a very heavy responsibility for the stupidity of that situation.”15   
Then, one month after the episode at Checkpoint Charlie ended, the following statement 
appeared in the Times. 
 

No diplomat or politician in this capital (London, England) can really say why it 
happened but a measurable easing of relations between the Soviet Union and the 
Western allies over Berlin is discernible here.  Even the most optimistic in this strident 
twentieth century do not foresee the day when, for one reason or another, relations 
between the East and West will not be strained.  However, the well-informed in 
Whitehall, that is the people who “read the telegrams” that come to this capital from 
diplomatic missions and other sources, no longer believe there is a possibility that the 
world is going to blow up tomorrow.  Public opinion (in London), which focused briefly 
on the Berlin crisis…now is concentrated on a highway murder case, the soccer-league 
standings and occasionally, the Common Market. While Berlin is spared much thought, 
some Britons have commented that the Americans have been kicking up a fuss over 
nothing and don’t they look silly with their fall-out shelters.16 
 



5 
 

Finally, in January, 1962, the Soviet Army withdrew a dozen tanks “from the heart of East 
Berlin… triggered by a similar withdrawal of American tanks that took place about 48 hours 
earlier.”17   Three months later the Times even claimed that Khrushchev was “very cautiously 
optimistic about reaching an understanding with the West on Berlin …”18  and on May 16, 1962, 
the East German government had begun to release groups of soldiers from active duty.19  In 
essence all of these reports certainly suggested  that the likelihood of armed conflict over Berlin 
had begun to dissipated shortly after the reserves had reported for duty, and continued to 
decline in the months that followed  the call for  mobilization.  
 
 Equally suspect in Kennedy’s comments was the need for a military buildup due to the 
unfolding situation in Vietnam.  Nearly seven months prior to his remarks, the Times had 
reported that Ngo Dinh Diem, president of South Vietnam, was “opposed to using Western 
forces to fight Asians” and that “there is considerable doubt here of the need for foreign 
soldiers in a combat role since South Vietnam has a large number of reserves and a big 
manpower reservoir.”20  Diem not only continued to reiterate this statement as late as May, 
1962,21 as early as  December, 1961, the South Vietnamese regular army numbered around 
170,000.22 
 
Instead of troops what the South Vietnamese government had requested from the United 
States was advice and economic aid.  In terms of economic aid, Vice President Johnson, 
following his trip to South Vietnam, summarized this requirement in the following words: 
“Behind the military shield (provided by the South Vietnamese army) the United States had to 
work with Asian peoples to improve their health, their housing and their standard of living so 
they will have something to fight for.”23   In terms of advice, the United States Military 
Assistance Advisory Group had already sent approximately 685 military advisers to South 
Vietnam24 among  whom were 200 Air Force instructors to train pilots, bombardiers and aircraft 
maintenance personnel.  In addition, 287 South Vietnamese were sent from Vietnam to the 
United States for military, naval, and air force training.25  Although by February, 1962, the 
number of American advisers had increased to 4,000, “its mission is primarily advisory—to train 
the 200,000 man South Vietnam army in the use of modern weapons and techniques…”26   In 
short, as was the case with Berlin, the argument that mobilization was implemented to 
demonstrate a willingness to come to the aid of South Vietnam was simply not supported by 
the needs or the desires of the South Vietnamese government.  
 
In summary, since all of this information was readily available to the public and would have 
been well known to many of the reservists, it should have come as no surprise that there would 
be protests and that the protests would persist and become even more pronounced with the 
passage of time.  One of the major problems that led to these further protests was the 
ineffective utilization of the recalled personnel.  The 750th Heavy Truck Transportation 
Company, for example, when it arrived at Fort Devens, Massachusetts, found only one heavy 
duty truck was available and so the men “spent the last few months doing nothing.”27  
Eventually the company  was converted to a Light Truck Transportation Company, for which the 
men were not trained.   
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This serious shortcoming was subsequently acknowledged by the Army in several articles that 
appeared in the New York Times in the spring of 1962.  In April the Times reported that 
“Government officials have found that a significant number of Army reservists called to active 
duty last fall were assigned to jobs far removed from what they had been trained to do.  A 
heavy weapons infantryman with twenty-six months in the Marines was mobilized as a medical 
specialist.  Another reservist with  more than four years of military training as a construction 
draftsman was assigned to become a diver.”28  The following month the Times reported that “in 
one unit, a high priority helicopter company had only six qualified mechanics and maintenance 
men to fill eighty-four assignments.  In the same unit, two clerk-typists of the Women’s Army 
Corps were filling spaces as a helicopter mechanic  and repairman…a heavy weapons 
infantryman was assigned as a neuropsychiatric specialist, a field medical assistant was 
assigned as an orthopedic surgeon and an air defense missile unit commander was assigned as 
a general duty nurse.”29  In fact, to emphasize these shortcomings, the Times reported a survey 
conducted by the Army Adjutant General in the late fall of 1961 that revealed  only 47% of 
5,011 mobilized reservists “had been scheduled for the kind of military specialty jobs they had 
filled while on active duty.”30 

 
In view of many problems of this nature, it is not surprising that the men  who were recalled 
considered their time in service as a complete waste and that their presence in the military was 
totally unnecessary.  The following examples are a few of the articles that also appeared in the 
Times between December, 1961, and April, 1962. 
 

December 5, 1961: A great many profess amazement as to why they were called up.  
“The Berlin crisis is over,” they say…Sp.5 Willard M. Millard, had been disciplined 
for having written a complaining letter to the Boston Herald…about unrealistic 
training, of nothing to do, of insufficient equipment, poor leadership and wasted 
time.31 

 
December 7, 1961: A majority of the members of a National Guard company from De 

Soto, Mo. now on active duty at Fort Knox, Ky., telegraphed the Post-Dispatch 
today a  complaint that their Federal service lacked purpose.  “Our moral is nil 
and we have experienced only lack of purpose,” said a telegram signed by 131 of 
the 171 members of the 196th Ordnance Company.  The signers included two 
master sergeants.32 

 
January 10, 1962: Nearly 300 California reservists telegraphed their Senators and 

Congressmen today demanding to know why they should be retained in service 
if draft quotas were cut.33 

 
August 5, 1962: Six reserve units from this area (New York City), activated in the Berlin 

crisis last year, came home yesterday,  a bitter group.  Feeling that the call-up 
had been an “unnecessary political move,” many of the reservists expressed 
strong feelings against President Kennedy….34 
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August 6, 1962: Many men expressed dissatisfaction with the efficiency and ability of 
their leaders.  They cited months spent on “police duty” instead of working at 
their specialty.35 

 
April 19, 1962: Private Chidester, an automotive mechanic for the 115th Ordnance 

Company of the Utah National Guard, a Salt Lake City outfit, was to have been 
court-martialed …he was charged with writing a letter “containing statements 
critical of the actions and motives” of the President.  He was also charged with 
circulating the letter among members of his outfit and soliciting their 
signatures…36 

 
In addition to these matters, the other major concern expressed by the reservists in their 
protests stemmed from the frustration over not knowing when they would be released.  Here 
too the White House was well aware of the situation.  “President Kennedy commiserated today 
with impatient Reservists who were mobilized in the Berlin crisis last fall and now are clamoring 
to be released….The Reservists, he said will be release at “the first possible date consistent with 
our national security.”37   Unfortunately, these ambiguous remarks, no doubt, added to the 
men’s frustration especially since the Army had announced in January, 1962, that it would “cut 
its draft call to 8,000 men in February and (to) 6,000 men in March.” 38   Presumably if the Army 
felt that it now had a force of sufficient  size to meet its needs, why was it still necessary to 
keep the reserves in service?  Following are some of the ways in which the reserves expressed 
their frustrations. 
 

March 3, 1962: An undetermined number of enlisted men attached to a New Hampshire 
National Guard unit at near-by Fort Bragg went on “hunger strike” in an attempt 
to learn when they would be released from active duty.39 

 
March 4, 1962: Thirty-five members of the Irate Wives Club marched on the main gate 

of near-by Fort Devens today…and picketed the Army base for two hours in 20-
degree weather.  They were demanding the release of their reservists husbands 
from active duty.40 

 
March 20, 1962: Major General Harley B. West ordered 15,000 troops at near-by Fort 

Polk today to stop “we want out” demonstrations.  He said that the 
demonstrators had started reviling President Kennedy and Congress and that he 
feared a riot.41 

 
 

March 24, 1962: The Army announced that it would court martial a leader of “we-want-
out” demonstrations…Pfc. Bernis Owen, 23 years old of Seadrift, Texas, was 
charged with disrespect, conduct prejudicial to good order and conduct bringing 
discredit to the armed forces in his criticism of  a general’s order banning 
demonstrations.42 
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After many months of waiting, in late April, 1962, the Army announced that “all Reserve and 
National Guard units called to active duty last October because of the Berlin crisis would leave 
for home between August 1 and August 11.”43   Shortly before this announcement appeared, 
however, the army  sponsored a comedy show written and first performed at Fort Bragg, North 
Carolina, by members of the 310th Military Police Battalion.44  The purpose of the show was to 
satirize and lampoon all of the complaints that had been voiced by the reservists while on duty.   
  
 

…the policemen joshed and capered about their temporary return to active duty.  They 
chose to make a joke about their current military commitment instead of clamoring for 
release or threatening retribution.  Backed by a six-man band, the Reservists, wondered 
out loud about such compelling questions as: 
 

Who did this to me? 
Did I have to come here when they sent for me? 
Was it an I.B.M machine that did it? 
 

They supplied their own answers seconds later to the tune of “McNamara’s Band.” 
 

Oh, his name is McNamara 
He’s the reason why we’re here 
We wish he’d talk to Kennedy 
And shorten up our year. 
 

 
 In view of the complaints by many of the reservists, the show was clearly intended to convey 
an important message to the public, namely  that  there were many other reservists who had 
been recalled during the mobilization  period who did not use their time solely to engage in 
angry protests.  Instead these men used their stay in the military in a positive manner as 
typified by those who wrote  and  performed the comic verses.  In the words of Lieut. Col. 
Benjamin F. Westervelt, the commanding officer of the 310th Military Police Battalion, these 
men “manifested a different side of the reserve situation…the side representing the one of 
loyal American fighting men who are quietly and effectively working toward the goals of 
national strength and security.”45   The show was performed “more than fifty times in Army 
installations, service clubs and veterans hospitals along the Atlantic seaboard.”46  
 
 

Aftermath 
 
 
 Whether this attempt by the Army to reduce the negative impact of the reservists’ complaints 
on the public’s perception of the Berlin mobilization  was successful or not is, of course, 
unknown.  What is known, however, are the Government’s reactions to the strategic  
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implications of the complaints.  As early as December, 13, 1961, and with the reservists’ 
complaints in mind, the Government began to develop a plan that it felt “would strengthen the 
reserve forces by putting more men and money into top priority units that would be ready for 
combat on short notice.”    
 

The White House and the Pentagon have been shaken by the complaints that have 
arisen and some of the weaknesses that have been revealed in the recent mobilization 
of 119,500 citizen soldiers to augment the Regular Army during the Berlin crisis…Prior to 
the Berlin crisis the Department of Defense opposed an increase in the size of the 
Regular Army and focused instead on ways and means of increasing National Guard and 
Reserve readiness…Under plans then being studied some National Guard divisions were 
to be organized, trained and equipped for possible deployment within three weeks of 
Federal activation.  Since the (Berlin) mobilization these plans have been, if not shelved, 
at least de-emphasized…(Instead) A decision has been made to increase the Regular 
Army from fourteen to sixteen divisions…(and) in the next few months, both the 
Pentagon and Congress are expected to study the role of the guard and the reserve in a 
long–continued “cold war.” Thinking in the Defense Department is that expenditures for 
reserve forces are too high, that the existing troop basis is too large and must be 
reduced and that some realistic means must be found of maintaining at least some 
(reserve and National Guard) priority units at a far higher state of readiness than 
before.47 

 
In essence, the government acknowledged  that there were serious deficiencies in the National 
Guard and the Army Reserve that needed to be rectified to ensure that the men who would be 
recalled in the future would be fully trained and equipped to handle the tasks they would be 
assigned when their units were mobilized.   To accomplish this goal the Army Ready Reserves 
needed to be cut from 700,000 to 642,000 men which led to considerable opposition in the 
House 48 and therefore was not fully implemented until December, 1962.49   This meant, of 
course, that many  Army reserve outfits remained in a state of flux for many months  after the 
Berlin mobilization crisis had ended. 
 
The government also elected to re-evaluate the circumstances under which the president 
would be given the authority to mobilize the reserves.   
 

The secretary (of Defense) testified before Congress on this subject several times last 
spring.  Discussing the Berlin crisis call-up, he repeated the following statement before 
major committees: “This action has served its purpose well…But improvisation is not a 
substitute for a sound long-term policy.  It is not a practical policy to rely on reserve 
forces to meet the repeated crises which inevitably lie ahead…In a similar vein, Deputy 
Defense Secretary Roswell L. Gilpatric indicated, following the Berlin call-up, that 
another such mobilization would be ordered only for “larger-scale crises than those 
encountered (in Berlin during) this cold war period… The Secretary of Defense, Robert 
McNamara believes  that as a rule, the reserves should be relied upon only when armed 
conflict is imminent.”50    
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The United States did enter just such a period that fall with the arming of Cuba by the Soviet 
Union.  The following statement is from the text of a message delivered by President Kennedy 
on September 4, 1962. 
 

Information has reached this Government in the last four days from a variety of sources 
which establishes without doubt that the Soviets have provided the Cuban Government 
with a number of anti-aircraft defensive missiles…The number of Soviet military 
technicians now known to be in Cuba or en route—approximately 3,500—is consistent 
with assistance in setting up and learning to use this equipment.51 
 

Five days later Kennedy asked Congress for stand-by authority, but not full authority, to call up 
150,000 reserves in the event of an attack.52  On September 10, the Senate granted unanimous 
approval to his request53 and on September 24, the House also approved the President’s 
request.54   
 
The situation in Cuba further escalated on October 14 when it was discovered that the missile 
sites in Cuba did not contain anti-aircraft defensive missiles but instead housed offensive 
missiles with nuclear war heads aimed at the United States.55   Although Congress had granted 
the President stand-by authority to recall as many as 150,000 reserves, in view of the lessons 
learned from the third Berlin crisis, and in keeping with McNamara’s remarks, this time the call-
up was far more limited than before in that only 14,214 men were mobilized and the recall was 
confined to four troop-carrier squadrons of the Air Force Reserves that were to be used only 
“to bolster operations in the crisis over Cuba.”56  Thus, it would seem that the United States 
now clearly wished to avoid the situation that had resulted from the previous reserve call-up. 
 

Postscript 
 
 
Before leaving this topic it may be worth asking if the Cuban Missile Crisis was connected to 
several of the events mentioned above that followed the third Berlin crisis.  To understand this 
possible connection, however, it is necessary to briefly review the timing in the unfolding of the 
Cuban Missile Crisis.  In November, 1960, Castro first raised the possibility of “extending the 
Soviet nuclear umbrella to Cuba” as a means of offering protection against any  attacks from 
the United States.   At the same time  “Che Guevara (also) probed Khrushchev about the 
possibility of placing Soviet missiles in Cuba.”57  The Kremlin did not respond to either request.   
Castro again  broached this  matter to the Soviets in August, 1961, which was after the Bay of 
Pigs invasion.   It wasn’t until  April, 1962, however, that Khrushchev began to give serious 
consideration to this possibility,58 and it was on May 20, 1962, that Khrushchev formally 
unveiled the Cuban missile plan.59  The question, of course, is why did Khrushchev wait roughly 
two years before he acted on Castro’s initial suggestion?  
 
 While it could be that prior to 1962, Khrushchev avoided the subject because he was 
preoccupied with the events that had been developing during the initial stages of the second 
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Berlin crisis.   It could also be, however, that the timing of events which  transpired during the 
final stages of  the third Berlin crisis  may have suggested  to Khrushchev that now was an 
appropriate time to give serious thought to Castro’s suggestion.   As summarized above, it was 
during this period (December 1961 through December, 1962) that the reserve units were in a 
state of flux which meant that the reserves  were not likely  to be recalled again.  It was also 
during the mid-to-latter part of this period (the spring of 1962 through the fall of 1962) that  
both McNamara and the Pentagon stated they were reluctant to recall the reserves unless 
armed conflict was truly imminent.   In short, these two pieces of information, when considered 
together, may have been extremely important in Khrushchev’s thinking because they may have 
signaled a relatively safe period (July through September, 1962) for the delivery of the missiles 
as long as their delivery could be kept secret (for a detailed account of the efforts made by the 
Soviets to ensure secrecy see footnote number 60).  
 
Finally, it may also be worth asking if both the Cuban Missile Crisis and the third Berlin crisis 
could have been  entirely avoided by focusing on the cause of second Berlin crisis.   As stated 
above the Soviet Union was extremely concerned over the hemorrhaging of refugees from East 
Berlin to West Berlin.  The official US Senate figures for the first days in July, 1961, and in the 
weeks that followed, showed that 4,979 refugees had arrived in West Berlin from East Berlin61 

and  
 

more than twenty thousand people fled from East Germany to West Germany.  They 
were mostly men and most were young, half of them under twenty-five.  Many were 
professionals: engineers, teachers, physicians, technicians.62 

 
On July 25, 1961, which was prior to the construction of the wall, Kennedy gave a live broadcast 
in which he outlined his Berlin policy.  That night Khrushchev was in  a meeting with John J. 
McCloy, former U.S. High Commissioner in Berlin who was serving as Kennedy’s chief 
disarmament adviser.  On July 29, McCloy sent Kennedy an “Eyes Only” cable in which he 
outlined Khrushchev’s reaction to Kennedy’s speech.  The wording in the cable conveyed the 
following message. 
 

(Khrushchev was) really  mad on Thursday  after digesting (the) President’s speech.  (He) 
used rough war-like language (and stated that war was) bound to be thermonuclear and 
though you and we may survive, all your European allies will be completely destroyed.63 
 

Needless to say, Kennedy was greatly alarmed at the message and on July 31 McCloy was called 
back to Washington to meet with Kennedy.  During the meeting McCloy reviewed his 
conversation with Khrushchev and emphasized the number of times the Soviet leader brought 
up the flow of refugees out of East Germany.  “Khrushchev’s message, as McCloy delivered it, 
was that unless the exodus was stopped it could lead to war…Khrushchev’s point—McCloy 
reported to Kennedy—was that stopping the refugee exodus was as important to the United 
States as it was to the Soviet Union.”64   
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On August 10, Khrushchev extended his threat of thermonuclear war to all of Europe and on 
that day a reporter asked Kennedy if he could give his assessment of the danger and whether 
“his Government has any policy regarding the encouragement or discouragement of East 
German refugees moving West?”   Kennedy replied that “The United States Government does 
not attempt to encourage or discourage the movement of refugees and I know of no plans to 
do so.”   One week later, while  walking back to the White House, he was overheard reiterating 
the same comment while at same time acknowledging the gravity of the situation that the 
United States as well as the rest of the world was facing. 
 

This is unbearable for Khrushchev, East Germany is hemorrhaging to death.  The entire 
East bloc is in danger.  He has to do something to stop this.  Perhaps a wall.  And there’s 
not a damn thing we can do about it.65 
 

In essence, Kennedy was clearly aware of the significance of Khrushchev’s words, as well as the 
true cause of the second Berlin crisis: the massive exodus of refugees from the East.   His 
comments regarding the role that the United States played in this exodus, however, were false 
for two reasons, and he should have known that to be the case.  First, there was Radio Free 
Europe in Munich, West Germany, which was largely underwritten by the United States and 
was enthusiastically  supported by his brother, Robert Kennedy.66  Founded in 1949 the station 
served as an anti-communist news source with sufficient power to reach most of the Soviet 
Bloc countries.  It was estimated to have about six million listeners.67  In addition to 
broadcasting news that depicted the advantages of living  in  the West, “one major goal of their 
program was to encourage dissent, to bring about, if possible, the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union and Eastern Europe.”68    
 
Furthermore, between 1951 and 1956 Radio Free Europe also launched over 350,000 balloons.   
“Large polyethylene versions rose to altitudes of 30,000 to 40,000 feet carrying heavy loads of 
leaflets.  At a predetermined altitude, the balloons exploded, dropping their leaflets over a wide 
area.”69 The balloons carried not only leaflets, but posters, and books such as Animal Farm 
which were highly critical of the Soviet system, along with other printed matter that included 
messages of support and encouragement to those who were suffering under communist 
oppression and were designed to promote the migration of people from the East to the West. 
 
Second, and also beginning in 1949, the United States had established reception centers in 
West Berlin to handle those who wished to leave the East and settle in the West.  When the 
refugees arrived  in West Berlin  they underwent a screening process that started with a 
medical examination and police interview, followed by a personal hearing that dealt with the 
individual’s work history, education, and reasons for leaving East Germany.  The hearings   
 

generally  lasted twenty to thirty minutes, though they could be longer if additional 
expert testimony was required to determine a refugee’s credibility.  Following the 
hearings, the committee might take several days to determine whether or not a refugee 
would be recognized.70   
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After the successful completion of this process, the refugees were transported by bus or 
airplane to further centers in West Germany to obtain employment and housing.  The existence 
of these centers, by themselves, was responsible for generating a continuous flow of people 
across the border between 1949 and 1961.  The rules under which the centers initially 
operated, however, stated that  
 

recognition would be granted (only) to those who fled East Germany on political 
grounds, especially on account of danger to life and limb …the intention of this language 
was clear: to exclude those refugees intending to migrate for economic reasons, 
whether to seek higher-paying employment or enjoy a better standard of living.”71   

 
Using this criterion between 1949 and 1953, of the nearly 300,000 arrivals at the centers, 42% 
had their applications denied.  After 1953, though, the criteria became more lenient and the 
number of rejections declined substantially.  In fact, “during the late 1950s, acceptance rates 
neared 99 percent”72 which would have meant that most of the refugees who left in the late 
1950s were those who fled the East for material gain and not for political reasons. 
 
In short, between the broadcasts, the balloon-delivered materials, and the existence of the 
refugee centers, the United States and its allies had strongly encouraged people to leave East 
Germany as well as East Berlin and live under a Western style political system.  Because these 
activities were the principal cause of the massive refugee exodus that had so angered 
Khrushchev, could Kennedy have done anything to stop these activities?   Despite the fact that 
the issue raised by Khrushchev, in the fall of 1961 and again in the fall of 1962, over the refugee 
exodus nearly brought the world to the brink of total destruction through the advent of nuclear 
war, in view of the exceedingly strong anti-communist sentiment held in the West at the time, 
any direct attempt to stop the operation of either Radio Free Europe or the refugee centers 
would have garnered little or no support in the United States.  
 
On the other hand, if Kennedy had attempted, quietly, but with Khrushchev’s knowledge, to 
curtail the operation of both agencies, such a move might have served as an indication that the 
West was truly willing to cooperate with the Soviets in order to prevent a nuclear war.  How 
this might have been accomplished is suggested by the method Kennedy used to end the Cuban 
Missile Crisis.  
 
On October 26, 1962, a letter from Khrushchev was received by the White House that 
contained the following words:  
 

We will remove our missiles from Cuba, (if) you will remove yours from Turkey…The 
Soviet Union will pledge not to invade or interfere with the internal affairs of Turkey; 
the U.S. to make the same pledge regarding Cuba.73   
 

Even though Kennedy’s initial reaction to this request was anger, along with many members of 
his staff he also had previously considered just such a move. “On several occasions over the 
period of the past eighteen months, the President had asked the State Department to reach an 
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agreement with Turkey for the withdrawal of Jupiter missiles in that country.  They were clearly 
obsolete, and our Polaris submarines in the Mediterranean would give Turkey far greater 
protection.”74  Obviously Kennedy did not wish to order the withdrawal of the missiles from 
Turkey “under threat from the Soviet Union.”75  To have done so would have been strongly 
opposed by Kennedy’s military advisers, and would also have suggested to the public that the 
White House was acting out of weakness, which Kennedy could not tolerate.  
 
For these reasons Kennedy’s response to Khrushchev’s letter of October 26  contained no 
mention of the missiles in Turkey.  Instead it only addressed two other provisions that also 
appeared in his letter. 
 

As I read your letter, the key elements of your proposals—which seem generally 
acceptable as I understand them—are as follows: 
1. You would agree to remove these weapons systems from Cuba under appropriate 

United Nations observation and supervision; and undertake, with suitable 
safeguards, to halt the further introduction of such weapons systems into Cuba. 

2. We, on our part, would agree—upon the establishment of adequate arrangements 
through the United Nations to ensure the carrying out and continuation of these 
commitments –(a) to remove promptly the quarantine measures (that blocked the 
Soviet ships from entering Cuban waters), and (b) to give assurances against an 
invasion of Cuba.  I am confident that other nations of the Western Hemisphere 
would be prepared to do likewise.76 
 

A more subtle approach was then employed by the Kennedy administration to accomplish the 
need to have the missiles in Turkey removed. The same day that Kennedy’s letter was sent to 
Khrushchev, Robert Kennedy was instructed to meet with the Russian Ambassador to the 
United States, Anatoli Dobrynin. 
 

He (Dobrynin) asked me what offer the United States was making, and I told him of the 
letter that President Kennedy had just transmitted to Khrushchev.  He (then) raised the 
question of our removing the missiles from Turkey.  I said that there could be no quid 
pro quo or any arrangement made under this kind of threat or pressure….However, I 
said, President Kennedy had been anxious to remove those missiles…for a long period of 
time…and it was our judgement that, within a short time after this crisis was over, those 
missiles would be gone.77 
 

Needless to say, Dobrynin conveyed this indirect message in secret to Khrushchev, which was 
the final part of the negotiations that led to the withdrawal of the missiles from Turkey and the 
end of the Cuban Missile Crisis.  The last of the missiles in Turkey were subsequently 
disassembled and removed under the auspices of the Secretary General of the United Nations 
which permitted Kennedy to say, when asked by a reporter in January, 1963, that “the removal 
of the Jupiter (missiles) was routine modernization” and had nothing to do with ending the 
Cuban Missile Crisis.78  
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In essence, with this approach to ending the Cuban Missile Crisis in mind, and with 
Khrushchev’s extreme concern over the refugee exodus from the East to the West, there may 
have been several ways in which the Cuban Missile Crisis could have been entirely avoided.  
First, because Radio Free Europe received most if not all of its operating funds through 
congressional appropriations,79  as President of the United States, Kennedy could have exerted 
pressure on the station to alter  the nature of its broadcasts through the Administration’s 
control of the station’s funds.  Second, with the cooperation of the other western occupying 
powers in Berlin, the refugee centers could have been asked to return to the 1949-1953 criteria 
for granting refugee status only to those who left East Germany for political reasons and not for 
material gain thereby substantially reducing the refugee flow.  Needless to say, if both methods 
had been carried out, but not publicized at the time in the United States, this would have sent a 
strong message to Khrushchev that the West was willing to cooperate with the East which, in 
turn, might have caused Khrushchev to reevaluate his need to build the Berlin wall and to 
supply Castro with missiles and thereby spared the United States from all of the turmoil that 
resulted from both the third Berlin crisis as well as the Cuban Missile Crisis. 
 
Robert Kennedy, shortly before his death, summarized his brother’s approach to resolving the 
Cuban Missile Crisis in the following words.    
 

The final lesson of the Cuban missile crisis is the importance of placing ourselves in the 
other country’s shoes.  During the crisis, President Kennedy spent more time trying to 
determine the effect of a particular course of action on Khrushchev or the Russians than 
on any other phase of what he was doing.  What guided all his deliberations was an 
effort not to disgrace Khrushchev, not to humiliate the Soviet Union, not to have them 
feel they would have to escalate their response because  their national security or 
national interests so committed them.80 
 

While there is little question that these words by Robert Kennedy were clearly deserving 
because of his brother’s handling of the naval blockade that ended the shipment of missiles to 
Cuba, they would have been even more deserving if  John Kennedy had also tried to avoid both 
the Cuban Missile Crisis and the third Berlin crisis by  implementing  something akin to the 
forgoing suggestions.   In Reeves’ (1993) assessment  of Kennedy’s years in power, Kennedy was 
quite aware that he 
 

had initiated and was presiding over one of the great military  build-ups of all time.  He 
knew it was not a direct response to a real Soviet threat; it was the result of runaway 
American politics, exaggerated threats of communism, misunderstood intelligence, 
inflated campaign rhetoric, a few lies here and there, and his own determination never 
to be vulnerable to “soft on Communism” charges that Republicans regularly used to 
discredit Democrats.81 

 
Given his awareness  of all these matters, it could be that Kennedy chose to avoid dealing even 
indirectly with  Khrushchev’s concerns because he was fearful of the impact that charges of 
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“soft on Communism” might have had on his political future, a thought that was frequently 
uppermost in his mind throughout his tenure in office.82 
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