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CHINA: A PRIME-TIME VISIT

RICHARD NIXON AND HENRY KISSINGER left Washington for the Peking

summit in midmorning, February 17, 1972. ere was a brief departure

ceremony, televised live coast to coast, on the South Lawn at the White

House. e President, although he would be half a world away, would

remain live on television for the next ten days. In his remarks, Nixon

compared his flight to Peking to that undertaken by the first group of

American astronauts to the moon. His “historic mission,” Nixon said, was

also being made as a journey of peace. If Nixon was heavily dramatic, it may

have been because he was burdened with an additional secret: He was flying

to China without a commitment that Mao Tse-tung would receive him. e

fact that no such appointment existed was a state secret that February

morning, but China’s leaders knew that Nixon and Kissinger were putting

themselves into their hands while all the world watched.

Adding to the drama was another secret: e Nixon mission was not

really a journey of peace, but a chance to seal a bargain to accomplish what

American and South Vietnamese armies could not do—to end the war in

the South without displacing Nguyen Van ieu. China was far more

prepared than the White House realized to join in such a pact. e

rapprochement would also benefit both countries in their war of words with

the Soviet Union; each could foresee enormous strategic advantages in being

able to play the other off against the Russians. e only concern, then, was

China’s persistent refusal to commit Chairman Mao to a formal meeting.

ere had been frantic telephone calls between Dwight Chapin and Ronald

H. Walker, the senior White House advance man who had flown to China a

month earlier to check out security arrangements. Was Mao in Peking? Had

he set a date to see Nixon? “We couldn’t talk about it on the open

[telephone] line,” Walker recalls. “We had to do it by code.” He knew that

any Chinese official listening in would understand exactly what he and

Chapin were discussing, and that Nixon and Kissinger wanted nothing to

endanger the trip.



John Mitchell said in a later interview that he wasn’t perturbed about the

lack of an appointment. “Henry talked to me about how the protocol wasn’t

complete before the trip,” was Mitchell’s laconic comment. at things

worked out was enough for him. Rogers was far more concerned and

ordered Roger M. Sullivan, one of the China experts in the State

Department, to prepare an elaborate justification of Nixon’s summit goals

for public release in case things went awry. “He decided it was going to be a

fiasco,” Sullivan says. Nixon and Kissinger knew long before the trip began,

however, what Rogers would not learn until the visit was nearly completed:

that the White House had agreed in the backchannel to remove all

American troops from Taiwan. Keeping Rogers in the dark led to a sharp

confrontation on the sixth day of the summit, and to some frantic last-

minute revisions in the joint American-Chinese communiqué that was

issued at its close. All this furor was hushed up before the presidential party

left the People’s Republic of China, and remained unreported.

—

For the White House the most important summit issue was television.

Dwight Chapin had gone along on Kissinger’s second mission to Peking in

October to arrange as much live coverage as possible. Kissinger had been

reluctant, one of his aides recalled: “Henry was saying, ‘e Chinese are

serious people. We don’t want them to think we’re using the summit for

political purposes.’ ” Kissinger turned out to be, as the aide put it, “more

Chinese than the Chinese. ey turned out to be understanding.” Peking

not only agreed to live television coverage but also constructed the ground

satellite relay station for it.

In the last months of 1971, the public relations side of the White House,

led by Haldeman, Chapin, and Ziegler, was immersed in the issue. ere

were morning staff meetings to discuss the media aspects, meetings so secret

they were held in the presidential bomb shelter under the East Wing

basement.

By early 1972 Richard Nixon had all but given up on dealing with the

nation’s newspapers; he had participated in only nine press conferences in

all of 1971, and he had managed to avoid any meaningful contact with the

press between November 12, 1971, and January 31, 1972—a period that

embraced the India-Pakistan war; a presidential order freeing James R.



Hoffa, the former teamsters union president, from prison; high-level

conferences on international trade and monetary issues with Canada, Great

Britain, France, West Germany, and Japan; and Jack Anderson’s disclosure

of the White House “tilt” in South Asia. In early January, when Ziegler

joined Chapin and Haig on a third American trip to Peking to work out

final details, the White House entourage included seven network officials

and technicians but no one representing a newspaper. Unbeknownst to

reporters covering the White House, the President’s men had decided that

while the three networks could have sixty-eight technicians on the 155-

member press delegation that would accompany the President, it would

include fewer than forty print journalists, including only twenty-one

reporters to represent all the daily newspapers of America. Among the

newspapers left out were the Boston Globe and the Long Island Newsday,

both critical of Nixon’s policies. ere were no complaints from the

newspapers or agencies that were invited, nor from the three television

networks, whose employees made up two-thirds of the media delegation.

China was a land of romance and mystery, and the visit of a President who

came to power as an enemy of communism was a wonderful story, sure to

grab the nation’s attention—and high Nielsen ratings. at the White

House was exercising total control over who could cover it seemed at worst

a minor snag.I

Television coverage had another potential advantage. It would, perhaps,

obscure one of Kissinger’s most worrisome issues—how to justify the

American concessions on Taiwan. It was obvious that China would find it

politically impossible—despite its successful bargaining on Taiwan—to

announce publicly that it favored a negotiated solution to the Vietnam War.

But without such a stated concession, the Nixon-Kissinger bargain struck in

Peking would appear lopsided, and those who did not know the White

House secrets would wonder why the United States hadn’t gotten more out

of the Peking summit.

In fact, Peking’s immediate strategic problems were, if anything, more

acute than Washington’s. e Soviet Union, with its troop buildup along

the border areas, was a constant threat, and one that would be buttressed by

any disarmament agreement with the United States at the May summit in

Moscow. e rubles saved because of arms control with the West would be

spent, Peking had to assume, along Russia’s eastern borders. China was also

obsessed with the idea that Japan harbored dreams of becoming a military



power in the area again, a belief that Nixon and Kissinger had fostered. A

reconciliation with the United States, so Peking thought, would lessen

tensions in the area and persuade America not to encourage Japan in a

military buildup or the development of nuclear arms. Finally, China was

concerned over North Vietnam’s impending success in the Vietnam War

and a shift in the balance of power just when the central government in

Peking was becoming stable after the disarray of the Cultural Revolution.

Chou En-lai’s position as Premier had become secure only with the death of

Lin Piao the previous September, after Lin’s alleged attempts to assassinate

Mao.

Nixon and Kissinger made no public attempt to capitalize on China’s

strategic needs. Instead, the President was content to arrive as a supplicant

and engage in daily television spectaculars. e men running the

government in Peking couldn’t resist bragging about their diplomatic skills

in enticing him. In an interview with the London Sunday Times, published

in December 1971, Chou En-lai seemed more than a little self-satisfied:

“Nixon himself knocked on the door, saying that he wished to come to

Peking himself. So well and good. We invited him to come for talks.” Chou

then referred to the October 1971 vote admitting China to the United

Nations: “. . . [T]he talks [with Nixon] have not yet started, but we are

already in the United Nations. is is a victory, and we have not bartered

away any principles.” Chou also knew that Nixon would make concessions

on Taiwan, and he hinted as much: “. . . [I]f he comes to China and yet the

Taiwan question remains unsettled, how will he account for himself when

he gets back?”

However, Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger understood that China

was also paying a price: It was in league with the White House and the

Soviet Union to pressure North Vietnam into a political compromise. It is

not clear whether Washington learned of the tough stance taken by Mao

and Chou at their meetings with Phan Van Dong and Nguyen Co ach

after Kissinger’s second visit to Peking in November. If there were any last-

minute doubts about the Chinese position, however, they were washed away

early in January 1972, when Alexander Haig met with Chou En-lai in

Peking. In his memoirs, Kissinger tried to play down the significance of the

Chinese concessions on Vietnam. In the talk with Haig, Kissinger wrote,

Chou only “reiterated his moral support for Hanoi and urged a rapid

settlement of the war in order to reduce Soviet influence in Indochina.”



Years later, Haig gave Michael Maclear, the Canadian television journalist, a

more meaningful summary: “I left that discussion with a very firm

conviction that what he [Chou] was saying indirectly was, ‘Do not lose in

Vietnam, and do not withdraw from Southeast Asia.’ ” ere was little

moral support for Hanoi in that message.

Nixon and Kissinger had no choice but to minimize the extent of

China’s willingness to pressure the North Vietnamese on Washington’s

behalf. To describe such goings-on publicly would amount to a betrayal of

the Chinese and lessen China’s impact on the Hanoi leadership, as well as

the rest of the ird World. e men running the White House thus had

no choice but to accept publicly what looked to others like a flimsy bargain:

a troop concession on Taiwan in return for a presidential visit to Peking.

Not unnaturally, Nixon and Kissinger coped with their predicament by

dramatizing the Chinese and ascribing to them the highest qualities of

political sophistication and intellect. ere was an element of honest awe in

all this. A few weeks before the summit, Kissinger met with James C.

omson, a Harvard specialist on Asia who was providing analysis for the

American Broadcasting Company’s coverage. omson recalls Kissinger’s

remarks vividly: “is man Chou En-lai. Never in all my years have I met

anybody as impressive, except maybe Charles de Gaulle. What a mind. You

know, Jim, the Chinese are different. e Russians tell you where they are

moving in their negotiations—it’s always a process of going from one

fallback position to another. But the Chinese—they tell you right away

what their ultimate fallback position is. Right away.” omson thought,

“Oh brother! If he believes the Chinese immediately tell you their ultimate

negotiation position . . . then Henry is about to give away the Crown

Jewels.” But he made no attempt to caution Kissinger. “I’d waited twenty-

two years for this opening and I didn’t care how it came out. I rather

applauded the Chinese. If they did a snow job on us for a change, it was

about time.”

—

In the months before the summit, Kissinger realized that the Asia experts

on his NSC staff, headed by John Holdridge, would be unable to produce

all the papers needed, and he turned to an outsider, Alfred Jenkins of the

State Department. Jenkins was one of the few China hands who had



escaped the purges of the “Who lost China?” lobby in the early 1950s,

because he had been unrelentingly hostile to the Communist Chinese. Over

the winter of 1971-72, Jenkins became a trusted insider and was provided

with copies of the backchannel communications between Washington and

Peking and the transcripts of Kissinger’s meetings with Chou En-lai. His

basic assignment was to draft a communiqué to be made public at the close

of the summit. Jenkins, unable to handle all Kissinger’s demands, in turn

recruited two other State Department Asia experts, Roger Sullivan and

William A. Brown. e three men were given office space in a hideaway on

the top floor of the State Department. It is not clear whether Kissinger

realized that Sullivan and Brown were actually writing most of the papers,

or indeed if he knew of the three-man operation. e secrecy extended

everywhere. William Rogers and his top aides, Alexis Johnson and Marshall

Green, knew of the special office, but they were not told that the Jenkins

group had access to the backchannel messages and the transcripts of the

Kissinger-Chou meetings. At one point Kissinger ordered a secretary from

the National Security Council assigned to the office he thought was

occupied solely by Jenkins; his fear was that one of the regular State

Department stenographers who was loyal to Rogers would provide some

clue about what was really going on. Sullivan recalls that most of the

specific Kissinger requests for reports came late in the afternoon, with a

deadline early the next morning. “at way,” Sullivan said, “Marshall Green

or any of the others wouldn’t get to see it.” Sullivan soon learned that he

and his two colleagues knew more about what was going to happen in

Peking than anyone in the State Department, including the Secretary.

Sullivan was fascinated by Kissinger’s ability to absorb information. He

knew little about China’s history and its internal politics, Sullivan said, “but

he managed to internalize the strategic issues that were important to the

Chinese, and that’s a great intellectual strength. When he asked for papers,

they were good requests.” Kissinger was unfazed by China’s internal turmoil,

announcing caustically at one point that he had been to Peking after the

demise of Lin Piao, which had had no discernible effect on the

arrangements. Sullivan was convinced that Kissinger was right in plowing

ahead with the preparations without formally involving the State

Department: “If he’d tried to do it on the usual interagency basis, the trip

would never have taken place.” For all his braggadocio, however, Kissinger’s

hip-pocket group of China experts quickly learned that he was sensitive.



“You had to be very careful not to give the impression that you had some

kind of expertise he didn’t,” Sullivan said, adding that Kissinger once

became enraged at an aide who reproduced a phrase in Chinese script in

one of the staff papers. Nine drafts of the proposed communiqué were

prepared by Jenkins, Sullivan, and Brown before the mid-February summit,

and Kissinger flew to Peking with a copy of each in his briefing books.

—

Nixon and his entourage arrived in Peking before sparse crowds but with

an audience of hundreds of millions throughout the world. e Chinese

leaders used their diplomatic leverage skillfully, as the President was granted

an audience with Chairman Mao within a few hours of his arrival: e

summit would be a success; Mao Tse-tung, having just solved his own

political problems, would now solve Richard Nixon’s. Kissinger, in his

memoirs, implied that the invitation, which was relayed to him by Chou

En-lai, was predictable. Instead of immediately accepting, on behalf of

Nixon, he wrote, “I decided to play it somewhat cool by asking Chou

whether he would read his toast at the evening’s banquet or speak

extemporaneously. . . . I inquired whether ours should be muted or tough,

to respond to his mood.” China’s psychological dominance extended,

obviously, to the formal toasts. It was only after Chou offered to send the

text of his toast in advance, Kissinger wrote, that “I said I would fetch

Nixon.” Nixon’s memoirs depict a Kissinger who was no longer playing it

cool: “I was getting ready to take a shower when Kissinger burst in with the

news that Chairman Mao wanted to meet me.” e meeting with Mao was

primarily a courtesy call, albeit a most significant one; by early 1972,

China’s foreign policy seemed to be firmly in the hands of Chou En-lai.

Mao had suffered a series of strokes and had been living—in part out of fear

for his life—outside of Peking. Yet he still exuded immense power and

authority, and Kissinger and Nixon, who had spent more than three years

desperately seeking to acquire those attributes, were impressed. “I have met

no one,” Kissinger wrote, “with the possible exception of Charles De

Gaulle, who so distilled raw, concentrated willpower.” Nixon described in

his memoirs how he and Mao exchanged jokes over Kissinger’s reputation as

a lady-killer; the President also proudly told how Mao characterized Six

Crises as “not a bad book.” In the original draft of his memoirs, Nixon had



much more to say about the meeting with Mao, telling how Kissinger had

embarrassed everyone by suddenly and gratuitously making a scathing

reference to Golda Meir, Israel’s Prime Minister. Mao, though he did not

comment, was obviously nonplused, and the President quickly moved in to

“save the moment.” Nixon deleted the section from the published version of

his memoirs, but the incident, and Nixon’s anger at what he considered

Kissinger’s boorish behavior, were widely known among his immediate staff.

At Nixon’s direction, William Rogers and Marshall Green were excluded

from that first session with Mao.II Nixon was accompanied only by

Kissinger and Winston Lord, who—to forestall even more anger from

Rogers—was cropped out of the official photographs as released by the

Chinese government.III e Chinese, ever the courteous hosts, went along

with the White House machinations. Nixon and Kissinger had carefully

arranged for Rogers and his staff to negotiate trade agreements and cultural

exchanges with their counterparts in Peking, while the more serious

business of power politics was discussed at the presidential level with Mao

Tse-tung and Chou En-lai. “ese meetings . . . served the purpose of

keeping the State Department delegation occupied . . .” Kissinger wrote.

“e major problem was to prevent the Chinese, whose internal

communications were less constrained than ours, from revealing in the

foreign ministers’ meetings matters that had already been settled in other

forums. . . .” He added that before the various meetings took place, “Chou

and I had to sort out the scenario to make sure who would participate in

which meetings and who knew what.”

Over the next five days, there would be televised formal banquets,

televised walks along the Great Wall, and televised visits to the Chinese

ballet. Richard Nixon was finally getting the kind of “p.r.” he had sought for

more than three years. Back in Washington, the White House press office

was working overtime, sending copies of the daily news summary to Peking

and photocopying front-page headlines from newspapers all over the

country to relay to the President’s quarters. “e White House was playing

this as a pageant, not as news story,” says Stanley Karnow, the Washington

Post Asia expert who—after a struggle within his newspaper—had been

granted permission to cover the summit. Most of the major newspapers and

magazines, limited to only one reporter, had ended up sending a bureau

chief or senior correspondent, not their Asia expert. “It was the big social

event of the year,” as Karnow puts it.IV It was also a wonderful story and



Nixon’s finest week in the presidency. Nixon had defied one of America’s

post-World War II taboos and ended America’s estrangement from the 800

million people of China. Karnow, with his Washington Post dispatches

raising questions about the substantive diplomatic issues, felt that he was

the odd man out. e press and the American public, as Nixon understood,

were caught up in the cops-and-robbers aspect of the presidential visit to

the mysterious Orient—just as they had the month before virtually ignored

the diplomatic subtleties of the Vietnam peace talks while reporting in

detail on Kissinger’s ability to fly secretly in and out of Paris.

e story that everyone missed during the summit concerned the

Shanghai Communiqué, the joint statement that was released in Shanghai

by the White House and the Chinese government on the afternoon of

February 27, the last day of Nixon’s visit. Kissinger and Chiao Kuan-hua,

the Deputy Foreign Minister, had worked hours each night on the final

language of the communiqué, which both sides understood would be the

only significant document to emerge from the summit. e form of the

document, with both sides presenting their views serially, had been agreed

upon in the Kissinger-Chou talks in October 1971. Both nations had made

compromises to get to the summit, and both were anxious to hide the full

extent of their private dealings. Kissinger’s goal was somehow to negotiate a

document that did not reflect all the American concessions on Taiwan.

Peking, for its part, wanted nothing said of its willingness to intercede with

Vietnam but insisted that Kissinger publicly state an American

commitment to withdraw all its troops from Taiwan. It was a symbolic

commitment, and both sides knew it: e final American troops would not

leave Taiwan until 1979, but Mao and Chou had their political problems,

too.

e pressures on Peking from the Communist world must have been

acute, if Enver Hoxha’s diaries are in any way typical. Commenting on a

Chinese band that played “America the Beautiful,” the Albanian leader

sounded apoplectic: “e orchestra at the banquet played the song ‘America

the Beautiful’! e beautiful America of millionaires and multimillionaires!

America, the center of fascism and barbarous imperialism! America, the

murderer of Vietnamese and Arabs, the suppressors of the peoples’

freedom. . . . And they sing to this America in Peking so ardently that

Nixon, in his reply to Chou En-lai at the banquet, said: ‘I have never heard

American music played better than this in a foreign country.’ ”



ere is no way of calculating whether Nixon’s potential problems from

the China lobby on the right were more acute than the pressures on Mao

and Chou from their left. e overall impact was enormous, however:

Bargaining over the communiqué revolved not around the issues themselves

but over how to best present them. In his memoirs, Kissinger described the

initial Chinese position as unequivocal: “e Chinese wanted us to commit

ourselves unconditionally to the total withdrawal of American forces from

Taiwan.” e impasse was solved, Kissinger wrote, when he “hit upon the

idea” of separating the issue of phased withdrawals of American troops,

which Nixon was willing to talk about in public, from the issue of total

withdrawal, which the White House desperately sought to keep secret. “My

proposal was to tie the final withdrawal to the premise of peaceful

settlement, and to link the progressive reduction of forces to the gradual

diminution of ‘tension in the area.’ ” e Chinese expressed interest in this

suggestion, which eventually was adopted. “I was convinced that we had

made our breakthrough.” Kissinger added didactically: “In every negotiation

a point is reached where both sides have gone too far to pull back.”

As finally published, the critical paragraph of the communiqué

summarized the American position on Taiwan as follows:

e United States acknowledges that all Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Strait maintain there is
but one China and that Taiwan is a part of China. e United States Government does not challenge
that position. It reaffirms its interest in a peaceful settlement of the Taiwan question by the Chinese
themselves. With this prospect in mind, it affirms the ultimate objective of the withdrawal of all U. S.
forces and military installations from Taiwan. In the meantime, it will progressively reduce its forces
and military installations on Taiwan as the tension in the area diminishes.

ere is no doubt that Kissinger was adroit in his last-minute bargaining,

but the fact remains that the basic language he proposed was more than two

years old. Jenkins and his colleagues had borrowed the key formula from

State Department staff papers prepared for the second Warsaw meeting in

February 1970, in which Ambassador Walter Stoessel told the Chinese that

“it is my Government’s intention to reduce those military facilities which

we now have on Taiwan as tensions in the area diminish.”V

Nixon, in his memoirs, acknowledged what was ultimately at stake in

the negotiations: domestic politics. “We knew that if the Chinese made a

strongly belligerent claim to Taiwan in the communiqué, I would come

under murderous crossfire from any or all of the various pro-Taiwan, anti-



Nixon, and anti-PRC lobbies and interest groups at home,” Nixon wrote.

“If these groups found common ground on the eve of the presidential

elections, the entire China initiative might be turned into a partisan

issue. . . . In the official plenary session with Chou, therefore, I spoke very

frankly about the practical political problems a strongly worded

communiqué on Taiwan would cause me.” One of Nixon’s arguments to the

Chinese was that if he lost the election because of the American concessions

on Taiwan, “my successor might not be able to continue developing the

relationship between Washington and Peking.” It was that argument, surely,

that carried the day.VI

—

As the summit neared its close, Nixon and Kissinger learned that their

main problem would be not the Chinese, but the State Department. e

completed communiqué had been initialed and approved by Nixon,

Kissinger, and the Chinese politburo, including Mao and Chou, before it

was shown to Secretary of State Rogers. Rogers and Marshall Green were

seething by the end of the week, for they had been visibly and brutally

shunted aside; the Washington Post later called the summit a “bad trip” for

the Secretary. Adding to Green’s dismay was the fact that he had been

designated to tour the capitals of Asia after the summit to explain the

rapprochement to America’s anti-Communist allies. On Saturday, February

26, the Nixon party concluded its stay in Peking and flew to Hangchow, at

the mouth of the lower Yangtze River southwest of Shanghai. It was there,

in one of China’s most beautiful cities, Green recalls, that Rogers permitted

him to read the draft of the communiqué. “I thought it was disastrous,”

Green says, because it did not mention America’s treaty obligations, still in

force, with Taiwan. e omission was all the more glaring, as Green told

Rogers, because the communiqué specifically cited America’s continued

support for South Vietnam, South Korea, and Japan. “e implication was

that we were going to abrogate or overlook” the obligation to Taiwan,

Green explained. “Why mention the others when you don’t mention this

obligation?”VII Rogers, who had told Nixon he saw no major problems with

the proposed communiqué, “became more and more concerned” about the

adverse impact the document could have on Nixon’s supporters in the

United States. “ere were a lot of people in the Republican Party who had



strong feelings about Taiwan,” Green says, “and not honoring a

commitment could wreck all the things he wanted to do. ere were two

basic issues: We don’t sell out Taiwan, and our reliability as an ally willing to

stand by all our commitments.”

Rogers, always reluctant to disturb the President with bad news, finally

decided to telephone Nixon with Green’s caveat. He moved into the next

room to make his call, but Green recalls overhearing him fail to persuade

Haldeman to rouse the President, who was resting, though “he literally

pleaded with him.”

Rogers somehow got to Nixon later in the evening, triggering a scene

that can only be described as chaotic. Nixon and Kissinger finally decided

they would have to reopen the negotiations, and the next morning Kissinger

told Green he was outraged at Green’s “poormouthing” of the communiqué.

Green, by then equally angry, recalls responding, “Since when is

constructive criticism ‘poormouthing’?”

Nixon did not discuss the impasse in his memoirs and Kissinger

minimized it. e complaints from Green and Rogers, he wrote, were the

price that must be paid for excluding the professionals from a negotiation.

“Unfamiliar with the obstacles overcome, those not participating can

indulge in setting up utopian goals . . . and can contrast them with the

document before them. Or they can nitpick at the result on stylistic

grounds, pointing out telling nuances, brilliantly conceived, which the

world was denied by their absence.” Some of Green’s quibbles were indeed

legalistic and dealt with minor phrasing, but his chief reservation posed a

potentially important political problem, and Nixon and Kissinger knew it.

However, the validity of the objections didn’t matter. Rogers had been

deliberately excluded from the real bargaining, and now the President and

his advisers were convinced they were paying for that exclusion. In their

view, it would have been impossible to inform Rogers of the real import of

the negotiations, for he might have shared that information with Green,

who, Nixon suspected, had been involved in anti-administration leaks

during the Cambodian invasion of 1970. If Green had been able to learn

before the summit that Nixon and Kissinger were in the process of isolating

Taiwan in return for television coverage and Chinese pressure on North

Vietnam, he might have tipped off those senior congressmen and retired

diplomats who made up the China lobby. And what Nixon and Kissinger



were doing the China lobby would have seen as heresy: ey were cutting

off Taiwan to save South Vietnam.

e Rogers-Green complaints also provoked presidential rage. Kissinger

depicted Nixon storming around his quarters in Hangchow late at night in

his underwear, swearing to “do something” about State: “Nixon was beside

himself. He recognized his political dilemma. He was already edgy about

the reaction of his conservative supporters to the trip; he dreaded a right-

wing assault on the communiqué. And he could see that leaks that the State

Department was unhappy about American concessions might well be the

trigger.”

Nixon did more than storm around his suite. He decided to fire Rogers.

He picked up the telephone (with little concern, obviously, about electronic

eavesdropping) and called John Mitchell in Washington. “Nixon said, ‘Get

rid of him,’ ” Mitchell recalls. e Attorney General shared the President’s

anger. “at was a very serious thing that Rogers did,” he explains. “Nixon

had control of it and was going to do it. Rogers shouldn’t have intervened.”

Mitchell was soothing, however; firing Rogers in an election year over a

communiqué wouldn’t do. “We’ll talk about it when you get back,” he told

the President.

Nixon ordered Kissinger to meet again that night with Chiao Kuan-hua

in an attempt to accommodate Rogers and Green. When the Chinese

official refused to reopen discussion of the portions of the communiqué

dealing with Taiwan, Kissinger’s solution was ingenious. An on-the-record

news conference had been scheduled for him that afternoon in Shanghai,

where the President would conclude his China trip. When the question of

America’s commitment to Taiwan arose, he would orally reaffirm that

commitment. Satisfied that nothing different would appear in the formal

communiqué, the Chinese agreed.VIII

Rogers and Green discussed the communiqué once again at a breakfast

in Hangchow that included John Scali. “I said that impact in the United

States would be that it’s a sellout of the Taiwanese,” Scali recalls. “Not only

do you have a foreign policy problem,” he told Rogers and Green, “you have

a political problem.”

—



Kissinger’s lack of candor with his colleagues was paralleled once again in

his dealings with the press. At the news conference in Shanghai, he was at

his best, giving no hint of the dissension inside the American delegation, or,

for that matter, of the real issues at stake in the Peking summit. e

question dealing with the status of America’s treaty commitments to Taiwan

was asked by David Kraslow of the Los Angeles Times.IX In his reply,

Kissinger reaffirmed the American commitment to Taiwan and then added

with great seriousness, “I would appreciate it if that would be all that I

would be asked to say about it in these circumstances.” e reporters

complied. Kissinger referred to the news conference in his memoirs as

“surely one of the most paradoxical events to take place on Chinese soil

since the revolution. A foreign official explained that his country would

continue to recognize a government which was rival to that with which he

had been negotiating, and would defend it with military force against his

hosts.” e event looked very different to the Chinese, for whom Nixon and

Kissinger had demonstrated their bona fides by secretly agreeing to

collaborate on a Vietnam settlement, negotiating a compromise on the

troop issue in Taiwan, and previously supplying detailed and sophisticated

intelligence about the Soviet Union.

Many of the reporters in Shanghai sensed that there was far more to the

story. Karnow led his dispatch to the Post by saying that Nixon had

“acceded” to Chinese Communist demands on Taiwan and added that the

ever omniscient “many observers here”—invariably a reflection of the

reporter’s own view—“feel that the Chinese got the better of the bargain.”

Karnow wrote that the Chinese officials appeared to be “pleased” by the

summit and quoted one as saying: “We don’t owe the Americans anything,

but the Americans owe us much. Now they are redressing the balance.”

David Kraslow’s account in the Los Angeles Times noted that the

communiqué had contained “an oblique and ambiguous statement on the

status of Taiwan that is certain to stir controversy in Asia and at home, both

because of what it said and what it did not say.” But if some of the first

reports were less than enthusiastic, White House disappointment was short-

lived. What saved the day was television. “For once,” Kissinger wrote, “a

White House public relations strategy succeeded, and performed a

diplomatic function as well. Pictures overrode the printed word. . . .”

—



Richard Nixon returned in triumph on February 29. His press staff, so

adept at turning out crowds and manufacturing favorable post-event

telegrams to the White House, was not needed. e President realized once

again that, as he had written in Six Crises, his first political memoir, “where

voters are concerned . . . one TV picture is worth 10,000 words.” e war-

weary American public responded with warmth and enthusiasm to

television’s account of Nixon’s heroic visit to the far reaches of Asia, and

thousands came to the airport to greet him. ere was no such consolation

for Kissinger, who seemed compelled to demonstrate that he had not been a

poor bargainer in China. At a Cabinet meeting assembled by Nixon hours

after his return—at which the President received the expected homage—

Kissinger talked obsessively about the Shanghai Communiqué. William

Safire, in his memoirs, described him as being unsure and “shaken” when he

complained that “We are asked why we didn’t affirm our commitment to

Taiwan. An equally pertinent question would be why they did not

denounce our commitment to Taiwan?” It was a gloomy performance,

Safire recounted, and Kissinger “seemed to feel guilty” about the

communiqué.

It was more than gloom. Kissinger was determined to defend his record

without resorting to any hint of the Chinese decision to aid in Vietnam.

Next day, March 1, at a meeting with most of the reporters who had gone

to China, he gave a background briefing in which his basic purpose was to

protect his reputation as a brilliant bargainer. It was an act of defiance, for

he must have been aware that Richard Nixon was insisting on receiving all

the adulation. e President had been angry when Kissinger continued to

meet with journalists after his secret trip to Peking in July of 1971; certainly

the same rules would apply after the summit. Kissinger went ahead,

nonetheless, and it was another bravura performance, all the more

remarkable because, less than two months earlier, he had been exposed as a

manipulator of the press by Jack Anderson. Kissinger’s confidence was

supreme. He seemed to be sure that Rogers and Green would not leak their

version of the events in Hangchow and Shanghai, or that, if they did so, he

would be able to mitigate its impact. He must also have weighed the

possible adverse effects his statements could have on Peking’s leadership and

concluded that his immediate needs were greater.X

Two weeks after the return from China, Kissinger wrote in his memoirs,

Haldeman sent him a memorandum “whose thrust was that my briefings



devoted too much time to substance; I would serve the President by

stressing to the press and above all on television the great personal qualities

[of Nixon] that made the achievements possible.” Kissinger’s campaign of

self-justification was less than pleasing to a President who, in a

memorandum five days earlier, had urged Kissinger to stop talking about

his personal role and to embellish that of the President: “You could begin by

pointing out that I made the decision [in the Shanghai Communiqué] with

regard to the tone of the statement of our position. . . .”

Kissinger was repelled by Nixon’s attempt to seize the limelight: After all,

it had been his backgrounder and his assiduous work with the press that had

elevated the stature of the communiqué. “Nixon, of course,” he wrote,

“deserves full credit for the Shanghai Communiqué. A President is always

responsible for the policy, no matter who does the technical labors.” It was

Nixon’s “tendency to confuse illusion with reality” and even starker

character traits, Kissinger added acidly, that “at first flawed, and later

destroyed, a Presidency so rich in foreign policy achievements. . . . It caused

him to seek to embellish his most incontestable achievements, or to look for

insurance in the face of even the most overwhelming probability of success.

It was the psychological essence of the Watergate debacle.”

—

us at a moment when Nixon and Kissinger were receiving plaudits

from all sides, including the academic and liberal community, the President

and his national security adviser were engaged in a squalid argument over

who should get the most credit. Perhaps both men sensed that the publicity

would be the summit’s most tangible short-run asset.

e China trip did accomplish its basic goals. Richard Nixon and Henry

Kissinger broke a twenty-four-year taboo on dealing with the People’s

Republic of China. ey made triangular diplomacy a reality and, so they

thought, permanently tipped the balance of power to their advantage.

China would help with Vietnam. And finally, they opened the political

gateway. Although the President would continue to use dirty tricks and

illegalities in the campaign, none of the Democratic candidates, after the

summit, would pose a serious threat to his lead in the polls.

Not every problem was solved. e North Vietnamese, despite pressure

from Peking, went ahead with their election-year offensive in late March.



e Chinese had continued to pour high levels of arms and war matériel

into the North (to do otherwise would have been extremely damaging to

their standing in the world), but were not told in advance of the

Vietnamese offensive, and thus were not able to warn the White House, as

Hanoi apparently feared they might. Enver Hoxha wrote of a report he

received a few days after the offensive began that made him dubious about

the relationship between Peking and Hanoi. e Albanian Ambassador to

North Vietnam had met with the Chinese military attaché in Hanoi and

had been told that “We [the Chinese] know nothing about these offensives

because the Vietnamese do not inform us. We do not know whether this is

a serious action which will be carried through to the end, or an adventure

which will cost them dear.” e comments, wrote Hoxha, especially the use

of the word “adventure,” created “doubts on the issue: are the Chinese for or

against the present offensive?” Hoxha wrote further of a strange tableau at a

diplomatic dinner in Peking, as reported by Albania’s Ambassador to China.

Chou En-lai was rudely ignored when he beckoned to two Vietnamese

diplomats to join him. After a moment’s hesitation, Chou walked over to

the men to chat. “ey listened to him with marked indifference,” Hoxha

wrote, “which struck the eye of all those who were watching.” e

Vietnamese eventually summoned an interpreter, insultingly suggesting that

they found it difficult to understand what was being said. e incident

“made a big impression,” Hoxha noted.

Hoxha guessed correctly: China had altered “its main support of

Vietnamese aims” in the Southeast Asian war. Now, as he wrote in his diary,

he understood the real import of Sino-American rapprochement: “e

situation between China and Vietnam appears to be unhealthy. e Soviet

revisionists and the American imperialists are benefitting from this situation

to the detriment of the Vietnamese people, who are fighting heroically.” e

Nixon-Kissinger policy was working.

I. One protest did appear in the Bulletin of the Washington news committee of the Associated
Press Managing Editors Association. In addition to criticizing Nixon for not meeting more regularly
with the press, the news committee also focused on the China trip, pointing out that many more
newspaper reporters had been permitted to travel on Nixon’s three major trips to Europe and Asia in
1969 and 1970—forty-nine in one case—than were allowed to go to Peking. e APME bulletin,
unfortunately, attracted little attention.

II. Ronald Walker recalls the distress among the senior White House aides over the exclusion of
Rogers. “It was a great big cow turd in Rogers’ face,” Walker says. “ere was real resentment that



Henry had gone.” Adding to the resentment was the fact that Kissinger and Nixon had slipped away
to visit Mao without informing either Walker or any other official on the advance team, whose
function was to protect the President and accompany him at all times. Walker, who had been unable
to learn in the weeks before the trip just when—or if—Nixon would meet with Mao, had been
astonished two weeks before the summit to learn from a Chinese official that Mao had only then
arrived in Peking. Mao’s decision to see Nixon so quickly “was a high,” Walker recalls. “Nixon was on
a high from that time on.”

III. Lord kept a copy of the original photograph, which shows him sitting at Kissinger’s left during
the meeting.

IV. In an essay on the trip, published in Foreign Policy, Karnow listed only three other reporters on
the trip who had concentrated on Chinese affairs: Henry Bradsher of the Washington Star, R. H.
Shackford of the Scripps-Howard newspapers, and Robert Keatley of the Wall Street Journal. “I am
inclined to believe that most newsmen who went to Peking unprepared for their task came home
with egg foo yong on their faces,” Karnow wrote.

V. Stoessel also broke significant ground in that second meeting in Warsaw by telling the Chinese
that the Nixon Administration was willing to discuss a joint declaration confirming the
nonaggression and noninterference principles of Peking’s Five Principles: mutual respect for territorial
integrity and sovereignty: mutual nonaggression; noninterference in the internal affairs of others;
equality and mutual benefit; and peaceful coexistence. e Chinese had made that doctrine public in
1955 at the unaligned nations’ conference in Bandung, Indonesia, at the height of the Cold War. e
United States had consistently avoided expressions of support for the Five Principles on the grounds
that the statement would somehow support Peking’s claims over Taiwan. Stoessel, in the second
meeting in Warsaw, significantly changed American policy by declaring that he believed the revised
American position on Taiwan was “consistent” with the Five Principles. He also directly expressed
official willingness “to discuss with you a joint declaration incorporating the principles . . . and
affirming our two governments’ adherence. . . .” It should be noted that Stoessel, by agreeing to
discuss the Five Principles, was responding, in effect, to the Chinese. In November 1968, Peking had
proposed in its seminal overture to the Nixon Administration that the two nations conduct their
foreign policy toward each other on the basis of the Principles. It was the first time China had raised
the issue since the beginning of the Cultural Revolution. A joint statement supporting the Five
Principles was included in the Shanghai Communiqué.

VI. Kissinger’s initial version of the dispute, as provided to the Kalb brothers for their biography,
was extremely misleading. “Kissinger felt the Chinese needed a communiqué more than the
Americans did, for two reasons: first, to justify Nixon’s presence to the Chinese people, and, second,
to present the Russians with a tangible example of Chinese-American cooperation,” the Kalbs wrote.
“erefore, he felt that it was up to the Chinese to break the deadlock.”

VII. Green recalls that the Kissinger version of the Shanghai Communiqué instantly reminded
him of Dean Acheson’s famous “mistake” in early 1950 when, in a speech before the National Press
Club in Washington, the Secretary of State defined America’s “defensive perimeter” as extending from
the Ryukyus Islands in the West Pacific to the Philippines in Asia. He did not specifically mention
South Korea. e Republicans made a major political issue of that speech in the 1952 presidential
campaign, with Eisenhower, the candidate, accusing Acheson of “incompetence” and suggesting that
his failure to include South Korea might have encouraged the North Koreans to go to war. In his
memoirs, Present at the Creation, published in 1969, Acheson accused his critics of “specious”
reasoning, noting that “the first of all our mutual defense agreements was made with Korea.”
Furthermore, he wrote, neither Australia nor New Zealand was cited in his definition of America’s
“defensive perimeter,” although both had strong ties to the United States.

VIII. Kissinger went to elaborate lengths in subsequent interviews to distort and minimize the
significance of the textual changes Rogers and Green proposed. e Kalbs, obviously relying on
Kissinger, reported in their biography that Rogers “argued that a few words in the draft language had
to be changed”—including a sentence in which the word “stressed” was to be changed to “stated.”



e Kalbs added that “Kissinger felt that Rogers was quibbling, but the lawyer in Nixon supported
the quibble of a fellow lawyer. . . .” Henry Brandon also reported the switch from “stressed” to
“stated” in his e Retreat of American Power. Brandon, in his account of the incident, dutifully noted
that “some thought later that Mr. Rogers’ request had been more embarrassing than useful to the
United States.”

IX. Kraslow, like most senior Washington correspondents, had his own story of a friendship gone
sour. Kraslow had first met Kissinger in 1961, while he was studying at Harvard on a Nieman
Fellowship. e two men remained in contact and their personal friendship became a professional
one when Kissinger came to Washington. Kissinger soon became one of Kraslow’s—and the Times’s
—principal sources of information. Kraslow even worked out an arrangement whereby the busy
Kissinger promised to return any “most urgent” query as soon as possible, to prevent Kraslow from
publishing wrong information. Sometime in the middle of Nixon’s first term of office, the Los Angeles
Times received advance word on a pending ground operation by American and South Vietnamese
soldiers across the demilitarized zone straddling North and South Vietnam. Kraslow was hesitant
about the story and telephoned Kissinger late on a weekend night with a “most urgent” query. e
return call came immediately, and Kissinger warned Kraslow that if the article were published, the
Times would be “terribly embarrassed.” Kraslow, without hesitation, ordered the story killed. A few
days later the operation took place, and Kraslow’s reputation among his colleagues was damaged. He
telephoned Kissinger for an explanation. “I lied to you,” Kissinger confessed, because of national
security. “I can no longer trust you, Henry,” Kraslow remembers saying, “and that’s a hell of a price to
pay for one lousy story.” If Kissinger had told him the truth, Kraslow added, and asked him not to
publish it for national security reasons, he, of course, would have honored the request. e two men
remained outwardly friendly and Kissinger remained a good source for the newspaper. “But it was
never the same.”

X. Kissinger also managed to get away with a simplistic explanation of the Chinese state of mind
in his background briefing at the Federal City Club. “. . . [H]ere we are dealing with people of
profound ideological motivation,” Kissinger said, according to the transcript. “. . . [T]o them
principle is a reality and they may be confirmed in this by the tradition of Chinese society in which
virtue has always been considered power. So that Maoism is the new version of Confucianism
combined with the psychological motivation of a revolutionary experience. ese were the people we
were dealing with and they are people who are living by values which are really quite different than
ours. We think of peace. ey think of justice. We think of compromise. ey think of principle. We
think of stability. ey think of struggle.” Robert G. Sutter, a China scholar at the Library of
Congress and a former research analyst for the CIA, was consulted later about Kissinger’s assessments
—which were taken at face value by the assembled press—and found it “a lot of gobbledegook. It’s a
mix of all sorts of concepts. He’s trying to say that China’s leaders view the world in different ways
than we do. So what else is new?”


