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On this day in 1961, President John F. Kennedy and Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev 

met in Vienna for a two-day summit. In a letter delivered to Khrushchev in March, 

Kennedy proposed the two leaders meet for an informal exchange of views. Accordingly, 

they conferred without a set agenda. 

For Kennedy, who had just turned 44, it was an initial contact with the leader of the rival 

superpower. For Khrushchev, 67, it was an opportunity to batter an opponent he viewed 

as weak and inexperienced after just four months on the job. 

Some 1,500 journalists were accredited to cover the summit. Crowds lined the Viennese 

streets and stood on balconies as Kennedy's motorcade drove by, while Russian 

expatriates greeted Khrushchev as he stepped off the train from Moscow after a journey 

of several days. 

Subsequent accounts confirmed that the summit did not go well. Khrushchev took a 

particularly harsh stance over the future status of Berlin, a Western enclave within 

communist-controlled East Germany, where the United States, Britain and France had 

maintained a symbolic military presence since the German defeat in World War II. 

In addition to Berlin, Kennedy later told reporters, Khrushchev had berated him on a 

wide range of Cold War issues, including “wars of national liberation” and nuclear 

weapons. 

“I never met a man like this,” Kennedy told Hugh Sidey, Time magazine’s White House 

correspondent. “[I] talked about how a nuclear exchange would kill 70 million people in 

10 minutes, and he just looked at me as if to say, ‘So what?’” 

“He just beat the hell out of me,” Kennedy told James "Scotty" Reston of The New York 

Times. “It was the worst thing in my life. He savaged me.” 

Observing Kennedy’s dour visage when the summit ended, Khrushchev noted in his 

memoirs that Kennedy “looked not only anxious, but deeply upset … I hadn’t meant to 



upset him. I would have liked very much for us to part in a different mood. But there 

was nothing I could do to help him … Politics is a merciless business.” 

 

At their final meeting, Kennedy noted the chilled atmosphere over Berlin. “It is up to the 

U.S. to decide whether there will be war or peace,” Khrushchev said. “Then, Mr. 

Chairman,” Kennedy responded, “there will be war. It will be a cold winter.” 

In the wake of the failed summit meeting, Kennedy won congressional approval for an 

additional $3.25 billion in defense spending, a tripling of draft calls, a call-up of 

reservists and a beefed-up civil defense program. 

Khrushchev responded by resuming above-ground nuclear tests. Then, on Aug. 13, the 

East Germans began building a wall that quickly divided Berlin in two. Kennedy, in turn, 

sent Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson to the city, along with an Army battle group, to 

reaffirm his commitment to maintain Western access. 

SOURCE: “PRESIDENT KENNEDY: PROFILE OF POWER,” BY RICHARD REEVES 

(1993) 
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118. Telegram From the Embassy in the Soviet Union to 

the Department of State
0 

Moscow, October 10, 1963, 6 p.m. 

1203. Verbatim text. Following is Emb translation letter from Khrushchev to 

President handed me by Zorin (Acting for Kuznetsov who reportedly “out of 

town”) after deposit ceremony today. Similar letter to Macmillan given British 

Charge. According Zorin, text letter will be broadcast Moscow radio beginning 

0600 Oct 11 Moscow time and published first issue tomorrow’s Pravda: 

[Page 310] 

Begin Text: Dear Mr. President: Today in the three capitals—Moscow, Washington 

and London, carrying out the final act in connection with the conclusion of the 

Treaty Banning Nuclear Weapon Tests in the Atmosphere, in Outer Space and 

Underwater—the ratification instruments of the original parties to this treaty, the 

Soviet Union, the United States of America and Great Britain have been deposited. 

Thus the Nuclear Weapon Test Ban Treaty has come into force. This undoubtedly 

is a significant development in international affairs which brings joy to all 

peoples. Together with the Soviet Union, the United States of America and Great 

Britain the Nuclear Weapon Test Ban Treaty has been signed by more than one 

hundred states. It can be said with assurance that this treaty has found warm 

response and approval among all peoples of good will. 

It has been repeatedly noted by representatives of our countries that the Test Ban 

Treaty is in itself a document of great international significance and the hope has 

been expressed that the conclusion of this treaty will have a positive influence on 

the international climate, on relations between states. Actually, the conclusion of 

the Nuclear Weapon Test Ban Treaty has injected a fresh spirit into the 
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international atmosphere showing that no matter how complicated contemporary 

problems, no matter how great the differences between social systems of our 

states, we can find mutually acceptable solutions in the interests of all mankind, 

in the interests of maintaining peace if we manifest the necessary push 

(stremleniye) toward this end. 

But, it is understood, agreement on banning experimental nuclear explosions with 

all its importance for peoples, in itself does not solve the principal international 

problem of our epoch—does not eliminate the danger of war. Now it is 

necessary—and our governments have spoken out in favor of this—to develop 

further the success that we have achieved, to seek solutions of other ripe 

international questions. 

These questions are well known, they have been brought forward by life itself, by 

the whole development of world events. They concern the strengthening of 

security in Europe, including the liquidation of the remnants of the Second World 

War, conclusion of a non-aggression pact between countries of NATO and member 

states of the Warsaw Pact, creation of nuclear free zones in various regions of the 

world, barring the further spread of the nuclear weapon, banning of launching 

into orbit objects bearing nuclear weapons, measures for the prevention of 

surprise attack, and a series of other steps. Their implementation would facilitate 

a significant strengthening of peace, improvement of international relations, 

would clear the road to general and complete disarmament, and, consequently, to 

the delivering of peoples from the threat of war. 

[Page 311] 

Peoples expect that our governments will now manifest still more persistence and 

consistency in their further activities in the interests of consolidating peace. So far 

as the Soviet Government is concerned, inalterably following the course of 

peaceful coexistence of states, it is prepared to exert new efforts, to do everything 

dependent on it in order that the change for the better in the international 

situation which has been noted as a result of the conclusion of the Nuclear Weapon 
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Test Ban Treaty should become the beginning of a sharp turn toward broad 

relaxation of international tension. 

Permit me, Mr. President, to express the hope that the Government of the United 

States of America for its part will make an appropriate contribution to the solution 

of international problems which is demanded by the interests of weakening 

international tensions, the interests of insuring universal peace. Respectfully 

yours, signed N. Khrushchev.End text. 

Kohler 

Write a paragraph summary over this document,  

 


