

Cold War: Chronology
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	February 1945
	Three-power conference at Yalta in the Crimean results in a secret but explicit agreement between Churchill and Stalin, demarcating Russian and Western spheres of influence in Central and Eastern Europe. Shortly after the war, US adopts George Kennan’s ‘containment’ policy, attempting to prevent further spread of Communist influence.

	1948
	Berlin Crisis. Testing American resolve, Soviet-controlled East German forces cut off access to West Berlin.  American and British forces airlifted thousands of tons of food and vital supplies in a round-the-clock operation.

	1949
	Chinese Communist forces triumph in the Chinese civil war. Mainland China becomes Communist; Chiang Kai-shek’s “Kuo Mintang” (Nationalist or KMT) forces are driven to the island of Taiwan. American political battles center around ‘who lost China’ to the Communists.

	June 1949
	North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) formed between US, France, Britain, Italy, Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands. Parties agree to provide assistance (not specifically military) if any other party is attacked.

	1950-53
	Korean War. Communist North Korean forces try to take over South Korea with tacit approval of the USSR. USA uses the new United Nations system to approve a multilateral ‘police action’ to overturn NK’s territorial aggression. (The USSR had boycotted the session that day and China’s seat was still held by the Nationalist forces on Taiwan.) 19 countries participate. American and UN forces, led by Douglas MacArthur, make a dramatic landing at Inchon, NK, and push North Korean forces all the way to the Yalu River (NK-PRC border). Nearly a million Chinese “volunteers” pour across the river and drive the UN forces back to near the original border at the 38th Parallel. This becomes the new ‘demilitarized zone’ between North and South Korea. 

	1955
	Soviet Union forms Warsaw Treaty Organization (Warsaw Pact) with its Eastern European satellite states, including East Germany.  USSR gains the right to interfere militarily in member countries. West Germany joins NATO.

	October 1956
	Pro-Western demonstrations in Hungary are crushed by Soviet troops. 

	13 Aug 1961
	Berlin Wall built. West Berlin, dominated by the US, France, and Britain, is separated from Soviet-controlled East Berlin to stop thousands of East Germans escaping to the West each day. 

	October 1962
	Cuban Missile Crisis: President John F. Kennedy, facing re-election in November, uses a blockade to coerce Nikita Khrushchev into backing down over nuclear missiles in Cuba.

	c.1969-c.1977 
	West Germany pursues “Ostpolitik” (“Eastern Politics”), working in its foreign policy to ease tensions between the West and the Soviet Union, with an eye to improving its relations with East Germany. On 21 Dec 1972, the “Basic Treaty” is signed, normalizing relations between West and East Germany though not quite as separate, independent states. [NOTE: West Germany is the FRG or BRD; East Germany is the GDR or DDR.]

	May 1972
	Détente (“relaxation”) begins. Nixon goes to Moscow, first arms control agreement signed (SALT I, Strategic Arms Limitation Talks).  Arms levels are not cut, but most strategic systems are capped numerically. 

	1972
	Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty signed in May, goes into effect in October. Permits US and USSR to have two limited, fixed ABM arrays each, one for the national capital and one for a ballistic missile field. Later halved to one site each: US keeps a missile field system (“Sentinel/Safeguard”) in North Dakota, USSR keeps Moscow-based “Galosh” ABM system.

	1975
	Helsinki Accords signed by 20+ European powers, creating the Commission for Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE, now OSCE). Included were commitments for signatories (including USSR and USA) to respect human and political rights, allow free access by members of the media and unimpaired media communication, and unrestricted immigration for dissidents. In return, US agrees to recognize the borders of many Eastern European countries altered in the Soviet-forced settlement of WW2. 

	1979
	Soviet Union invades Afghanistan as Soviet-backed government there is weakened by Islamist forces; US sides with and provides arms to the rebels, ending détente. 

	1980-c.1986
	“Cold War II”  Ronald Reagan reacts to Afghanistan with military buildup, including plans for space-based missile defense (the Strategic Defense Initiative, SDI) system, dubbed ‘Star Wars’ by critics. USSR responds.

	1982-85
	Era of “Funeral Diplomacy”: Three Soviet Party Secretaries (Brezhnev, Andropov, and Chernenko), along with a number of prominent Western current and former heads of state/government, die. The gatherings of national leaders at the funerals lend themselves to a number of agreements on practical cooperation. West German leaders are particularly assiduous at increasing contact with East Bloc officials. Mikhail Gorbachev succeeds Chernenko as head of the Soviet Union.

	8 Deb 1987
	USSR and USA sign the INF Treaty, agreeing to eliminate intermediate-range nuclear forces worldwide.  The so-called “double-zero option” of eliminating the entire class of missiles had been proposed by the USSR after the US proposed a “single zero” in a risky test of Gorbachev’s commitment to reform. This double-zero response was a surprise.

	July 1988
	Gorbachev begins restructuring of Soviet domestic institutions under a process known as “perestroika (restructuring [of government-economy relations]).”  Parallel process of “glastnost (openness in political life).”

	August 1989
	Polish Communist governing party defeated in elections; Lech Walesa’s ‘Solidarity’ party sweeps to power. Baltic republics of Estonia, Lithuania, and Latvia, which were independent states during the prewar era, begin official independence movements, which are treated with varying degrees of approval by Moscow. 

	9 October 1989
	100,000 East Germans demonstrate in Leipzig; Red Army does not interfere (allegedly on orders from Moscow).

	18 October 1989
	Erich Honecker, long-time leader of East Germany, is ousted. 

	9 November 1989
	Berlin Wall is opened.

	5 May-12 Sep 1990
	“2+4” talks between US, USSR, UK, France, FRG, and GDR on German Reunification.

	3 October 1990
	GDR is officially dissolved and incorporated into the Federal Republic of Germany.

	1 April 1991
	Warsaw Treaty Organization dissolved.

	August 1991
	Attempted coup in Moscow against Gorbachev. He survives in office, but is replaced shortly thereafter by Boris Yeltsin, a radical reformer.

	25 Dec 1991
	USSR dissolves into constituent republics, with Russian Federal Republic as legal successor


