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PROLOGUE: K BLOWS TOP

Maybe it was Khrushchev throwing a temper tantrum because he wasn’t allowed to visit Disneyland.

Or maybe it was Khrushchev debating Nixon about which animal dung smells worst. Or maybe it was Khrushchev’s fear that Camp David was really a leper colony. Or maybe it was the American Dental Association’s courageous battle to defend the Waldorf-Astoria ballroom from Khrushchev’s invasion. Or maybe it was Khrushchev’s historic meeting with Marilyn Monroe, who later described the magic moment in her inimitable sexy purr. “Khrushchev looked at me,” she said, “the way a man looks on a woman.”

I’m not sure which of these delicious anecdotes turned me into the world’s most zealous (and perhaps only) Khrushchev-in-America buff, but I’m certain that it happened on a Thursday or a Friday.

This was back in the mid-1980s, when I was a rewrite man at People  magazine, a job that compelled me to type furiously on Mondays, Tuesdays, and Wednesdays but required almost no work on Thursdays and Fridays. To fill the idle hours, I amused myself by exploring the treasures of the Time-Life library of newspaper clippings. I’d remember some famous person who’d lived since the founding of Time magazine in 1923, then call the library and request the clippings on him. A few minutes later, a messenger would drop a folder on my desk. I perused the clips on such great  American characters as John Dillinger, Emma Goldman, and Father Divine. It was fun.

One day, after reading somewhere that Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev had been barred from Disneyland during his tour of America in 1959, I called the library and requested the clips on his trip. A few minutes later, a librarian called back. “There are an awful lot of them,” she said. “Are you sure you want them all?”

I replied with the phrase that’s launched a million misadventures: “Sure, why not?”

Soon a messenger appeared, pushing a cart packed with bulging folders. Lined up against my office wall, they covered more than ten feet of floor space. I turned the first one upside down on my desk and quickly found myself falling through a rabbit hole into a weird wonderland. At first I just glanced at the headlines:
KHRUSHCHEV IS A SHOWMAN ON HIS ARRIVAL

 



 



KHRUSHCHEV’S WHISKEY JOKE

 



 



KHRUSHCHEV’S U.S. TOUR
LIKE TRAVELING CIRCUS

 



 



And this one, which, for some reason, still makes me laugh:

 



 



KHRUSHCHEV
TO GET FREE
DRY CLEANING





Actually, most of the headlines did not contain the word “Khrushchev.” His name was frequently too long to fit, so the unsung poets who create America’s headlines had to conjure up shorter monikers. They nicknamed the visitor Khrush (“Khrush Irked in Hollywood”) or Khrushy  (“Be Warned! Khrushy Is a Clever TV Performer”) or Niki (“Question Sizzles Niki”). Frequently the headline writers referred to the chairman of the Council of Ministers of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics simply as “K,” as if he were a character out of Kafka:
K TAKES FIFTH
BEFORE SENATORS

 



 



MR. K ROARS WITH LAUGHTER

 



 



DOES MRS. K WEAR THE PANTS?

 



 



SEES K ON
TV, SO HE
MURDERS 2





And the classic New York Daily News headline that inspired the title of this book:
DENIED TOUR 
OF DISNEYLAND, 
K BLOWS TOP





Illustrating the adventures of K in America were photos of the pudgy traveler, who mugged shamelessly for the cameras like a mischievous eight-year-old. Khrushchev may have been a dictator responsible for thousands of deaths, but he was also an incurable ham who couldn’t bear to disappoint a photographer. Consequently the pictures in the clip folders were wonderfully wacky: Khrushchev grabs a live turkey! Khrushchev pats a fat guy’s belly! Khrushchev gawks at chorus girls! Khrushchev pretends to shoplift a napkin holder by stuffing it into his suit jacket while laughing uproariously!

Khrushchev’s trip was, as cold war historian John Lewis Gaddis dubbed it, “a surreal extravaganza.” Within an hour of reading the first clipping, I was hooked. For months, I spent my Thursdays and Fridays following the adventures of K as he traveled from Washington to New York to Hollywood to San Francisco to Iowa to Pittsburgh to Camp David, creating hilarious havoc all the way.

The trip was a picaresque journey across America, like Huckleberry Finn, On the Road, or National Lampoon’s Vacation. The world’s leading Communist traipsed through capitalist America at the height of the 1950s—a land of movie stars, rock and roll, tail fins, suburbs, segregation, missile silos, fallout shelters, and duck and cover drills. He was a not-so-innocent abroad in a landscape populated by posturing pols, hustling PR men, angry protesters, gate-crashers, anti-Communist skywriters, and mobs of frenetic reporters—plus Frank Sinatra, Shirley MacLaine, J. Edgar Hoover, Perle Mesta, Richard Nixon, JFK, LBJ, and a crotchety Iowa corn farmer named Roswell Garst, the only man on earth who could steal a scene from Nikita Khrushchev.

The trip was hilarious but the humor was darkened by the shadow of the atomic bomb, which rendered the cold war the first era in history when rational humans feared an apocalypse that could end civilization. As Khrushchev kept reminding people—by his comic tantrums and his grisly jokes—he was a hot-tempered man who possessed the power to incinerate America.

In time, those folders of yellowed newspaper clippings led me to the memoirs of the people who’d participated in Khrushchev’s grand tour: Nixon, Eisenhower, MacLaine, Henry Cabot Lodge, William Safire, Bob Hope and, of course, Khrushchev himself, whose autobiography, secretly dictated and smuggled to the West after his ouster, was as earthy, outrageous, and full of blarney as its author.

The memoirs steered me back two months to Nixon’s trip to Moscow—where he jousted with Khrushchev in the now legendary kitchen debate—and then forward to 1960, when Khrushchev returned to  New York for an encore visit now best remembered for the moment when he took off his shoe and banged it on a desk at the United Nations. Soon the story of one trip had expanded into the story of three trips, each one more bizarre than the previous. My boredom-born whim had grown into an eccentric obsession. Fortunately, I kept encountering evidence that other people had shared my delight in this bizarre tale.

“In nearly 40 years of journalism, the Khrushchev visit to America was undoubtedly the most fascinating story that I covered,” wrote Chalmers Roberts, who chronicled K for the Washington Post, which devoted more space to the story than to any that preceded it. “It had everything: a fabulous personality, conflict, human interest, the unexpected. It was an embarrassment of riches.”

“The wildest comic scenes in my life in this comic country have always belonged to Nikita Khrushchev,” wrote columnist Murray Kempton. “It is odd that not one of my fellow voyagers has thought to do a book; it has to have been the most profoundly entertaining public experience of our lives. Perhaps no one believes it.”

Well, I believed it and I thought to do a book.

In preparation, I made sneaky forays to the People Xerox machine, copying hundreds of clippings and stuffing them into manila envelopes. In 1986, I left People to work as a feature writer for the Washington Post. Unfortunately, that job required me to work on Thursdays and Fridays, which severely curtailed my Khrushchev scholarship. I stashed my cache of manila envelopes in my basement. And there it sat, unread, for years.

During those years, the Berlin Wall came tumbling down and the Soviet Union withered away. As the fiftieth anniversary of K’s trip approached, I dragged the dusty envelopes up from the basement. By then, the old fears of nuclear apocalypse had faded, bathing the cold war in the glow of nostalgia and providing the ironic distance that rendered the story of Khrushchev in America even funnier.

Hooked again, I revived my research. I pored through State Department records, spent hours watching Khrushchev on TV and obtained the  FBI files on the trip, which contained the fruits of the bureau’s investigation of a California businessman who dared to give the dictator two Chihuahua puppies. Best of all, I interviewed the people who’d been there, including Khrushchev’s son Sergei, who fed me a salami and cheese sandwich and showed me his home movies of the long, strange trip.

Soon I’d gathered enough material to fill a steamer trunk. Boiled down, it was the story of a stranger in a strange land. The stranger was a fat-bellied, thin-skinned, cantankerous, insecure, earthy man who was always eager to show off—a Communist dictator as portrayed by Zero Mostel or Danny DeVito. And the strange land was a big, brash, brawling, sprawling, self-righteous, gloriously democratic, and invigoratingly vulgar country.

“Has anybody on earth ever had as much fun as Nikita Khrushchev has had for the last ten days?” Murray Kempton asked a few days before Khrushchev’s departure in 1959. “We can never put mankind back into its sober mold again. Nikita Khrushchev may well go home and be his old self in a few days, but he will miss us as long as he lives. He knows now that no place on earth is as much fun as America.”






TRIP ONE

THE HEAT IN THE KITCHEN
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1. PROVERBS AND BARNYARD AROMAS

Preparing to meet Nikita Khrushchev in the Kremlin, Vice President Richard M. Nixon spent the early summer of 1959 stuffing his head with proverbs.

He got the idea from Bob Considine, the famous columnist. Considine and his boss, William Randolph Hearst Jr., had conducted two long, strange interviews with Nikita Khrushchev, and so Nixon, eager for insights, invited them to lunch in Washington. They informed him that the Soviet premier was tough, smart, and surprisingly funny.

“Bone up on some American proverbs,” Considine suggested. “He’ll have a Russian proverb for every possible topic and he believes that these proverbs not only sum up all his arguments, but win them for him. You’d better get some proverbs of your own, preferably from Lincoln or Franklin or people like that.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” said Nixon, and he jotted down a reminder on the back of an envelope.

Just as the United States could not afford to fall behind the Soviet Union in the arms race, Nixon felt he must maintain parity with the premier in the proverb race. He began stockpiling an arsenal of American aphorisms, proverbs, and bits of folk wisdom. Then, being a savvy politician, he let the story of his proverb collection leak out to the press.

“Reckoning with His Host, Nixon Is Packing Proverbs,” the New York Times headlined its story. Citing an “informed source,” the Times revealed that “the vice president has been recalling old and learning new proverbs” in preparation for his meeting with Khrushchev, who was  known to utter such aphorisms as “spit in his eye and he’ll say it’s dew from heaven.”

The Daily News—the Times’s funkier, feistier crosstown rival—spun the story into a full-page feature that ran beneath a headline that read like a tabloid haiku:
NIXON SHARPENS 
OLD SAWS FOR 
PROVERB DUEL 
WITH KHRUSHY





The News, which frequently filled its entire back page with a close-up photo of some luckless pugilist getting hit with a haymaker, couldn’t resist an extended boxing metaphor:
Khrushy is the undisputed Iron Curtain champ at making points with proverbs. Nixon is an unknown at international competition, but he has been in training for this big one ever since Ike decided to send him on a visit to Russia.

Though Nixon’s handlers have kept him under wraps, word has leaked out that he will rely on trusty American proverbs when he crosses old saws with Khrushchev. Will Nixon wade right in with Teddy Roosevelt’s “Speak softly and carry a big stick”—or will he start off easy with, say, Ben Franklin’s “There never was a good war or a bad peace?”





The News urged Nixon to pummel the premier with authentic Russian proverbs:Can’t you just see the look on Nikita’s face, for instance, if Nixon said, in Russian, that Soviet promises are “written with a pitchfork on water?” Or that trying to deal with the Reds makes about as  much sense as “pouring an empty bucket into a bucket that has holes in it.” While Khrushchev is still reeling, Nixon would follow through with “Make that a notch on your nose.”




Back in Washington, Nixon was not spending all of his time memorizing proverbs. With characteristically dogged tenacity, he studied everything he could find on the Soviet premier, poring through reports from the State Department and the Central Intelligence Agency, and even visiting the CIA’s secret new office—located above an auto repair shop in a seedy section of town—to inspect photographs taken by the agency’s secret U-2 spy plane.

Nixon figured he needed every edge he could get. Although the official purpose of his mission to Moscow was prosaic—he was to cut the ribbon at the American exhibition in Moscow’s Sokolniki Park—Nixon was already running for president and he knew that voters would judge him on how well he handled Khrushchev.

At sixty-five, the Soviet dictator was a wily and unpredictable opponent. Son of peasants and grandson of serfs, Khrushchev left school after only a few years to work as a shepherd, a coal miner and a factory hand before joining the Red Army after the Bolshevik revolution. Uneducated but intelligent, ambitious and fiercely loyal to Josef Stalin, he quickly rose in the ranks of the Communist Party. In 1938, Stalin sent him to run the Ukraine, where Khrushchev helped to carry out his boss’s paranoid purges. In September 1939, when the Hitler-Stalin pact divided Poland, Khrushchev was dispatched to collectivize the Soviet sector, a brutal process that killed thousands of Poles and sent another half million to labor camps in the Soviet Union. During World War II, General Khrushchev was a commissar in the Red Army, fighting the Nazis in the horrific battles at Stalingrad, Kharkov, and Kiev. After the war, he became part of Stalin’s inner circle, and was compelled to spend long nights with the man  Pravda praised as “leader and teacher of the workers of the world” and “the greatest genius of all times and peoples,” while the demented old  dictator got drunk, watched cowboy movies, and eyed his underlings for signs of disloyalty.

When Stalin died in 1953, his closest henchmen scrambled for power, and Khrushchev emerged on top, exiling his rivals to obscure posts in far places. At a secret session of the Twentieth Party Congress in 1956, Khrushchev did the unthinkable. He delivered a speech denouncing Stalin’s brutality, paranoia, and egomania. Slowly, cautiously, Khrushchev began to liberalize and de-Stalinize the Soviet Union, releasing hundreds of thousands of political prisoners from labor camps and relaxing the state’s iron grip on artists and intellectuals. But when Hungarians revolted against their Communist government in 1956, Khrushchev crushed the rebellion with Soviet tanks, killing 20,000 people in the process.

In November 1958, Khrushchev suddenly announced that West Berlin was a “malignant tumor” inside Communist East Germany and demanded that the Western occupying powers—Britain, France, and the United States—leave the city within six months. In May 1959—two months before Nixon’s trip to Moscow—that deadline passed without incident. But the threat remained and Khrushchev seemed to enjoy the crisis he’d provoked. “Berlin is the testicles of the West,” he later said. “Each time I give them a yank, they holler.”

That was typical Khrushchev. During the Suez crisis of 1956, he mocked British prime minister Anthony Eden: “I’ve just heard a good joke. Eden is sick. Do you know what he’s suffering from? Inflammation of the canal!” Three years later, he ridiculed West German chancellor Konrad Adenauer: “If Adenauer pulls down his pants and you look at him from behind, you can see Germany is divided. If you look at him from the front, you can see Germany will not stand.”

In 1958, Senator Hubert Humphrey visited Moscow and was granted an audience with Khrushchev that he expected would last about an hour. But Humphrey and Khrushchev, two of the world’s most notoriously loquacious politicians, ended up yakking for eight solid hours. (It must have been a very tough workday for Khrushchev’s translator, Oleg Troyanovsky.) At one point, after bragging about his missiles and his hydrogen bombs, the premier asked the senator to point out his hometown on a map of the United States. Humphrey identified Minneapolis and Khrushchev circled it with a thick blue pencil. “That’s so I don’t forget to order them to spare the city when the rockets fly,” he explained.

To Americans, Khrushchev’s most famous statement was an off-the-cuff utterance he made at a diplomatic reception in 1956: “Whether you like it or not, history is on our side. We will bury you.” The diplomats at the reception understood that Khrushchev was merely restating, in his own inimitable style, the Marxist belief in the inevitable triumph of Communism. But most Americans who read the quote in newspapers assumed that Khrushchev was planning to slaughter them.

The more Nixon learned about the premier, the more nervous he became about meeting him. On July 22, 1959—the day he was scheduled to fly to Moscow—he stopped at the White House for last-minute advice from President Eisenhower, who revealed some shocking news: Khrushchev was coming to America!

In an exchange of letters over the previous ten days, Eisenhower told his vice president, he had invited Khrushchev to visit and the premier had accepted, saying that he’d like to tour the country for a couple of weeks. The trip was still top secret—it wouldn’t be announced until the details were arranged—and Ike ordered Nixon not to mention it to anyone, not even Khrushchev himself. Nixon was flabbergasted. While he’d been cramming for his meeting, studying briefing papers and memorizing proverbs, Ike and the striped-pants boys at the State Department had invited Khrushchev to America—and nobody even bothered to tell him about it!  It was a karate chop to Nixon’s ego.

Eisenhower told his vice president to play it cool in Moscow and maintain “a cordial, almost light atmosphere.” But Nixon had other ideas. He told Ike that he wanted to debate the dictator, “to probe and cause some blurting out of Khrushchev’s real feelings.” Nixon was trapped in a tough spot. As vice president, he was supposed to follow Ike’s orders and be  diplomatic with Khrushchev. But as a presidential candidate, he had to show his toughness, to prove that he could, in the phrase of the day, “stand up to the Russians.”

On the plane to Moscow, Nixon sat up all night worrying. When he arrived at the American embassy, he was still too keyed up to sleep. After churning in his bed for a few hours, he rose before dawn and strolled through Moscow’s open-air market. He returned to the embassy for breakfast, then rode to the Kremlin for his historic meeting.

Escorted into Khrushchev’s office, he got his first glance at the premier. Bald as an egg, Khrushchev stood only a few inches over five feet but weighed nearly two hundred pounds. He had a round face, bright blue eyes, a mole on his cheek, a gap between his teeth, and a huge pot belly that made him look like a man shoplifting a watermelon.

Something in Khrushchev’s chubby hands caught Nixon’s eye. After a moment, he realized it was a model of a Soviet satellite. The crafty Russian was rubbing Nixon’s nose in the memory of Sputnik, the satellite the Soviets had launched into orbit in 1957, scaring the hell out of America. Khrushchev stared at his visitor, eyeing him the way “a tailor might estimate a customer’s size for a suit of clothes,” Nixon later recalled, “or perhaps more as a undertaker might view a prospective corpse with a coffin in mind.”

Khrushchev smiled warmly as the two men posed for pictures. But after he shooed the photographers away, he launched into a tirade about the captive nations resolution. The annual resolution, passed by Congress about a week before, called for Americans to pray for the liberation of the “enslaved peoples” of the “Soviet-dominated nations.” Khrushchev pounded the table and denounced the resolution as a provocation to war.

Like a crafty pol confronted by an angry constituent, Nixon promptly passed the buck. The resolution was the work of the Democratic Congress, he said, not the Eisenhower administration.

Khrushchev wasn’t convinced. “Any action by an authoritative body like Congress must have a purpose,” he insisted, “and I wonder what the purpose of this particular action can be.”

The purpose was, of course, to enable the lawmakers to exhibit their anti-Communist zeal while courting the votes of Polish Americans. But how could Nixon explain that to Khrushchev?

“The Soviet government thought Congress would never adopt a decision to start a war!” Khrushchev bellowed. “But it appears that, although Senator McCarthy is dead, his spirit still lives. For this reason, the Soviet Union has to keep its powder dry.”

Failing to convince Khrushchev that the resolution was meaningless, Nixon dipped into his arsenal of proverbs. “At the White House,” he said, “we have a procedure for breaking off long discussions that seem to go nowhere: President Eisenhower says, ‘We have beaten this horse to death, let’s change to another.’ Perhaps that is what we should do now.”

Khrushchev, the connoisseur of proverbs, enjoyed that one. “I agree with the president’s saying that we should not beat one horse too much,” he replied. But he couldn’t resist the urge to give this old nag one final whack: “I cannot understand why your Congress would adopt such a resolution on the eve of such an important state visit.” He came back with a proverb of his own: “It reminds me of a saying among our Russian peasants that ‘People should not shit where they eat.’”

By now, Khrushchev was red-faced and roaring. “This resolution stinks!” he said. “It stinks like fresh horseshit—and nothing smells worse than that!”

The interpreter blushed as he translated that little bon mot, but Nixon remained poker faced. Having grown up in a small town in southern California, he knew that horse manure was hardly the most pungent of livestock excrement.

“I’m afraid the chairman is mistaken,” he said. “There is something that smells worse than horseshit—and that is pigshit!”

For a moment, Khrushchev looked as if he was about to start bellowing again. But then he cracked a smile. “You are right,” he said. “So perhaps you are right that we should talk about something else.”

The strangest series of diplomatic visits in the twentieth century had begun with two of the most powerful men on Earth arguing about the odor of animal dung.






2. THE ACCIDENTAL INVITATION

Ten days before Nixon arrived in Moscow, Khrushchev was relaxing in his luxurious dacha—his country house—when he received a phone call from his deputy, Frol Kozlov, who had just returned from New York. “I have a special message for you from President Eisenhower,” Kozlov said, then he hustled to the dacha to deliver the sealed envelope.

“Dear Mr. Prime Minister,” Eisenhower’s letter began, “For some time past, it has seemed to me that it would be mutually profitable for us to have an informal exchange of views about problems which interest both of us.”

“I couldn’t believe my eyes,” Khrushchev said later. “We had no reason to expect such an invitation—not then or ever for that matter.”

Actually, Eisenhower’s letter was not exactly an invitation. It was short and purposely vague, intended to be supplemented by an oral explanation delivered to Kozlov by undersecretary of state Robert Murphy. Murphy had been instructed to tell Kozlov that Ike’s invitation came with strings attached: The president would be pleased to host Khrushchev at Camp David, but only if the Soviet, American, British, and French diplomats meeting in Geneva reached an agreement in their deadlocked negotiations to resolve the Berlin crisis that Khrushchev had caused by his sudden 1958 ultimatum. If there was agreement in Geneva, Murphy was supposed to tell Kozlov, then Ike would be “pleased to make the necessary arrangements” for Khrushchev to tour the United States. But somehow Murphy misinterpreted his orders and failed to inform Kozlov about the caveat to the invitation. As Khrushchev heard it, there were no strings attached.

The premier was thrilled. Unlike Stalin, a paranoid who rarely left the Kremlin except to visit his dachas, Khrushchev loved to travel. “Life is short,” he once said. “Live it up. See all you can, hear all you can, go all you can.” He had traveled extensively—to China, England, Switzerland, Yugoslavia, India, and Burma—but the United States was the place he  really wanted to visit. After reading about it for decades, he was eager to see it for himself. In fact, he’d been dropping hints for months, shamelessly angling for an invitation. So he would certainly accept Eisenhower’s offer. But one thing bothered him: Why had Ike invited him not to the White House but to “Camp David”? Was this an insult? A subtle snub? Just what is Camp David? he wondered. Some kind of leper colony?

“One reason I was suspicious was that I remembered in the early years after the revolution, when contacts were first being established with the bourgeois world, a Soviet delegation was invited to a meeting held someplace called the Prince’s Islands,” he later recalled. “It came out in the newspapers that it was to these islands that stray dogs were sent to die. In other words, the Soviet delegation was being discriminated against by being invited there. In those days, the capitalists never missed a chance to embarrass or offend the Soviet Union. I was afraid maybe this Camp David was the same sort of place, where people who were mistrusted could be kept in quarantine.”

Determined to learn about this mysterious place, he asked his foreign ministry but nobody there knew anything about it. He asked his embassy staff in Washington. Nobody there knew either.

“I couldn’t for the life of me find out what this Camp David was,” he complained.

He controlled the spy apparatus that had stolen the secrets of America’s atomic bomb, and yet he couldn’t find out anything about a place mentioned in American newspapers almost every weekend.

Finally the crack Soviet intelligence network managed to ferret out the secret that Camp David was a presidential retreat in the Catoctin Mountains outside Washington. In other words, Ike was inviting Khrushchev to his dacha—and the premier was delighted. With that sticky issue resolved, only one problem remained: Khrushchev had already accepted an invitation to tour Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. When he’d planned those trips, they sounded like fun. But now, with the bright lights of Broadway beckoning, the glories of Stockholm and Oslo seemed about as exciting as a bus tour of Uzbekistan. Khrushchev found himself in the position of a schoolgirl who’d agreed to go to the prom with some good-natured  dullard only to receive an invitation from the big man on campus. How, he wondered, could he break the date without insulting the Scandinavians? His solution was to claim that they had insulted him. When a Swedish newspaper printed an attack on his upcoming visit, he abruptly canceled his trip in protest.

“When they spit in my face,” he told reporters, “why should I go?”

After taking care of that problem, Khrushchev answered Eisenhower’s letter: “I readily accept your suggestion for such a meeting. . . . I also accept with great pleasure your kind suggestion that I make a tour of your country, and I could allocate for that purpose from ten to fifteen days.”

When he received Khrushchev’s letter of acceptance on July 21, Eisenhower was shocked. What had happened to the qualifications? There had been no progress in Geneva—the Soviets were still refusing to negotiate seriously about Berlin—so there should have been no invitation for Khrushchev to accept.

Ike summoned Murphy and Douglas Dillon, another undersecretary of state, to the White House and demanded an explanation. “Someone has failed,” the president said. Murphy admitted that he was the “someone.” He simply hadn’t understood that progress in Geneva was a precondition for the invitation.

“To say that this news disturbed me is an understatement,” Ike wrote in his memoir. Incensed, he delivered a blistering tongue-lashing to the two diplomats. But the damage was done, and the president couldn’t very well uninvite Khrushchev. Like it or not—and Ike didn’t like it one bit—the premier was coming to the United States. Worse, Khrushchev’s letter indicated that he wanted to tour the country for “ten to fifteen days.” A Communist dictator rambling around America for two weeks? There was no telling what would happen. Khrushchev was completely unpredictable. After their first meeting in Geneva in 1955, Ike had privately compared him to a “drunken railway hand.” In 1956, Khrushchev had visited England, where he got into an angry shouting match with Labour Party leaders who had the audacity to criticize Communism. Later, while Khrushchev toured London, the British spy agency MI6 sent a frogman named Lionel “Buster” Crabb out to inspect the underside of the Soviet naval vessel that had brought Khrushchev to England. Crabb was never seen alive again. Fourteen months later, his body washed ashore minus its head.

Khrushchev’s trip to America promised to be, as Ike told Murphy and Dillon, “a most unpleasant experience.”

The day after he received Khrushchev’s letter, Eisenhower informed Nixon about the premier’s visit and the vice president flew to Moscow. The “accidental invitation,” as historian Michael Beschloss later called it, transformed Nixon’s ceremonial trip to Russia into something considerably more important—the prelude to a major summit. That worried Eisenhower. He had never quite trusted his two-time running mate. In 1956 he’d even toyed with the idea of dropping Nixon from the ticket. Ike had a natural distaste for politicians and Nixon was a particularly unpleasant example of that breed. He was an eye-gouging, elbow-throwing political brawler, and though Ike had frequently used him as the administration’s hatchet man, he’d never felt entirely comfortable with his vice president. Ike certainly didn’t think he was the right man for what had now become a delicate diplomatic mission.

After all, there was no sense rattling the Russian bear’s cage right before letting him loose in the United States.




3. WE DON’T KILL FLIES WITH OUR NOSTRILS

After Nixon and Khrushchev concluded their scholarly colloquy on comparative excrement aromas, they climbed into a limousine and set off for the fair.

Emerging from the limo in Sokolniki Park with their translators, the two leaders were immediately surrounded by a mob of reporters and photographers at the American National Exhibition. They posed for pictures  in front of the exhibition’s gold-topped geodesic dome, which gleamed in the late morning sun, then strolled off to tour the fair. Their first stop was the RCA exhibit, which contained a state-of-the-art color television camera and a playback monitor designed to let fairgoers see themselves on TV. The two men stood stiffly at the microphone waiting to record statements of official greeting. Khrushchev, sixty-five, wore a shiny gray suit with a row of medals over his heart and a big floppy straw hat. Nixon, a head taller and, at forty-six, a generation younger, wore a somber black suit and a dark tie. Although it was not yet noon, a hint of his famous five o’clock shadow was evident.

Squinting in the harsh glare of the hot lights, Khrushchev shaded his eyes with his hat, then began his statement for the camera. “We want to live in peace and friendship with the Americans because we are the two most powerful countries,” he said. “If we live in friendship, then other countries will also live in friendship. But if there is a country that is too war-minded, we could pull its ears a little and say, ‘Don’t you dare! Fighting is not allowed now.’ This is a period of atomic armament, some fool could start a war and even a wise man couldn’t finish it.”

It was a friendly greeting, but Khrushchev, being Khrushchev, couldn’t stop there. “How long has America existed?” he asked Nixon. “Three hundred years?”

“One hundred and fifty years,” the vice president replied, underestimating by thirty-three years.

“Well, then, we will say America has been in existence for 150 years and this is the level she has reached,” Khrushchev said. “We have existed not quite forty-two years and in another seven years we will be on the same level as America.”

He grinned, preparing to deliver his punch line. “When we catch up to you, in passing by, we will wave to you,” he said, miming a mocking little wave—something a snotty hot-rodder might flash while roaring past an Amish family in a buggy.

The Russians in the crowd laughed and cheered, which only encouraged Khrushchev. “Then, if you wish, we can stop and say, ‘Please follow  up!’” he said, beckoning to Nixon with a few contemptuous curls of his chubby index finger, like an aristocrat summoning a particularly dimwitted servant. The crowd laughed again.

“Plainly speaking, if you want Capitalism, you can live that way,” Khrushchev continued. “That is your own affair and doesn’t concern us. We can still feel sorry for you.”

After this string of snide remarks, he started to welcome Nixon to Moscow, “I think you will be satisfied with your visit,” and then abruptly raised the subject of the captive nations resolution. “I cannot go on without saying it: If you did not take such a decision—which has not been thought out thoroughly and was approved by Congress—your trip would be excellent. But you have churned the waters yourselves. Why this was necessary, God only knows. What happened? What black cat crossed your path and confused you?”

Finally he ceded the floor to Nixon, who had been standing there, smiling politely throughout his host’s bizarre monologue. How could he follow that act? He chose to ignore the insults and launched into a chipper account of his stroll through Moscow’s produce market that morning. But Khrushchev, exhibiting the ethics of a shameless vaudevillian, stole the show. He took off his hat and held it in front of his face. Then he stuck it back on his head. He grinned and winked at the crowd, mugging for the camera like Groucho Marx gleefully upstaging Margaret Dumont.

“I can only say that if this competition in which you plan to outstrip us is to do the best for both our peoples, and for peoples everywhere,” Nixon droned on, “there must be a free exchange of ideas.”

He turned to face Khrushchev. “After all,” he said. “you don’t know  everything.” He grinned at the camera, as if he’d just delivered a knockout punch line.

“If I don’t know everything,” Khrushchev fired back, “you don’t know anything about Communism except fear of it.”

Nixon ignored the interruption. “There may be some instances where you may be ahead of us,” he continued. “For example, in the development of the thrust of your rockets for the investigation of outer space.  And there may be some instances in which we are ahead of you.” He pointed to the camera. “In color television, for instance.”

“No! No! No!” Khrushchev shook his head and waved his hands in frenzied negation. “We are up with you on this, too. We have bested you in one technique and also in the other.” He pointed to his nose. “We, too, as you know, don’t kill flies with our nostrils.”

The crowd laughed. Khrushchev beamed.

Even Nixon had to smile. “You never concede anything.”

“I do not give up,” Khrushchev said proudly.

“Wait until you see the picture,” said Nixon, sounding like an RCA pitchman. “Let’s have more communication and exchange in this very area that we speak of. We should hear you more on our television. You should hear us more on yours.”

“That’s a good idea,” Khrushchev said. “Let’s do it like this: You appear before our people. We will appear before your people.”

“I can promise you every word you say will be translated into English.”

“I doubt it. I want you to give your word that this speech of mine will be heard by the American people.”

Unlike the premier, Nixon had no power to program his country’s television. But he knew the networks would love this debate, so he agreed. “By the same token,” he added, “everything I say will be translated and heard all over the Soviet Union?”

“That’s agreed,” Khrushchev said. He pulled his right hand way back and then slapped it theatrically into Nixon’s palm. He grinned broadly, as if he’d just sold this sucker a bridge in Brooklyn.

Egged on by the crowd’s laughter, Khrushchev tried a time-honored trick of populists everywhere—lawyer-bashing. “I know I am dealing with a very good lawyer,” he said. “I want to uphold my miner’s flag so that the coal miners can say, ‘Our man does not concede.’”

“No question about that,” Nixon replied. “The way you dominate the conversation, you would make a good lawyer yourself. If you were in the United States Senate, you would be accused of filibustering.”

The debate ended, and the RCA technicians replayed it for the protagonists. Watching the instant replay, Nixon concluded that Khrushchev had creamed him. He came out swinging, Nixon thought. He went after me with no holds barred.


It wasn’t fair. Khrushchev was a dictator. He could say whatever he pleased and nobody would dare second-guess him. But he was just a vice president, a glorified errand boy, duty-bound to execute his president’s orders. Ike had instructed him to hold back, to maintain a “cordial atmosphere.” But that didn’t work with Khrushchev. It was like trying to fight, Nixon thought, with one hand tied behind your back.

“His attack had shaken me right to my toes,” Nixon later wrote. “He had been on the offensive and I on the defensive throughout. I knew that he had scored heavily and I felt it was imperative that I find an opportunity to strike back.”

And he did find that opportunity. But first he took the premier out for a Pepsi.




4. GET A PEPSI INTO KHRUSHCHEV’S HANDS

The original idea was to bring both Pepsi and Coca-Cola to the fair, pit them against each other and give the Soviets a taste—literally—of good old American competition: Coke versus Pepsi! Freedom of choice! Unfortunately, the Coca-Cola company was mad at the Russians—and with good reason.

For a decade, the Soviets had kept up a barrage of anti-Coke propaganda, portraying it as a toxic swill—the distilled essence of American imperialism. Perhaps the Coke folks could have laughed that off but the powerful Communist parties in Western Europe had parroted the Moscow line on the cola question, which was bad for business. In Italy, the Communist newspaper L’Unita ran the headline “Drinks Coca-Cola and Dies” over a story charging that Coke could, among other horrors, “turn a child’s hair  white overnight.” In France, the Communists denounced “Coca-colonization” and almost succeeded in convincing the xenophobic French to ban the evil American belly wash. All of which irked Coca-Cola executives, who decided to protest by boycotting the exhibition in Moscow.

But not Pepsi. The Pepsi-Cola company, a feisty underdog in the ferocious cola wars, eagerly agreed to go to Moscow, led by the company’s flamboyant president, Al Steele, who was the P. T. Barnum of soda pop. A big, gregarious backslapper, Steele was a born salesman who could, as one associate put it, “talk the horns off a brass bull.” He coined Pepsi’s peppy slogan “more bounce to the ounce” and traveled to twenty countries to promote his product with multimedia extravaganzas that starred his wife, actress Joan Crawford.

In 1959, preparing to take the Pepsi road show to Moscow, Steele and Crawford embarked on a six-week publicity tour of the United States, playing one-night stands, turning on the full showbiz razzmatazz. It turned out to be Al Steele’s last hurrah. The day after the grueling tour ended, he dropped dead of a heart attack.

Steele was replaced by a dull gray lawyer who cast a cold eye on Steele’s plans for Moscow. Why spend $300,000 giving away free samples in a country where the product isn’t even available? But somehow, Donald Kendall, the Steele protégé who ran Pepsi’s international division, managed to convince his bosses to fund the mission to Moscow.

“My one purpose,” Kendall later recalled, “was to get a bottle of Pepsi into the hands of Khrushchev.”

“Don’t worry,” Richard Nixon promised his friend Kendall, “I’ll bring him by.”

Nixon kept his promise. As the two statesmen toured the American exhibition, Nixon brought Khrushchev to the stand where seven perky Pepsi hostesses were handing out free samples in paper cups. Khrushchev took one and the crowd of reporters and photographers watched to see what he’d do with this evil capitalist fizz water. The premier hoisted it to his lips. He drank it. Then he drank a second. And a third. Finally, he rendered his verdict: “Very refreshing!”


Very refreshing? To Kremlinologists, this was very interesting.


The Kremlinologists, who analyzed and interpreted every cryptic utterance from the Soviet leadership, concluded that Khrushchev’s remark was not merely a new party line on the cola question. It also indicated a major ideological shift that might change the course of Soviet-American relations. This was big news and the New York Times gave it big play:
COLA CAPTIVATES SOVIET LEADERS

 



PRAISE OF ‘CAPITALIST’ REFRESHMENT 
HELD TO BE SIGNIFICANT





“Like all Communist leaders, Mr. Khrushchev held the firm conviction that cola is an unholy invention of the capitalist devil,” wrote Harrison Salisbury, top Kremlinologist for the Times. “But once he tasted this strange brew and found it good, he was quite ready to throw overboard this classic Communist doctrine.”

The lesson was obvious: “Not only did this refreshing pause symbolize a reversal in Communist propaganda, it supported a conviction that many observers of the Soviet scene have long held,” Salisbury continued. “This conviction is that the way to do business with Mr. Khrushchev is to let him see things and taste things at first hand for himself. These observers believe that the surest and shortest road to the solution of pressing Soviet-American problems lies in giving Mr. Khrushchev a chance to see the United States from the push buttons of the Strategic Air Command at Omaha to a zipper factory in Pennsylvania.”

Of course, Donald Kendall was less concerned with Kremlinology than he was with publicity, and he was thrilled with the photo that went out over the news wires. It showed Nixon and Khrushchev sipping Pepsi and smiling, and it was published all over the world, giving Pepsi free advertising worth millions of dollars. That made Kendall look like a genius to Pepsi’s board of directors, which later selected him to run the company.

In the early 1970s, when he was president of Pepsi and his friend Richard Nixon was president of the United States, they negotiated a deal with the Kremlin that allowed Pepsi to sell its capitalist cola in the Soviet Union.

“I owe my career,” Kendall liked to say, “to Nixon and the Kitchen Debate.”

After perking themselves up with Pepsi, Nixon and Khrushchev sauntered across the sun-dappled grass to continue their tour of the American exhibition. As they strolled past a hastily erected, full-scale modern American supermarket, Nixon decided to impress the premier with a story from his childhood.

“You may be interested to know,” he said, “that my father owned a small grocery store in California and all the Nixon boys worked there while going to school.”

It was, of course, a variation of the log cabin gambit, a staple of American political oratory in which the speaker extols his humble origins and his rise to greatness through hard work and tenacity. The log cabin gambit has been popular in America at least since the “Log Cabin and Hard Cider” campaign of 1840, when a Virginia aristocrat named William Henry Harrison was elected president after touting his fictitious background as a simple backwoods frontiersman.

Khrushchev was not impressed. The former shepherd and coal miner didn’t regard a childhood spent tending a grocery store as particularly rough. He snorted contemptuously. “All shopkeepers are thieves,” he told Nixon.




5. THE HEAT IN THE KITCHEN

As William Safire watched Nixon and Khrushchev coming toward him, leading a pack of reporters and photographers, he was struck with a brilliant idea.

A savvy young New York PR man, Safire was in Moscow representing All-State Properties, which had erected a typical American tract house at the fair. Safire realized instantly that he must get Nixon and Khrushchev into that house. He hooked one end of a chain to the back bumper of a Jeep and the other end to the fence that stood in front of the house. He hopped into the Jeep, stepped on the gas pedal, and yanked the fence down. It was an act of creative vandalism that made the house much more accessible to the mob that was now approaching.

“This way to the typical American house!” he yelled, figuring that an aimless crowd will obey any authoritative voice. He was right. Nixon led Khrushchev over the fallen fence and into the model home. The press followed, pushing and shoving to get close to the pols in the walkway that had been cut through the center of the house. At that moment, Safire signaled to the house’s American guide to let a group of Russian fairgoers in the back door. They too scrambled inside and now Khrushchev and Nixon were, for all practical purposes, trapped inside.

Nixon took the premier by the arm and escorted him to the railing that separated the walkway from the house’s kitchen, which had been decorated in a sunny yellow. “I want to show you this kitchen,” he said. “It’s like those of our houses in California.”

Safire was ecstatic. This was a PR man’s dream: The vice president of the United States was touting his client’s product while dozens of reporters took down every word. Harrison Salisbury of the New York Times  began climbing over the railing, trying to get into the kitchen, closer to the action. A Soviet guard started to shoo Salisbury away but Safire assured him that Salisbury was the man in charge of demonstrating the kitchen’s refrigerator. He was fibbing, of course: Salisbury had covered the Soviet Union for a quarter century. In 1955, his fourteen-point series on Soviet life won the Pulitzer Prize, which prompted the Worker, the American Communist newspaper, to publish a fourteen-part series attacking Salisbury’s series, which in turn led the FBI to start a file on Salisbury, citing the Worker’s “favorable mention” of his work. Salisbury squatted at the  feet of Khrushchev and Nixon, scribbling furiously as they debated the ideological implications of kitchen appliances.

Nixon (pointing to the washing machine): “This is the newest model. This is the kind which is built into thousands of units for direct installation in the houses.”

Khrushchev: “We have such things.”

Nixon: “What we want to do is make more easy the life of our housewives.”

Khrushchev: “The Soviets do not share this capitalist attitude toward women.”

Nixon: “I think the attitude toward women is universal.”

While the statesmen debated and Salisbury transcribed, an Associated Press photographer looking for a better camera angle tried to climb into the kitchen. When the Soviet guard stopped him, the photographer tossed his camera to Safire, who caught it, snapped a picture of Khrushchev and Nixon, and tossed it back.

“You had your hand over the aperture, you idiot,” the photographer hissed. He reset the camera and lobbed it back to Safire, who tried again. He aimed the camera, held it steady, pressed the shutter button and tossed it back to the AP man, narrowly missing Khrushchev’s bald head.

The next day, that photo appeared in newspapers around the world. It showed a very serious Nixon gesturing emphatically with his right hand while a bored-looking Khrushchev stares at a washing machine topped with a box of SOS. In the background, with his eyes closed, is an obscure Soviet bureaucrat named Leonid Brezhnev, who would become famous five years later, when he led the coup that overthrew Khrushchev.

Nixon continued to tout the wonders of America’s new suburban tract houses, which sold for about $14,000, he told Khrushchev, and were easily afforded by the working class. “Our steelworkers are on strike, as you know,” Nixon said. “But any steelworker could buy this house. They earn $3 an hour. This house costs about $100 a month to buy on a contract running 25 to 30 years.”

“We have steelworkers and peasants who can afford to spend $14,000 on a house,” Khrushchev said, not very convincingly. Congenitally incapable of conceding a point, Khrushchev felt compelled to defend his country’s kitchen appliances, even if he had to stretch the truth to do it. “You think the Russian people will be dumbfounded to see these things but the fact is that newly-built Russian houses have all this equipment right now. Moreover, all you have to do to get a house is to be born in the Soviet Union. I was born in the Soviet Union so I have the right to a house. In America, if you don’t have a dollar, you have the right to choose between sleeping in a house or on the pavement. Yet you say that we are the slaves of Communism.”

Nixon dodged that issue with a compliment: “I appreciate that you are very articulate and energetic.”

Khrushchev rejected the compliment. “Energetic is not the same as wise.”

“If you were in our Senate, we would call you a filibusterer,” Nixon said. “You do all the talking and don’t let anybody else talk. To us, diversity, the right to choose, the fact that we have a thousand different builders building a thousand different houses, is the most important thing. We don’t have one decision made at the top by one government official.”

Russians have diversity too, Khrushchev insisted, gesturing to his deputy, Anastas Mikoyan. “For instance, Mikoyan likes very peppery soup. I do not. But this does not mean that we don’t get along.”

“Would it not be better,” Nixon asked, “to compete in the relative merits of washing machines than in the strength of rockets? Is this the kind of competition you want?”

“Yes, that’s the kind of competition we want,” Khrushchev replied, “but your generals say, ‘Let’s compete in rockets. We are strong and we can beat you.’ But in this respect, we can also show you something.”

Listening to the translation of that remark, Nixon decided that it was time to avenge his defeat in the TV studio and show that he could stand up to Khrushchev. He pointed his finger pugnaciously at the premier’s chest as a flashbulb popped, yielding just the picture he wanted.

“To me, you are strong and we are strong,” he said. “In some ways, you are stronger than we are. In some ways, we are stronger. . . . Neither should use that strength to put the other in a position where he in effect has an ultimatum. In this day and age, that misses the point. With modern weapons, it does not make a difference. If war comes, we both have had it.”

Khrushchev smiled. “If all Americans agree with you, then who don’t we agree with? This is what we want.”

But Nixon persisted. “I hope the Prime Minister understands all the implications of what I have just said. When you place either one of our powerful nations in a position that they have no choice but to accept dictation or fight, then you are playing with the most destructive force in the world.” As everyone present understood, Nixon was referring to Khrushchev’s threat to cut off West Berlin. “When we sit down at a conference table, it cannot all be one way. One side cannot put an ultimatum to the other.”

“Who is raising an ultimatum?”

“We will discuss that later.”

“Why not go on now, while people are listening? Let your correspondents compare watches and see who is filibustering. You put great emphasis on dictations. Our country has never been guided by dictation.”

“I’m talking about it in the international sense.”

“It sounds to me like a threat,” Khrushchev said, jabbing his forefinger angrily at Nixon. “We, too, are giants. You wanted to threaten—we will answer threats with threats.”

“That’s not my point. We will never engage in threats.”

“You wanted to indirectly threaten me. But we have the means to threaten, too.”

Nixon and Khrushchev were behaving like two kids squaring off in a schoolyard. It might have been funny except that these men represented nations armed with enough atomic weapons to incinerate civilization. A few steps away, the American ambassador, Llewellyn “Tommy” Thompson, and the president’s brother, Milton Eisenhower, watched in horror, wondering, as the Times reported the next day, “why somebody didn’t just pull the plug on the whole thing.”

Eventually the two pugilists came to the same conclusion and started offering olive branches.

“We want peace and friendship with all nations, especially America,” Khrushchev said.

“We want peace, too,” Nixon replied. He put his arm on the premier’s shoulder. “I’m afraid I haven’t been a good host.”

Khrushchev smiled and turned toward the model home’s American hostess. “Thank the housewife for letting us use her kitchen for our argument.”

The soon-to-be-famous kitchen debate was over. The combatants wandered off, taking the press pack with them. Safire was left alone in his kitchen. He grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and sat on the stove to think about what he had witnessed. Earlier that afternoon, he’d watched the debate in the TV studio and concluded that Khrushchev had whipped Nixon. But this time, he thought, Nixon was superb. He saw his opportunity and seized it, winning this second round decisively. Safire decided that he wanted to work for Nixon someday. A decade later, he did, serving as a White House speechwriter.

But that was all in the future. Now, sitting on the stove, Safire lifted his beer in a silent toast to Richard Nixon and took a triumphant sip.

Yuck! It was as warm as spit. He’d forgotten to plug in the damn refrigerator.




6. WHAT IS MEANT BY THE AMERICAN DREAM?

Outside the tract house, Nikita Khrushchev did what politicians everywhere do when they find themselves on a fairground: He waded into the crowd, shaking hands, slapping backs, kissing cheeks.

He was amazingly adept at the art of flesh-pressing, particularly for a politician who rose to power by sucking up to Stalin, not by glad-handing among the hoi polloi. The premier was a natural pol with a Santa Claus  grin and a desire to hug everybody in sight. When he saw a buxom Russian laborer cheering him, he enveloped her in a huge bear hug and held it for a long moment, so photographers could get a good shot. Then he grabbed a handsome, red-headed young Russian and, still peeved about the captive nations resolution, asked Nixon, “Does this look like an enslaved person?”

The Russians in the crowd laughed and cheered. Khrushchev was a warm, folksy contrast to Stalin, who was as aloof and vengeful as the Old Testament God. After watching the premier in action, American reporters compared him to the folksiest campaigners they could think of—Harry Truman, Huey Long, Fiorello La Guardia.

For the rest of the afternoon, Nixon and Khrushchev toured the exhibition, which was a full-blown multimedia extravaganza, complete with an art exhibit, two specially made films (one featuring Marilyn Monroe), Edward Steichen’s famous Family of Man photographic exhibit and IBM’s gargantuan RAMAC 305 computer, which was programmed to answer 4,000 questions about the United States. The questions covered everything from the Liberty Bell to the price of cigarettes:
Q: What is meant by the American Dream?

A: That all men shall be free to seek a better life, with free worship, thought, assembly, expression of belief and universal suffrage and education.

Q: What is the wardrobe of an average American woman in the middle-income group?


A: Winter coat, spring coat, raincoat, five house dresses, four afternoon “dressy” dresses, three suits, three skirts, six blouses, three sweaters, six slips, two petticoats, five nightgowns, eight panties, five brassieres, two corsets, two robes, six pairs of nylon stockings, two pairs of sports socks, three pairs of dress gloves, one bathing suit, three pairs of play shorts, one pair of slacks, one play suit, and accessories.






That long list of consumer goods dovetailed nicely with the rest of the exhibition, which contained—thanks to the largesse of 795 American corporations—a gigantic collection of the goodies and gadgets that characterized what economist John Kenneth Galbraith had recently termed “the affluent society.” There was a display of pots and pans mounted on multicolored plastic panels. There was a fleet of American cars, the 1959 models, many festooned with chrome gee-gaws and swooping tail fins that made them look like aircraft from a low-budget sci-fi flick. And there was a supermarket crammed with canned goods and Q-Tips and Jell-O and frozen food in colorful packages that tempted many Russian visitors to acts of expropriation by shoplifting.

The Soviet press mocked the fair’s commercialism: “What is this,” asked Izvestia, “a national exhibit of a great country or a branch department store?”
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