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For Klaus Scharioth


whose boundless curiosity inspired so many of us









Preface to the English language edition


Geopolitics are back. Putin is running roughshod over the post-Cold War order in Europe. Trump openly despises the feeble Europeans and pursues lucrative economic deals with Putin, the strongman and aggressor. Europe is effectively sidelined by their ruthless "sphere-of-influence"politics. Faced with a "rogue superpower," (Robert Kagan) and a lack of alternatives, Europe must learn how to stand up for its interests. The European nations may finally be forced to become geopolitical actors.


Both Putin’s brutal attack on Ukraine and Trump’s aggressive disengagement policies have demolished the foundations of postwar European security. These momentous changes have forced Germany off the fence. In today’s Europe, a reunited Germany has become the indispensable nation.


This book tells a fascinating story that runs from Gorbachev’s rise to power in the Soviet Union in 1985 to Putin’s all-out war against Russia’s neighbor Ukraine; from the triumphant celebration of NATO’s 50th birthday on the White House lawn in 1999 to Vice President Vance’s bombshell speech at the Munich Security Conference in February 2025, in which he bizarrely called out Europe as a threat to U.S. security.


The author bears witness to these events and reveals the true significance of the Zeitenwende. Some passages have been adapted with a wider international readership in mind and revised to take account of relevant developments since the book was first published in German in fall, 2025. I hope you enjoy the read.









Introduction


Historical sensitivities and political convenience kept Germany firmly on the margins of geopolitics for much of the post-war period. The country has reluctantly, but irrevocably, reversed its traditionally cautious security policy stance. In the era of Putin and Trump, there is no other choice. Putin’s war of aggression destroyed the hope that Russia could be integrated into the European Friedensordnung (peace order). Meanwhile, American security guarantees appear increasingly tenuous. These unexpected developments set the stage for dramatic change: a security policy Szenenwechsel in Germany. (The German edition of this book is entitled "Szenenwechsel", literally: Change of Scene.)


Fifteen moves with the family as a member of the German Foreign Service over the course of four decades caused the hectic, often disruptive personal Szenenwechsel. Over the years, two particular issues became my constant companions: Russia and Security Policy. Both themes remain central to Germany’s foreign policy today.


Finally, I associate a third idea with Szenenwechsel, a word borrowed from the world of the theatre. According to Shakespeare, the whole world is a stage. We all play a part in the grand performance, caught up in constant change. Politics and diplomacy are made by people. We are all called upon to enter the fray and to play our parts.










Chapter 1


Genscher



The man in the trademark yellow sweater was by no means an easy boss. He was certainly not the person most of his contemporaries imagined he was, based on his outward appearance. He could raise his voice, rant and harangue his closest advisers, then turn around, as if nothing had happened, and chat cheerfully with a journalist. As the youngest member of his office, most of his salvos whizzed over my head.


In March 1990, I was transferred from Moscow to my post in the Foreign Minister’s Private Office. One day, after he had given me a couple of weeks to settle in, Genscher took the opportunity during a car ride together to inquire about my first impressions of working in his close circle. In fact, he was not really that concerned with my answer, but was looking for an opportunity to tell me: “You must never take these things personally!” Needless to say, he was fully aware that he did not treat his staff with kid gloves. Much later, long after I had left the Private Office, I sometimes had occasion to reflect on his words and felt they were a useful form of self-protection.


Two years in the slipstream of the great man of German and international diplomacy, during turbulent times for our country! To a fledgling young diplomat, that felt like the jackpot. I was aware of that and noticed that colleagues in various different departments of the Ministry kept a very close eye on me, curious to see just how I would handle this vicarious power. I owed my good fortune primarily to Hans-Dietrich Genscher’s Chief of Staff, Frank Elbe, who clearly had favorable recollections of our period together in the Arms Control Division. In addition, my recent experience in Russia in the late 1980s was politically well suited to the demands of the day. Political party allegiance was never an issue. Loyalty was certainly required, but nothing more.


First of all, I needed to learn the rules of the game. Genscher took me along to an event not far from the Foreign Ministry, where he simply wanted to put in an appearance. No sooner had he uttered the requisite words of welcome than the assembled company stampeded towards the buffet. I joined the throng and lost sight of the minister for a moment, only to find that he had already left the event. Without me. I learned my lesson: always stick close to your man.


It was well known that Genscher suffered from heart problems, though his condition did not affect the rhythm of his daily work load. He invariably worked full speed ahead. The staffer who accompanied him on his travels always carried a small receptacle with him, stocked with various different heart medications in case of emergencies. I can clearly remember the queasy feeling in my stomach the first time this little box was pressed into my hands. “Please administer the red tablet only in extreme emergencies. And that was all.


The Minister was notoriously impatient, unwilling to wait for anyone or anything, least of all for members of his staff. This trait almost cost him dearly, on one of the rare occasions when his wife was traveling with him. They were due to attend a festive evening with a violin concert in Palais Beauharnais, the Residence of the German ambassador to Paris. That afternoon, we landed at Orly airport in Paris in a Challenger aircraft of the German Armed Forces Government Air Transport Service. Genscher’s convoy of official cars was standing by on the tarmac, ready for departure. The moment he had taken his seat, he ordered the driver to leave at once.


I delayed our departure until all members of the delegation had found their places in the vehicles of the convoy. Then, accompanied by a police escort, we made our way through the hellish rush hour traffic to our hotel. Under no circumstances did Genscher want to wait for the last car in the convoy, the vehicle transporting the luggage. Unfortunately, he had overlooked the fact that the suitcase containing his wife's evening gown was being transported in that very car. Without the police escort, the driver was hopelessly stuck in the Paris traffic and only reached the hotel more than an hour after the rest of the delegation. By this time, I imagined, not without a certain amount of Schadenfreude, that the atmosphere in the Genschers’ suite was close to boiling point. In the end, there was no time left to iron the dress, but at least it was there in time, before we had to leave for the concert evening.


Nothing was more important to Genscher than a constant stream of information about the latest news headlines. In practical terms, this meant a regular supply of ticker messages from the news agencies plus a summary of the daily evening news from Germany's two primary public service broadcasters, ARD and ZDF. This applied no matter what time zone he was in, or wherever he happened to be on the globe. In his eyes, any and every effort was justified to achieve this end and time was of the essence. Convention could be ignored. At the concert in Paris mentioned earlier - where, after all, the violinist Anne-Sophie Mutter was the renowned soloist - Genscher demanded that I bring him the latest ticker reports. During the very brief break in the music between two movements, or so he implied, I was to walk from the one side of the concert hall to the other, across a wasteland of creaking ancient floorboards, “when she's not fiddling.” He was certainly no aesthete. I could feel the enraged glances of the music-loving members of the audience like daggers in my back.


A typical day for Genscher began with a radio interview, at a time in the morning when most people are just waking up or brushing their teeth. By that time, he had already processed the most important information of the day and prepared his personal ‘spin’ on it. The agency news tickers allowed him to follow the trajectory of the interview he himself had given that morning. If he was not happy with the media coverage, he doubled down with another interview or a statement on arrival wherever he was. Usually, his aim was to see TV coverage of himself in the main evening news broadcasts at 7 or 8pm, with a quote or footage of his activities that day. He often achieved this goal, day after day, for 18 years. This non-stop press coverage was the lynchpin of his political effectiveness.


Then, of course, there were the speeches. The Minister was not a particularly talented speaker, but he had political wit and always kept his eye firmly on the prize: German reunification. A speechwriter stood ready to assist him. Hans-Dietrich Genscher often used repetition as a rhetorical device but he also knew how to press home his most important points, nudging the arguments forward at the very end. He might add a new phrase or an adjective in his scrawling green hand to the well-known wording of the European peace order, to give himself a bit more wiggleroom. His handwritten corrections were notoriously difficult to decipher. Sometimes, a trusted colleague from his Liberal Party had to be consulted. She was skilled in the art of reading Genscher.


When he first took office as Foreign Minister, his knowledge of English was reportedly very modest. He took English lessons and though he never spoke fluently, this did not hinder him in his political craft. During negotiations or when working on texts, he had an uncanny instinct for politically decisive terms and was able to sense even the finest nuances in the choice of words in English.


The management of Genscher's schedule was the primary responsibility of a senior member of the office. This task required political instinct, great diligence and a very thick skin. As his deputy, I was able to gain some practical experience, especially during the summer vacation period. The need for thick skin had to do with the fact that the Minister tended to want to micromanage the finest minutiae of his schedule. He had an almost superhuman memory as well, especially for these details. These were not easy conversations, particularly for a greenhorn who was acting as deputy to the colleague who was the actual “Guardian of the Grail”.


The Minister was on vacation and had set up a phone call with me to discuss travel and events for the coming weeks. Water could be heard splashing in the background, perhaps at the edge of a swimming pool. More than 100 appointments were noted on his longer-term program, which had been reduced to A6 size for the sake of convenience. For each of these appointments, my colleague kept a file containing the essential information.


A telephone conversation like this could easily last for an hour. As soon as the minister pounced on an event, I had to skim through the relevant file in an instant and be able to provide information as quickly as possible. In preparation for this, I took up position at the Minister’s desk in Bonn. It offered the largest surface area, so I could arrange as many files as possible, clearly and in chronological order. Who were the other guests at the event? How were the guests placed at the table? What was the sequence of the speeches? How long was his own speech supposed to last? An early departure should be possible at any time, and the cars should not be blocked by other guests. How long was the transfer to the airport? And so on and so forth... And woe betide me if I got something mixed up or I was not properly informed about an arrangement already made by my senior colleague. I was given a thorough training in the art of or-ga-nizing appointments.


Around this time, mobile phones the size of a shoebox were first introduced into the daily work routine at the managerial level of the ministry. It suited Genscher’s impatient nature to be in a state of permanent availability at all hours. We were required to carry the phones at events outside the office or sometimes even at home. I didn't feel comfortable taking it with me - to the theater, for example, where I was met with curious and pitying looks. Fortunately, the box rang very rarely.


Genscher was never boastful, but he was very aware of the power and position of a reunified Germany in Europe. For quite some time, I covered European policy issues in the office and so accompanied the Minister to all the relevant appointments. At one close-circle meeting in Belgium, some points of content needed to be renegotiated. Genscher was aware that this task was actually beyond me, as I was unfamiliar with many of the details involved. As it happened, there was no other member of staff available in our small delegation, so he sent me to the starting blocks with the words, “Don't forget, you are speaking on behalf of 80 million people!” At negotiations in later years, I sometimes heard his words ringing in my ears once again.


On the way back from another European political meeting where there had been lively discussion, a bon mot typical of Genscher stuck in my mind: “The dogs bark but the caravan passes on.” He seemed always sure of his chosen course and never allowed himself to be swayed by anyone or anything.


In February 1992, I accompanied the Minister to the signing of the Maastricht Treaty on the European Union. This was the decisive step in the transition to a political union, which would include a common foreign and security policy and, ultimately, a common currency. A great moment for Europe. For me personally, the event is associated with the memory of a rather mundane incident. The relevant Secretary of State in the Ministry of Finance accompanied the delegation from Bonn. Important parts of the Treaty concerned the jurisdiction of his Ministry, but there was only one seat for the delegation in the conference hall and it was allocated to the Foreign Minister. In cases like this, a floating pass can be issued. This ensures that at least one extra person can use the pass to enter the room temporarily and make contact with the Minister if necessary. As the Minister's closest assistant and central point of contact, I was in charge of the pass.


The Secretary of State in question had apparently now hatched a plan to secure permanent access for himself. When Genscher wanted to confer with him briefly on some question, he simply did not hand the pass back to me when he left the conference hall. When I asked him politely to return it, he refused. A verbal battle ensued and became increasingly heated. Other members of the delegation intervened on my behalf. The squabble only came to an end when the pass was back in my hands and available to everyone. I had learned how to assert myself. Who could have guessed at that point that this Secretary of State would become our Federal President a few years later?


An important task for every advisor in the Private Office was to manage the flow of paperwork between the various departments of the ministry and the Minister. It was often a good idea to hoard problematic material that could then be discussed with him during an upcoming trip. On the plane, sitting face to face, he would not be able to get away.


Nevertheless, Genscher also employed a number of defense and delaying tactics. When I pulled one of the unpopular arms export files from the depths of my briefcase, for example, he simply closed his eyes. On the other hand, when he sat with his eyes closed, it did not necessarily mean that he was dozing. His famous ears were always alert, and occasionally he would ask questions or give instructions about matters he was pondering with his eyes shut, while pretending to be asleep. Genscher was simply always on the ball.


German reunification was the defining theme of Genscher's last two years as Foreign Minister and remains his legacy. As a junior member of the team, I was not directly responsible for these issues and was only involved now and again. The first round of the 2+4 negotiations on questions related to German reunification took place in May 1990 in the Weltsaal conference hall of the Foreign Ministry in Bonn. The head of the minister's Private Office, Frank Elbe, was the only member of the office to have a seat on the small German delegation. Nevertheless, I was determined not to miss this historic occasion. Immediately before the meeting began, I was able to enter the conference hall and when the strictly limited number of delegates took their places behind their respective foreign ministers, I disappeared into the booths at the back of the hall provided for interpreters and technicians. From there, I was able to follow the entire proceedings in the original languages.


In this initial round, the Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze dragged his feet on the thorny question of NATO membership for a reunited Germany. No definite answer was found at that first meeting, though we know now that the discussion had already been nudged in the right direction in February, during earlier talks between Baker and Gorbachev and Kohl and Gorbachev.


The second round of negotiations was to take place in June in Schönhausen Palace in East-Berlin. In preparation, a brainstorming session was held in the office of the Minister's chief of staff. What could we come up with to symbolize the significance of the diplomatic process taking place in Berlin? A wild idea came to me: the hut located at Check Point Charlie, the Allied border crossing between East and West Berlin could be picked up by a crane, dangled in the air and removed. I was astonished when this actually happened a few weeks later, in the presence of the six foreign ministers and in a blaze of publicity.


In Genscher's mind, German unity and European cooperation were two sides of the same coin. It was clear to him that a reunified Germany would require a firmly established European framework of acceptance and action. Thus at the very moment when lines of division in Europe were disappearing, he became the architect of a political structure that embodied these principles: the Weimar Triangle. Following their first meeting in Weimar in August 1991, the trio of Roland Dumas, Krzysztof Skubiszevski and Genscher soon became a permanent diplomatic fixture.


The three men got along well, both politically and on a personal level and cultivated their close relationship. On one occasion, Dumas invited his friend Genscher to visit him in his electoral constituency, the Département Dordogne. This kind of invitation is considered a special gesture from one politician to another. The mood was relaxed, the weather cooperated and everyone gathered à la française for an opulent lunch with exquisite cuisine in a beautiful location in the countryside. Dumas, a suave and sophisticated man who was not averse to pleasure, did things in style and asked the Maitre d'hotel to decant an older bottle of Château Margaux from the cellar to accompany the meal. Naturally, Dumas took the opportunity to say a few words about the wine. Genscher put on a brave face in a situation where he clearly felt out of his depth. Two very different worlds collided here, but everyone present was united in the quest for peaceful cooperation in Europe and ultimately, that was what mattered.


During his last two years in office, the profoundly moving experience of German reunification shaped Genscher's political judgment as Foreign Minister. His early support for the independence of Slovenia and Croatia was not, as the foreign press often assumed at the time, based on political maneuvering, but first and foremost on a deep conviction that these people should be supported in their quest for independence and selfdetermination — in the same way the Germans had been supported during the process of their reunification. His keen sense of the desire for freedom and independence also shaped one of his last visits as Foreign Minister.


Following the first free elections in 1991, Sali Berisha took over the leadership of Albania and was appointed president in 1992, after decades of communist one-party rule. In April 1992, Genscher became the first Western statesman to pay an official visit to Albania, one of the most isolated countries in Europe at that time. He was welcomed as a political and economic beacon of hope.


Some powerful images from this visit still linger in my mind today: the countless abandoned one-man “pill-box” bunkers — testaments to paranoid security policies — that lined both sides of the road from the airport into Tirana; the moving drive through the city, during which Genscher's car was surrounded by thousands of curious onlookers who welcomed him by knocking gently on the roof of the car; the visit to the neighboring town of Elbasan, as soon as the obligatory official appointments were over. From the balcony of a building there, Genscher addressed the immense crowd gathered in the square below, which today bears the name Genscher Square. Children had climbed up every branch of the few trees and dangled from the very treetops. It was a visit full of hope, a demonstration of the dynamic forces of freedom in Europe, which would ultimately reach even the people living in the last bastions of authoritarianism. Looking back, it seems like a fitting finale to Genscher's political career.


Genscher left his post as the longest-serving European foreign minister exactly 18 years after taking office. He resigned at the end of April 1992, a move that came as a surprise even to his closest associates. When my wife heard the news on the radio and shouted it through to me that morning, I thought at first that she was joking. For a moment, we were all stunned. Then the tension dissipated and turned into hectic activity. It was widely rumored that Irmgard Adam-Schwaetzer, who had been Minister of State in the Foreign Office until the previous year, had been chosen as his successor, and indeed, one day she strode briskly down the center corridor of the ministerial zone and disappeared without a sideways glance into Genscher's office.


It so happened that the name of his former chief of staff and current Minister of Justice, Klaus Kinkel, was also circulating in the corridors. Genscher asked my opinion: which of the two candidates did I think “the house” would favor? I answered truthfully and without hesitation: Klaus Kinkel. In the end, of course, the decisive factor was the party's own internal decisionmaking process.


During these turbulent days, I was offered a job as head of Genscher's post-foreign-ministerial office in Bonn. That was certainly an honor, but I had joined the foreign service to see the world, so instead I expressed the wish to serve in Washington at the end of my stint in the Minister's Office. Around a year later, our wish was granted.


Genscher's successor at the Foreign Ministry was a completely different character. His interaction with us, his closest staffers, was more relaxed, more approachable. A spontaneous punch to the rib-cage was the usual way he expressed his appreciation to his staff - though naturally this only applied to the men.


He was a less consummate, wily politician than Genscher. For example, Kinkel did not share his mentor's appreciation of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe. In July 1992, he travelled to an OSCE follow-up meeting in Helsinki. Within earshot of several members of the press he let slip: "The OSCE's nothin' but a load of hot air!" Down to earth and perhaps honest, but not very well advised.


Both the members of the press and Kinkel's staff had to get used to his thick Swabian dialect. One of his favorite expressions was "Well, smack me down with a bag of clothespins". It meant roughly, "I'd have to be dumb if I did / said / thought...." Whenever Kinkel used this phrase in conversations with foreign guests, it was inevitable that the flow would be interrupted by all kinds of agitated explanations and digressions. Kinkel enjoyed this folkloric element, though the interpreters probably took a different view.


At the beginning of October 1992, Kinkel visited Moscow for the first time. He met his Russian counterpart, Andrei Kozyrev and officially opened the new German Embassy after years of delay. The large Consular Section with its swarms of visitors was located in a separate area, in the building formerly occupied by the Embassy of the German Democratic Republic. Russia was going through years of crisis. The Federal Government wished to help Yeltsin to stabilize his government and provided assistance, primarily in the form of economic aid. At that time, the withdrawal of former Soviet troops from Germany and the Baltic states had been agreed but was not yet completed and was not be jeopardized under any circumstances.


Kozyrev was a liberal foreign minister with modern views. The politically symbolic transition to the use of first names - Andrey and Klaus - was successful. That was a matter of importance to Kinkel. Genscher had left giant footsteps wherever he went and it was not always easy for Kinkel to follow in them. In the course of a guided tour through the Arbat district of the old town, we made the obligatory stop at the Pushkin Museum, a house where the Russian national poet Alexander Pushkin lived during the first half of the 19th century, just after his marriage. Kinkel asked audibly: "So who is this Pushkin guy, then?" Our interpreter tactfully ignored the question, thus saving the Minister from embarrassment in front of his Russian host.


Another unforgettable incident came a few weeks later, with Kinkel's visit to “The Last Tattoo” in Berlin, to mark the departure of British troops from Germany. Considerations of both politics and protocol meant that this was a significant event. Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, Prince Philip, and the British Foreign Minister, Sir Douglas Hurd were scheduled to attend. I was the member of the office chosen to accompany the Minister, probably due to the fact that my wife is British.


The program began with a joint visit to an impressive event in the Deutschandhalle in Berlin, "The Last Tattoo." It was a traditional British military festival, a bit like a German military Zapfenstreich, but involved everything from kilts and the skirl of the bagpipes to displays by military units on horseback. It was an appropriate symbolic conclusion to the significant role played by the UK in both Berlin and Germany since the end of the Second World War.


This event was to be followed by a dinner at the Ambassador's (second) Residence in Dahlem, Berlin, in the presence of the Queen and Prince Philip. On arrival, we all took our seats as assigned by the placement. My wife was seated next to the British Foreign Minister Douglas Hurd, while at my table we were soon in lively conversation with his wife. After about half an hour, a frisson of unrest could be felt in the air. As the host of the event, the British Ambassador immediately attempted to defuse the tense atmosphere. There was a brief whispered remark, and Hurd abruptly left his seat and sat down next to Kinkel.


It was only later that we found out the reason for the reshuffle. I had failed to notice that Kinkel had ended up at a table without any prominent political figures, a state of affairs that prompted him to react with growing irritation. This was not simply a protocol error, it had also dashed his expectations that he would be seated at the same table as the Queen. From the Palace's point of view, however, it was an “informal” dinner, where the Queen traditionally dines surrounded only by her trusted staff, the "household." "No snub intended." In any case, Kinkel looked back on the whole episode with distaste: it only served to heighten his aversion to protocol, which was already pronounced.









Part I: Russia


Жизнь прожить - не поле перейти.


(Борис пастернак)


Life is not a walk through the fields.


(Boris Pasternak)










Chapter 2


Perestroika



"Take Gorbachev at his word!" Foreign Minister Genscher's clarion call marked the beginning of my intense preoccupation with Russia. For many years, it shaped both my professional career and life for the whole family. Genscher had coined the phrase during a speech in Davos in February 1987. In May of the same year, I made my way to my first posting abroad as economic attaché at the German Embassy in Moscow. My wife and our two small children were to join me in September.


I have to admit that I took Genscher's request literally, even personally, in a way. While that may sound naive, I had plausible reasons for doing so. In the spring of 1986, once I had completed the requisite two years of diplomatic training, I was initially assigned to the arms control department in the Foreign Office in Bonn. We followed every nuance of the talks between the US and the Soviet Union on the reduction of land-based intermediaterange nuclear missiles with intense scrutiny. (See Chapter 5). Meanwhile, at home, a debate was raging on the streets and in Parliament. The Soviet deployment of SS-20 intermediate-range nuclear missiles had triggered a passionate discussion of the fraught question of nuclear rearmament.


Amid this tense atmosphere, the new General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, Mikhail Gorbachev, launched far-reaching disarmament proposals, that went further than we had anticipated. This seemed an enticing prospect for Germany in particular, as it appeared to offer a way to address the current nuclear threat posed by Soviet missiles through negotiation — that is, without the controversial deployment of US nuclear missiles in Europe. On the other hand, Gorbachev had only been at the helm of his country since March 1985. His reform course was not yet firmly established, so there was need for caution.


At the time, we were all fascinated by the developments in the Kremlin. After years of political ossification, perestroika held the promise of decisive new beginnings. Long articles by Christian Schmidt-Häuer, the Moscow correspondent of the liberal newspaper Die Zeit, appeared almost every week and we pored over his analysis. My wife and I were excited by the prospect of soon being able to experience the political changes for ourselves. As the Russian proverb says, "It is better to see a thing once than to hear about it a hundred times." As far as we could, we tried to prepare for the move by getting a smattering of the language, mainly during evenings at home.
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