
An Act of Friendship 
How George Bush Sr. and Helmut Kohl managed to reunite Germany ■ 

On October 3, Germany's national holiday, the chief 
architects of German reunification in 1990, former 
President George Bush Sr. and former Chancellor 
Helmut Kohl, are scheduled to meet in Washington, 
D.C. Kai Diekmann, editor-in-chief of "Bild," Germa
ny's - and Europe's - top-selling tabloid, looks back on 

a period in which world history took a new turn. 

H
ow is history deter
mined? Is it the high 
and the mighty who 
ordain the course of 

events, or do economic, social and 
intellectual circumstances decide 
what will happen? 

The dramatic events in Europe 
at the end of 1989 could be used 
to prove either hypothesis. The 
Soviet bloc regimes fell like so 
many dominos, making it clear 
that even the most powerful and 
unscrupulous rulers can't control 
the course of history once a critical 
mass of people say "n'o" and even 
the most loyal followers refuse to 
obey orders. On the other hand, 
German reunification would have 
been impossible without Helmut 
Kohl's vigorous intervention. At 
times of collapse, the chaos of 
circumstances dominates; but it 
is the will of great leaders that 
shapes a new order. 

Even that principle is only partly 
true. Military might has always 
been part of the political equa
tion. The German empire founded 
by Bismarck owed no less to the 
power of weaponry than did the 
independence of the Netherlands 
or Switzerland, or the unification 
of Italy. Not even America's inde
pendence or the cohesion of its 
union were won at the negotiating 
table; rather they were the result 
of bloody battles. 

But that option was not avail
able to Helmut Kohl, which makes 
his feat all the more amazing. 

He unified Germany against the 
will of almost all other European 
countries, who couldn't have been 
less enthused about the idea of a 
reunified Germany with a popu
lation of 80 million people. He 
did it despite strategic resistance 
among the Soviet military as well 
as the Soviet people, all too under
standable in the light of history. 
And he did it over the protests 
of numerous German intellectu
als, journalists and politici~s, 
who had long since questioned 
or even given up on Germany's 
constitutional precept of eventual 
reunification. 

Reunincation succeeded despite 
all that. And when we ask why, 
the simple answer must be: friend
ship. This may seem surprising, 
as no one expects personal feel
ings to play a role in a world 
where interests clash. There is no 
doubt that geopolitical strategy 
and power politics - above aH, the 
future of NATO - had a decisive 
influence. But in the final analysis, 
Helmut Kohl was able to act as 
he did because he could blindly 
rely on the friendship between 
Germany and America. 

Kohl remarked in November 
1989 that he had a good hand 
and intended to play it well. And 
when it came to the future of cen
tral Europe, the then-chancellor 
was indeed holding a few trump 
cards. But to play them at the right 
moment, he had to have complete 
confidence that the American pres-

idem would go ~d beyond 
the demands of a tactical alliance, 
that he would back him and trust 
him, come what may, in the face 
of much hostility. 

Looking back on the 1980s, 
that trust was far from a given. In 
19 81, the banks of the Rhine near 
Bonn were the scene of one of 
the largest mass demonstrations 
in the history of West Germany. 
The protestors were not rally
ing against the arms stockpiles 
amassed by the Warsaw Pact 
countries, but against the defen
sive weaponry of the Western 
alliance - especially the U.S. 

M
any banners and 
placards called for 
Germany to "get 
out of NATO," 

while others put it more bluntly, 
"Yankee, go home." Hundreds of 
thousands of people showed up to 
protest Pershing 2 and cruise mis
siles stationed on German soil and 
ro condemn "American imperial
ism" and "warmongering." 

News footage of the scene 
resembled the images from Iran, 
where shortly before, the Ayatol
lah Khomeini had seized power. 
There were American flags burn
ing and dolls of the U.S. president 
hanging from makeshift gallows; 
all the dreary trappings of hate. 

Ronald Reagan's first visit to 
Berlin in 1982 had been marked 
by riotous street demonstrations. 
During his 1987 visit, while the 
president was demanding that 
Russia's Mikhail Gorbachev open 
the Brandenburg Gate and tear 
down the Wall, hundreds of police 
elsewhere in Berlin battled angry 
mobs. 

Even today, one shudders at 
those images. They document 
the German tendency to ignore 
reality in favor of highly charged 
ideologies. They also bear witness 


