
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Geschichte 

HELMUT KOHL: FATHER OF GERMAN REUNIFICATION 

His unpopular position at home earned him the trust 
of the U.S. Much later, as Clemens Wergin points out in 
the New York Times, this trust was invaluable. In 1989 
the masses in Eastern European countries were revolt
ing against Soviet domination. "Mr. Kohl dreamed of 
something few people in the West thought possible: Ger
man reunification, anchored squarely in the West," wrote 
Wergin. Other nations, fearing the power of a reunited 
Germany, were opposed. Kohl knew he could count on 
U.S. support. President George H.W. Bush did not dis
appoint him. 

This giant of a politician was also physically large: 6 fret 
4 inches tall and weighing 300 pounds during much of his 
career. He enjoyed food, and his favorite dish was sauma
gen (pig's stomach). He had a fondness for France which 
borders on his home state of Rhineland-Palatinate and 
occasionally liked to savor French cuisine in neighboring 
Alsace. He had favorite restaurants, including one where 
my husband and I would occasionally dine, the Cheval 
Blanc in Lembach which proudly displayed photos of 
their famous client. 

In his early years on the national political stage, Kohl 
was considered somewhat of a provincial, unpolished. 

cow1try bumpkin. He was not well-dressed. Journalists 
often made fun of his strong Rhineland-Palatinate accent. 
He did not fit the image of a statesman. 

But this "elephant in a china shop," as he often de
scribed hin1self, was persistent, even smbborn, in pursu
ing his and his country's interests. An incident in 1985 
is a case in point. To commemorate the 40th anniversary 

of the defeat of the Nazis, Kohl invited President Ronald 
Reagan to visit the German military cemetery in Bitburg 
despite the fact that members of the Wafen-SS who di
rected the Holocaust were also buried there along with 
German soldiers. American officials tried in vain to spare 
Regan the controversial visit. Kohl would hear none of it. 

"President Reagan was deeply affected by the strength 
and vehemence of Kohl 's views," former Secretary of 
State George P. Schultz wrote in his memoirs. Reagan 
made the visit and Kohl was criticized for his insensitivity 
to Reagan's dilemma and the trauma this caused the Jew
ish community around the world who remembered the 
horrors of the Holocaust. 

Throughout 1989, Kohl anxiously watched the erosion 
of the Ea.stern Bloc. Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev 
had renounced. the Brezhnev doctrine of limited sover
eignty for Soviet satellite states, and citizens of Poland, 
Hungary and Czechoslovalcia. were suddenly able to de
termine their own fumres. East Germans began to travel 
to \,Vest German embassies in these countries, seeking pro
tection. By the summer of 1989, thousands were fleeing 
through Hungary and Czechoslovakia to West Germany. 

Kohl realized. reunification could not be stopped. But, 
it would be costly and complicated. Instead of paying 15 
billion deutsche marks to Ea.st Germany as was demanded 
by the Ea.st German prime minister, Kohl agreed to pay 
the Soviet Union. He did not want to pr? long East Ger
many's existence. 

There was also staunch western resistance to reunifi
cation. Kohl skillfully, with U.S. support, convinced bis 


