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HELMUT KOHL: FATHER OF GERMAN REUNIFICATION 

opponents that he wanted a European Germany, not a 

Germanic Europe. 
The euphoria of rewufication all too soon rurned to disil

lusion. East Germany had deceived the West about its econ

omy. It was bankrupt. East German marks ,vere exchanged 

for deutsche marks at an exchange rate of 1:1. State-rw1 

industries in the east could not compete with those in the 

west leading many to collapse. Unemployment soared. 

Demonstrators in the East pelted Kohl with eggs. 

Meanwhile in the West citizens were outraged at the ex

orbitant government spending required to rebuild the in

frastructure in eastern Germany. In his first post- reunifi

cation election campaign in 1994, Kohl had ruled out tax 

increases. H e won, but both inflation and unemployment 

rose, the later to 12.2% of the work force. Kohl realized 

reforms of Germany's robust welfare state were needed, 

but did little to address tl1e issues. 
Instead he directed his interests at European unity, keep

ing the promjse he had made to his neighbors in exchange 

for reunjfication approval. He pushed for a single currency 

which would strengthen integration and remove fears of 

an all-too powerfol Germany. H e also felt this would lead 

to prosperity. H aving experienced the desolation of World 

War II, he wanted to create a Europe free and at peace. 

The Euro was introduced. Border controls varnshed. 

Germans, however, were no longer happy with Kohl at the 

helm. He lost to tl1e Social Democrat Gerhard Schroeder 

in 1998. A year later scandal tarnished his legacy. Secret 

bank accounts were discovered. Kohl was charged with us

ing them to hide illegal donations to his party. H e admitted 

he had made "mistakes" by accepting millions of deutsche 
marks from benefactors. H e had promised never to reveal 

their identity, and he kept his word. He became an em

barrassment witlun his own party and was forced to resign 

from his position as honorary chairman of the CDU. 
Bitter and disappointed, Kohl withdrew from politics. 

H e had a bad fall in 2006 which limited his mobility and 

verbal articulation. Speech was difficult. He avoided the 

public eye and the media. 
During tl1e past few years, however, attention focused on 

his private life and family drama. llis first wife, Hannelore, 

with whom he had two sons, committed suicide in 2001. 
She had suffered from an incurable allergy to light. Sons 

Walter and Peter accused tl1eir father of neglecting the 

family, focusing only on politics. 
In 2008 Kohl married Maike-Richter, a former Chancel

lery employee who was 34 years his jwuor and who was 

later accused of limiting access to the former chancellor. 

Thanks to Kohl, "a revolution took place witl10ut sol

diers," noted a German friend. "Th.is was w1ique in 

Europe." As Eastern Europe began to disintegrate and 

demonstrations broke out in eastern Germany, Germans 

feared another war with Soviet troops on their door step, 

she explained. 
With support from both Waslungton and Gorbachev, 

Kohl skillfully crafted a reunification deal. War ,vas avoid

ed. Germany became one. 


