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Abstract 

Most assessments of President Eisenhower's foreign policy concentrate on the 

idea of deterrence as illustrated by the ''New Look" policy and the president's 

relationship with Secretary of State John Foster Dulles. Instead, this essay examines the 

most controversial event of his last year in office: the U-2 affair. It demonstrated the 

inconsistency of his detached and engaged styles of leadership. Eisenhower's approach 

led to a number of mistakes that cost him an opportunity to achieve his primary foreign 

policy goal of permanently improving America's relationship with the Soviet Union. 
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Assessing his presidency during a July 6, 1960 press conference Dwight D. 

Eisenhower expressed the belief that "my place in history will be decided by 

historians, and they will probably give consideration to these years and to the war 

years that they think they deserve, and then they will make a conclusion."! On this 

point Eisenhower was correct. Despite an average approval rating of sixty-four 

percent, traditional historians tended to view him as "a good natured bumbler, who 

lacked the leadership qualities to be an effective president.,,2 This was expressed in 

Arthur M. Schlesinger's 1962 poll of seventy-five experts who ranked Eisenhower as 

an average president at twenty-second out of the thirty-one men who had held the 

office. After a series of failed presidencies and with the availability of numerous new 

documents Eisenhower's ranking improved to ninth in CSPAN's 2000 poll of ninety 

historians and presidential experts.3 

Since the early 1980s the "Eisenhower revisionists" have helped redefine how 

he is viewed. They developed new interpretations of almost every aspect of his 

presidency including his handling of Soviet-American relations. Eisenhower's 

biographer Stephen E. Ambrose concluded that 1960 was the worst year of his 

administration because of the series of mistakes that Eisenhower made, especially in 

dealing with the Soviet Union and Cuba, because of his "fetish for secrecy" and 

misplaced trust in the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).4 The most important single 

event of Eisenhower's second term was the destruction of the U-2 reconnaissance 

plane piloted by Francis Gary Powers near Sverdlovsk on May 1, 1960 because it 

ended any chance for an arms control agreement between Eisenhower and Soviet 

Premier Nikita Khrushchev at the Paris summit two weeks later. 
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Neither school of Eisenhower historians has thoroughly examined the events 

of May 1960 in more than twenty years. Despite the contemporary importance of the 

U-2 incident it has become a lost chapter in Cold War history. A new assessment 

highlights both the strengths and deficiencies of Eisenhower's presidential leadership. 

His missteps established the contentious tone of Soviet-American relations that 

continued into the Kennedy administration. 

The U-2 affair was never inevitable. It was the result of indecisiveness on the 

part of Eisenhower. That a man with such a wealth of experience in foreign policy 

could make such an egregious series of errors is surprising. He could have halted the 

reconnaissance program at any time prior to Powers's flight. The choice not to do so 

was the result of three major factors: (1) his advisors' continued insistence that the 

intelligence which it returned was too valuable; (2) his personal anti-Communist 

views; and (3) his inability to deny the CIA's requests. 

It was not until after Khrushchev revealed the Soviet capture of Powers that 

the president began to exert his authority. He took responsibility for the flights 

because it would have been uncharacteristic of him to do otherwise. The summit's 

collapse was the result ofboth sides' refusal to compromise because neither 

Eisenhower nor Khrushchev could afford to appear weak in the eyes of the world or 

of their domestic constituencies. Although he handled the first week of the 

controversy poorly, Eisenhower rebounded with determination in the latter part of 

May 1960. Perhaps he did not improve the condition of Soviet-American relations 

between 1953 and 1960, but they did not deteriorate much from the beginning of his 

admini· trati· 5 son. 
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Chapter One Eisenhower's Leadership Style 

Eisenhower's complicated leadership style played a crucial role in the U-2 

affair. Some historians have suggested that he acquired the methods he used 

throughout his presidency in the military, especially as a part of his service in World 

War 11.6 During the war Eisenhower wrote to his son John explaining that ''the one 

quality that can be developed by studious reflection and practice is the leadership of 

man.,,7 Eisenhower honed his skills by observing Army Chief of Staff George C. 

Marshall, who brought Eisenhower to Washington to work in the War Planning 

Department after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. According to his biographer, 

Marshall tested promising officers by giving them a task with few instructions and 

assessing their performance.8 This style of leadership, which Eisenhower emulated, 

"was designed to make subordinates feel that they had a stake in their chief's 

success.,,9 The ideas that Eisenhower acquired while working with Marshall were 

important to the organization and operation of his presidency. In his memoirs 

Eisenhower described his own policy of delegation. He said that 

although no staff council or cabinet attempted to make decisions for me, yet 
every subordinate was always expected within his own area of delegated 
authority, and within limits as established policy, to solve his own problems. 
Upon this I insisted; whenever I had to make a decision that properly 
belonged to a subordinate I admonished him once, but if he failed again it was 
time to be~in looking for a replacement. This was a maxim of General George 
Marshall.} 

By adopting Marshall's method Eisenhower was able to maintain greater control over 

government policy. 

Beyond Eisenhower's penchant for delegation of authority, he also 

implemented Marshall's use of opposing viewpoints. Andrew Goodpaster, who 
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served as Eisenhower's staff secretary and defense liaison after 1954, explained that 

the president would attempt to discuss a situation with his senior staff and specialists 

to develop an area of common interest. This technique helped him define the 

positions that the administration would take. Goodpaster describes a man who "had 

great confidence in his powers of organizing, of delegating, of assuring that the 

people to whom these things were delegated did indeed work to carry out policies -

policies that were set in broad guidelines, and were set after thorough deliberation and 

with his approval."ll This policy of "selective delegation" is one of the six strategies 

of Eisenhower's leadership that Fred Greenstein described.12 

Despite the system of delegation the final decisions always rested with the 

president. He said that whether the head of government "is weak or strong, thoughtful 

or impulsive, knowledgeable or ignorant, his is the basic responsibility and he must 

give the ftnal word on every major question and that word must be respected."I3 The 

failure of this method of delegation and decision making caused the majority of 

Eisenhower's problems during the U-2 affair. He allowed certain subordinates too 

much autonomy and it resulted in the downing of the reconnaissance flight and the 

collapse of the Paris summit. 

Chapter Two The U-2 Before May 1960 and Trouble with the CIA 

The U-2 affair was the climax ofa long-established pattern in Eisenhower's 

foreign policy. His distrust of communists was at the heart of it all. Eisenhower 

expressed this view in his diary in 1949. He described meetings during World War II 

with President Roosevelt's Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal who articulated the 

belief that the Soviets hated the United States and were out to destroy its form of 
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government. Eisenhower acknowledged his agreement with Forrestal's assessment 

that ''the free world is under threat by the monolithic mass of communist 

imperialism.,,14 According to H.W. Brands, Eisenhower "could never quite free 

himself from his belief that the conflict with communism was the only one that 

mattered." 15 

The anti-communist sentiment expressed by Eisenhower helped establish the 

framework for the administration's policies on covert operations (covert ops). As 

Supreme Allied Commander during the war Eisenhower had come to realize the 

usefulness of such initiatives.16 He adopted a similar strategy during his earliest days 

as president through National Security Council (NSC) directives. In March 1954 the 

CIA acquired control of covert ops with the goal of attacking communism in hopes of 

discrediting and reducing the strength of its ideology particularly through the 

development of underground resistance and facilitating covert and guerrilla 

operations. 17 

As presented to the NSC in February 1955 the Killian Report, which was the 

result of a committee's examination of the United States' preparations for possible 

surprise missile attacks by the Soviet Union, called for increasing intelligence 

capacity to determine enemy intentions. It also suggested increasing retaliatory power 

and strengthening the country's defenses along with exploring the impacts of 

technology on manpower needs. 18 Each of these ideas played a role in Eisenhower's 

approval of the U-2 project with the impression that the plane could fill intelligence 

gaps, expand his penchant for covert ops and provide a check on the moves of 

communist countries, especially the Soviet Union. 
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The U-2 project came to the president's attention in late November 1954 at a 

meeting with Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, Secretary of Defense Charles E. 

Wilson, Secretary of the Air Force Harold E. Talbott, CIA director Allen Dulles, 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs (lCS) Admiral Arthur Radford, Secretary of the Air 

Force General Nathan Twining, CIA deputy director Charles Cabell, Air Force 

Deputy Chief of Staff for Development Lieutenant General Donald L. Putt and Staff 

Secretary Goodpaster. Eisenhower authorized the creation of thirty "special high 

performance aircraft" for $35 million. Secretary Dulles believed some difficulties 

might arise but that "we could live through them.,,19 Stephen Ambrose observed that 

Eisenhower's immediate approval of the program was unusual.20 Based on his 

penchant for covert ops and the number of high level advisors that favored funding 

the creation of the U-2, the president's approval of the project was a foregone 

conclusion. The trust he placed in his advisors' opinions would eventually prove to be 

detrimental to the program and his peace initiatives. 

Although the administration initiated the U·2 program Eisenhower was 

simultaneously committed to reducing tensions between the United States and the 

Soviet Union. During his military career the president observed the dangers of 

modem warfare first-hand. He hoped to avoid future hostilities by negotiating an 

arms control agreement with the world's other superpower. This quicldy became 

Eisenhower's top foreign policy goal. 

The Geneva summit of 1955 marked the president's first chance to advance 

his diplomatic agenda. In the meetings with leaders of the British, French and Soviet 

governments Eisenhower proposed his Open Skies plan. He hoped to institute a 
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program of mutual surveillance flights over the United States and the Soviet Union to 

assure both governments that neither side would initiate a surprise attack. Throughout 

the presentation Soviet Premier Nikolai Bulganin did not object to the possibility. 

InsteaA he endorsed further study of the idea. This position angered Khrushchev who 

confronted Eisenhower during the informal cocktail hour and explained that he 

believed that president's plan "amounts to legalized espionage" and that the United 

States was trying to make fools of the SOviets.21 

Eisenhower later explained that the decision to propose the Open Skies 

program occurred after a discussion with Secretary Dulles, Admiral Radford and 

Nelson Rockefeller, who served as an advisor to Eisenhower at the conference. 

Despite knowing that the Soviets would reject the proposal Eisenhower made it in an 

effort to encourage more openness between the two societies.22 It has been described 

as "a flawed but sincere attempt by Eisenhower to reduce international tensions.,,23 

The U-2 flights were initiated in hopes of gathering more intelligence on the Soviets 

after Geneva.24 

The system put in place for the approval of individual U-2 flights showed 

Eisenhower's need to maintain control over the situation, but it also prepared him for 

the failure on May Day 1960. By allowing the CIA to plan and execute the 

surveillance missions the president failed to create avenues to check the agency's 

power and influence. In an effort to remedy this problem Eisenhower personally 

approved each mission after the Soviets protested the plane's initial invasions of the 

country's airspace in July 1956.25 Eisenhower depended on Allen Dulles's men to 
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provide him with accurate information that would allow him to make informed 

decisions. 

Before each mission the President met with the Dulles brothers, the Secretary 

of Defense, the chairman of the JCS, Richard Bissell and Cabell from the CIA and 

Goodpaster. A plan would be presented which explained where the flight would 

occur, why it was necessary and when the weather would be able to support it. The 

president would often ask questions and make adjustments to the proposal. After 

some consideration he would approve a period of time during which the flight could 

take place.26 At these meetings informal notes were kept but no word-for-word 

summaries of the discussions were recorded. 27 The only people within the White 

House who knew about this highly sensitive project before the May Day incident 

were the president, Goodpaster, Gordon Gray, who served as Eisenhower's advisor 

for national security affairs, and John Eisenhower, who began working as 

Goodpaster's aide in 1958.28 

By limiting the number of advisors involved in the decision-making process 

Eisenhower was setting himself up for eventual failure. He relied too heavily on the 

opinions of CIA agents who devised the objectives and a few close aides he trusted to 

provide objective analyses of the plans. Neither group approached these meetings 

impartially. Eisenhower should have permitted the NSC or a group of experts to 

discuss each mission's shortcomings and possible political ramifications before he 

approved it. He was dissuaded from doing this by his own self confidence. 

Questions emerged about what Eisenhower considered when he had to 

approve a particular flight. Bissell believed that he was primarily influenced by the 
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''time dependent circumstances" such as diplomatic protests over previous flights 

rather than the plans themselves. Goodpaster provided the most decisive answer. He 

explained that the president weighed the importance of the information that might be 

gathered and how it would affect the administration's plans along with the pressures 

of other groups who were trying to increase military programs. According to 

Goodpaster "of all the people in the room he [Eisenhower] had the greatest sense of 

what turmoil and turbulence was likely to be if we ever lost one ofthese.,,29 Because 

of the relationships he had developed with many European leaders as Supreme Allied 

Commander and the head of all NATO forces on the continent Eisenhower believed 

he knew how they would react to a plane's destruction. 

Eisenhower's personal indifference caused him to make the most critical error 

of the entire U-2 program when he failed to stop the flights after he began to question 

their usefulness. This was the result of the previously mentioned advisory system and 

the president's respect for the men it included. As early as November 1956 he began 

questioning the viability of continuing the U-2 flights and decided to halt them after 

meeting with Secretary Dulles regarding Russian protests on December 18.30 The 

program was reinvigorated by mid-1958 when Bissell submitted a recommendation 

which was supported by Secretary Dulles and General Twining, who had taken over 

the chairmanship of the JCS from Admiral Radford in 1957, for one or two flights 

over the Far East. On August 20 a U-2 flew over China.3l During meetings with some 

of his top advisors Eisenhower described the decision to use the U-2 as unduly 

provocative and "one of the most soul searching questions to come before a 

president.,,32 Eisenhower approved flights throughout 1959 based on continuing 
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recommendations from Secretary of State Christian Herter, who had replaced John 

Foster Dulles after his death, CIA director Allen Dulles and others.33 According to 

Milton Eisenhower it was these people who pushed for the program's continuation 

and ''the president's view was somewhat ambivalent at the time" causing him not to 

object.34 

As preparations for the Paris summit intensified Eisenhower became 

increasingly uneasy about continuing the flights. By February 1960 his primary 

concern was the maintenance of his reputation for honesty and the damage that might 

be done to it if a plane was lost. 35 During his years in public service Eisenhower's 

credibility was built on his positive attitude and the trust of the American people and 

world leaders. He relied on these perceptions to gain support for his initiatives. If they 

discovered that he was conducting a series of covert ops certain groups might 

withdraw their support. Eisenhower was particularly worried that Third World 

countries might switch their allegiance from the American to the Soviet bloc. Despite 

the president's apprehensions fifty-one flights occurred over the Soviet bloc, China 

and Southeast Asia between June 1956 and May 1960 including twenty-six over 

Russia.36 

There was an institutional, as well as personal, reason for Eisenhower's failure 

to stop the U-2 flights: his unwillingness to limit the power of the CIA. Historian 

Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. was critical of his lack of attention to this issue explaining 

that "by nourishing and cherishing the CIA more than any president before Reagan 

had done, Eisenhower released a dangerous virus in American society and life. ,,37 

While Schlesinger clearly exaggerated in describing the CIA as a "dangerous virus," 
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he pointed out a missing link in the analysis of the U-2 affair, one that only Michael 

Beschloss has explained. According to Beschloss, the president was wary of the CIA 

because he realized ''that the benefits of covert action - speed, flexibility, no need to 

plead for mass public support - were purchased at a cost of using a decision making 

process that made mishaps more likely." 38 

Eisenhower's opinion of CIA director Dulles motivated his creation of an 

oversight apparatus. He once said of Dulles: "I'd rather have him as chief of 

intelligence than anyone else I can think of. In that business you need a strange kind 

of genius.,,39 Although he respected the director's ability to interpret data Eisenhower 

remained wary of Dulles's aptitude for running the agency. To alleviate his 

misgivings Eisenhower devised a number of avenues which allowed him to examine 

the CIA's actions. 

In a secret letter written in July 1954 the president acknowledged former air 

force general James Doolittle's willingness to chair a "panel of consultants" which 

Eisenhower designated to "undertake a comprehensive study of the covert activities 

of the Central Intelligence Agency, in particular those carried out under the terms of 

NSCD #5 of August 28, 1951 and NSC 5412 of March 15, 1954." He requested that 

they examine various aspects of the CIA's handling of covert ops with the goal of 

making recommendations "calculated to improve the conduct of these operations." 

The analysis was to be completed by October 1, 1954, labeled top secret and given to 

the president who would "determine whether or not the report or any part thereof 

should have any further dissemination.'.40 
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The Doolittle Report was extremely critical of the way in which Allen Dulles 

ran the agency. In his discussion with the president on October 19 Doolittle suggested 

that the CIA had "ballooned out into a vast and sprawling organization manned by a 

large number of people, some of whom were of doubtful competence." The report 

recommended completely reorganizing and shrinking the clandestine services section. 

It said "a small number of competent people can be more useful than a large number 

of incompetents." Doolittle also criticized the family relationship between the 

Secretary of State and the CIA director suggesting that "it leads to protection of one 

by the other or influence of one by the other.'.41 According to his diary, Eisenhower 

forwarded the report to Allen Dulles on October 22, 1954 with instructions not to 

disseminate it but to provide his thoughts on its conclusions and recommendation.42 

Eisenhower established the 5412 Committee to further scrutinize the CIA. In 

March 1955 NSC paper 541211 created a team known as the "Special Group." 

Gordon Gray acted as its chainnan. The panel's other members included the 

Secretaries of State and Defense as well as the Director of Central Intelligence. The 

committee's job was to examine any plans for covert ops and approve them before the 

CIA acted.43 

In 1956 Eisenhower supplemented his oversight capabilities by creating the 

President's Board of Consultants on Foreign Intelligence Activities. This group 

evolved from a recommendation made by the Hoover Commission which had formed 

a task force to examine the agency's organization and methods of operation.44 

Eisenhower met with the Board's members to enumerate its goals of examining the 

intelligence effort of the United States, making sure that the programs were 
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effectively and economically operated, and to be able to satisfY the president, 

Congress and the public of the value of U.S. intelligence. They were to report to the 

president semi-annually or whenever a special matter required his attention.45 

Eisenhower signed Executive Order 10656 retroactive to January 13, 1956 which 

officially created the Board to "conduct an objective review" of the CIA's 

performance.46 It provided the most thorough and long-lasting oversight of the agency 

of any group formed during the Eisenhower administration. 

During a December 1958 meeting with the Board of Consultants Eisenhower 

expressed his concern about the Soviets' ability to track the U-2 and whether the 

intelligence it obtained was worth the risk. They favored continuation of the 

program.47 At the same time, they suggested that the president needed to overhaul the 

CIA and strip Allen Dulles of his control of covert OpS.48 According to Goodpaster, 

when these ideas were discussed with the CIA chiefhe threatened to resign.49 

There were other signs that encouraged caution on the continuation of the U-2 

program. Tests performed in December 1958 concluded that Soviet fighters could not 

maintain the U-2's altitude but within a few months they would be able to. 50 The 

report on these tests suggested that the Soviets were closing in on creating effective 

countermeasures for the spy plane. Continuing to send U-2s over Russian airspace for 

more than a year and a half after these tests showed a failure by the administration to 

reexamine their methods of intelligence gathering and implied a level of 

incompetence by both the president and his advisors. 

The U-2 affair intensified Eisenhower's distrust of Dulles and the agency. He 

expressed these feelings to some of his top aides. Gray and Goodpaster recalled "the 
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president's telling them in an unambiguous directive that henceforth in no 

circumstances did he ever want to meet with the CIA alone: so upset was he with the 

U-2 performance that he wanted to preclude any possibility that the agency would 

privately get his approval for anything (emphasis in the original).,,51 

Despite his displeasure Eisenhower continued to be a man of inaction when it 

came to restraining and reforming the CIA. In its fInal report to the president in 

January 1961 the Board of Consultants called for a reassessment of covert action 

because it concluded that the money spent had not accomplished its objectives. 

Additionally it called for the fIring of Allen Dulles.52 Whether Eisenhower's action 

on these numerous warnings about the condition and management of the agency 

could have prevented the downing of the May Day flight is impossible to determine. 

However, it is clear that he ignored his own instincts along with the advice of several 

competent groups in continuing to support the operations into 1960. Stephen 

Ambrose concluded that two factors allowed Allen Dulles to continue as the director 

of the CIA: Eisenhower was incapable of exerting his will over the bureaucracy in 

Washington as he had as Supreme Allied Commander during the war and the 

president's "high regard for John Foster Dulles undoubtedly playa major role in his 

retention of Allen Dulles.,,53 

Chapter Three Toward the Paris Summit and the May Day Flight 

Historical analyses of the U-2 affair often focus on its impact on the failed 

summit. The question which is typically asked is why Eisenhower allowed the fmal 

flight two weeks prior to the powers convening in Paris. Both Beschloss and Ambrose 

have cited the role of outside groups influencing the president's decision including 
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the CIA, the JCS, State Department, Defense Department and scientific advisors. 54 

Although their advice certainly factored into the determination made in April 1960 to 

permit one more flight there were deeper, more philosophical causes. Even though 

Eisenhower hoped the peace initiatives would succeed he was still an ardent anti

communist. He believed the president's primary job was to protect the United States 

through whatever methods he deemed necessary. 

At first glance, Eisenhower seemed to be shedding his anti-communist views. 

In 1959 Soviet Premier Khrushchev visited the United States and hope for significant 

changes in the relationship between the two governments seemed to follow. 

Khrushchev expressed this in two communications he had with Eisenhower in 

November and December. Khrushchev viewed the earlier discussions at Camp David 

as ''the beginning of a definite improvement in relations between our two countries, 

which, if we make the necessary further effort, will continue to improve in the 

future." In his New Year's greetings to the president Khrushchev reiterated 

suggestions that the efforts of 1959 might result in solving ''the most important 

problem of our times - the general and complete disarmament and liberation of 

mankind from the burden of armament." As late as April 23, 1960, just days before 

the U-2 was shot down, Khrushchev believed the Paris meetings would "constitute a 

new and important contribution to the cause of improving the international situation 

and further strengthening relations between our two countries.,,55 

While the Soviet leader continued to express an optimistic outlook toward the 

upcoming talks, members of the American State Department were more pessimistic 

about the possibilities. During his testimony before the Foreign Relation Committee 
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in March 1960 Secretary of State Herter said that the most that could be expected 

from the Paris conference would be a continuation of the foreign ministers 

disarmament talks. He suggested that despite their talk the goal of international 

communists remained world enslavement. 56 Undersecretary of State C. Douglas 

Dillon followed his boss's lead in a statement on April 20. He said that 

Soviet power and determination to expand Communist influence throughout 
the world pose grave and continuing threats to peace. Despite constant talk of 
peaceful coexistence there is no evidence that Communist expansionist 
ambitions have altered in the slightest. 

Dillon believed that Soviet diplomatic efforts were a tactic and that it was imperative 

for the United States to maintain its military strength to check the Soviets' capacity to 

unleash nuclear war. 57 

These statements clearly reflected the beliefs of Eisenhower himself toward 

negotiations with the Soviets. Although he would not express it publicly at the time 

the president thought that 

there's no possible way of winning in negotiations against a man or people of 
the attitudes and deportments of the Soviets, unless you show them every 
minute that you're ready to back up your convictions, your principles with 
force - - if you're compelled to do it.58 

Besides his general trepidation about negotiating with the Soviets, Eisenhower had a 

negative impression of Khrushchev. He described the premier as ruthless, shrewd, 

tough and coldly deliberate. 59 The president's concern must have increased because 

of the way the summit was arranged. According to John Eisenhower, British Prime 

Minister Harold Macmillan committed the president to the meeting without his 

knowledge.6o In several cables to Macmillan Eisenhower expressed his apprehension 

explaining that "a summit meeting based on nothing more than wishful thinking 
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would be a disaster. The world would interpret such a move as being a virtual 

surrender, while Soviet prestige would be enhanced.',61 He could not afford to display 

weakness in a conflict like the Cold War that was dominated by other countries' 

perception of the opposing superpowers. 

The assertions of Herter and Dillon influenced the Soviet outlook for the 

conference. In an April 25 speech at Baku, Khrushchev "betrayed a growing 

ambivalence toward the approaching summit" by accusing U.S. officials of 

obstructionism. However, he suggested that some American leaders, particularly the 

president, understood the need to relieve international tensions and announced his 

belief that relations between the East and West would be better in the meeting's 

aftermath and his hope that they could take the first steps toward ending nuclear 

testing. The State Department interpreted Khrushchev's remarks as blaming the 

Americans in advance for a failed summit and considered these views "pessimistic.,,62 

The May Day flight occurred just as tensions on both sides were reaching 

their peak. It followed an April 9 flight which photographed both missile test sites 

and industrial areas near Semipalatinsk, Lake Balkhash and Tyura-Tam before 

crossing the Soviet border with Turkmenistan and landing in Iran.63 The 

memorandum written by Goodpaster on April 25 indicated that "after checking with 

the President I informed Mr. Bissell that one additional operation may be undertaken, 

provided it is carried out prior to May 1. No operation is to be carried out after May 

1 (emphasis added).',64 The dispute hinges on the CIA's interpretation of this order 

allowing them to extend the deadline for the flight. In his memoirs Richard Bissell 

defended his choice of days based on Goodpaster's approval notice. He said it 
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did not specifically authorize us to undertake a flight on May 1; it authorized 
us to fly a single mission anytime through May 1. It looks to have been a 
grave mistake to have given us the general authority to fly so close to the 
summit, but the decision was an explicit one on Eisenhower's part. 

According to Bissell, the Eisenhower administration was too confident about the 

success of earlier U-2 flights because the Soviets were unable to shoot the planes 

down.65 As he said, the Goodpaster memo did leave that fmal date open for a possible 

flight. However, it seems unlikely that Eisenhower expected it to occur at that point. 

If the White House wanted to be certain the flight took place before the beginning of 

May 1960 Goodpaster should not have included the fmal sentence prohibiting one 

after May 1.66 

The factors which led Eisenhower to make the fateful decision to authorize a 

final flight can never be determined with complete certainty, but he had established a 

pattern of being unable to refuse the CIA's requests and he obviously did not perceive 

any serious danger of losing the plane despite his own misgivings about the 

continuation of the program. Of equal importance to Eisenhower's unwillingness to 

prohibit the May Day flight was his slow reaction to the news that the plane was lost 

somewhere inside Soviet territory. Although the president was immediately informed 

of the situation by Goodpaster, he allowed the administration to issue a planned cover 

story before the details of the crash could be fully investigated. Ambrose attributes 

this inaction to a personal "fetish" about keeping the project a secret. 67 

If President Eisenhower's inability to limit the power of the CIA and his 

penchant for allowing his advisors' recommendations to dictate his actions instead of 

listening to his instincts were the errors that led to the downing of the U-2 the most 

egregious mistake that occurred during the entire affair was the issuance of a cover 
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story. In a Cabinet meeting on May 26 he admitted that the administration should 

have waited before issuing it and that it was based on some mistaken assumptions. 68 

Eisenhower would later write in his memoirs that "allowing myself to be persuaded 

on this score is my principal personal regret - except for the U-2 failure itself

regarding the whole affair. But our position was not helped by those who chose to 

carp and view with alarm when the moment called for national calm and 

perspective. ,,69 Beschloss correctly pointed out that the president suffered from the 

same "ad hoc" system he had established to run the program. 70 

On the morning of May 1, 1960 Francis Gary Powers took off from the 

American base in Peshawar, Pakistan. His mission was to fly almost 3,800 miles 

across the Soviet Union taking pictures of several ballistic missile test sites before 

landing at an airfield in Bodo, Norway. As he traversed the Ural Mountains a Soviet 

missile nearly destroyed Powers's U-2 and caused it to crash near Sverdlovsk. He was 

captured by Russian farmers and turned over to Soviet intelligence officers who 

eventually transported him to Moscow. 71 

Once the prearranged response to the plane's destruction proved futile 

Eisenhower adopted a more hands-on approach to the situation. After Khrushchev 

revealed the extent of the Soviets' knowledge of the reconnaissance program 

Eisenhower was determined to take personal responsibility for his administration's 

mistakes. Throughout the rest of the crisis he remained personally involved in each 

step of the decision-making process. This mind-set directly contradicted his previous 

stance. 
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Chapter Four Cover Story 

Like many of the factors that helped instigate the U-2 affair the creation of a 

cover story was part of a long-established pattern that Eisenhower neglected to 

change until it was too late but this one was by far the most costly. Beginning with 

the 1954 ouster of Guatemalan President Jacobo Arbenz Guzman the CIA instituted 

cover stories as a standard operating procedure in all cases where their actions might 

eventually be discovered.72 This policy was adopted for the U-2 program from its 

inception and was based on Allen Dulles's personal assurances to the president that 

no one would ever be taken alive if one of the planes went down in hostile territory.73 

Later some of the most experienced CIA agents expressed severe criticism of this 

plan. Lyman Kirkpatrick, a veteran of two decades service in U.S. intelligence which 

included working as the agency's inspector general and executive director as well as 

Dulles's assistant at meetings of the Board of Consultants, believed that it was poorly 

considered because they had not accounted for the difficulty of destroying the film 

canister that could easily be found by any Soviets carefully searching the plane's 

wreckage.74 

A memo bearing the date of May 2, 1960 established the cover story 

explaining that a U-2 aircraft was on a weather mission originating in Adana, Turkey 

for the purpose of studying air turbulence. During the flight over Southeastern Turkey 

the pilot had reported problems with his oxygen system. When it did not land at 

Adana as planned a search was initiated of the Lake Van area.75 This memo is a 

dubious source because the date is written in pencil and it is unsigned. It was 

probably written by either the CIA or the State Department. 
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The trouble began when different versions of the statement came from NASA 

and the State Department on May 5. The State Department's announcement suggested 

that because of the oxygen failure the pilot might have lost consciousness and the 

plane might have "accidentally violated Soviet airspace." A short time later NASA's 

press release followed the pre-planned story because they had not received orders 

countering it.76 This version was featured on the front page of the New York Times.77 

The conflicting reports could have been averted if the State Department and NASA 

had communicated with each other. The State Department failed to notify NASA's 

spokesman and the administration's reaction appeared disorganized as a result. 

Khrushchev made two speeches that radically changed the administration's 

approach to the situation. On May 5 he reported to the Supreme Soviet on "aggressive 

acts directed in the last few weeks by the U.S.A. against the Soviet Union." 

Khrushchev suggested that "imperialist forces" within the United States were trying 

to undermine the summit. 78 The State Department responded to Khrushchev's first 

statement with another declaration. They explained that U-2s were used to analyze 

the possible danger of a surprise attack by the Soviets. According to this account no 

one in Washington had given permission for this particular flight. 79 

In an address on May 7 Khrushchev further impugned the integrity of the 

United States government with the revelation that the Soviets were holding Powers, 

who was providing the details of the U-2 program and the May Day flight to his 

captors.80 Khrushchev had proved to the world that the statements made by the State 

Department and NASA were lies and brought into question Eisenhower's awareness 

of actions taken by his administration. The president had been warned of the capture 
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of Powers by the State Department which had learned of it via a Soviet diplomat at an 

Ethiopian reception on May 5, but Khrushchev's announcement of Powers's 

detention forced the president to make decisions that he never expected to face 

regarding his responsibility and how to proceed with summit preparations.81 In his 

memoirs Eisenhower admitted that he wanted to await Khrushchev's reaction before 

any press releases were delivered but he was advised to act. 82 Once again Eisenhower 

showed an inability to ignore the advice of his top aides. Only after Khrushchev's 

speech on May 7 did Eisenhower begin to follow his own instincts. His detachment 

cost the president any hope of success at the Paris summit in achieving his top foreign 

policy goal of permanently improving relations with the Soviet Union. 

Questions immediately developed about who authorized the cover story. This 

point was never fully settled. Milton Eisenhower, the president's brother and 

confidant, later suggested that it was issued automatically without the president's 

knowledge or approval.83 Other documentation contradicts this interpretation. 

According to a State Department memo, which provided a chronological account of 

the events surrounding the incident, there was a meeting between members of the 

CIA, the Department of Defense, and Hugh Cummings of the State Department on 

May I where the decision was made to issue the NASA cover story with the approval 

of both Acting Secretary of State Dillon and Goodpaster. Since Goodpaster's 

acquiescence was required before the plan was implemented Eisenhower must have 

agreed to it. During a May 5 State Department-CIA meeting the State Department's 

release was drawn up in consultation with CIA director Dulles and Goodpaster. On 

the same day a meeting involving the president, Dulles, Dillon and Goodpaster 
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concluded that the president should not become involved with these statements.84 

Throughout the entire process the president knew exactly what the releases would say 

and he approved them through his intermediary. 

Chapter Five Taking Responsibility 

It is clear that Eisenhower was under a great deal of stress because of the 

problems with the U-2. Ann Whitm~ his personal secretary, wrote that he expressed 

a desire to resign over the trouble on May 9, but he recovered his composure later that 

day.85 Perhaps the calming effect was due to Eisenhower's determination to begin 

exerting his authority that day at the weekly NSC meeting. After examining the State 

Department's latest press statement which was scheduled to be released that 

afternoon the president revised it so it was "less defensive in tone." The NSC 

members were ordered to make no statements regarding the U-2 leaving any future 

speeches to the State Department. Regarding the summit, the President labeled it as 

"not a Sunday school picnic. ,,86 

Secretary Herter exploited the opportunity that afternoon to explain the 

reasoning behind the U-2 program. The development of modern weapons by the 

Soviets created concern over surprise attacks which were enhanced by their rhetoric. 

On a number of occasions during the 1950s the Soviet Union threatened to use their 

ballistic missiles to interfere with United States foreign policy. The most well-known 

example occurred during the Formosa Straits crises of 1954 and 1958 when the 

Communist Chinese bombed their nationalist adversaries on the island of Taiwan. 

When Eisenhower announced plans to intervene on the side of the nationalists 

Khrushchev promised the Soviets would retaliate by launching their own missiles. 
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According to Herter's May 9 statement, after the rejection of his Open Skies 

proposal in 1955 Eisenhower issued directives to use all available means to gather 

intelligence because the administration believed it was their duty to maintain 

vigilance over Soviet programs. Herter made it clear that the recent incident should 

emphasize the importance of safeguards against possible Soviet aggressiveness. 

However, he continued to maintain the facade that "specific missions of these 

unarmed civilian aircraft have not been subject to presidential autborization.,,87 The 

New York Times pointed out that Herter admitted that it was a mistake to allow the 

flight so close to the summit. 88 

Eisenhower addressed the situation publicly for the first time on May 11. He 

reiterated Herter's explanation of the need for intelligence gathering and emphasized 

that the use of covert ops was a "distasteful but vital necessity." Eisenhower reassured 

the press that he did not believe the outlook for the summit had significantly changed 

as a result of the U-2 incident explaining that the real issues were still the condition of 

Gennany, improving East-West relations and reducing the level of secrecy between 

the "open" and "closed" societies.89 According to the New York Times report of the 

press conference the president "said he assumed personal responsibility (emphasis 

added) for the directives since the beginning of his adminjstration on the gathering of 

information necessary to protect the United States and the free world against surprise 

attack and to enable them to make effective preparations for defense.,,90 Although 

those were not Eisenhower's exact words, the reporter's interpretation became the 

accepted view of the event. Eisenhower had set in motion the destruction of the Paris 

summit. 
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Eisenhower's assumption of responsibility became one of the most 

controversial parts of the U-2 incident. The president's former aide and speechwriter 

Emmett John Hughes believed that Eisenhower had "automatically disqualified him 

as a statesman with whom Khrushchev could negotiate whether or not he wished to 

do so.,,91 One of the critics of Eisenhower's handling of the situation was the long

time columnist for the New York Times James Reston. Reston said that the president 

had "minimized" opportunities for the Republicans to describe themselves as the 

peace party in the November elections and that ''there is still just a chance to save 

things at Paris but not if the president continues on his present theme." By 

"demanding the right to intrude into the Soviet Union the president has defied 

Khrushchev to stop him" and ''put Khrushchev on the spot with the Stalinists who 

have always been against detente.,,92 Lyman Kirkpatrick, the veteran intelligence 

agent, wrote that Eisenhower's actions had "caused Khrushchev to lose face and take 

drastic action.,,93 

The president's defenders pointed out that it was against his character to shirk 

responsibility in similar situations. John Eisenhower said that his father "instinctively 

would rather take the responsibility for making an error in judgment than be accused 

of not knowing what was going on in his administration.,,94 Milton Eisenhower 

explained that the president knew that if anyone else took the blame he would have to 

fire them and he refused to do that.95 According to James Killian, Eisenhower's 

science and technology advisor, his actions were "an example of his integrity and 

courage. ,,96 
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Milton and John Eisenhower seem more accurate on this assessment. 

Eisenhower had prepared a similar statement as the Supreme Commander during 

World War II. As the Allies began the D-Day invasion he wrote a press release in 

case it failed explaining that "my decision to attack at this time and place was based 

upon the best information available. The troops, the air and the Navy did all that 

bravery and devotion to duty could do. If any blame or fault attaches to the attempt it 

is mine alone.'.97 This established Eisenhower's willingness to step up and accept 

responsibility for events under his oversight. Regardless of the exact reason why 

Eisenhower made the decision during the U-2 crisis it represented a shift in his 

approach to the whole affair. He followed his instincts and stopped allowing his 

subordinates to dictate the course of action. The alteration would prove costly. 

Chapter Six Preparation for Paris 

In the aftermath of the reconnaissance plane's destruction Eisenhower 

continued to prepare for the trip to Paris. Although he dismissed the plane's 

importance to the summit, Eisenhower's advisors believed Khrushchev would use it 

to manipulate the situation. In a meeting with the president on May 12 Vice President 

Richard Nixon explained that Khrushchev would force the issue and that the president 

ought to maintain ambiguity, but Eisenhower said he might allow the Soviet leader to 

talk as much as he wanted and suggest a private meeting between the twO.98 

The Soviet protest on the U-2 provided a precursor to the hard-line view that 

Khrushchev would pursue at the conference. It called the intrusion a "flagrant 

violation of Soviet state boundaries" and said that the State Department's press 

releases had admitted the aggression. They accused the United States of trying to 
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return to an earlier age of the Cold War in Soviet-American relations.99 The U.S. 

response continued to justify the flights as defensive and claimed that the government 

intended to be fully engaged in Paris. 100 

During his trip to Gorky Park to view the "U-2 wreckage" on May 11 

Khrushchev held an impromptu news conference where he appeared to adopt a 

moderate view of events. He said the United States "have now probed us and we 

boxed the nose of the probers" and suggested that Eisenhower was merely the 

instrument of Allen Dulles in the incident because he had developed the U-2 scenario. 

Khrushchev suggested that the summit was not the correct forum in which to discuss 

the plane's destruction and assured the press that he would not bring it up at that time, 

however, he remained non-committal about Eisenhower's planned visit to the Soviet 

Union. 101 

After the Soviet leader's statements, the U.S. intelligence community 

remained convinced of his commitment to the summit. The CIA believed that the 

Soviet premier would not attempt to exploit the incident because it would endanger 

his other priorities such as Berlin, disarmament and beginning negotiations on a 

nuclear test ban treaty. 102 In its intelligence briefmg the agency concluded that the 

prospects for the conference's success were not altered significantly by the plane's 

destruction. 

The advisor most capable of diagnosing Khrushchev's state of mind was 

probably U.S. ambassador to the Soviet Union Llewellyn Thompson who had served 

in that position since 1957. In a May 7 telegram to Secretary Herter he had expressed 

the opinion that Khrushchev thought revealing the downing of the U-2 would put him 
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in an advantageous position at the summit.103 Before the American delegation left for 

Paris he told Herter that the Soviet leader would use the summit for propaganda rather 

than negotiation because Khrushchev realized that the Soviets would not achieve his 

goals regarding Berlin.104 Throughout his time in Paris Thompson discussed his views 

with New York Times' foreign correspondent C.L. Sulzberger. Prior to the meeting's 

beginning Thompson prophesized that Khrushchev would escalate the Cold War 

again with sharp language which Eisenhower and French President Charles De Gaulle 

would not tolerate leading to the breakup of the Summit.105 Eisenhower was aware of 

most of his various advisory groups' observations prior to his arrival in Paris and he 

acted to keep as many avenues as possible open for the conference's success. 

To minimize tensions at the conference Eisenhower decided to halt any future 

U-2 flights. He discussed the plan with Herter and Goodpaster following the Cabinet 

meeting on May 12 citing their provocative nature. Later, Eisenhower explained that 

he made the decision because of the plane's unreliability and the advances that were 

being made in satellite photographic technology. 106 Unfortunately the Administration 

did not notify the Soviets of this decision until the morning of the summit meeting 

which allowed Khrushchev to establish a stance from which he could not retreat. 

Chapter Seven Summit Failure 

Between his arrival in France and the end of May 1960 Eisenhower provided 

a great deal of leadership by maintaining a calm demeanor and thinking carefully 

before acting on any impulses. The president offered a realistic view of the summit's 

chances in the speech he delivered upon landing in Paris. He explained that 
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the issues that divide the free world from the Soviet bloc are grave and not 
subject to easy solution. But if goodwill exists on both sides, at least a 
beginning can be made. The West, I am sure, will meet Mr. Khrushchev half 
way in every honest effort in this direction. America will go every foot that 
safety and honor permit. 107 

Following the belief that he expressed to his advisors that the U-2 was a "dead issue" 

Eisenhower did not mention it during his statement. 

At a meeting on the morning of May 15 with Secretary of Defense Thomas 

Gates and Secretary Herter Eisenhower broached the idea of bilateral discussions 

with Khrushchev about the U-2. Herter informed the president that the State 

Department was examining new Soviet proposals. lOS Eisenhower received a memo on 

the Soviets' position regarding Berlin. They were seeking a temporary, one to two 

year, treaty with Berlin, reductions of Western troops, preparation for it to become a 

"free city," a plan that would turn West Berlin into a demilitarized zone without ties 

to either NATO or the Warsaw Pact powers, a prohibition against using the city for 

"subversive activity" or "hostile propaganda" and maintaining the present levels of 

access by both sides.109 The Soviets made it clear that they expected major western 

concessions on the issue. However, by the end of the day the whole conference would 

change because of a declaration that Khrushchev handed the French president. 

In the message the Soviets used the most inflammatory language employed to 

that point in the dispute. They said the reconnaissance flight program had "brutally 

trampled underfoot the generally accepted norms of international law and the noble 

principles of the Charter of the United Nations which bears, among others, the 

signature of the United States of America." Khrushchev explained that the Soviet 

government could not negotiate with a government that maintained an espionage 
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policy. In order to bring the Soviets to the conference table the United States had to 

denounce the U-2 flights, prohibit the continuation of the policy and ensure 

punishment of the people responsible. llo 

It seems impossible to believe that Khrushchev did not realize he was 

dooming the summit when he issued this message. He defended the position in his 

memoirs explaining that the U-2 was a ''time bomb" that had already predetermined 

the outcome of the conference because it tested Soviet prestige. III The more likely 

reason for this dramatic shift is that Eisenhower's actions in taking responsibility for 

the flights served as a personal affront to Khrushchev and that he felt what Soviet 

historian Adam Ulam described as "considerable personal vindictiveness toward the 

President.,,1l2 This radical change in the Soviet outlook on the summit led 

Eisenhower to react with measured hostility. 

After De Gaulle informed him of the meeting with Khrushchev, Eisenhower 

attended two conferences on the evening of May 15 to determine the United States' 

course of action. During the discussion with Secretary Herter, Ambassador Thompson 

and former ambassador to the Soviet Union Charles Bohlen Eisenhower pointed out 

that the practice of espionage had been carried on throughout history and "it is up to 

the affronted country to defeat spies attempting to operate against them." Eisenhower 

deemed Khrushchev's demand that he denounce the practice unacceptable. They also 

discussed the possibility of the president's making a statement regarding the 

administration's decision to discontinue the overflights. I 13 

When he met with Macmillan and De Gaulle later that evening Eisenhower 

told them he would be willing to acknowledge that "spying was illegal, distasteful 
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and wrong" if all four government leaders agreed on such a statement. However, he 

refused to pledge that he would not use such methods to protect the American people. 

He also expressed his readiness to halt U-2 flights over the Soviet Union. From his 

perspective Khrushchev's message was designed as a piece of propaganda.114 

The end of that day must have brought a great sense of frustration to 

Eisenhower. It was clear that he could not give Khrushchev the apology he sought 

without appearing weak to the majority of the world's population. That would 

provide the Soviet leader with more than a piece of propaganda; it would give him an 

advantage in any future negotiations between the two men. He knew that the summit 

was likely to collapse leaving his top foreign policy goal of improving Soviet

American relations unfulfilled. In a final attempt to salvage the situation Eisenhower 

was extensively involved in the preparation of his opening statement for the May 16 

summit session. He was determined to make sure Khrushchev understood that there 

would be no more overflights during his administration and that he was open to 

bilateral discussions. IIS 

When the government leaders convened the next morning the conference 

collapsed after Khrushchev's speech. He said that the United States' espionage policy 

had resulted in the heightening of tensions and "it is clear that the declaration of such 

a policy, which can be pursued only when states are in a state of war, dooms the 

summit conference to complete failure in advance." The demands suggested by 

Khrushchev's communication of the previous day were made official along with a 

warning that "in the event of a repeated intrusion by American aircraft into the Soviet 

Union we shall shoot these planes down.,,1l6 
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Eisenhower's ability to control his temper was his greatest moment of 

leadership throughout the crisis. Vernon Walters, the president's translator, later 

revealed that throughout Khrushchev's tirade Eisenhower's 

face and neck were flushed and I could tell that he was extremely angry. I 
worked very closely with General Eisenhower for a number of years, yet I had 
never seen an outburst of temper from him. However, long experience had 
taught me the signs of anger on his part and they were all present here. 117 

Rather than exploding in anger he reiterated the justifications stated during his May 

11 press conference and offered to open bilateral talks with the Soviets while the 

main conference continued. Finally, he attempted to assure the Soviet leader that "my 

words regarding suspension of flights meant not merely for the duration of the 

conference but for the entire duration of my office.,,118 

The summit ended after only three hours of discussion. Despite British and 

French efforts at reconciliation the Soviet and American delegations refused to 

reconvene. Khrushchev later expressed "pride that we gave a rebuff then to the most 

powerful country in the world which refused to take the opinions of other countries 

into account." He also believed that Eisenhower wanted to issue the apology he 

demanded but was dissuaded by Secretary Herter proving that he did not control 

American foreign policy.119 

After the meeting Eisenhower returned to the American embassy and met with 

his entire advisory staff. He described Khrushchev's demands as "completely 

intransigent and insulting to the United States" and concluded that they were ''wholly 

unacceptable.,,120 At the president's request Bohlen drafted a statement which 

Eisenhower delivered later that day condemning Khrushchev's behavior. Eisenhower 

concluded that the Soviet leader "came all the way from Moscow to Paris with the 
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sole intention of sabotaging this meeting on which so much of the hopes of the world 

have rested."l2l 

Several members of the Eisenhower administration and later analysts blamed 

Khrushchev for the conference's failure. According to their interpretations 

Khrushchev was motivated by pressure from a number of different sources. Secretary 

Herter and former ambassador Bohlen suggested the Soviet premier was engaged in a 

fight for control of the communist world with Mao Zedong, the Chinese communist 

leader. In Paris Khrushchev reestablished a strong anti-imperialist stance to maintain 

his position as the dominate figure. 122 

In his memoir Bohlen adopted a different explanation for Khrushchev's 

actions during the summit. He believed that when the Soviets realized the western 

powers would not concede to their demand that control of Berlin be returned to the 

East German government they were determined to undermine the peace initiatives. 

Sergei Khrushchev added credence to this argument when he pointed out that the 

Camp David meeting between his father and Eisenhower had reduced the importance 

of the Berlin issue, but the U-2 incident reinvigorated the Soviets' determination to 

achieve their goal.123 

Ambassador Thompson initially voiced the third theory of what motivated 

Khrushchev. He told C.L. Sulzberger that Khrushchev bowed to pressure from the 

Soviet military establishment. In 1969 Khrushchev told Dr. A. McGee Harvey, an 

American who was treating his daughter Y ulia, that after Powers's flight "I was no 

longer in full control. Those who felt that America had imperialist intentions and that 

military strength was the most important thing had the evidence they needed, and 
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when the U-2 incident occurred I no longer had the ability to overcome that 

feeling. ,,124 

The Eisenhower administration overlooked the most obvious reason for 

Khrushchev to torpedo the summit: he had been humiliated by the U-2 program since 

its inception. Khrushchev believed the July 1956 flights were an insult to national 

pride. Over the next four years he was disgraced by each flight over the Soviet Union. 

These feelings caused Khrushchev to manipulate the American government by 

withholding the news of Powers's capture. 

Before the summit convened, Khrushchev considered Eisenhower's plan to 

abandon the conference for a trip to Portugal after only a week as another sign of 

disrespect. He did not understand why the president would leave a meeting with the 

world's other superpower to visit a minor European ally. Eisenhower planned to place 

Vice President Nixon in charge of the American delegation. Khrushchev believed this 

was another personal insult because the leader of the Soviet Union would have to deal 

with the American president's subordinate. He had also developed an antagonistic 

relationship with Nixon during the vice president's trip to Moscow in 1959. These 

personal and national offences also caused Khrushchev to withdraw the invitation for 

Eisenhower's planned trip to the Soviet Union.125 

The other significant debate to emerge from the failure at Paris was whether it 

would have succeeded if the U-2 incident had not occurred. Several historians, 

including Michael Beschloss and Blanche Wiesen Cook, concluded that both sides 

utilized the plane's destruction as a pretext to end the talks.126 This one incident was 
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not solely responsible for the conference's cancellation. Both sides' long-standing 

mistrust of each other was also crucial. In his memoirs Eisenhower explained that 

communists embrace every kind of tactic to gain their fundamental objective, 
the domination of the Earth's people. Whatever may seem to them at any 
moment to be the most advantageous direction of advance needs no 
justification. They use force, the threat of force, economic pressure and 
penetration, deceit, distortion, propaganda, blackmail, bribery and lies to 
attain their ends, all with the sanction of their doctrine. The fairer their words 
the more suspect they are.127 

These beliefs can be attributed to the president's long experience in dealing with the 

Soviet Union under Stalin and Khrushchev dating back to his service in World War 

II. Although he honestly hoped for some advances during the summit, it seems 

unlikely that much could have been achieved with his underlying wariness of the 

Soviets. 

The Soviet delegation also approached the meeting with trepidation. By 1960 

Khrushchev had had five years of dealings with Eisenhower and developed his own 

impressions of the man. During both the Geneva and Paris conferences he expressed 

the belief that the Secretary of State, not the president, was running American foreign 

policy. The program ofU-2 flights contributed to these feelings of apprehension by 

causing an erosion of confidence in the United States' willingness to negotiate in 

good faith. Ulam summed up the Russian perspective by suggesting that they "did not 

consider President Eisenhower to possess a firm grasp on the realities of the world 

situation or to be capable of initiating a new, bold line ofpolicy.,,128 With the 

negative perceptions that each side had of the other the chances for progress at Paris, 

with or without the U-2 incident, must be classified as remote at best. 
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Chapter Eight Post-Summit Leadership 

Although Eisenhower departed for Lisbon on May 18 his leadership was 

crucial to the perception of events in America. Upon his return to the United States 

Eisenhower was besieged by criticism, particularly from the media and his political 

opponents. Among his harshest detractors was the Washington Post's columnist Drew 

Pearson who believed Eisenhower made numerous errors prior to and during the 

summit, that in delaying the conference until May 1960 he had "pretty much 

abdicated the leadership of the Western World to President De Gaulle." According to 

Pearson, Eisenhower relied on his personal charm to gain an advantage at the 

negotiating table. The president did not prepare sufficiently for the meetings. Pearson 

argued that the administration "heterogeneous and undirected, did not know what it 

was doing before it went to Paris or after it arrived in Paris - and still doesn't. In 

brief, you come to the conclusion that there is no boss." According to Pearson, the 

summit's failure had ended any hopes the Republicans had of winning the upcoming 

elections. 129 

The Democrats took advantage of the situation to criticize Eisenhower's 

handling of the U-2 and the summit. In Lewiston, Idaho Senator John F. Kennedy, 

Democrat from Massachusetts, suggested that the leadership 

appears palsied and sympathy, not respect, is the reluctant sentiment we elicit 
from our allies - sympathy for the president as a man of goodwill but dismay 
at the shocking lack in presidential directive as displayed in the U-2 incident. 
The maintenance of peace and the security of Berlin should not hang on the 
possibility of engine failure. l30 

Adlai Stevenson supported Kennedy, arguing that "without our series of blunders" 

Khrushchev could not have made his "impossible and wild charges." In his opinion 

36 



the administration had made negotiations with the Russians impossible until the new 

president took office. 131 Despite the harsh comments by Kennedy and Stevenson 

some Democrats believed attacking Eisenhower was unproductive. The congressional 

hierarchy including Senate majority leader Lyndon Johnson and Speaker of the House 

Sam Rayburn, both from Texas, attempted to downplay the situation believing it was 

their patriotic duty to do SO.132 

Although he was widely attacked by men looking for political gain, 

Eisenhower's stance in Paris was generally supported by the American people. A 

large crowd met the president's plane when it touched down at Andrews Air Force 

Base after his trip to Lisbon. Throughout the summer Eisenhower's approval rating 

hovered near sixty-six percent.133 These positive reactions reflect the national belief 

that the president was justified in ordering the U-2 program to protect the country. It 

might also be a result of the negative perception of communists that had been built 

into the national mindset since World War II. 

Another reason the public approved of Eisenhower's job performance was the 

leadership he displayed in a national address on May 25 where he discussed the U-2 

and the summit. In preparation for the speech he met with Secretary Herter and 

Goodpaster and expressed determination "to be positive without being truculent and 

to give an explanation of events without being defensive." Although he wanted to 

leave the possibility of talks open he had learned from the Korean armistice that 

negotiations in general must be approached from a position of strength.134 Neither 

side could claim victory in the war but the agreement legitimized the communist 
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government of North Korea and forced NATO forces to withdraw, thus, the Korean 

communists achieved a moral triumph. 

During the address Eisenhower explained that the flight occurred, with his 

approval, on May Day because the information it was targeting might not be available 

later and "when a nation needs intelligence activity there is no time when vigilance 

can be relaxed." He reiterated that as commander-in-chiefhe was responsible for 

approving programs to gather and evaluate military intelligence. From his 

perspective, the cover story was issued to protect the pilot, mission and intelligence 

processes. In conclusion Eisenhower laid out his policies for the future which 

included maintaining U.S. strength, continued relations with Soviet leaders and 

improving conditions throughout the world via the United Nations.135 In presenting 

his case directly to the American people the president attempted to counter the 

accusations of the Democrats and the press that he was unaware of what was 

happening within the administration. 

Eisenhower also employed more subtle means of controlling the political 

fallout. This occurred through a number of meetings he attended after returning from 

the summit. After the conference's failure the Soviets requested a meeting of the 

United Nations Security Council to discuss what Soviet foreign minister Andrei 

Gromyko described as "the question of aggressive acts by the air force of the United 

States of America against the Soviet Union creating a threat to universal peace.,,136 

U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations (U.N.) Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr. managed to 

postpone it until May 26. During his meeting with the president, Lodge suggested 

emphasizing the suspension of further U-2 flights and American willingness to 
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negotiate on terms for mutual inspection. Eisenhower explained that his main goal 

was to defeat the Soviet draft resolution, which attempted to get the Security Council 

to censure the United States for illegally violating their airspace, through the support 

of other countries. From Eisenhower's viewpoint the major issue that the situation 

addressed was the question of open societies. 137 

In his presentation to the U.N. Ambassador Lodge established a hard· line 

stance against the Soviet position. He said the Soviet Union had "deliberately seized 

on the U-2 incident, magnifying it out of all proportion and has used it as a pretext to 

abort the summit meeting to which so many had looked with hope for serious 

discussion of international problems." Accordingly, Lodge deemed the Soviet 

resolution to be ''without foundation" and he pointed out that it would not solve the 

situation. He voted against it and the Soviets' effort failed. 138 

In three meetings during the week after he returned from Europe Eisenhower 

set the administration's agenda for the future and continued to manage the fallout 

from the events in Paris. The NSC conference on May 24 was entirely devoted to the 

U-2 and the summit. The president explained that obtaining intelligence was a crucial 

element of maintaining American strength and its leadership position in the world. He 

claimed that the Soviets had determined to wreck the conference when Khrushchev 

delivered his statement to De Gaulle pre-translated into French on May 15. Regarding 

the upcoming congressional inquiry into the situation Eisenhower decided that 

administration officials should testify themselves rather than sending subordinates, 

but that they needed to maintain a certain level of secrecy such as describing other 

countries' involvement in the U-2 program. He hoped they would emphasize that ''the 
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basic decisions respecting reconnaissance overflights of denied territory have been 

made by the president. However, the impression should not be given that the 

president has approved specific flights, precise missions or the timing of specific 

flights." 139 

Eisenhower controlled the outcome of each NSC meeting by approving the 

actions they decided to implement. The May 24 gathering followed the same 

procedure. Eisenhower ordered the State Department to advise America's allies that 

any initiatives for further summits would have to come from the Soviets. The 

department was supposed to establish contingency plans for the Berlin situation and 

continue the test ban negotiations with time limitations. Meanwhile, the Pentagon 

should remain at the current level of military readiness and be alert for any aggressive 

actions taken by the Sino-Soviet bloc.140 

On the morning after his nationally televised address the president had 

breakfast with congressional leaders to establish parameters for the Senate's 

investigation. Most significantly he expressed opposition to congressional oversight 

of the CIA due to the sensitivity of its operations and pledged the administration's 

cooperation with an inquiry into the U-2 and the summit. He reiterated the latter point 

at the Cabinet meeting later that morning and reminded the members about the 

previously established limitations on their statements.141 

The Senate Foreign Relations Committee investigated the U -2 incident at the 

end of the month. It released the report on "Events Relating to the Summit" on June 

28. In his speech presenting the committee's findings Senator J. William Fulbright, 

Democrat of Arkansas, was very critical of the administration's handling of the 
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situation. He noted several mistakes it had made including continuing the flights 

beyond mid-April, issuing a cover story which was too specific, and the "serious error 

in judgment" that occurred when the May Day flight was pennitted. Fulbright 

suggested that the lack of knowledge of the flight by most of the high-level officials 

showed the routine nature with which they viewed these operations. He described 

Eisenhower's decision to take responsibility for the program as ''the gravest mistake" 

and that it was "difficult to see how anyone could have been expected to act 

substantially differently from the way Chairman Khrushchev acted under the 

circumstances which confronted him in Paris." According to Fulbright, the U-2 

incident and the administration's handling of it had caused the summit's collapse. He 

argued that there should be better coordination and direction over government 

activities involving foreign affairs, that the president should remain aloof from covert 

ops and the U-2 flights should not be resumed.142 Congressional willingness to 

maintain the classified nature of most of the report's testimony until the 1980s 

signaled a victory for the administration. 

Chapter Nine Conclusion 

Both sides viewed the encounter at Paris as a failure. Eisenhower was hoping 

to establish a starting point for further negotiations with the Russians. It was not until 

the Reagan administration initiated discussions with Mikhai] Gorbachev that 

significant progress in Soviet-American relations were made. According to 

Khrushchev's biographer William Taubman, Soviet diplomats considered the summit 

a disaster because it created a fissure between Eisenhower and Khrushchev, ruined 

Soviet-West German relations, alienated East German intellectuals and encouraged 
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East German leader Walter Ulbricht to continue plotting a confrontation over Berlin 

which occurred in 1962.143 

Historians' perceptions of Dwight Eisenhower's handling of the U-2 affair 

and the Paris summit have been almost exclusively negative. The historian Alonzo 

Hamby described the U-2 affair as ''the most unnecessary crisis of the Eisenhower 

presidency and perhaps the worst-handled incident of espionage in American 

history," while John Lewis Gaddis wrote that the two events "suggest Eisenhower 

was no more prone at the end of his term than he had been at the beginning to give 

negotiations priority over other approaches to containment."I44 However, Michael 

Beschloss and Sergei Khrushchev provided the most accurate assessment of the 

events. They argued that the U-2 incident illustrated the way both governments 

misread each other and reacted poorly based on these miscalculations.145 

The U-2 incident was the most controversial event of Eisenhower's second 

term. It demonstrated both the passive and engaged aspects of his leadership style. 

The president initially allowed his advisors to overrule his instincts regarding the 

continuation of the reconnaissance program and issuing the cover story. After 

Khrushchev revealed the fate of Francis Gary Powers Eisenhower tried to minimize 

the political fallout from the administration's lies. Because of the U-2 incident 

Eisenhower never realized his highest foreign policy priority of improving the 

relationship between the Soviet and American governments. Instead he set the stage 

for increased Cold War tensions under President John F. Kennedy. 
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