
K L A U S  L A R R E S

MARGARET THATCHER AND  
GERMAN UNIFICATION REVISITED 

The eventful years 1989–90 not only led to the breaching of the Berlin Wall 
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her deep personal dislike and suspicion of the developments which by late 1990 
had led to the end of the Cold War and a year later to the disintegration of the 
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Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev reluctantly and conditionally gave their 
agreement to the unification of Germany, Thatcher would never warm to the 
re-creation of a unified German nation.1 

In fact, the British prime minister, who had first entered Downing Street in 
May 1979, did not hesitate to make it repeatedly clear that for her, reunification 
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German chancellor Helmut Kohl’s cautious Ten-Point scheme for reunification 
!&��`�=!$������^_`_���%���%����!���������!������$���%������	����Q�"��%����!��-
an frontiers was out of the question. Instead, she spoke in favor of maintaining 
the political independence of a democratized GDR.2 While Thatcher had always 
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shown a great deal of sympathy for the dissidents and liberation movements of 
Eastern Europe, she hardly ever mentioned their counterparts in the GDR. Instead, 
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!�
���!������!����%�$�
�=!$������^_`_���!�!
���&!��
convening a second Helsinki summit conference. The cumbersome mechanism 
of the Helsinki process would have required the nigh-to-impossible consent of 
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of delaying reunification significantly, even though going down this road would 
have ignored the special responsibility of the four World War II victors for all 
questions concerning the whole of Germany and Berlin. During the entire postwar 
period Britain had been quite proud of this prerogative.4 

Throughout her premiership Thatcher took it for granted that Germany was to 
remain partitioned for a long time to come. She always held strong anti-German 
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who at times was rather close to her, that it was entirely wrong to claim that the 
Germans were the paymasters of Europe. “The Germans have been simply paying 
reparations for all the things they did during the war; we couldn’t call it that, but 
that is what they have been doing.”5�(�����"�
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views about Europe and Germany came as a surprise. I found them disturbing.”6 
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At this time, as well as toward the end of the decade, she believed that the 
“German problem” was deeply linked to flaws in the German national character, 
which had developed partially due to Germany’s late unification in 1871. This 
had made Germany sway “unpredictably between aggression and self-doubt.”7 
The creation of a more integrated Europe, she was convinced, would not over-
come this dilemma but make matters worse, since Germany would undoubtedly 
dominate Western Europe. Germany’s economic interests, moreover, would make 
the country continue to look west but also increasingly toward the east, as it had 
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was “thus by its very nature a destabilizing rather than a stabilizing force in Eu-
rope.” She was deeply convinced that reunification would make Germany “sim-
ply too big and powerful to be just another player within Europe.” The “military 
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to contain and balance German power, “and nothing of the sort would be possible 
within a European super-state.”8 

Thatcher was not only deeply opposed to German reunification, she also nev-
er managed to find a bridge between her strong anti-European convictions and 
the importance with which the European project was seen on the continent. The 
statement quoted below from Thatcher’s memoirs depicts particularly well her 
simultaneous bafflement about the latter and her own thinking along very tradi-
tional foreign policy lines.

This desire among modern German politicians to merge their national identity in a wider Eu-
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tion-states in Europe. In effect, the Germans, because they are nervous of governing themselves, 
want to establish a European system in which no nation will govern itself. Such a system could 
be unstable in the long term and, because of Germany’s size and preponderance, is bound to be 
lop-sided. Obsession with a European Germany risks producing a German Europe.9 

Current literature on this topic reveals a certain re-evaluation of the attitude 
and role of the European actors in the process of German unification. This, in my 
view, has led to a more benign interpretation of the attitude and policy of both 
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available documents and other primary and secondary sources.10 
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This chapter, however, is mostly concerned with Britain’s foreign policy in 
1989–90 and wishes to reassess this policy. This is because statements such as 
the following appear to distort the historical record: “Thatcher was not wholly 
!��!
����!������������*}��%���X��§�!���Q������X!��!�"����%��&&���ª�"�
��!��
100 per cent in favour.”11 This chapter will demonstrate that the first part is en-
tirely mistaken, while the second part is perfectly correct.  It also is questionable 
whether “Britain’s policies on Germany were closely aligned with those of its 
allies.”12����"�������
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the principle but the timing of the process and the framework within which it was 
to take place.”13 In fact, the timing very much was identical with the principle. If 
Thatcher, as she said at one point, wanted to postpone and delay unification for 
ten to fifteen years (or even just for a few years), she essentially wished to prevent 
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continuation of the policy of the Western allies during the Cold War years, when 
the high-minded principle of German unification was never questioned although 
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means self-evident that his successor would also agree to let the GDR go its own 
way and merge with West Germany. In fact, this appeared to be questionable. 
Margaret Thatcher was well aware of all this.
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Behind Thatcher’s deep mistrust of the German national character and her 
fears of the emergence of a fourth German Reich, there were profound personal 
and political convictions. These strongly held beliefs made Margaret Thatcher 
bold enough to do her best to prevent German unification, or at least try to delay 
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relations over the years, Thatcher’s mistrust dated back to the Second World 
War.14 
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his employers, the British policy-making elite.
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When war broke out, Margaret Roberts was almost fourteen years old. Due to 
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difficulties due to the lack of food and electricity supplies. Above all, however, 
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of which she had heard. Both left a deep mark upon the future Prime Minister.15

This also influenced Margaret Thatcher’s thinking after the end of the war, the 
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of that constituency, she was repulsed by the openly anti-Semitic policy of the 
local Conservative Party. Her opposition to these prejudices was certainly influ-
enced by electoral tactics, but Thatcher’s personal convictions did not allow her 
to tolerate anti-Semitic sentiment. She was appalled, for instance, that in 1957 
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ley Golf Club to refuse membership to Jews.16 

After her election to parliament in the general election of October 1959, 
Thatcher studiously nursed the Jewish vote in her constituency. This continued 
when her enormous energy and inclination for hard work had helped her eliminate 
former prime minister Edward Heath as leader of the Conservative Party by 
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head of government in 1979, Thatcher never forgot to look after the Jewish vote 
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being very well informed about the situation in the Middle East; she always dis-
played great understanding for Israel’s policies. Disregarding the traditional 
pro-Arab tendencies of British foreign policy, Thatcher was the first British prime 
minister to pay Israel an official visit in 1986.17
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constituency. On top of this was her over-developed patriotism, her profound 
belief in a close Anglo-American “special relationship,” and the important role 
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16 See Thatcher, Path to Power, 98–99.
17 Ibid., 372–80; Thatcher, Downing Street Years, 509–12.



360

which in her view Britain continued to play on the world scene. Thatcher’s con-
victions regarding the European integration process further fuelled her mistrust 
of the Germans, who seemed determined to build a federal European super-state. 
Only close economic cooperation between the European states on the basis of a 
Europe of sovereign nations was considered desirable by Thatcher. In this sense 
she was a Gaullist. At the same time her deep convictions about the sovereignty 
of the nation state made her firmly reject a federal European political union in 
any form that went beyond the idea of an economic Common Market.18 

While Thatcher’s anti-European convictions had always caused speculation 
and a great deal of concern among the other EC member states, by 1988 her 
hostility to and frustration with the EC Commission in Brussels had reached new 
heights.19 During her speech to the College of Bruges in Belgium on 20 Septem-
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tain terms that her government had “not successfully rolled back the frontiers of 
the state in Britain only to see them re-imposed at a European level, with a Eu-
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\]20  She lectured 
her pro-European audience that “the best way to build a successful European 
Community” consisted of “willing and active co-operation between independent 
sovereign states.” Thatcher emphasized that Europe must look outward to the 
Atlantic Community. The prime minister did not hesitate to admonish her listen-
ers to “let Europe be a family of nations” and relish “our national identity no less 
than our common European endeavour.”
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rest on a supranational foundation as did the EC. And instead of irritating Wash-
��Q�!��"��%��!������Q�������������!�!�����!�����
���%��+���������!�����%��(���-
��������
��!����!������������
�!&�
������*��!���*\�=!��
�����
��Q�*������%��(¡��%��
EC was regarded as of much lesser importance than the Atlantic alliance. Ever 
since Britain had joined the EEC in 1973, the country had nourished feelings of 
marginalization within the European Community. This did not help to create 
closer bonds with the other EC member states. During the 1980s Britain remained 

18 Thatcher, Downing Street Years, chapters 24–25.
19 Percy Cradock, Thatcher’s loyal foreign affairs advisor, differentiates persuasively between 

three stages in her anti-Europeanism: between 1979 and 1984 her relations with Brussels were 
poor and dominated by her battles over the Community budget and a British rebate; the second 
much more positive stage lasted from 1984 to 1987, when Thatcher supported both the comple-
tion of the Single Market and the Single European Act; the third particularly dark phase covered 
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and government. See Cradock, In Pursuit of British Interests, 125. See also Sharp, Thatcher’s 
Diplomacy, 141ff., 160ff.
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to play a superior role due to its nuclear status and its close cooperation with the 
(�����������
\21
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to the old concept of the necessity of a balance of power between the European 
great powers. A sub-heading introducing a brief but important section of her 
memoirs is entitled “The German Problem and the Balance of Power.”22 Thatch-
er’s foreign policy was always greatly focused on continuing the old friendship 
"��%��%��(�����������
���!�����
���
�
%��Q!��!��$��*�"����"��%�(�����
�������!�-
ald Reagan. Thatcher and Reagan shared a common conservative outlook on the 
world’s major problems and a deep and profound anti-communism. They both 
also greatly believed in the desirability of unrestricted free enterprise and the 
substantial reduction of government interference in a country’s economic and 
social policies. The two politicians, and their spouses, managed to develop a 
genuine personal friendship.23 This occurred despite the fact that this highly in-
telligent and dynamic prime minister was confronted with a president whose, in 
Roy Jenkins’ words, “grasp of his marbles sometimes seems precarious.”24������
�
������%����
������������������
�
�����!�%�$���!�����q��
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so tough when she talks to her European partners, is like a little girl of eight years 
!���"%���
%�����	
��!��%�����
������!&��%��(�����������
\��!��%�$���!��!�	�*!���
ear to hear, she’s really touching.”25

The close relations with Reagan survived a number of serious political dis-
����
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���"%����%�����Q���������
�����!��
��������*� "��%%���� 
���!��� &!�� ��������
� �!
���!�� ��� �%�� ^_`�� ���	����
� �!�&����\�
�$�������*��%!"�$�����%��(�����������
�
��!�Q�*�
���!������%���%���
�"��\26 Rea-
gan’s unilateral disarmament deals with Gorbachev, which occurred without 
much consultation with the Europeans, also alarmed her a great deal. After all, 
the Americans hardly even bothered to consult Europe’s two nuclear powers, 
������������������\��%���%���&��������������������������"�����%��
�����!"��
�����
the gradual withdrawal of America’s security umbrella from Europe. She always 
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\��Uneasy Allies.

22 Thatcher, Downing Street Years, 790.
23 ����&!���<������=��%!��
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%!����Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher: a political mar-

riage� ~=�"��!�	�� ���������� ^__��}� ��!&&��*� ����%�� Reagan and Thatcher� ~)!��!��� �!���*�
Head, 1990). 

24 ½�!�������(������Diplomacy and Disillusion, 66.
25 Quoted ibid., 95.
26 See Richard Thornton, Falklands Sting: Reagan, Thatcher, and Argentinia’s bomb (Washing-
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States was of crucial importance for the successful conduct of Britain’s foreign 
policy. “We must never again,” she proclaimed after having studied the disastrous 
�����X��
�
�!&�^_����q&����!��
��$�
�!���%��!��!
����
�����!��%��(�����������
����
a major international crisis affecting Britain’s interests.”27

She was not amused, therefore, when during a visit to Mainz in late May 1989, 
new President George H.W. Bush, Reagan’s successor, referred to the West Ger-
mans as “partners in leadership.” This smacked of a downgrading of Britain’s 
����!�
�*�Q�������q
�������������!�
%��]�"��%��%��(�����������
���!�����
���
����-
viously Bush appears to have indicated to her that her influence in the White 
House might be less than under his predecessor.28 This did not go down well. 
Percy Cradock, Thatcher’s foreign policy advisor, is quite correct when he ob-
serves that Anglo-American relations under President Bush “remained very 
close.” However, “some of the special intimacy was lost and British influence 
declined from its high point. The principal factors were reduced East-West ten-
sion, the growing importance of Germany and the Bush Administration’s interest 
in European integration.”29 After all, at this point in time Anglo-German relations 
were strained. The brewing dispute over the modernization of short-range nucle-
�����
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�������!���~�=���%��������%�������
%������������������
����!��!
��Q�
camps. True to form as Europe’s last cold warrior, Thatcher favored the modern-
ization of these so-called tactical nuclear missiles despite the internal and foreign 
policy consequences of Gorbachev’s reform policies and the rapidly changing 
nature of the East-West conflict, which could already be discerned.30 

The West German government led by Christian Democrat chancellor Helmut 
¡!%�������$����%����%���!���������!��!&��%�
���<���
�$��"���!��
*
���
��"%��%�
directly targeted German territory, would waste resources and, above all, would 
pull the rug from under Gorbachev’s reform policies and give out the wrong 
signals. Kohl also had to take the strong anti-militaristic feelings of German 
public opinion and the country’s large peace movement into account (which un-
beknown to the West, received significant financial support from the East). Bonn 
&�$!���� =+��� ��Q!�����!�
� "��%� �%�� �!$���
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-
missively talked about the West Germans as having been seduced by Gorbachev’s 
charm offensive. Thatcher believed she had to toughen up the Kohl government. 
Chancellor Kohl, she feared, might well give in to the pressure coming from both 
“an always instinctively neutralist German public opinion” and “Gorbymania,” 
the German public’s enthusiasm for the reform and disarmament policies of the 

27 Quoted in Cradock, In Pursuit of British Interests, 53.
28 See Herbert S. Parmet, George Bush: The Life of a Lone Star Yankee� ~=�"��!�	������������
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!����%����������������q�%����
%��!���Q��{!���*�]�Foreign Affairs 70, 
no. 1 (1990): 5–22, 8. 

29 Cradock, In Pursuit of British Interests, 201.
30 ����&!���<���������%�����\���������Britain’s International Role, 1970–1991 (Basingstoke: Pal-

grave, 2010), 128–30;  Thatcher, Downing Street Years, 771–2, 784–9. 
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dynamic Soviet leader.31�+�����������!����%�$�
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public was a huge success; wherever he went he was enthusiastically received, 
almost like a rock star.32��%���%���
�����>�!�����
���!
���!������%���=���������
was curious, since she usually went out of her way to support Gorbachev. In fact, 
she was greatly afraid that pushing for German reunification would undermine 
�!����%�$�
��!
���!������%��(��������������!�%�
��!"�&�����"%��%���������"!����
de-stabilize East-West relations. And for Thatcher international order and stabil-
ity took precedence over the introduction of democracy and, certainly, the estab-
lishment of German unity. Moreover, Thatcher felt rather possessive about Gor-
bachev and believed she had “discovered” him (if not “invented” him), since she 
%����
	���%����!�$�
���)!��!����&!���%��%����$������!���
�������*�Q������\33

During Thatcher’s visit to Deidesheim in late April 1989, Kohl’s hometown, 
�%���"!�!&��%�����
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\�����
!!���q��%�����%��
stage-managed friendliness” of the meeting, their talks “became quite heated” 
and “acrimonious.”34�+�� ���+�Q�!>������� 
������ ��� ����	&���� �� 
%!��� "%����
later, the tone was even worse. Kohl got rather “agitated” and “worked up” and 

%!������%���q%�������!���������*��������
���!���=+��]�&�!���%���%��\35 Anoth-
er few weeks passed before on 19 May Thatcher was forced to realize that the 
American policy had also shifted. In view of the winding down of the Cold War, 
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+���%����<��=+���
����������������*�^_`_��%���%���"�
�q�%��!�������!��]��
as she saw it. And indeed, she was essentially the only head of government pres-
ent who was still arguing very much along traditional Cold War lines as if noth-
ing had happened.37 She never tired of emphasizing that the West needed to be 
in a much stronger position and pursue a policy of strength. This meant that re-
arming and modernizing were necessary prior to any negotiations with the Sovi-
ets.38 In the course of the summit Thatcher managed with great effort to make 
�=����Q!�����!�
��!�����!����!���%��������������!��!&��������!�
�����!�$����!�-
al forces by both military blocs, but she had basically lost the main argument. 
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31 Thatcher, Downing Street Years, 747.
32 See Kettenacker, “Britain,” 105–6. Gorbachev visited West Germany from 12 to 15 June 1989 

and was received with unprecedented popular enthusiasm. See Helmut Kohl, Erinnerungen 
1982–1990 (Munich: Droemer, 2005), 885ff.; Mikhail Gorbachev, Memoirs�~=�"��!�	��
!�-
�����*��^__����������\��!����Q!!�����!�����
���$!��{���!��Die Vereinigung Deutschlands, 38ff.

33 Cradock, In Pursuit of British Interests, 200–1; see also Paul Sharp, Thatcher’s Diplomacy: The 
Revival of British Foreign Policy (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997), 214–15.

34 See Kettenacker, “Britain,” 104–05; Thatcher, Downing Street Years, 747, 786.
35 Thatcher, Downing Street Years, 787.
36 Ibid., 788–89.
37 �!��¡!%��
�$��"�!&��%��=+���������Q��
���¡!%���Erinnerungen 1982–1990, 868ff.
38 Thatcher, Downing Street Years, 788.
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�!��%��¡�������������q���!]�!���!���!�����!��!�Q�������������*��<������\��%���%-
er was greatly frustrated. She concluded that “the new American approach was 
to subordinate clear statements of intention about the alliance’s defense to the 
political sensibilities of the Germans. I did not think that this boded well.”39 

The prime minister was not reassured when President Bush told her during 
%�
� 
��
������� $�
��� �!� )!��!�� �%��� �!�� !��*� �%�� ������
�� ���� q"�� �!!� "����
partners in leadership.”40 It was perfectly understandable that Thatcher was not 
impressed by this condescending statement, which took no heed of Britain’s much 
cherished “special relationship” with Washington. This greatly fanned Thatcher’s 
jealousy of and rivalry with the German leader for the ear of both the Americans 
and the Soviets. This came on top of all her other suspicions and mistrust. 

In his speech in Mainz in May 1989, Bush had also called for the removal of 
�%����!��X������������<���������%���q"��
��	�
��&>�����������!��&!������!&�������*�
and all of Eastern Europe” to create a “Europe whole and free.”41 More direct ref-
erences to unification, however, had been removed from the draft of the speech by 
Brent Scowcroft, the president’s national security advisor and closest political 
�!�&�����\� ��!"��!&�� %��� �!�� �%!�Q%�� ��� "�
�� &!�� �%�� (������ �����
� �!� !$����	��
Chancellor Kohl on the fast lane with references to the German national question.42

Lack of support for Thatcher’s policies in 1989–90

Within a few months it became clear that Prime Minister Thatcher’s  policy, 
inspired by her deepest convictions, had failed to maintain the partition of Ger-
many and thereby the Cold War status quo. Essentially, three factors proved de-
cisive in this respect: 
1. The lack of support that Thatcher found for her position in the British public 

opinion and from British parliamentarians.
2. �%�����%��!���&��>
�Q%�����!���*�!&��%��(�����������
��"%��%��$�������*�"�
�
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position.

3. )�
�������!�����
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���!��!&�%���&!���Q���!���*��<����
�����%���!���Q��
and Commonwealth Office to their prime minister’s policy in the German 
unification question had a profound impact. However, this opposition was 
perhaps less pronounced than has been claimed in the years since Thatcher’s 
downfall.
In the following these three factors will be elaborated upon. 

39 Ibid., 789.
40 Ibid., 799.
41 See Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, 83.
42 See Philip Zelikow and Condoleezza Rice, ~��`�	"��	������	���������=��	
\��`������*���"�
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British public opinion and the Houses of Parliament

By and large, public opinion in Britain was in favor of reunification. Despite 
a widespread mistrust of the Germans in large sectors of the population due to 
�%���<��������
�!&��%����
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for the German desire to restore the unity of their nation. Impressed and astound-
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Britons supported reunification. In spite of the prime minister’s anti-German 
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Kingdom welcomed reunification.43 Simultaneously, however, almost half of all 
Britons (predominantly from the older generation) nourished apprehensions re-
garding the economic potential of a reunified Germany. Many (in fact 53 percent) 
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!�&�������%���������!&���
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������������!�����
\44

A similar acquiescence to reunification with a simultaneous uneasiness over 
its consequences for Britain characterized the debates in the House of Commons 
���� �%�� |!�
�� !&� )!��
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%� ������
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(including a large number of older Members, who had been directly affected by 
the war) were convinced that a positive change in the political culture had taken 
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the well-anchored democratic character of the West German system. An impres-
sive majority of MPs also believed that the three Western allies’ repeated verbal 
assurances about their support for German unification during the last forty years 
should now be honored. Otherwise, Western credibility and friendly relations with 
the Germans would be put at risk.45 

The time was long gone that statements such as the one made by British for-
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rising in the GDR were acceptable. “Everyone—Dr Adenauer, the Russians, the 
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is safer for the time being. But none of us dare say so openly because of the effect 
on German public opinion. Therefore we all publicly support a united Germany, 
each on his own terms.”46�������%�
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Whereas there was a major consensus among MPs concerning the necessity 
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44 See Kettenacker, “Britain,” 103.
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integration process was rejected. Only a small minority of British members of 
�����������"�����!�$�������%����%���<�������%�Q����!�!����
����Q�%�!&��%����"�
Germany could be neutralized by integrating the Germans even more closely into 
the European Community.47
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strongly supported, the deepening of European integration by means of monetary 
union was precisely the instrument, however, that was seen as the solution in the 
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favor. This way, he believed, the danger of any potential destabilization of the 
postwar European order by German reunification would be removed and Germa-
ny’s neighbors would be greatly reassured. In principle, the European Monetary 
(��!��%���������*�������Q�������!����������^_`_������Q��%���X�
������������Q�
in Madrid, but not much had happened since to realize this lofty goal apart from 
the plan to convene an intergovernmental conference some time in 1990.48 The 
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The construction of a united Europe, including monetary union, was, according 
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ry and acceptable response to the German question.”49
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number of position papers were written in Western capitals about the German 
Question and West Germany’s role within Western politics. Still, unification was 
only referred to in rather cautious and hypothetical terms, although the de-stabiliz-
ing developments in the GDR were watched carefully and not without concern.50 

The beginning of the end for the GDR

The first hole in the Iron Curtain appeared on 2 May 1989 when in the con-
��<�� !&� ��
� q��������$�� �!��
�� &�!�� ��!$��]51 Hungary began to dismantle its 
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Integration,” Political Science Quarterly 110, no. 4 (Winter 1995-96), especially 608ff.
49 Ibid., 609.
50 See DBPO��<��<��}���
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51 See Timothy Garton Ash. In Europe’s Name: Germany and the Divided Continent� ~)!��!���
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great deal of anger about the manipulation of the local elections in the GDR on 
7 May 1989 and the GDR government’s public support for China’s bloody 
crushing of the Tiananmen Square protests in June, public discontent about the 
poor and restrictive living conditions in East Germany became ever greater. 
����%���!���������Q�%�
�$�
��� �!�?�
��������*���������^_`_���$����!����%�$�
had said in a speech “that it was the right of all peoples and states to determine 
freely their destiny” and that every state was fully entitled “to choose freely its 
own political and social system as well as unqualified adherence to the norms 
and principles of international law, especially respect for the right of peoples 
self-determination.”52 The Brezhnev Doctrine seemed to have been buried for 
good. Gorbachev had also hinted at the possibility of holding free elections in 
East Germany and dismantling the Wall if the circumstances that had created it 
were to disappear.53 

It was in August 1989 that events spiraled out of control for the old men who 
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began. In late August a new Social Democratic Party was founded, and soon the 
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of the regular Monday protesters still hoped that the GDR would embark on a 
more reform-oriented course and could be stabilized again, an even greater num-
ber had given up and only desired to leave the GDR as quickly as possible. An 
increasing number of young people travelled to Hungary to camp near the border 
with Austria or began occupying the West German embassy in Budapest. Soon 
thousands of East Germans were refusing to leave the West German embassies 
in Prague and Warsaw. 

On 19 August Hungary allowed 600 East Germans to cross the border into 
Austria in the course of what was termed the “pan-European picnic.” Soon their 
place was taken by newly arrived young East Germans. Hungary clearly did not 
want to use force to honor the 1969 trade agreement with the GDR, which obliged 
Budapest to return refugees to the East German government. After a secret visit 
of the prime minister and foreign minister of Hungary to Bonn on 25 August, the 
Hungarian government opened the border to Austria. An East German delegation 
that had tried to negotiate with the East Germans was thrown out of the camp. 
The Kohl government offered substantial financial and economic aid to Hungary 
and from 11 September 1989, all East Germans camping at the Hungarian-Aus-
trian border were allowed to travel to the West.  Within three days, 15,000 East 
Germans had gone to West Germany. By the end of the month, 7,000 young East 
Germans were occupying the West German embassy in Prague and also clamor-
ing to go West. 
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grave, 2001), 33–59, 45.

53 See ibid. 45–46. The following account is based on this article, 41ff.
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Eventually West German foreign minister Genscher succeeded in negotiating 
a deal with the GDR authorities. Erich Honecker, the East German leader, wished 
to avoid any further embarrassment before the GDR’s fortieth anniversary cele-
�����!�
����"����������`����!���\�|!���	����<��������%��$�
��
�!&���Q��������-
ber of communist party leaders and heads of government, including Gorbachev. 
Honecker was suffering from cancer (though this wasn’t admitted) and had only 
returned to work on 25 September, after an absence of some two months; the old 
and weakened leader was clearly unprepared for what awaited him in his country, 
which seemed to have changed radically overnight.
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GDR government insisted on the face-saving device that the trains had to cross 
GDR territory to enable East Berlin to give the emigrants documents that released 
them from their GDR citizenship. Soon the embassy in Prague was again filled 
to capacity with East Germans. And once again Genscher negotiated the same 
solution as before. But this time the procedure turned into a debacle. Hundreds 
of people tried to jump onto the trains and join the emigrants when the trains 
passed through. On 4 October more than 3,000 people waited for the passing train 
��� �%�� ����"�*�
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battles with the police ensued. Throughout the GDR’s anniversary celebrations a 
few days later, the protests continued, leading to pitched battles with the police.

During his visit to East Berlin Gorbachev was distinctly cool to Honecker, 
indicating indirectly that the latter’s time in power was coming to an end. This 
further encouraged the demonstrators in East Berlin and other East German cities. 
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than 70,000 people to the streets, the state did not intervene to end the protest as 
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widespread civil unrest, just over a week later, on 18 October 1989, Honecker 
was forced to resign all his leadership positions by his Politburo colleagues. He 
was replaced as secretary general of the SED Central Committee by Egon Krenz, 
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and opportunistic politician. He was a poor choice. Another mass protest took 
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government led by Politburo member Hans Modrow took over the reigns of power 
in East Berlin. Modrow was generally regarded as a reform-minded and more 
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ed a simple confederation of the two German states and the continuation of a 
separate East German government. This was also the hope secretly entertained by 
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Krenz, the last head of state of the GDR and SED party leader, resigned his posi-
tions. He was succeeded de facto by Prime Minister Hans Modrow who remained 
in charge of the GDR government until the first and last democratic elections in 
the GDR on 18 March 1990. Election day had been put forward from May in view 
of the economic collapse and the huge number of people leaving the GDR. How-
ever, already by the time of Krenz’s resignation in early December 1989 the course 
toward Germany unity had been set in motion, perhaps irreversibly so.54

�%���!���{!"��


In the course of September and October 1989, in the face of the increasing 
disintegration of the East German state, German unity had become an ever more 
distinct possibility. Western politicians, however, were careful not to approach 
the issue too openly or too directly. West German politicians also held back. Still, 
all three Western allies made positive albeit cautious and vague references about 
�%����
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�������&��-
ly by means of a speech by Secretary of State James Baker on 16 October. Acting 
on the advice of Brent Scowcroft, Baker referred to “reconciliation” rather than 
“reunification.”55 This was interpreted as American backtracking by the media. 
Press reports also claimed that some Western countries were fearful about the 
likely emergence of a reunited and possibly neutralist Germany. A week later, on 
24 October, President George H.W. Bush gave an interview to the New York Times 
���"%��%�%�������������!�
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reliability.56 “I don’t share the concern that some European countries have about 
a reunified Germany,” he said. He was firmly convinced that “Germany’s com-
mitment to and recognition of the Alliance is unshakeable.”57 “With this inter-
view,” Zelikow and Rice write persuasively, “Bush showed sympathy for Euro-
pean concerns. But by taking the high road and reiterating support for German 
aspirations, he made it very difficult politically for any Western European leaders 
to give public voice to their private doubts and fears.”58

Already on 20 September 1989 during a visit to Bonn, new British foreign 
secretary John Major, who had only been in office since July, had also made a 
somewhat positive though vague remark with regard to the evolving situation in 
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�\�|��������������%���!
���!��"%��%��%��(¡�%���%����&!���%�����$�!�
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years about the desirability of German self-determination. Major added, however, 

54 Ibid.
55 Zelikow and Rice, ~��`�	"��	����, 93.
56 See DBPO��<$\�
57 Zelikow and Rice, ~��`�	"��	����, 94.
58 Ibid.
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“that there is likely to be some way to go before reunification can become a prac-
tical proposition.”59��%�
�"�
������%�������!������"�*�!&��<���
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����	�
of enthusiasm about the developments in Germany. In the following weeks there 
were no major additional British announcements regarding the rapidly developing 
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on the subject was becoming conspicuous,” as the editors of the British volume of 
foreign-policy documents put it.60 

In fact only three days after John Major’s speech, Prime Minister Thatcher 
had made her position crystal clear, albeit in private. During a visit to Moscow 
on 23 September 1989 she asked Gorbachev to stop the tape recorders and the 
note takers from recording what she had to tell him. “We are very concerned 
about the processes taking place in Eastern Germany,” she began. She soon came 
�!��%�����<�!&��%����!����\

The reunification of Germany is not in the interests of Britain and Western 
Europe. It might look different from public pronouncements, in official communi-
��¢����=+���������Q
����������
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want a united Germany. This would have led to a change to postwar borders and 
we can not allow that because such development would undermine the stability of 
the whole international situation and could endanger our security. In the same way, 
a destabilisation of Eastern Europe and breakdown of the Warsaw Pact are also not 
in our interests.”61
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time, one of Gorbachev’s closest advisors and speechwriters, Vadim Zagladin,62 was 
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Mitterrand and his confidant Jacques Attali. “They all say in unison,” he reported 
back to Moscow, that “nobody wants a unified Germany.” Attali even “brought up 
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�!���Q� �� 
���!�
� �!$���>�����%� ���������� ��������Q� �������*�
‘integration,’ but camouflaged as a joint use of armies to fight natural disasters.”63 
According to Zagladin, Attali was horrified at the thought of German unification 
and said at one point that he would go and live on Mars if unification occurred.64 

Gorbachev, however, seems to have been under no illusion regarding what the 
two Western leaders wanted him to do. As they could not speak out publicly against 

59 ������*�~�!�����!����!��~)!��!�����^�����������^_`_�����DBPO, 33.
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61 Transcript produced from memory by Soviet note taker Anatoly Chernyaev of a conversation be-

tween Gorbachev and Thatcher, 23 September 1989. Published in Times Online, 10 September 
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were attempting to maneuver Moscow into vetoing German unification or perhaps 
even to putting a stop to the destabilizing developments in East Germany by de-
ploying Russian tanks.65��!�
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them.” Mitterrand and Thatcher were convinced that “Gorbachev would never 
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Decision time, however, came ever closer with the increasing strength of the 
protest movement in East Germany and the accelerating disintegration of the GDR. 
The continuing mass demonstrations on the streets of East Germany and, not least, 
an initiative by the West German chancellor proved to be decisive.
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ed a cautious Ten-Point blueprint for German unification, much of which he had 
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and Gorbachev had not received any advance notice and were less than pleased.67 
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his fifth point he referred to the possible creation of confederate structures between 
the two German states, he declined to mention a timeframe. Instead he said cau-
tiously that “nobody knows how a reunified Germany will look.”68 Despite the 
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reunification, following Kohl’s speech reunification was very much on the interna-
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about the issue and to refer to it only in an indirect and cryptic way.69
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by early December 1989 that the course of events set in motion in the summer 
and fall of that year by the widespread protests of the East German population 
would unavoidably lead to German reunification. Instead of resisting this almost 
certain development and thereby antagonize the Germans without being in any 
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memoirs of the major participants. 
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way able to alter the result, Bush decided to gracefully bow to the inevitable. 
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is, before Kohl’s speech, he remained unconvinced by the prime minister’s argu-
ments that the West ought to do all it could to maintain the Cold War status quo 
to shore up Gorbachev’s ever more precarious domestic position in the Soviet 
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still displayed a certain amount of sympathy for Thatcher’s point of view.70 
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four principles that should guide the international dimension of German unifica-
tion: self-determination for the Germans; an orderly evolutionary process; the 
inviolability of the European borders; and lastly and perhaps most importantly 
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to support German unification if these conditions were met. Thatcher concluded 
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regards slowing down German reunification.”73 
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made up its mind to support German unification. Although Secretary of State 
Baker advised Kohl on 12 December to be a little more careful when dealing with 
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%�������%�������%�74 for Washington the ultimate outcome 
of the developments in the East that had started in the summer of 1989 were no 
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Open Skies conference, for negotiating the precise nature of German unification 
between the four World War II victors and the two German states.75
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ed to prop up the GDR by, for instance, paying the disintegrating state an official 

����� $�
��� !�� ��� 
�������� ���� �*� �<���

��Q� %�
� ������
�� ��� �!!��������� �!����

70 DBPO��<$�\
71 See Rödder, Deutschland einig Vaterland, 150.
72 DBPO��<$�\
73 Thatcher, Downing Street Years�� �_��_�\� �!�� �%�� (������ �����
� ���� ������� ���[����!��� 
���

above all the book by Zelikow and Rice, ~��`�	"��	����Ì but also Robert D. Blackwill, “Deut-
sche Vereinigung und amerikanische Diplomatie,” Außenpolititk 45, no. 3 (1994): 211–225; 
�!�����)\�|���%��
��American Diplomacy and the End of the Cold War. An Insider’s Account of 
U.S. Policy in Europe, 1989–1992 (Washington, DC: Brookings, 1997); Bush and Scowcroft, A 
World Transformed; James A Baker III, The Politics of Diplomacy: Revolution, War and Peace, 
1989–1992�~=�"��!�	��{�������^__��}�?��&���%���
���Fremde Freunde: Deutschland und die 
USA zwischen Mauerfall und Golfkrieg (Paderborn: Schoeningh, 2000).

74 Zelikow and Rice, ~��`�	"��	����, 209, 215. 
75 See Reinhard Müller, Der 2+4-Vertrag und das Selbstbestimmungsrecht der Völker�~����	&����

���������{�����)��Q��^__��\

¡���
�)����




373���Q������%���%��������������(��&�����!����$�
����

+�Q�!>�����%��������
�������$�����Q�!����� ���
������*��Q�����������&�����!�\76 
=!���%���

��!����������*�̂ __��¡!%�������������������������%�������%����
������
�
country residence in the Gascony and Mitterrand told him that “if the Germans 
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(and thus before the fall of the Wall) Mitterrand referred to the necessity of further 
deepening the integration of the European continent and “in the course of our 
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tical assessments.”78 Kohl continues by writing that “unfortunately he had been 
forced to conclude since then that Mitterrand pursued a game of deception” in 
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could not be prevented (and he thus emphasized the need to embed Germany even 
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strong respect for Gorbachev, and secretly hope that Gorbachev would resolve 
the West’s reunification dilemma. He was realistic enough, however, to recognize 
that a formal anti-reunification entente with the British as desired by Downing 
Street would be counterproductive. During the EC summit conference on 8 and 
9 December in Strasbourg, Mitterrand and Thatcher met twice to consider a new 
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soon grasped how unrealistic it was to attempt going back to the alliance system 
of the years 1913 and 1938. It might also well have lasting negative consequenc-
es, it was reasoned in the Élysée Palace, if reunification did in fact occur after 
all, as was increasingly likely. In a meeting with Prime Minister Thatcher on 20 
������*����{���
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and Paris might not like German reunification, they could do little to stop it. And 
if this were the case, they should remain silent and not attempt vainly to derail 
the process and its inevitable outcome.80 Although this did not stop him to con-
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tinue making skeptical remarks, by mid-January 1990 Mitterrand had reluctantly 
accepted the inevitability of German reunification.

Thatcher, however, was not impressed. She had intended to put “some specif-
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Office “had to think through the consequences for Gorbachev: we did not want 
to lose the greater good of seeing his reforms succeed throughout the Soviet 
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��������!������!������!�
���
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%�&!��&�
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�
with reunification.”81 
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cooperation to derail reunification was out of the question. Thatcher was furious 
when she recognized to her great dismay that Mitterrand had resigned himself to 
putting up with reunification in favor of attempting to move “ahead faster towards 
a federal Europe in order to tie down the German giant.”82 This was indeed Mitter-
�����
� !������$�� �
� %�� %��� ������*� �<�������� �!� �!����%�$� ��� ����*� 
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1989.83� �!�� %��� �%�� ������� ½��
��!�� ������*� ������� �!� ��� ����
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European question (and monetary union) before its resolution would be acceptable. 

The Europeanization of the German Question, of course, ran counter to Thatcher’s 
ideas. While the prime minister was strongly opposed to reunification, she neverthe-
less did not develop much of a coherent strategy to either prevent it or embed it into 
structures which would make a unified and enlarged Germany acceptable. Mitterrand, 
by contrast, was the only opponent to reunification who did develop a convincing 
strategic structure that looked well into the future.84 “Europe will be your revenge,” 
&!����� ?�
�� ������� �%������!��+�������� %��� �!��� �%�� 
�$����*� 
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prime minister after the British had suddenly halted the invasion of Egypt and the 
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about the possibility of German unification and the disappearance of the GDR as 
an independent state.86 During a meeting with Bush on a ship off the coast of 
Malta on 2 and 3 December 1989, the two leaders formally declared the Cold 
?���!$��\����������Q��%��
��
�������"��	
������!��%
���!����%�$�����������!�
retreat to a much more hard-line position regarding German unification.87 The 
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82 Thatcher, Downing Street Years, 798.
83 See Rödder, Deutschland einig Vaterland, 161.
84 Ibid. 
85 See Cradock, In Pursuit of British Interests, 134.
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more the GDR began to disintegrate, not least after the free East German elections 
on 18 March 1990 which brought a conservative-led coalition government under 
{���������
����)!�%�����������Ð����!��!"�������%���
��������%���!�����
�������
�%�� ��!�!���� ���� &��������� "!�
� !&� �%�� �!$���� (��!�� Q��"�� �%�� %�Q%��� �!�-
bachev’s price became. The Soviet leader also needed to pay more attention to 
his domestic audience. An increasing number of communist hard-liners viewed 
Gorbachev’s policies in a very critical light and were strongly opposed to giving 
up the spoils of war gained by having defeated Hitler. They were appalled at the 
idea of rescinding the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe by abandoning the GDR 
and allowing the creation of a reunified Germany. In the end this would lead to 
the failed August 1991 coup against Gorbachev.88

Privately Gorbachev seems to have made up his mind as early as January 1990 
that German unification was unavoidable. On 30 January 1990, at a press con-
ference with visiting GDR Prime Minister Modrow, Gorbachev’s statement rec-
!Q������� ��� �%��"!��
�!&� �%�������
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place.”89����^���������*�^__���!����%�$��!���$�
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cow that he believed it was for the Germans in East and West to decide whether 
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decision; it was up to the Germans themselves to select the timing and method 
for achieving it. Gorbachev, however, envisaged a united Germany to remain 
outside the two military blocs and to be equipped with only national forces for 
self-defense purposes.90 Despite Gorbachev’s reservations, in principle he had 
�Q������!�����������&�����!�\�����%����<��&�"�"��	
��!���"!��������$����!��%��
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more than 220 million deutsche mark. On the flight back from Moscow to Bonn, 
Kohl and his entourage opened champagne bottles. In his memoirs he used the 
subtitle “breakthrough” for the section about his visit to Moscow.91
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Washington, Gorbachev agreed with Bush that Germany had the right to decide 
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%����!��!��\��%���%!���
�!�$�!�
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me, 321–53.

88 See Michael Gorbachev, The August Coup: Three Days that Shook the World�~)!��!���|�����-
Collins, 1991).

89 {!"����~=!\^����!�?����~�X�����^����\�^__������DBPO, 233.
90 Kohl, Erinnerungen 1982–1990, 1066–68. See also von Plato, Die Vereinigung Deutschlands, 

252–79.
91 Kohl, ibid., 1069–70, 1062. 
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remained another issue however: Gorbachev wished to obtain as much financial 
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the West Germans had commenced in early May but, once again, the Soviets 
stalled since they wished to drive up the price. The final agreement was reached 
during a bilateral meeting between Gorbachev and Kohl in the Caucasus, at Gor-
bachev’s dacha, in mid-July 1990. Kohl and Gorbachev agreed on a sum of 12 
billion deutsche mark in addition to the food aid, financing of homes, and a vo-
cational retraining program for returning Soviet soldiers that the Germans had 
already promised to Moscow.93�+&�����%��X����
�
�������Q���%���!$����(��!���!�
longer stood in the way of giving its agreement to German reunification, includ-
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was signed on 12 September 1990 in Moscow, and on 3 October the GDR joined 
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strategic political reasons, President Bush was convinced that this was the right 
policy to embark upon. Mitterrand and Gorbachev, as well as political leaders 
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to overcome their deep reservations to this development before they were ready 
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did not help that she and Helmut Kohl never developed close personal relations. 
In fact, Thatcher and Kohl greatly disliked each other. Even when talking to the 
(�����
��������%����������%������!����������!���&����!��%�������
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as “that woman” and Bush was “uncomfortable” with Thatcher’s constant “dis-
��
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�%��\94 
In her memoirs Thatcher attests to the difficulties between herself and Kohl when 
she writes somewhat insincerely that “in fact, we did not get on at all badly.”95 

More importantly, throughout 1989–90 the prime minister’s thinking remained 
��Q�������$�
�!���

\�|��������"�
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!����"��%��������%�����&��<�����&����-
work of thought that was strongly influenced by both the Second World War, 
including the Holocaust, and Cold War parameters. At the same time, her lack of 
sympathy for and understanding of the European integration process and her 
faulty concept of British patriotism, including her longing for past glories of 
empire and world power, prevented her from consenting to the further develop-
�����!&��%���X����!���Q����������!�����(��!���%�������Q��������������Q������-
many. Even Margaret Thatcher’s own foreign policy advisor, Percy Cradock, who 
was close to her personally, writes in his account of the Thatcher years that the 
prime minister 

93 See Helmut Kohl, Erinnerungen 1990–94 (Munich: Droemer, 1997), 162–85. 
94 +��<������~=+�����!�?��Q%��~�X����^`����\�^_`_�����DBPO, 31–32. 
95 Thatcher, Downing Street Years, 747; see also Cradock, In Pursuit of British Interests, 135.
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for European traditions or statesmen. This lack of imagination about the other side was a real 
defect. Too often it meant a one-dimensional policy, the assertion of British claims in a vacuum, 
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In a world in which we had long lost a dominant role and had increasingly to live by our wits, 
this was dangerous.96 

With these entirely different approaches among Western leaders, Bush reaped 
a renewal of the Germans’ deep thankfulness and pro-American attitude for his 
country. Gorbachev received considerable financial payments and enormous per-
sonal admiration, which continued after his retirement (at least in Germany and 
�%��?�
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to German reunification consisted mainly in the reaffirmation of Kohl’s agree-
ment, already obtained in December 1989, to support the realization of European 
�!�����*�(��!�����������Q��%��������!��!&������!������������*�"%��%�������*�
would adopt.97 It was generally believed at the time that this would lead to the 
end of German monetary domination in Europe. 

In contrast, Thatcher clung so long to a negative position, that she then had 
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stage, moreover, the British prime minister had wasted a great deal of time and 
profoundly antagonized not only her American ally, but also the Germans and 
Chancellor Kohl. She therefore was unable to gain anything from her reluctant 
and belated agreement to German unification. Her ultimate agreement to and 
����������� !&� ������� �����&�����!�� �$!�$��� "��%��� �%�� �!���<�� !&� ��� ���������
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fice about the core of British foreign policy in the German Question. 
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It is commonly thought that it was only Thatcher and a very limited number 
of her loyal supporters, including her private secretary Charles Powell, who were 
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�� ��� �
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assumed, had a much more enlightened point of view and did their best to per-
suade the prime minister to give her agreement to German reunification.98 This 
is perhaps a somewhat oversimplified version. In fact both the prime minister and 
���*� �!���Q�� �&&���� !&&�����
� $��"��� ������� ���&�����!�� 
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nonetheless initially their point of view was not all that different. On 15 Septem-
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from the British embassy in East Berlin whether “the GDR can be preserved as 
a separate German state but with Western political, economic and social condi-
tions” or whether or not reunification was “unavoidable.”99 

In contrast to the prime minister, the British diplomatic officials, however, 
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alized significantly earlier than the prime minister that resisting German reunifi-
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reunification, dated 11 October 1989, it was argued that Britain, along “with 
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indeed the direction in which events lead.”100 While listing a number of disad-
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ment of any evolution towards reunification.” Moreover, “the advantages which 
could flow from reunification are considerable,” it was argued. It would clearly 
be a victory for Western values, would improve the West’s security, and would 
also strengthen the economic potential of the EC. The paper then presciently 
outlined why reunification was not to be feared but ought to be welcomed:
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mans at all levels, including the highest, will be a crucial element in this process. They will be 
particularly important if events in the GDR take a dramatic turn.101

However, the public utterances by the prime minister and her well-known private 
reservations about reunification soon put Britain in the unenviable position of being 
regarded once again as the “odd one out” among the Western allies. Still, in early 
=!$��������Q!!���������!&��!���Q���&&����!&&�����
��!���������!�%!����%��$��"�
that “our line on the German Question should be to stress the importance of self-de-
termination and go no further.”102 In the public imagination in Germany and else-
where in the Western world, British silence regarding the unfolding events in East 
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Germany had convinced many observers in Germany and elsewhere that the British 
government was at best lukewarm about the possibility of the collapse of the GDR 
and German unification. The last formal but vague declaration concerning British 
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jor’s circumspect statement during his visit to Bonn on 20 September. But the fall 
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Ambassador Christopher Mallaby reported from Bonn that the “absence of 
any statement by a senior member of HMG” in response to the fall of the Wall, 
similar to those made by Mitterrand and Bush and Baker, “has been commented 
on here.”103 He believed that a British statement was highly desirable. Tellingly 
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“in our own interests” his statement should not “fall short in two respects: will-
ingness to accept reunification, if that is the way things go, and confidence in the 
���������!$�������� �!��!�����������!���*����"�*
�"%��%������!�
!�����"��%�
?�
�����������
�
\]�=�"��!���Q����������*�|�����"%!�%���!��*���������!������
to this position on 26 October 1989 in the course of a reshuffle of the government, 
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unification based on free institutions.” The principle of German unity was not in 
doubt, he declared, “but the how and when,” he said, was “not on the immediate 
agenda.”104 This was a rather cautious statement. Together with Thatcher’s reser-
vations which became increasingly known, Hurd’s statement defined the British 
attitude toward German unification for both the international press and the West 
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not only busy with following and analyzing the dramatic, confusing, and con-
stantly changing developments in the GDR, they were also paying attention to 
the reactions of Gorbachev, Paris, Washington, and not least the Kohl govern-
ment. They also had the unenviable task of attempting to persuade their own 
prime minister to adopt a more constructive and positive policy toward German 
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increasingly aware that both the Germans and the American administration saw 
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The impression we create on this arises from the nuances rather than from the basic statement 
of our position. It is all right to insist on the need for prudence in handling the present dramatic 
developments in Europe, but we need to convey to the Germans that we too have a positive 

103 ������*�~�!�����!�|����~�X����_�=!$\�^_`_�����DBPO, 98. 
104 Quoted in DBPO��{��&�����<$\
105 See DBPO, 190, note 3.
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vision of what should emerge at the end of the day and what we are prepared to work for. […] 
If we do not start conveying this impression to the Germans soon […] they will conclude that 
we are fundamentally hostile to that sort of vision. They will be tempted increasingly to move 
ahead without us on these fundamental issues of European policy. We could ultimately impose a 
block, based on our position as one of the four Powers responsible for Germany and Berlin. But 
we should not count on carrying anyone else with us.106
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eign Office, including the foreign secretary himself, gradually dissipated or be-
came considerably less pronounced. In particular, ever since Chancellor Kohl’s 
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mats, had clearly come around to accepting the inevitability of reunification. It 
was also obvious that this might occur a lot faster than had been predicted until 
then. The British as well as the other allies were skeptical when Kohl’s primary 
foreign policy advisor Horst Teltschik attempted to tone down the importance of 
�%�����>{!������!Q�����*��<�������Q��%���¡!%��
�
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unity at the end of a lengthy process and thus to head off calls for early unity.”  
Britain’s ambassador in Bonn, Mallaby, fully recognized that “Kohl’s decision to 
set out a program culminating in unity, without agreement of coalition partners or 
prior consultation with allies, is a sign of the speed with which the debate is mov-
��Q\]�|�����!��������	��!�)!��!���%���¡!%��
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unity” was achieved might well be soon overtaken “by other views.”107 

Mallaby regarded Kohl’s Ten-Point plan as a “major event” and a “landmark 
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of a German federation is now clearly an aim of policy, though without a times-
cale.”108 Kohl’s speech, he wrote, “takes reunification out of the realms of aspiration 
and makes it the culmination and aim of a staged programme.”  The ambassador 
also noted that “it is helpful that Kohl has set no timescales and has linked his 
programme to wider European developments which will take considerable time.” 

The prime minister, however, was not amused. She read Mallaby’s telegram 
with a great deal of concern and noted in the margin, “Christopher Mallaby seems 
to welcome reunification,” implying that she herself did not.109�
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summit of heads of government on 4 December 1989, Thatcher did not hesitate to 
say that reunification ought not to take place for ten to fifteen years. This was im-
mediately “quoted by German commentators as evidence of a negative and mis-
trustful British attitude,” as ambassador Mallaby put it.110 When at a private lun-
cheon organized by the right of center Centre for Policy Studies on 18 December, 
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107 ������*�~�!�����!�|����~�X�����`�=!$\�^_`_�����DBPO, 138.
108 ������*�~�!�����!�|����~�X�����_�=!$\�^_`_�����DBPO, 142–43.
109 DBPO, 143, note 3.
110 ������*�~�!�����!�|����~�X���������\�^__������DBPO, 190.

¡���
�)����




381

������q�%��{���%��"����%���%���
����%!��!���­=!���!����������]�
%��
%!����\111 Time 
and again she said in the course of the luncheon, “We’ve been through the war and 
we know perfectly well what the Germans are like […] and how national character 
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them,” she said.112���!�Q��(������!���!&��%�������������
�����%������%�!���������"�!���
in his memoirs that “if allied governments knew just how narrow-minded, and in 
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they are already.”113

There was indeed rising concern about the British standpoint. In early January 
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and the least important.” To drive the point home, Mallaby wrote unambiguously 
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I remain concerned that despite our consistent support for the principle of German unity through 
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German aspirations even while laying down conditions for German unity.114

Once again Prime Minister Thatcher was not impressed by Mallaby’s analysis. 
She believed, according to a note drafted by her confidant and private secretary 
Charles Powell, dated 9 January, that Mallaby “showed a lack of understanding 
of our policy which she finds alarming. She would like to see any reply before 
it is sent.”115 

The rising tension within the government and the increasingly more desperate 
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of the damage done to Britain’s international standing by Thatcher’s inability to 
accept German reunification culminated in a seminar at Chequers on 27 January 
1990, after the prime minister’s return from her visit to Mitterrand in Paris. Al-
though the editors of the British volume of documents on German reunification 
"������%���q�%����"�
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ed defeat,”116 the Chequers seminar on “East-West relations and Germany” was 
important for persuading the prime minister to change her mind, however reluc-
tantly.117 Effectively the seminar at the prime minister’s country residence was a 
brainstorming session, attended by Thatcher and her most important foreign 

111 (������Diplomacy and Disillusion, 102.
112 Ibid., 104–05.
113 Ibid., 113.
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policy advisors, both ministers and officials. Thatcher gradually and hesitantly 
gave her “assent” in principle to the proposition of German unification closely 
���������"��%���=+�������&���%������!���������Q����!�\118 In late January 1990, 
however, she still found “the overall picture very worrying” and was wondering 
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She thought that would somehow “convey a good political signal.”119 Moreover, 
some of her most strident anti-unification remarks were made in an interview 
with the Wall Street Journal�!�����������*�����!��^���������*�����%���!���<��!&�
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on the cards.121 Although Thatcher was coming round to accepting the inevitable, 
she did not let go without a rearguard fight. In practice she continued to attempt to 
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Kohl’s hesitation to recognize the Western frontier of Poland, and also about the 
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seminar at Chequers on 24 March 1990. This time she assembled British and Amer-
ican historians to talk about the German character.122 The seminar became notorious 
due to the press being leaked a summary of the discussion written by her private 
secretary Charles Powell which grossly distorted the nature and conclusions of the 
discussions.123 “By coincidence or design,” as John Campbell writes, the memoran-
dum was leaked in July, in the same week as the Ridley affair broke.124 

In the leaked document Powell referred to the unchanged German national char-
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ferred to a “sea-change in German thinking” since World War II.125 He also wondered 
why “the government was so horrified now that the original postwar aim of Allied 
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won.”126 The prime minister, it appeared, “was a little taken aback” by this forceful 
reasoning.127 Still, during the seminar Thatcher did not “hide her cordial dislike of 
all things German […] aggravated by her distaste for the personality of Helmut Kohl 
[…] The contrast between herself as a visionary stateswoman with a world-view and 
Kohl the wurst-eating, corpulent, plodding Teuton, has a long history in MT’s imag-
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\128

While matters were moving rapidly ahead with the creation of economic and 
currency unity between the two German states on 2 July and the Caucasus meet-
ing between Kohl and Gorbachev in mid-July 1990, Britain was still regarded as 
being opposed to reunification. This was further confirmed by the unfortunate 
Ridley Affair. The affair commenced on 14 July 1990 when an interview was 
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the conservative British weekly The Spectator. The minister, regarded as a Thatch-
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financial policy of the Bundesbank the Germans were set to take over the lead-
ership of Europe with the envisaged economic and monetary union. The EC, he 
outlined, was “a German racket designed to take over the whole of Europe. It has 
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no will of their own. Only the British remained in a position to put a stop to 
German ambitions. Ridley did not hesitate to put Kohl and the EC Commission 
on the same level as Hitler when he pontificated about European integration. He 
said that he was “not against giving up sovereignty in principle, but not to this 
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“it has always been Britain’s role to keep these various powers balanced, and 
never has it been more necessary than now, with Germany so uppity.” The inter-
view was accompanied by a cartoon of Ridley adding a Hitler moustache to a 
poster of Helmut Kohl. While this was not Ridley’s fault, it added to the bad taste 
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In spite of a few cautious attempts on Thatcher’s part to protect her minister 
from the indignant reactions to his declarations, he was eventually forced to re-
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must owe a little something to the knowledge that they are not significantly 
different from those of the prime minister [...] even though in public she is re-
quired not to be so indelicate as to draw comparisons between Herren Kohl and 
Hitler.”131 

Concluding remarks

Both the Ridley affair and the leakage of the Chequers seminar in March 
greatly damaged the embattled prime minister, who had become rather unpopular 
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well as over a large number of other serious issues. Rumors multiplied about an 
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1990 when Thatcher was unceremoniously ejected as leader of the Conservative 
Party and thus as prime minister. Her controversial opposition to German reuni-
fication and her inability to adopt a more constructive policy toward European 
integration played a large role in her downfall. Her attitudes appeared to defy 
common sense. By late 1990 both the country at large and the Conservative par-
ty grandees had realized that Thatcher’s foreign policy was orientated along the 
lines of Britain’s glorious past as an imperial world power, rather than along the 
more modest necessities of the present and future. Thatcher’s foreign policy, and 
in particular her German and European policies, were clearly damaging the coun-
try’s international standing. Germany was unified on 3 October 1990. Margaret 
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embittered person who frequently attacked her successors from the sidelines. She 
clearly never forgave her party for having ousted her from power. While much 
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ever more narrow-minded and developed an ever more vigorously anti-German 
and in particular anti-European frame of mind in her post-prime ministerial years.
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principles and resigned from the Cabinet in October 1989.
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