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The North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s invocation of Article 5 in the wake of
the terrorist attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001 was a vivid re-
minder of how fundamentally our security environment has changed. The
frozen certainties of the Cold War threat to Europe have given way to an en-
tirely new set of challenges, much different, but no less menacing than those of
the past.

The invocation of NATO’s collective self-defense clause, for the first time
ever in its history, and in response to a terrorist attack on the United States, also
demonstrated how much the Alliance has changed since the demise of commu-
nism and the Soviet Union in the early 1990s. Originally founded in 1949 to
deter Stalin from attacking Western Europe, NATO was then little more than a
U.S. promise of protection to a Europe devastated and demoralized by war. But
53 years later, NATO’s Article 5 commitment brought the old world to the aid of
the new, to reverse the words of Winston Churchill. If ever one was looking for
a demonstration of the undiminished vitality of the transatlantic relationship,
this is it.

That NATO could respond so swiftly to the events of September 11 was no co-
incidence. Throughout the 1990s, the Alliance underwent the most far-reaching
changes in its history. And Ron Asmus was one of the key architects of that adap-
tation. In addition to enlarging to Central and Eastern Europe, NATO reached
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out to build a new cooperative relationship with Russia, its erstwhile adversary.
It also reoriented itself to face new threats beyond its borders and intervened to
stop ethnic cleansing and genocide in Bosnia and Kosovo. And it embraced the
European Union’s efforts to build a European Security and Defense Policy as a
step toward a fairer sharing of the transatlantic security burden. Initially a U.S.-
West European alliance designed to meet the Russian threat, the Alliance was
being transformed into the foundation for a new pan-European alliance be-
tween North America and a Europe whole and free.

Behind this transformation lay the conviction that NATO was not just a tem-
porary Cold War creation designed by necessity to deter Russian power. Two
world wars and fifty years of working together during the Cold War led both
sides of the Atlantic to conclude that the virtues of their strategic partnership
transcended the communist or any other specific threat. The Atlantic Alliance
is the expression of a community of North American and European democra-
cies based on common values and interests. As NATO heads of state put it in a
declaration at their fiftieth anniversary summit in Washington in the spring of
1999, NATO must be adapted so that it is as good in meeting the threats of the
21st century as it was in fighting the Cold War.

In November 2002, at its summit meeting in Prague, NATO will confront a
new set of challenges. It must now complete the vision of a Europe whole and
free that stretches, in the words of President George W. Bush, from the Baltic to
the Black Sea and enlarge to new members willing and able to shoulder the
burdens of membership. The terrorist attacks on the United States have only re-
inforced the desire to consolidate peace and democracy in post–Cold War
Europe. A strong and stable Europe is a key asset at a time when American and
Western security is under attack elsewhere.

But the war on terrorism has also highlighted the continuing importance of
allies and alliances. Today Western democracies face new, potentially existen-
tial threats to their security in the form of terrorism and weapons of mass de-
struction. Our Alliance must be modernized and adapted to face this threat if
we are to live up to the principles NATO was founded on. This modernization
must not be confined to developing new strategies or working methods. It must
entail, above all, a commitment to build the necessary military capabilities.
This is a challenge for NATO Allies as well as for those who aspire to join the
Alliance. Our still-young century has already taught us a lesson we must heed as
we continue NATO’s modernization: that you cannot have defense on the
cheap.

In Opening NATO’s Door, Ron Asmus provides us with a definitive and in-
sider’s account of the first chapter in NATO’s modernization after the end of the
Cold War. He takes us behind the scenes in Washington and into the diplo-
matic corridors of Europe to tell the story of the debates that took place in the
early and mid-1990s as the U.S. and its European allies grappled to define the
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Alliance’s post–Cold War strategic direction in the wake of communism’s col-
lapse. He shows how the initial impulse for NATO enlargement came from 
dissidents-turned-diplomats in Central and Eastern Europe and how it was
eventually embraced by U.S. and European leaders. Above all, he provides us
with an insider’s view on how Washington’s own views and those of its allies
evolved as NATO grappled with how to turn enlargement from a noble idea
into political reality.

Opening NATO’s Door documents the diplomacy, some of it dramatic, that
took place in the run-up to the NATO Brussels summit in January 1994 and, above
all, during the run-up to the Madrid summit in July 1997. At the same time, he
highlights how, from its inception, NATO enlargement was about more than just
consolidating the peace in Central and Eastern Europe. His detailing of the in-
tense negotiations that produced the signing of the NATO-Russia Founding Act
documents the lengths to which the Alliance went to create a new relationship
with Moscow and to give it a place in a new European security order. He offers
some vivid insights into the political battle that took place both in public and be-
hind the scenes in Washington and the building of a true bipartisan consensus
for the ratification of enlargement by the U.S. Senate in the spring of 1998.

Above all, Ron underscores how the early proponents of enlargement were
trying to develop a rationale for a new NATO that would bind the U.S. and
Europe together as closely in the post–Cold War era as they had been during
the fight against communism. For the United States, NATO enlargement be-
came the centerpiece of a broader agenda—to transform and modernize the
U.S.-European strategic partnership to deal with the threats of a new century.
That strategy reflected an American commitment to the spread of democracy
and Western values, the premium put on building new alliances in a globalized
world and the fact that Washington looked to Europe whole and free as
America’s most natural partner likely to share those values and address those
challenges.

NATO heads of state will doubtless draw some of the intellectual, political
and diplomatic lessons from the events described in this book when they meet
in Prague in November 2002. The questions they must grapple with—the scope
of the next wave of NATO enlargement, how best to deepen NATO-Russia co-
operation and how to build capabilities so that the Alliance serves as an effective
tool in the war on terrorism—are the natural outgrowth of the debates and poli-
cies described in these pages.

Dean Acheson, one of NATO’s founding fathers, once said that “the really
successful international organizations are those that recognize and express un-
derlying realities.” In facing long-term, strategic challenges, there can be no
substitute for long-term, strategic partners: Partners you can trust. Partners who
trust you. That is the underlying reality which the North Atlantic Alliance has
always been about.
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Ron Asmus’ fascinating account explains how NATO, by recognizing and ex-
pressing these “underlying realities” in post–Cold War Europe, transformed
both itself, European security, and the transatlantic security partnership.

Ron Asmus played a key—indeed essential—role, both in and out of govern-
ment, in ensuring that this effort was enormously successful. For that, I thank
Ron and am grateful for the contribution this book makes to documenting this
historic story.

Lord Robertson of Port Ellen
Secretary General of NATO
May 2002
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teamwork. I owe a great debt to Richard Kugler and Steve Larrabee for their
personal friendship and intellectual collaboration. A special word of thanks also
goes to Vice Admiral Ulrich Weisser. As a guest scholar at RAND and subse-
quent top aide to German Defense Minister Volker Ruehe, he contributed in
many ways to RAND’s early work on these issues. Our work together in and out-
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It was an honor to serve my country under President Bill Clinton and
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possible. I hasten to add that opinions expressed in this book are mine alone and
do not reflect any official position of the United States government.

Without the support of Les Gelb and the Council on Foreign Relations this
book would never have become reality. The Council provided the environment
and support that allowed me to translate the swirl of events of the last decade
into a narrative for a broader audience. Dr. Zbigniew Brzezinski was kind
enough to chair a Council study group whose members read and critiqued the
initial draft chapters of this book. While they are too numerous to be named in-
dividually, their comments and feedback helped sharpen my thinking and argu-
ments. I would also like to thank Madeleine Albright, Richard Holbrooke, Tony
Lake, Jim Steinberg, and Strobe Talbott for their comments on earlier drafts of
the manuscript.
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This book was written under an executive order signed by the Secretary of State
granting the author access to the U.S. Department of State’s archives. While it
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It was March 12, 1999 and I was walking across the tarmac at Andrews Air Force
base to the plane of Secretary of State Madeleine K. Albright. As the senior rep-
resentative of the State Department’s European Bureau, I was flying with her 
to Independence, Missouri to celebrate the entry of the Czech Republic,
Hungary, and Poland into the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). As
the U.S. Secretary of State, Albright had the honor of receiving the protocols of
accession officially marking the entry of these three countries into the Alliance.
She had chosen the Harry S. Truman Library for the ceremony. It was her way
of emphasizing that the U.S. and our European allies were continuing the orig-
inal dream of Truman and NATO’s founding fathers by enlarging the Atlantic
Alliance to include countries from Central and Eastern Europe who, only a de-
cade earlier, had broken loose from Soviet rule.

It was an important day for the United States and for the Administration of
President Bill Clinton. The U.S. and its allies were extending a security guaran-
tee to Central and Eastern Europe—a region that had been at the center of
many of Europe’s great conflicts in the past. It was the largest increase in the
American commitment to Europe in decades—and came at a time when many
people doubted the staying power of the U.S. in Europe and elsewhere around
the globe. It was a testimony that America was not becoming isolationist but in-
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stead was renewing and expanding its commitment to alliance with the old con-
tinent and with the world more generally.

But NATO enlargement was only part of a broader effort to transform and
modernize the Atlantic Alliance. Founded in 1949 to defend Western Europe
from a Soviet threat, the Alliance was now being used to help unify Europe by
opening its door to new members from the Baltic to the Black Sea. In parallel,
NATO had reached out to establish a cooperative relationship with Moscow, its
erstwhile adversary. While maintaining the core commitment to the collective
defense of its members, the U.S. had also pushed NATO to embrace new mili-
tary missions in response to new threats and to intervene militarily beyond its
borders in defense of Western values and interests, starting in the Balkans.

These were some of the most far-reaching changes in NATO in decades.
And it was all coming together in the spring of 1999. The enlargement of
NATO’s members and missions were the highlight of the Alliance’s fiftieth an-
niversary summit scheduled for April 1999 in Washington, D.C. The vision was
clear: a new NATO between the U.S. and a Europe whole and free committed
to tackling the new threats of the 21st century. Enlargement was a centerpiece of
a strategy to make NATO effective in meeting the challenges of the future as the
Alliance had been in winning the Cold War. While none of us could foresee it
at the time, these efforts helped to lay the foundation for NATO’s invoking of
Article V on September 11, 2001 in response to terrorist attacks on the United
States.

It had not been easy or without controversy. At a time of general indifference
to foreign policy following the end of the Cold War, NATO enlargement
sparked one of the most passionate and fierce national security debates of the
decade in the United States. The reasons went beyond the issue of the fate of
those Central and East Europeans nations. Instead, the debate revolved around
America’s vision of Europe, relations with Russia, as well as NATO’s future pur-
pose now that communism was gone. Initially, much of the American foreign
policy establishment opposed it; most Europeans were lukewarm at best; and
the Russians were almost unanimous in their opposition to it. Critics claimed
that it was a strategic blunder that would derail Russia’s democratic reforms,
provoke a new Cold War, and dilute or weaken America’s premier military al-
liance. And they doubted President Clinton’s commitment to this project and
insisted that the U.S. public and Senate would never consent to extend a U.S.
security guarantee to these countries.

But President Clinton overcame opposition to the idea—first in his own
Administration, then among our European allies and, finally, in Russia—and
successfully enlarged the Alliance. And he did so without the crisis in relations
with Russia or the evisceration of NATO as a military alliance critics had pre-
dicted. Both major political parties supported NATO enlargement and the U.S.
Senate ratified it by a vote of 80–19. In doing so, the Administration laid a cor-
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nerstone for a new NATO that reflected the realities and threats of a new
Europe—an accomplishment that was likely to be one of the Administration’s
most enduring foreign policy legacies.

Why had the Clinton Administration done it? There were three key reasons.
First, President Clinton was attracted early on to NATO enlargement as a
means to help create a democratic, peaceful, and secure Europe whose future,
as he often put it to visitors, could be better than the continent’s bloody past. He
believed that the U.S. had a unique chance to help do for Europe’s eastern half
what the generation of Truman and Acheson had done for the continent’s west-
ern half. He wanted to extend NATO’s security umbrella to lock in peace and
democracy in Europe as a whole and complete the overcoming of Europe’s
Cold War divide that had started with the crumbling of the Berlin Wall ten
years earlier. And he wanted to do so while also embracing and integrating a
democratic Russia.

Second, the President believed that one of the great lessons of the 20th cen-
tury was that the United States and Europe should stick together. Although the
old Soviet threat had gone away, America’s interest in an alliance with Europe
had not. He wanted to modernize NATO in a way that would keep the U.S. and
Europe tied together and the Alliance relevant in a way that publics on both
sides understood. Clinton believed that there was perhaps no other part of the
world with which the U.S. had more common values and interests. By locking
in peace and security on the continent once and for all, the U.S. could create
precisely the kind of stability in Europe that would better allow it to address new
challenges elsewhere. This would in turn allow the U.S. and its European allies
to focus on the new challenges they needed to confront together in the years
and decades ahead in a globalized world.

Third, the Clinton Administration viewed the fight over NATO enlargement
as part of the larger battle over what America stood for in the world. It was part
of the broader foreign policy struggle over whether the United States would re-
main internationally engaged or retreat into a new kind of isolationism or uni-
lateralism. President Clinton wanted to modernize the Alliance to deal with the
threats of the future because he believed the U.S. should not go it alone but had
to act together with its partners on the global stage.  He wanted to reform
NATO so that the American public would understand why it was still relevant
in a new era and support its continuation. To be sure, not all opponents of en-
largement were isolationist or unilateralist. But there were voices advocating a
U.S. disengagement from Europe either to focus on domestic problems, or to
free up American attention and resources to act elsewhere in the world. The
Clinton Administration believed that these were the false and wrong choices.

As the Secretary of State’s plane took off from Andrews Air Force base, I
thought about the key individuals who had made this day possible. That vision
and strategy were not the result of a sudden epiphany. Instead, they had evolved
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over time and resulted from intellectual and political battles waged and won.
The idea of enlarging NATO had originated in Central and Eastern Europe
where former dissidents turned diplomats and statesman saw it as the logical ex-
tension of their struggle against communism and the culmination of their fight
for freedom, democracy, and national independence. It was then picked up by
a handful of Western intellectuals and politicians who recast the issue in
broader terms of the Alliance’s overall future and survival. In doing so, they put
the NATO enlargement issue front and center on the West’s strategic agenda.

That debate fell into the lap of the Clinton Administration shortly after it as-
sumed office in early 1993. And it was President Clinton who personally set the
tone within the Administration by responding positively when first confronted
with the issue by Vaclav Havel, Lech Walesa, and Arpad Goncz—the presidents
of the Czech Republic, Poland, and Hungary—in the spring of 1993. Tony
Lake, Clinton’s first National Security Advisor, was perhaps the first proponent
of NATO enlargement in the President’s inner circle along with Sandy Berger.
Warren Christopher, Albright’s predecessor as Secretary of State, was initially
cautious but gradually became a strong supporter, toiling in the diplomatic
trenches to lay the groundwork for the successes that followed after his depar-
ture. Richard C. Holbrooke was brought back to enforce the President’s will on
a reluctant bureaucracy, especially the Pentagon, and to get reluctant allies on
board. And Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott, while initially skeptical,
took on the arduous task of negotiating a new cooperative NATO-Russia rela-
tionship that would enable enlargement to move forward while avoiding a train
wreck in Russia’s relations with the West.

But this was also a very special moment for Albright. The daughter of a
Czechoslovak diplomat driven from his homeland by Stalin, she was commit-
ted to using America’s power and influence to overcome Europe’s Cold War di-
vision. While much of the groundwork for NATO enlargement was completed
during Clinton’s first term in office, it was Albright who became the Administra-
tion’s champion on enlargement and pulled together the ideas, the diplomacy,
and the politics to successfully get the job done. Her tenacity helped keep the
Atlantic Alliance on course. And her passion on the issue, knack for public
diplomacy, and personal relationship with Republican Senator Jesse Helms al-
lowed her to reach across the political aisle and build bipartisan support to en-
sure Senate ratification. To use a sports metaphor that Albright would have
frowned on as “boy’s talk,” she came in as the quarterback in charge of the red
zone offense to put the ball in the end zone.

But credit for NATO enlargement clearly extended across the political aisle and
beyond the Administration. Without President George Bush’s successful reunifica-
tion of Germany in NATO, the Alliance would never have been able to reach out
further to the East. The leaders of Central and East European ethnic groups
helped draw early attention to the issue and elevated it on the agenda of both the
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Administration and Congress . . . and played a key role in providing support in the
ratification process. The Republican Party embraced enlargement as one of its
goals in the Contract with America in the summer of 1994 at the same time the
Clinton Administration was deciding to move forward on enlargement. The
Clinton Administration disagreed with many Republicans on the overall strategy
and timing of enlargement and, above all, on how to handle Russia and the
NATO-Russia relationship. But at a time of growing partisanship in Washington,
both parties came together to produce a bipartisan 80–19 vote on enlargement.
Forty-five of those Senators were Republicans. It was an affirmation of a strong bi-
partisan commitment to U.S.-European relations and trans-Atlantic cooperation.

As we flew toward St. Louis on a dreary March day in the spring of 1999,
NATO was bracing to go to war in Kosovo. Albright had kept a grueling sched-
ule in the preceding weeks trying to keep the NATO Alliance together and the
Russians on board while the West ratcheted up the political and military pres-
sure on Serbian leader Slobodan Milosevic to halt his barbaric “ethnic cleans-
ing” campaign. She was in the front line of fire for what the press would soon
dub “Madeleine’s war.” But it was time to put the problems of Kosovo aside for
a day to welcome the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland into NATO.
Albright’s Chief-of-Staff, Elaine Shocas, tapped me on the shoulder and said
Albright wanted to see me. As I entered her private cabin, she broke out into a
smile and gave me a huge hug. “Madeleine”—as we all referred to her—had
been waiting a long time for this day, and her ebullient mood showed it.

We were joined on the plane by the Foreign Ministers of these three coun-
tries—Bronislaw Geremek of Poland, Jan Kavan of Czechoslovakia, and Janos
Martonyi of Hungary. Each came up to Albright’s cabin to spend a few private
minutes with her and to congratulate her. Geremek, a former Solidarity dissi-
dent and a close personal friend of Albright’s, reminded her that during Poland’s
first post-communist election campaign, Solidarity had used an election poster
with a picture of Gary Cooper from High Noon to symbolize the triumph of
good over evil. “Madeleine,” Geremek said, “this is the fulfillment of that
dream.” “NATO enlargement,” he continued, “is the most important event that
has happened to Poland since the onset of Christianity.” This was a remarkable
statement considering that it came from a Polish medieval historian of Jewish
origin. After Geremek left the cabin, Albright turned to me and said: “Ron, it
doesn’t get any better then this. We are making history.”

At the ceremony at the Truman Library, each of the three Foreign Ministers
spoke eloquently about what NATO membership meant to them and their na-
tions. The table used for the signing ceremony was the same one President
Truman had used on March 12, 1947 to sign legislation that provided assistance
to Greece and Turkey under the Marshall Plan to help defend them against a
possible communist takeover—a first step in a U.S. commitment that would
lead to the creation of NATO two years later. After the Foreign Ministers
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handed their signed protocols to Albright, she held them above her head in tri-
umph and beamed. “Hallelujah,” she proclaimed. “Never again will your fates
be tossed around like poker chips on a bargaining table.” NATO enlargement,
she said, was erasing “the line drawn in Europe by Stalin’s bloody boot.”
Looking at the three Foreign Ministers, she said to them: “You are truly allies;
you are truly home.”

I looked over at the Polish, Czech, and Hungarian delegations. A number of
them had been imprisoned under communism in their fight for democracy and
freedom. They had always dreamed of the day when they could join the West.
For them this day was the culmination of a struggle that had started with the
founding of Charter 77 or when a young Polish electrician by the name of Lech
Walesa had jumped the fence at the Lenin shipyards in August 1981 in Gdansk
to lead the strikes that would lead to the creation of Solidarity and eventually
topple the Soviet empire in Central and Eastern Europe. When these Poles,
Czechs, and Hungarians had initially raised the issue of joining NATO in the
early 1990s, many in the West had dismissed them as hopeless romantics. But
they had persevered. They had always been part of the West in spirit. Now they
were joining its premier military alliance. It was the fulfillment of their dreams
and their triumph as well. Many of them were in tears.

Returning home from Independence on the evening of March 12, I also
thought about how my own life had become intertwined with the NATO en-
largement debate. Central and Eastern Europe had been a part of my life since
childhood. My parents were German immigrants, driven by the aftermath of
war and destruction to start a new life in Milwaukee. My family had roots in
various parts of Central and Eastern Europe—Bohemia, Pomerania, Lower
Saxony, and Silesia. My first exposure to Central and Eastern European politics
came at home in the evenings when I would listen to my grandmother tell me
about what Berlin, Warsaw, Prague, and Budapest had been like before World
War II destroyed and divided Europe.

My education continued on to the soccer field. Our local soccer league—or-
ganized along ethnic lines with German, Polish, Italian, Czech, Hungarian,
and Serbo-Croatian teams—reflected the large number of Central and East
European immigrants who had landed in Milwaukee. While children kicked
the ball around the field, parents yelled at them and each other in a multitude
of tongues, only to retire to the tavern afterward to talk about life in the old
country. Like many young Americans, I went to Europe to study during my col-
lege years. During that time, I visited the battlefields where World War II had
been fought and the concentration camps where millions of Jews and other vic-
tims had perished. I saw the reality of Europe’s division in a divided Berlin
where I searched for the home in which my grandmother had lived in the 1930s.

That reality—complete with barbed wire, armed towers manned by soldiers
with guard dogs, and orders to shoot to kill—was a pivotal experience that
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changed my life and future career path. Simply put, it horrified me. I began to
ask questions: How could this have been allowed to happen? How long would it
endure? What could be done to end it? To the great consternation of my par-
ents, I returned home to announce that I was abandoning a planned engineer-
ing degree and instead wanted to study European and Russian History and
International Relations.

My first job after graduate school was with Radio Free Europe (RFE) in
Munich, Germany. There was hardly a better microcosm of Central and
Eastern Europe for a young American interested in the region. Many of the
most knowledgeable experts on communist affairs in the world worked at or vis-
ited RFE. Solidarity was on the rise in Poland. It and other dissident movements
in Central and Eastern Europe were signs that the Soviet bloc was starting to
crumble. The émigrés and experts there taught me a great deal about the aspi-
rations and fears of the people of this region. Several colleagues would return to
their native countries following communism’s collapse and reappear in my life
as diplomatic counterparts after I joined the State Department.

In the late 1980s I joined RAND, the leading think tank in the U.S. at the
time on European security issues. It was an exciting time: the Berlin Wall would
soon fall and much of the conventional wisdom on European security went out
the window. RAND was a beehive of debate over future U.S. strategy toward
Europe and Russia. The Czech Republic, Poland, and Hungary had turned to
RAND for assistance in developing new national security strategies. Working
with them provided a unique window into their thinking and aspirations to join
NATO. Many of our new colleagues and friends were as pro-western and com-
mitted to the values NATO was pledged to defend as any of us. How could the
U.S. say “no” to their desire to join the Alliance?

During the 1992 Presidential campaign, I was attracted to then Governor Bill
Clinton’s “New Democrat” philosophy. I joined one of several groups of foreign
policy experts attached to the campaign. The purpose of such ragtag groups was
as much to keep us would-be foreign policy advisors feeling involved as produc-
ing anything of use to the campaign. But the battle lines on NATO enlargement
were already being drawn.  Several colleagues and I argued that the U.S. should
enlarge NATO as the natural extension of the American commitment to de-
mocracy and integration in Europe, while others argued that such a move
would alienate Moscow and that the Central and East Europeans should be en-
couraged to look to European structures instead. Such discussions foreshad-
owed the debate that would unfold in the years to come.

The selection of Clinton’s initial national security team did not fill me with
confidence that the issues I cared about were high on the Administration’s
agenda. Along with two RAND colleagues, Steve Larrabee and Dick Kugler, I
decided to go public with the case for enlarging NATO in an article in Foreign
Affairs in the fall of 1993 that quickly became a cause célèbre in policy-making
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and diplomatic circles. German Defense Minister Volker Ruehe, the first major
West European politician to publicly advocate NATO enlargement, now turned
to RAND for help in developing his ideas. So did the Polish government. The
debate over NATO’s future was launched and my colleagues and I were in the
center of it.

In late December 1993, the phone rang while I was at home in Santa Monica.
On the line was Rose Gottemoeller, a former RAND colleague then at the
National Security Council. She was calling on behalf of Strobe Talbott who was
about to become Warren Christopher’s new Deputy at the State Department.
Rose had just returned from Moscow with Vice President Gore and Talbott.
During a stopover in Bonn, Richard Holbrooke had recommended me for a job.
Talbott wanted to know if I could come to Washington as soon as possible for an
interview.

I had met Holbrooke some months earlier. He was known for his audacity.
He was also keen on getting me into the Administration. He once sent me a
postcard saying: “Ron, I will be in touch to let you know how you can best serve
your country.” It was vintage Holbrooke. But Talbott’s interest left me even
more curious. I had met him at several seminars but did not know him well. He
was reported to be the leading opponent of NATO enlargement in the
Administration’s inner circle. Why would he want to hire me? As I walked into
the lobby of the State Department two days later, I couldn’t help but wonder
what I was getting myself into.

But Talbott and I had an immediate personal and intellectual rapport. I
quickly realized that his views were different than the caricature presented in the
media—including on NATO enlargement. At one point he remarked that while
he had not read all of my writings, he did know one article quite well, the Foreign
Affairs article that he had been arguing about for the past three months.  I could
not help but ask him: “Strobe, if you have been fighting my ideas for all of these
months, why do you want to hire me?”  He answered: “Because we have a Russia
policy but we do not yet have a European policy. And we need to have both and
they need to fit together. We need to find a way to meld our European and
Russian policy requirements. I want you to help me figure out how to do that.”

The job offer did not work out. When Talbott offered me a less senior slot, I
declined. I knew Washington well enough to understand that rank mattered if
one wanted to have an impact. Talbott sat me down in one of the Department’s
ornate seventh-floor rooms to make a final pitch. He pointed out that I had no
previous government experience and asked me to consider taking a staff posi-
tion with a promise of a promotion down the road. When I noted that his lack of
government experience had not prevented him from getting a very senior post,
he laughed and said: “But you haven’t known the President for twenty-five years
either.” As we parted, he told me: “You will end up working for this Administra-
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tion before it is over. I will make sure of that.” He later hired me as a consultant
to the Department so that we could stay in touch.

With Clinton’s reelection in November 1996 and the nomination of
Madeleine Albright as Secretary of State, that time had arrived. I knew Albright
through my former RAND colleague, Jim Steinberg, who was about to become
President Clinton’s Deputy National Security Advisor. She was looking for
someone to be her point person on NATO enlargement. Talbott and Steinberg
convinced her I should be it. I joined the Clinton Administration later that
spring as a Deputy Assistant Secretary of State in the State Department’s
European Bureau under Assistant Secretary John Kornblum and, subsequently,
Marc Grossman. On my first day on the job, Talbott took me to see Albright.
“Ron,” she told me, “I am looking to you to help us enlarge NATO, work out
this deal with the Russians, and come up with a strategy for the Baltic States.”

Talbott took me back to his private office. He told me that he would look to
me personally to be his representative on all issues related to NATO enlarge-
ment. I was to have direct and personal access to him. But Talbott underscored
the need to work NATO enlargement and NATO-Russia in tandem and with
equal commitment. “You need to commit to bringing the same amount of intel-
lectual commitment and passion to the building of a NATO-Russia relationship
as you have brought to NATO enlargement,” he told me. “It is what the Presi-
dent, the Secretary, and I all want.” As he put it, we needed to think “bi-lobally”—
with one lobe of the brain working on enlargement and the other on NATO-
Russia. It was a phrase I would hear many times over the next three years.

A Deputy Assistant Secretary, or DAS in the nomenclature of the U.S. gov-
ernment, is a key link between the political leadership and the working level of
the State Department. He or she is not in the innermost circle of power, but is
senior enough to observe and at times participate in high-level policy decisions
and to help carry them out. For the next three years I was part of the senior staff
at Albright’s and Talbott’s sides as the United States enlarged NATO, negotiated
the NATO-Russia Founding Act, and steered enlargement through the U.S.
Senate. I was the U.S. negotiator for the U.S.-Baltic Charter and was part of 
the team that put together a new strategic concept for the Alliance’s fiftieth-
anniversary summit in the spring of 1999 and NATO’s air campaign in Kosovo.
For someone who had spent his professional career writing about NATO and
European affairs, it was a unique perch from which to witness how policy really
is made.

As we returned from Independence and prepared to land at Andrews Air
Force base, I realized it was time to leave the world of diplomacy. Much of what
I had set out to accomplish when I joined the Administration had been
achieved. Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic were free and safe in
NATO. We had laid the foundation for a more modern Atlantic Alliance that

Introduction xxxi



was reshaping itself for a new era, changes that would be embraced at the
Alliance’s Fiftieth Anniversary Summit the following month.

Most importantly, the Europe my son would grow up to visit would be a dif-
ferent and better one. The line that had cruelly and artificially divided families,
countries, and an entire continent for half a century was being erased. Whereas
I as a young student had traveled across a continent divided by barbed wire and
guard dogs, my son would never think twice about visiting Berlin, Warsaw, or
Budapest. He would never know the divided Europe I had grown up with and
what it was like to cross a Cold War boundary where great armies stood in an
ideological and military standoff for some four decades. Thank God, I thought
to myself.

Rarely does one have the opportunity to contribute intellectually to the ori-
gins of a major policy initiative as well as to implement it in practice. I was for-
tunate to have that opportunity. This book is a history of that experience—the
intellectual origins of the NATO enlargement debate, the diplomacy that
turned those ideas into real policies, and the politics that shaped the battles and
final outcome. This story is told from the perspective of someone who was in-
volved in that debate—as a scholar, policy activist and a diplomat. It does not at-
tempt to cover every aspect of the debate, though I have tried to be comprehen-
sive in my treatment of many issues. Additional insights will undoubtedly
emerge as the memoirs of many of the key participants are published, the
archives of other countries open,  and as other scholars in the United States and
abroad unearth additional insights.

This book is also unique in one final regard. My library at home has one sec-
tion for memoirs and another for scholarly studies. They are very different gen-
res. But this book seeks to combine the two. It is written first and foremost as a
diplomatic and intellectual history. But my perspective has inevitably been
shaped by the fact that I participated in the debates and was a witness to many of
the events described in these pages. I have tried to use my personal experience
to capture the passion, drama and occasional messiness of the diplomacy as it
happened. For me personally, this was the most honest and accurate way to tell
this story. I hope it will contribute to a deeper understanding of how Europe’s
divide was overcome.

R.D.A.
Washington, D.C.,
May 2002
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