
Write a narrative account analysing the key events of the Berlin Crisis in the years 1958-61 

You may use the following in your answer: 

• The refugee problem 

• The Berlin Ultimatum 

You must use your own knowledge [8] 

 

By 1958, there was a significant refugee crisis, in which East Germans were emigrating to the West in hopes of 

a better life. This was such a major issue for Khrushchev, the leader of the Soviet Union, as around four million 

people had crossed to the West, which significantly undermined communism in favour for capitalism. 

Furthermore, the people that were leaving the East were the skilled workers, e.g. teachers, engineers and 

technicians, which could have resulted in an economic crisis, because these are key components a society 

needs in order to be prosperous. Khrushchev knew that he had to deal with this growing crisis.   

Khrushchev’s attempt to solve the crisis led to an ultimatum, known as the Berlin Ultimatum. He demanded 

that the Western Countries officially recognise East Germany as an independent country, that Berlin should be 

demilitersed and for Berlin to become a free city (ran by the Soviets). This outraged the West and relationships 

deteriorated. A main reason why the West were unwilling to leave was that Berlin was their only view of the 

East, behind the ‘Iron Curtain’, as Churchill said. As tensions were now high, both the USA and USSR needed to 

solve this crisis, preferably democratically.   

The Berlin Ultimatum seriously worsened the relations between the USSR and the USA. In attempt to avoid 

war, a series of summits were organised from 1959-61. Things seem to progress at the first two, particularly 

with Khrushchev visiting the USA at Camp David, resulting in the withdrawal of the Berlin Ultimatum, 

suggesting improving relations. However, in May 1960 an American U-2 spy plane was shot down over Soviet 

airspace. This happened just before some crucial talks in Paris. Khrushchev walked out of these talks. In 1961 

he reissued his Berlin Ultimatum to the new US President, Kennedy. However, Kennedy refused to budge, 

further deteriorating relations. Tensions between the two Superpowers were now on the verge of nuclear 

war. This resulted in a record number of 40,000 East Germans crossing West in one night for fear that 

Khrushchev would close the border. This culminated on the 12th August 1961, East German troops were sent 

in and set up a temporary wall with barbed wire, overnight, that surrounded all around West Berlin, this was 

soon to become a solid concrete wall. This wall now symbolised the Cold War and the divide between the 

communist Soviet bloc and the Western democratic bloc. As a result, the USA and USSR’s relationship had 

never been worse. Although, it must be mentioned that the wall actually ended the crisis, slightly descaling 

the tensions as Kennedy said, ‘a wall is better than a war’.   


