
 

Year 10 History 

The Berlin Crisis 

The Berlin Crisis: A divided City 

The Refugee Crisis: 

After World War II Germany was divided into 4 zones which became 2 countries – West Germany 

(British, American, French) and East Germany (USSR). Berlin was divided into 4  Zones each one 

controlled by each power. However Berlin was deep in the USSR Zone which created problems. 

According to the Potsdam Agreements in 1945 there was to be free movement of German people 

between the 4 zones of occupied Berlin. Additionally, the Western Powers, USA, Britain, France based 

their spying and espionage operations out of the Western zones of Berlin, which angered the Soviet 

(Russian) and East German governments. 

Refugee Problems Reasons- 

 There was greater freedom, wealth, an economic opportunity in West Germany. 

 People escaping to the West were mainly highly educated and highly skilled. This “brain drain” 

caused problems for the economy and development of East Germany. 

 Berlin was the centre of the Refugee Crisis as it was easy to cross from East Berlin to West 

Berlin. 

Khrushchev’s Response: 

 Khrushchev (The Soviet Leader) stated that the Whole of the city- all 4 zones- belongs to East 

Germany. 

 He demands that the USA, France and Britain withdraw their troops. 

 As a  result two summits (meetings between the leaders of the USA and USSR) were held.  

1st  Geneva Summer 1959: No agreement to the problem, but they did agree to keep talking. 

2nd  Camp David: This also failed to reach a solution. 

The U2 Incident: (spying) 

Since 1956 the USA had been spying on Russia. Russia knew, but could not prove it, as America kept 

denying it and they could not shoot down any spy planes to prove it.  The USA  used a special long-

range, very high altitude spy plane called the U-2 to do this.  These spy missions were operated by the 

CIA and flown by CIA pilots. Up until 1960, the Soviets did not have the technology to intercept or shoot 

down these planes. But by early 1960, the Soviets developed new high-altitude missiles and tracking 

systems that could shoot down U2 spy planes. In May 1960 Russia shot down a U2 spy plane and 



captured its pilot, Francis Gary Powers.  The US President, Eisenhower, continued to deny spying and 

said it was just studying the weather, but the captured pilot, Gary Powers, admitted he was spying.  

The U-2 Incident had the following effects: 

 It increased the distrust between the USA and the USSR 

 It changed the attitude of Khrushchev towards the USA. Khrushchev took a hard line against the 

USA and ordered missiles placed in Cuba to Threaten the USA. 

 Diplomatic efforts to de-escalate tensions between the USA and USSR (Summits ) led to further 

distrust. (Geneva and Vienna) 

 Both sides increased their defense spending and put their armed forces on higher alert status 

than normal.  

Another 2 Summits 

The Paris Conference of 1960. Khrushchev wanted Eisenhower to punish the leaders of the spying 

programme. He refused, to Khrushchev walked out. 

The Vienna Summit of 1961. In 1961, a new US President, John F. Kennedy, had taken office. 

Khrushchev told Kennedy to take his troops out of Berlin. He refused and started preparing for war by 

spending another 3.2 billion dollars on defence and building nuclear shelters in America. Khrushchev felt 

that he could bully the young, new, US President and felt that he was stronger and had the advantage 

over him, or the upper hand. Khrushchev felt that Kennedy was weak. 

The Berlin Crisis: The Berlin Wall. 

The Reasons for building the wall: 

 The USSR could not win a war against America in 1961 as America had 20X more nuclear 

weapons which could reach the USSR. The USSR’s weapons could not reach America. 

 The refugee problem.  Tens of thousands of refugees were streaming across the border from 

East Berlin to West Berlin each week  in spring and summer 1961. This became a major 

economic and political problem for East Germany and the Soviet Union. It was an economic 

problem for the East Germany as many highly educated and trained young people were leaving 

the country for West Germany, but it was also a political and public relations problem for the 

Soviet Union as the sight of so many people fleeing Soviet-dominated Communist East Germany 

did not look good when the Soviets were telling the world that their system was the best in the 

world and superior to the west in every way. The East German people showed that they did not 

believe this by “voting with their feet” and leaving  Communist East Germany in large numbers.  

 Building the wall was the only solution.  

So on the 12th August 1961 East German troops and police closed off the border between the Eastern 

and Western Zones of Berlin and built a barbed-wire fence around East Berlin to keep East Germans in . 

A few months later it became a brick and concrete wall with machine guns and landmines all along it.  It 

became a heavily guarded and fortified wall.  In August and September 1961, while the wall was being 



built, American, British and French armed forces faced off against each other at the border crossing 

points and were on high military alert. Even president Kennedy said that building the wall was better 

than a war. 

The impact of the wall: 

The building of the Berlin Wall had both positive and negative outcomes for both the Soviet Union and 

the USA. 

Soviet Union: 

Negative outcomes:  

1. Khrushchev had to abandon  plans to unite Germany under Soviet Control  

2. The wall showed that the Soviet Union had to “lock” people into East Germany to stop them 

leaving. Given a choice, they seemed to prefer capitalism over communism.  

Positive outcomes:  

1. The wall stopped refugees leaving for the West through East Berlin. 

2. The Wall sent the West a message that communism would survive in Berlin and that any 

attempt to re-unite Germany under Western Control would fail. 

The USA: 

Negative outcomes:  

1. The Soviet Union had closed the border without consulting the USA. 

2. Those people who wanted to escape communism were no longer able to do so. 

Positive Outcomes: 

1. The Wall showed that Khrushchev had been forced to accept Western Control in West Berlin, 

and that he did not think that he could get away with bullying Kennedy anymore. 

2. West Berlin became a symbol of freedom and defiance against communism. 

 

Note: 

 

Kennedy  visited West Berlin in 1963 and gave a very famous speech indicating that all Berliners 

were free and citizens of Berlin and should be proud to call themselves Berliners.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Year 10 History 

The Berlin Crisis 

The Berlin Crisis: A divided City- Questions 

1. At the end of World war 2,  how many zones was Berlin divided into?  

 

2. What were the 4 major powers that occupied these zones? 

 

 

3. In what zone was the city of Berlin located? 

 

4. How many zones was Berlin divided into? 

 

5. What were the main reasons for the refugee problem in West Berlin? 

 

1. 

 

2. 

 

3. 

      6.   What was Khrushchev’s response to the refugee crisis? 

 

      7   What happened at the Geneva and  Camp David Summits in 1959? 

 

     8.    What effect  on the Paris Summit Conference of May 1960 did the U-2 Incident have? 

 

    9.  What was a U-2? 

 

10. In addition to the US Air Force, what other US government agency few the U-2? 

 

11. What did Khrushchev want from Eisenhower at the Paris summit conference of 1960? 



12.  When did Khrushchev and the East German Leader close the border between East and West Berlin 

and how did they do it? 

 

13.  List the positive and negative impact of the Wall on the Soviet Union? 

 

 

14.  List the Positive and Negative impact of the Wall on the USA? 

 

15.  When did President Kennedy travel to Berlin and what did he do there? 

 

16.  Explain TWO effects of the U-2 incident on superpower relations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


