


1945 – The Bomb 

The U.S. uses the first atomic bombs to end WWII in Japan, establishing it as the world’s undisputed power.
1945 – Yalta Conference 

The Big Three agree to jointly govern postwar Germany, Stalin pledges fair and open elections in Poland.

1945 – Spread of Communism

The Soviet Union creates satellite nations in Eastern Europe and civil wars break out in China and Vietnam. The U.S. hopes to rebuild Japan to protect against the spread of communism in Asia.

1946 – Iron Curtain Speech
Churchill: "… an Iron Curtain has descended across the continent."

1947 – Truman Doctrine
President Truman sends $400 million to Greece and Turkey, pledging economic and military assistance to any nation threatened by communism.

1947 – Marshall Plan
Secretary of State George Marshall proposes a massive aid program to rebuild Europe (and thus, influence politics), nearly $13 billion. 

1948 – Berlin Blockade and Airlift
The Soviet Union tries to control Berlin by blockading all land access to the city. U.S. and British planes airlift 1.5 million tons of supplies to the residents of West Berlin until the blockade is lifted. 

1949 – People’s Republic of China
Chinese communists declare victory and Nationalist forces flee to Taiwan. Mao Zedong travels to Moscow to form the Sino-Soviet alliance.

1950 – Korean War
North Korean communist forces cross the 38th parallel and invade South Korea. A U.N. coalition led by the U.S. defends the South and Chinese troops help the North.

1951 – Julius and Ethel Rosenberg
American spies are electrocuted for selling U.S. atomic secrets to the Soviet Union.

1951 – Vietnam Question
U.S. decides to support the French against its communist foe, despite being opposed to its colonial rule of Indochina. 

1952 – Hydrogen bomb
The United States explodes the first hydrogen bomb and less than a year later, the Soviets follow.

1953 – Korean Stalemate
After Stalin’s death, an armistice is signed ending the Korean War, with the border between North and South roughly the same as it had been in 1950. The demilitarized zone (DMZ) between the North and South is still protected by American troops.

1954 – Geneva Accords

Vietnamese communists (Vietcong) under Ho Chi Minh defeat French colonial forces in Indochina. The country is divided at the 17th parallel, creating a North and South Vietnam. 

1955 – Massive Retaliation

Secretary of State John Foster Dulles threatens full-scale nuclear attack on the Soviet Union in response to communist aggression anywhere in the world.

1956 - Khrushchev

Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev denounces the policies of Stalin and calls for "peaceful coexistence" between capitalist and communist systems.

1957 – Space Race

The Soviets launch Sputnik, the first man-made satellite to orbit the Earth. In response, the U.S. creates NASA.


1959 – Fidel Castro

Fidel Castro overthrows the oppressive Batista regime in Cuba. Castro soon nationalizes the sugar industry and signs trade agreements with the Soviets. 
1960 – U-2 Incident
An American U-2 spy plane is shot down on a mission over the Soviet Union and the government lies to cover it up. This incident boosts worldwide criticism of the U.S.

1961 – Bay of Pigs
Under President Kennedy, the U.S. leads a group of Cuban exiles to invade Cuba and overthrow Castro. The mission is defeated soundly at the Bay of Pigs and the U.S. is embarrassed again.

1961 – Berlin Wall
The U.S. rejects proposals to make Berlin a "free city" with access controlled by East Germany. Communist authorities begin construction on the Berlin Wall to prevent East Germans from fleeing to West Berlin.

1962 – Cuban Missile Crisis 

After the Bays of Pigs, the Soviets install nuclear missiles in Cuba capable of reaching most of the continental United States. Kennedy orders a naval blockade of Cuba and the Soviets back down to avoid nuclear war.

1963 - Détente
Because Kennedy and Khrushchev had to communicate through public broadcasts during the Cuban missile crisis, a hotline is established between the White House and the Kremlin.

1964 – Gulf of Tonkin 

After North Vietnamese patrol boats fired on the USS Mattox in the Gulf of Tonkin, Congress grants President Johnson authority to send troops to South Vietnam. Though war is never declared, this begins the longest and least successful conflict in American history.

1968 – Tet Offensive
Viet Cong guerrillas and North Vietnamese Army troops launch devastating attacks across South Vietnam. President Johnson halts bombing of North Vietnam and offers peace talks.

1969 – “Vietnamization”

President Richard Nixon announces a plan to withdraw U.S ground forces from Vietnam and turn control of the war over to South Vietnamese forces.
1969 – SALT I
At the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks, Nixon and Soviet leader Brezhnev agree to limit nuclear weapons.

1972 – Nixon Visits China 

Nixon becomes the first U.S. president to visit China, meeting with Mao Zedong. They recognize their “essential differences” but pledge “normalization of relations”.

1973 – Fall of Saigon

The Paris Peace Treaty establishes a cease-fire and a 60-day window for the withdrawal of all U.S. troops. With the Fall of Saigon, Vietnam is unified under the Communist government.

1975 - Cambodia

The communist Khmer Rouge takes power in Cambodia. The educated and urban population is forced into the countryside as part of a state experiment in agrarian communism. As many as 3 million are killed under the Pol Pot regime.

1979 - Afghanistan

Soviet troops support a communist takeover, but U.S.-backed Muslim guerrilla fighters fight for almost a decade to force them out.

1983 – Star Wars

President Reagan outlines his Strategic Defense Initiative, or "Star Wars," to build defensive weapons that could shoot down missiles from space. 

1985 - Gorbachev

Gorbachev comes to power in the Soviet Union, ushering in an era of economic reforms under perestroika (“reconstruction”) and greater political freedoms under glasnost (“openness”).

1986 – Iran-Contra Affair

The U.S. is caught selling nuclear weapons to long-time enemy Iran in exchange for assistance in freeing hostages in Lebanon. The profits are used to support an overthrow of the democratically-elected communist Sandanista government in Nicaragua. 

1989 – Fall of the Berlin Wall

Gorbachev renounces the Brezhnev Doctrine, which pledged to use Soviet force to protect its interests in Eastern Europe. Hungary opens its border with Austria, allowing East Germans to flee to the West. After massive public demonstrations, the Berlin Wall falls.

1990 – Unification of Germany

Allied occupation of Germany ends. East and West Germany unite as the Federal Republic of Germany.

1991 – Fall of the Soviet Union

After a failed but unsettling coup, Gorbachev officially resigns as the Soviet Union is dissolved. Its satellite government in Eastern Europe are soon overthrown.

2006 – 15 years later…

Still Communist: China, Vietnam, North Korea, Cuba.

Openly Building Nuclear Weapons: North Korea and Iran (not communist, but threatening use in Middle East).
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