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Figure 5.2 - President Ronald Reagan officially opening the 1984 Los 
Angeles Olympic Summer Games with wife Nancy at his side.  From 

the Official Report of the XXIIIth Olympiad. 

 Without the Soviet and East German athletes in attendance at the Olympics, 

American athletes won an enormous number of medals – just as the Soviets did when 

American athletes were not competing in Moscow four years earlier.  The Americans 

especially dominated the swimming competitions.  The men’s team won nine of the 

fifteen gold medals while the women won eleven of the fourteen.  In total, the United 

States won a combined 174 medals, 83 of them being gold. 

 Aside from being yet another political intrusion on the Olympic Movement, the 

Los Angeles Games played a much more important – and pivotal – role in Olympic 

history.  After being the only city to bid for the right to host the 1984 Olympics, Peter 

Ueberroth and his Committee were able to turn a profit off of hosting the Olympics – the 

first in modern history.  The Olympic torch relay alone netted $10.9 million after 

telecommunications company AT&T provided a “substantial sponsorship fee covering all 



 180 

costs.”35  The finances from the torch relay were then donated to the YMCA, Boys Clubs 

of America, Girls Clubs of America, and the Special Olympics.36  As well, the city of 

Los Angeles was left with millions of dollars’ worth of new and majorly upgraded 

athletic facilities.  Several of these facilities directly influenced major colleges and 

universities, such as the velodrome at California State College and the Olympic swim 

stadium at the University of Southern California.  But, what interested other cities the 

most was the profit turned.  Three months after the closing of the Games, Ueberroth 

announced that the Olympics made a profit of $215 million.  As he noted, “the surplus 

shocked the world.”37  And, despite the Soviet-led boycott, 140 nations participated at 

Los Angeles – the most to that point in the history of the Olympic Games. 

 The success – and profit earned – spurred a rejuvenated interest in hosting the 

Olympic Games.  In 1986, the IOC was able to pick from six cities.  The list of hosting 

aspirants continued to increase.  Eleven cities vied for the right to host the 2004 

Olympics.  Despite the growing profits and popularity of the Olympics, it became 

abundantly clear by the perceived failure of the Soviet-led boycott that these intrusions of 

foreign policy and relations on the Olympic Movement mattered little in world affairs. 
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5.2 On Reagan, Foreign Policy, and the Olympics 

 It is now clear that President Reagan made the decision to approve all Soviet 

requests for the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics despite preexisting sanctions that normally 

would have denied such ventures.  However, much of the media coverage – and some of 

the rhetoric emanating from the other governmental departments – argued that much of 

the work being done by the White House and the President complied with the Olympic 

Charter.  It was a sound – and convenient – way to explain why Reagan was 

accommodating the Soviets so shortly after the Kremlin ordered KAL 007 shot out of the 

sky.   

However, Reagan’s decisions and actions immediately following the Soviet 

boycott announcement lead one to believe that he and his administration cared little, if at 

all, for the Olympic Charter.  Rather, if the Kremlin could not be brought into discussions 

regarding better relations with the West, Reagan would use the allure of the Olympics to 

try to better relations with those smaller Communists countries, and those countries on 

the verge of coming under the Soviet sphere of influence.  On 22 May 1984, Robert C. 

McFarlane wrote to President Reagan to get final approval on the letter to be sent to 

Romanian President Nicolae Ceausescu.  In his confidential letter to the President, 

McFarlane explained that the letter was designed “to encourage Romanian Olympic 

participation by stressing, in part, the progress achieved in various areas of the bilateral 

relations” between the two countries.  And, with Romania being the only Warsaw Pact 

country yet to officially join the Soviet Union in its boycott, it was another chance to 
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prove to the Kremlin that the White House was prepared to pursue better diplomacy and 

relations with the Communists world.38  In the letter, Reagan wrote: 

Our governments have consulted regularly on important multilateral issues 

such as various problems at the United Nations, the CDE conference in 

Stockholm, INF, the Middle East, and Southern Africa.  We have also kept 

your able representative in Washington, Ambassador Malitza, informed on 

our continuing efforts to improve relations with the new leadership of the 

Soviet Union.  We believe it is essential to the maintenance of peace and 

security that we remain in close contact with the Soviet leadership, and 

that the important negotiations in which we were engaged … We welcome 

Romania’s support for these negotiations and hope that they can be 

resumed soon and without preconditions.39  

Reagan could very well have written the same letter to the Kremlin.  The shooting down 

of KAL 007 brought an abrupt end to several bilateral agreements between the United 

States and the Soviet Union – one being, for example, cultural exchanges.  If the Soviet 

Union was not yet ready to enter reconciliatory discussions with Reagan, he was certainly 

going to approach those other Communist countries that still had something to gain by 

attending the Olympics as way to show the Kremlin – and the whole Communist world – 

that there was a way for democracy and Communism to coexist.  Reagan’s letter 

concluded: 
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Regarding the Olympics we are hosting in Los Angeles this summer, I 

wish to inform you that Soviet concerns about the safety of their athletes 

and other participants are groundless.  As you may know, I have 

personally assured the International Olympic Committee that the U.S. will 

live up to the Olympic Charter.  The Los Angeles Olympic Organizing 

Committee, in close coordination with local, state and federal authorities, 

is working with the utmost diligence to ensure that all legitimate 

requirements for the comfort and safety of visiting athletes are fully met.  

It is our hope that the Romanian Olympic Committee will concur in this 

and that the Romanian Olympic team will have the opportunity to 

participate in the Games this summer.40 

Peter Ueberroth and the LAOOC were eager for Romania’s attendance as well.  

Ueberroth was also keenly aware that Romania was under tremendous pressure from the 

Kremlin to toe the party line and participate in the Soviet-led boycott.  In a press release 

for newspaper distribution, Ueberroth informed that he believed, “despite assurances to 

the contrary … that intense pressure continues to be applied on other countries to join the 

Soviet boycott.  If Romania and other countries pull out of the Games and cite the same 

reason as the other Eastern bloc nations, the world sports community will know that the 

Soviet Union has violated its hands-off pledge and is obviously intent on its 

unconscionable drive to damage the Olympic Movement.” 

In a 25 May 1984 letter to Secretary of State George Schultz, Ueberroth stated 

that “at a meeting of Eastern bloc sports officials in Prague early today, Romania stood 

tall in defense of the truth and reconfirmed its intention to participate in our Olympic 
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Games.  While all the other nations repeated the hollow allegations made so often in the 

last two weeks by the Soviet Union, Romania defended the efforts of the Los Angeles 

Olympic Organizing Committee.”41  Ueberroth continued: 

This was a courageous act that we praise and support.  Through Olympic 

channels, we are redoubling our efforts to provide encouragement and 

assistance to the Romanian National Olympic Committee.  All of us at the 

LAOOC hope that our government will take similar action in recognition 

of this bold and symbolic stroke of independence made by Romania.  Mr. 

Secretary, kindly offer them every possible support and assistance.42 

Reagan and Secretary Shultz offered plenty of political support in the President’s 

attempt to lure Romania to the Games and prove to the Eastern Bloc – specifically the 

Kremlin – that continued opportunities for diplomacy and cooperation were still “alive 

and well” in the Cold War despite Reagan’s initial political stance on Communism.  In 

exchange for Romania’s attendance at the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics, Reagan was 

prepared to give a year extension to Romania’s “Most Favored Nation” status, as well as 

“extending the bilateral commercial agreement” for another three years.43  The 

arrangements in turn for Romanian participation continued.  Once Ceausescu announced 

his intentions for his country to be at the Olympic Games, his case in the American 
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Export Administration Review Board “was earmarked for special presidential 

attention.”44 

Romania was not the sole country on the receiving end of Reagan’s attempt to 

bring countries to the Olympic Games.  In a memorandum from Jay Moorhead to 

Michael Deaver, Moorhead provided a large list of countries yet to provide any answer 

on whether or not they intended to participate in the Los Angeles Olympics.  It was noted 

that the White House was contemplating “making personal visits to their embassy in 

Washington or to the U.N. Mission in New York.”45   

However, it was another memorandum between Moorhead and Deaver that 

pointed towards a more telling strategy, particularly concerning African nations.  

Moorhead provided Deaver a comprehensive list of all the countries in Africa that 

maintained an eligible National Olympic Committee.  Using an asterisk to “denote first 

priority countries,” Moorhead marked: Ethiopia, Nigeria, Senegal, and Cameroon.46  Of 

the four main priority countries, Nigeria and Senegal attended while Ethiopia and 

Cameroon did not.  The selection of first priority countries was no coincidence; all 

maintained an ongoing struggle to fend off the influences of communism within their 
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borders.  In a 14 February 1984 address to the Boston World Affairs Council, Secretary 

Shultz explained the American government’s stance on the communist encroachment of 

Africa: 

There is no excuse for 40,000 Cuban combat troops – trained, equipped, 

financed, and transported by the Soviet Union – to be inserting themselves 

into local conflicts, thereby internationalizing local problems.  This 

Soviet/Cuban meddling has no precedent; it distorts Africa’s 

nonalignment; it injects an East-West dimension where none should be, 

making fair solutions harder to achieve.  We do not view Africa through 

the prism of East-West rivalry.  On the other hand, Africa does not exist 

on some other planet … We are not the gendarmes of Africa.  But to stand 

by and do nothing when friendly states are threatened by our own 

adversaries would only erode our credibility as a bulwark against 

aggression not only in Africa, but elsewhere.  Therefore, we have been 

ready, together with others, to provide training and arms to help our 

friends defend themselves.47 

Shultz also informed in his speech that President Reagan had proposed the Economic 

Policy Initiative for Africa in which he asked Congress for a five-year, $500 million 

guarantee to fund the program.  Schultz explained the functioning of the program, saying: 

“the program will offer tangible support for those countries prepared to undertake the 

policy reforms needed to improve productivity.  We will not allocate these funds in 

advance, but rather we will respond to constructive reforms where and when they are 
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undertaken.”48  Shultz did not expand on what sort of reforms the American government 

envisioned, but it is likely that it was left open-ended for the government’s own purposes. 

 Indeed, the Reagan administration very clearly offered Romania enticing political 

and economic assistance to gain the country’s attendance at the Los Angeles Olympic 

Games.  There is reason to believe that certain African nations were on the receiving end 

of diplomatic entreaties from the Reagan administration as well.49  The White House, for 

example, had been working with several African countries in the years preceding the Los 

Angeles Olympics in hopes of bettering trade relations.  In a memorandum to Richard 

Allen, Charles Wick – the head of the United States Information Agency, explained: 

President Felix Houphouet-Boigny (President of the Ivory Coast) is the 

most successful and eloquently outspoken prophet of capitalism and 

opponent of Soviet expansion in the continent.  He has met with every 

President since Eisenhower, with the exception of Carter … We are today 

misperceived in Black Africa as being pro-apartheid as a consequence of 
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our efforts to reassure South Africa as we pursue the goal of independence 

and free elections in Namibia.  The misperception can damage our military 

ties in East Africa and our economic ties with Black Africa and has 

already widely benefited psychologically Moscow’s hope to lead the 

continent toward a communist future.50 

Zick’s thoughts echoed the concerns that Allen – Reagan’s Assistant for National 

Security – submitted to Secretary of State Alexander Haig only two months earlier.  

Allen insisted to the Secretary that “there are strong reasons for sending a high-level trade 

mission to Africa.”51  Further, Allen explained to Haig: 

Nigeria has recently announced a $150 billion 5-year development plan in 

which emphasis will be given to agriculture, construction, and energy.  

Clearly, U.S. technology can make significant contributions and help 

reduce our $9.8 billion annual trade deficit with Nigeria (larger than our 

deficit with Japan!).52 

As well, Allen informed that the “undertaking” of a “number of substantial projects using 

capital which is accruing from a fast developing natural gas and petroleum industry” in 

Cameroon led to the inevitable opportunity “for U.S. companies to become established at 

an early point in the accelerated progress of this rich nation.”53  Allen and Zick’s early 

work regarding the African nations maintained the chance to be opportune as the post-
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Olympic boycott effort constructed by the Reagan administration focused on several of 

the same countries. 

The Supreme Council for Sport in Africa54 remained vigilant of the USSR’s 

boycott efforts and how it could harm the Olympic aspirations of several African 

countries.  The Secretary General of the SCSA, Amadou Lamine, crafted a letter to the 

Los Angeles Organizing Committee to explain the SCSA’s fundamental belief in the 

Olympic Movement, discoursing: 

… in this turbulent world characterized by violence and areas of tension 

which portend an apocalyptic future, Olympism is, in our opinion, one of 

the rare domains in which there still can be found a glimmer of hope for a 

world of peace, friendship, and brotherhood and a ray of light to shine 

over the humankind reconciled with itself.55 

Lamine explained that the SCSA deplored the decision by the Soviet Union to boycott the 

1984 Olympics and that the “Olympics without the participation of the Soviets and East 

Germans … run the risk of not achieving its objectives in terms of sport performances 

and stakes and this, notwithstanding their universal character which will be eroded 

because of the absence of a large fraction of the Olympic Family.”  In closing the letter, 

Lamine asserted that the SCSA deduced that “Africa intends to participate massively in 
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these Games barring any imponderable which may crop up between now and the date for 

the closure of the registration.”56 

Reagan’s excursions into both Romania and Africa points to an overall lack of 

care for following the rules of the Olympic Charter.  Throughout the struggle to meet all 

Soviet requests, the White House continually promised to abide by the Olympic Charter 

and that all requests were to be granted because of it.  Reagan’s main concern was 

granting the requests as a way to start the process of bettering the long deteriorated 

relations between the United States and the Soviet Union and the rest of the Communist 

world.  This is, of course, not wholly against the Olympic Charter.  Reagan was more 

than amicable regarding providing the same rights to other countries as he was granting 

to the Soviets.  However, providing Romania with favorable trade and export conditions 

in turn for their promise to attend the Olympic Games is a definitive mix of politics and 

the Olympic Games and, thus, a gross violation of one of the main tenants of the the 

Olympic Charter.  Reagan and his administration could not feign ignorance about the 

boundaries that were crossed – it was nothing less than a rationalized disregard for the 

operating rules and standards of the Olympic Games. 

Despite approving the Aeroflot flights, the berthing of a Soviet vessel, and 

offering to finance Soviet security details upwards of $500,000, the Soviets still decided 

not to attend the Games.  But, the attempt to do so did have one lasting outcome.  When 

Mikhail Gorbachev ascended to the General Secretary position on 11 March 1985 upon 

the death of Chernenko, he did so knowing fully well that Reagan was seeking 
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reconciliation between the two countries as evidenced by his actions during the 1984 Los 

Angeles Olympics. 

The two world leaders met for the first time on 19 and 20 November 1985 in 

Switzerland for what was termed the Geneva Summit.  There was the general belief that 

Gorbachev was no different than his predecessors, with Henry Kissinger arguing that “he 

[Gorbachev] was a protégé of Yuri Andropov, then head of the KGB, and Mikhail 

Suslov, then chief party ideologue.”57  Gorbachev was another USSR leader raised in the 

uncertain time of Stalin’s ‘Great Terror.’  Born on 2 March 1931, Gorbachev’s home 

village of Privolnoye was “crude and poor” and had no basic accommodations, such as 

roads or electricity.58  In his early childhood, he witnessed a “murderous famine” in his 

village where “thousands died, a disproportionate number of them young children.”59  

Worse, Gorbachev witnessed his paternal grandfather carted off to Siberia to cut lumber.  

The absence of his grandfather left a “tormented family that soon became destitute.”  It 

was later revealed that “half the family died of starvation.”60  It was then no surprise as to 

why “Gorbachev turned out to be such an unusual Soviet Communist.”61  

Despite the first meeting between the two leaders lasting more than an hour over 

the time limit, little was accomplished.  The second day of the meeting witnessed 
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Gorbachev being “belligerent” and Reagan standing “firm.”  However, the two simply 

meeting was a sign of positive progress in the strained international relationship.  The 

two leaders met again on 11-12 October 1986 in Reykjavik, Iceland for the Reykjavik 

Summit.  The meeting was, if anything, turbulent. Despite excellent progress throughout 

the duration of the talks, all Soviet proposals hinged on one item: “that the United States 

accept severe limits on the development of Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative.”62  It 

killed any progress the two leaders made at the Summit.  However, the Reykjavik 

Summit did alter the relationship between Reagan and Gorbachev.  It was noted that at 

the conclusion of the Summit, Gorbachev was absolutely convinced that it would “work 

out” between Reagan and him.  No longer did he believe that “the U.S. administration is 

political scum that is liable to do anything.”63  

 Just a year later, in 1987, the two signed the historic intermediate-range Nuclear 

Forces Treaty, marking the first agreement between the two nuclear superpowers to 

reduce their arms.  And then, on 12 June 1987, Reagan provided one of the enduring 

expressions of his desire to again provide the Western ideal of freedom and democracy to 

the tightly-controlled citizens of Eastern Europe.  Standing at the Brandenburg Gate in 

the still divided Berlin, Reagan spoke to a massive gathering, and emphatically orated: 

… we welcome change and openness; for we believe that freedom and 

security go together, that the advance of human liberty can only strengthen 

the cause of world peace.  There is one sign the Soviets can make that 
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would be unmistakable, that would advance dramatically the cause of 

freedom and peace.  General Secretary Gorbachev, if you seek peace, if 

you seek prosperity for the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, if you seek 

liberalization: Come here to this gate.  Mr. Gorbachev, open this gate.  Mr. 

Gorbachev, tear down this wall.64 

The speech – while powerful – was one of Reagan’s many artfully crafted displays of 

power.  While making preparations for the speech, Reagan’s aides argued “aggressively” 

for permission to use the 196-year-old Brandenburg Gate as the backdrop for the 

television cameras.  West German authorities were incredulous to the idea, deeming it 

“too gimmicky, too provocative and perhaps too dangerous.”  Reagan’s people got their 

way, thanks in no small part to West German chancellor Helmut Kohl.65  Two years later, 

largely in part due to Gorbachev’s dedication to Glasnost and Perestroika, the Berlin 

Wall fell.  And eventually so, too, did the Soviet Union.  Gorbachev never deviated from 

his fundamental belief that the “Soviet Union could only solve its many problems if the 

people of the country felt a stake in the way it is run.”66  Gorbachev expanded on this 

belief, saying: 

This fulcrum is really to rouse people and to make use of the rich political, 

cultural, and scientific potential that has accumulated in our society in the 

years of Soviet power.  In all spheres of life, including the spiritual sphere, 

we will have to overcome a very basic factor – alienation, which, 
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unfortunately, occurs under socialism when it is deformed by 

authoritarian-bureaucratic distortions.  Alienation … can be overcome 

only [with] democratization and openness.  A house can be put in order 

only by a person who feels he owns the house.67 

However, since the rapid liberalization of Eastern Europe collapsed the Soviet Union, 

Reagan’s seconds-long sound bite from in front of the Brandenburg Gate has become the 

American “shorthand to describe the complicated fall of communism.”68  The 

construction of Reagan’s legacy seems to dictate that the President asked for the wall to 

be torn down – and it simply fell.  

 Reagan’s remarks at the Berlin Wall that afternoon did, however, provide an 

opportune moment for a consideration of the transpired events that ultimately permitted 

the President to make such comments.  Indeed, it is unlikely that Reagan would have 

stood feet from East Germany and unequivocally asked Brezhnev to destroy the Berlin 

Wall.  Nor would Andropov or Chernenko be any less aghast at Reagan’s words.  It was 

only as Cold War tensions tempered could Reagan do so.  Ronald Reagan’s use of the 

1984 Los Angeles Olympic Summer Games as a mediator in Cold War relations served a 

role in tempering those tensions. 

The Soviet decision to boycott the Games does not diminish the fact that 

Reagan’s actions in the lead up to the Games demonstrate that there is much more to the 

1984 Los Angeles Olympics than just a retaliatory story.  From an outside perspective, 
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especially that of American media, it appeared as if Reagan’s administration failed its 

country, its Olympic Committee, its associated athletes, and – perhaps most of all – the 

Olympic Movement, for not successfully luring in the Soviet Union.  However, the 1984 

Los Angeles Olympic Summer Games did become a small part of a much larger foreign 

policy picture as Reagan and the Kremlin moved ever closer to the historic summits that 

would eventually lead to the end of the Cold War.  Reagan’s concessions at the Olympics 

were proof to the Soviet Union that, perhaps, the American President was not a “rogue 

cowboy” or a “raving lunatic” bent on driving international relations into a deepening of 

the Cold War.  After all, Reagan – in his policy-shifting speech of 16 January 1984 – 

provided an anecdote about what American-Soviet peace could provide: 

Just suppose with me for a moment that an Ivan and Anya could find 

themselves, say, in a waiting room or sharing a shelter from the rain or a 

storm with a Jim and a Sally, and there was no language barrier to keep 

them from getting acquainted.  Would they then deliberate the differences 

between their respective governments?  Or would they find themselves 

comparing notes about their children and what each other did for a living?  

Before they parted company they would probably have touched on 

ambitions and hobbies and what they wanted for their children and the 

problems of making ends meet.  And as they went their separate ways, 

maybe Anya would say to Ivan, ‘wasn’t she nice, she also teaches music.’  

Maybe Jim would be telling Sally what Ivan did or didn’t like about his 

boss.  They might even have decided that they were all going to get 

together for dinner some evening soon.69 
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Reagan’s political use of the 1984 Los Angeles Olympic Games was but his first step in 

successfully seeing to it that Ivan and Anya, and Jim and Sally, met for dinner without 

fear of a life-eradicating nuclear holocaust interrupting their evening. 
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