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under U Thant at the U.N., and ask him to be prepared to give the secretary generg]
a statement proposing the simultaneous removal of the missiles in Turkey anq
Cuba. Although this contingency plan was never activated and Rusk did not reveg)]
its existence until 1987, it leaves no doubt that the president would have publicly
given up the Jupiters for an end to the crisis. . . .

At a meeting of the entire Soviet presidium in a Moscow suburb, Khrushchey
declared the need for a “retreat” in order to save Soviet power and the world from g
nuclear catastrophe. As a prelude to a discussion on how to respond to Kennedy’s
offer, the presidium authorized Soviet forces to repel a U.S. attack on Cuba if there
were no settlement. During the presidium discussion, the arrival of Dobrynin’s re-
port on his meeting with Bobby created a sense of urgency about ending the crisis,
Khrushchev immediately dictated a letter accepting Kennedy’s terms and instructed
that it be broadcast on the radio to ensure its prompt receipt in Washington before
some incident triggered military action. At the same time, Khrushchev sent the presi-
dent a secret communication expressing satisfaction at Kennedy’s promise to remove
the Jupiters from Turkey in four or five months and promised to hold this agreement
in confidence.

The Soviet broadcast, which was heard in Washington at 9:00 A.M. Sunday
morning, lifted a pall of apprehension from Kennedy and his Ex Comm advisers.
Only the Joint Chiefs refused to take Khrushchev’s “surrender” at face value. Led by
LeMay, they sent the president a letter recommending execution of the planned air
strikes on Monday followed by the invasion unless there were “irrefutable evidence”
of immediate Soviet action to remove the missile sites. . . .

Kennedy told his advisers that the quarantine would continue until they could
be sure that the terms of the agreement were met. He would remain uncomfortable
with the continued presence of Soviet IL-28 bombers in Cuba, which had been
omitted from the required elimination of offensive weapons. He also anticipated no
end to communist subversion in the hemisphere and expected the two sides would
be “toe to toe on Berlin” by the end of November. But for the moment, the danger
of a Soviet-American war had receded. . . .

In refusing to declare the crisis at an end, Kennedy wished to avoid an embar-
rassing possible reversal, which would be a political disaster and an irresistible
prod to military action. He planned to officially end the quarantine after the Soviets
dismantled the launching sites and shipped the missiles back to Russia. He also
wanted the IL-28 bombers removed. . . .

Kennedy received justifiable plaudits for resolving the crisis. Yet he had no illu-
sion that his response was the principal reason for success. Rather, America’s local
military superiority, Moscow’s limited national security stake in keeping missiles in
Cuba, and the Soviets’ difficulty justifying to world opinion a possible nuclear con-
flict over Cuba were of greater importance in persuading Khrushchev to back down.
Still, Kennedy’s resistance to pressure from military chiefs for air attacks and an in-
vasion, and his understanding that patient diplomacy and measured pressure could
persuade the Soviets to remove the missiles were essential contributions to the peace-
ful outcome of the crisis. . . .
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Lestraint in resisting a military solution that would almost certainl}f ha\{e triggered a
nuclear exchange makes him a model of wise statesmanship in a dire situation. One
need only compare his performance with that of Europe’s heads of government be-
fore World War I—a disaster that cost millions of lives and wasted unprecedented
sums of wealth—to understand how important effective leadership can be in times
of international strife. October 1962 was not only Kennedy’s finest hour in the White
House; it was also an imperishable example of how one man prevented a catastrophe
that may yet afflict the world.

Spinning Out of Control: Kennedy’s War Against
Cuba and the Missile Crisis

THOMAS G. PATERSON

“My God,” muttered Richard Helms of the Central Intelligence Agency, “these
Kennedys keep the pressure on about [Fidel] Castro.” Another CIA officer heard it
straight from John F. and Robert F. Kennedy: “Get off your ass about Cuba.” Defense
Secretary Robert McNamara remembered that “we were hysterical about Castro at
the time of the Bay of Pigs and thereafter.” When White House assistant Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr., returned from an early 1962 overseas trip, he told the president that
people abroad thought that the administration was “obsessed with Cuba.” President
Kennedy himself acknowledged during the missile crisis that “most allies regard
[Cuba] as a fixation of the United States.”

This essay seeks, first, to explain the U.S. “fixation” with Cuba in the early
1960s, identifying the sources and negative consequences of the Kennedy administra-
tion’s multitrack war against Cuba. Second, to demonstrate the considerable Ameri-
can responsibility for the onset of the dangerous missile crisis of fall 1962. Third, to
explore Kennedy’s handling of the crisis, questioning the thesis of deft, cautious
management. And, last, to illustrate the persistence of the “fixation” by studying the
aftermath of the missile crisis, when the revitalization of the U.S. war against Castro’s
government set Cuban-American relations on a collision course for decades.

A knowledgeable and engaged President Kennedy spent as much or more time
on Cuba as on any other foreign-policy problem. Cuba stood at the center of his ad-
ministration’s greatest failure, the Bay of Pigs, and its alleged greatest success, the
missile crisis. Why did President Kennedy and his chief advisers indulge such an
obsession with Cuba and direct so many U.S. resources to an unrelenting campaign
to monitor, harass, isolate, and ultimately destroy Havana’s radical regime? One
answer springs from a candid remark by the president’s brother, Robert F. Kennedy,
who later wondered “if we did not pay a very great price for being more energetic
than wise about a lot of things, especially Cuba.” The Kennedys’ famed eagerness for
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action became exaggerated in the case of Cuba. They always wanted to get moving
on Cuba, and Castro dared them to try. The popular, intelligent, but erratic Cuban
leader, who in January 1959 overthrew the U.S. ally Fulgencio Batista, hurled harsh
words at Washington and defiantly challenged the Kennedy model of evolutionary,
capitalist development so evident in the Alliance for Progress. As charismatic figures
charting new frontiers, Kennedy and Castro often personalized the Cuban-American
contest. To Kennedy’s great annoyance, Castro could not be wheedled or beaten.

Kennedy’s ardent war against fidelismo may also have stemmed from his feeling
that Castro had double-crossed him. As a senator, Kennedy had initially joined many
Americans in welcoming the Cuban Revolution as an advancement over the “oppres-
sive” Batista dictatorship. Kennedy had urged a “patient attitude” toward the new
government, which he did not see as Communist. Denying repeatedly that he was a
Communist, Castro had in fact proclaimed his allegiance to democracy and private
property. But in the process of legitimizing his revolution and resisting U.S. pressure,
Castro turned more and more radical. Americans grew impatient with the regime’s
highly-charged anti-Yankeeism, postponement of elections, jailing of critics, and
nationalization of property. . . .

Richard N. Goodwin, the young White House and State Department official,
provided another explanation for the Kennedy “fixation” with Cuba. He remarked
that “the entire history of the Cold War, its positions and assumptions, converged
upon the ‘problem of Cuba.”” The Cold War dominated international politics, and as
Cuban-American relations steadily deteriorated, Cuban-Soviet relations gradually
improved. Not only did Americans come to believe that a once-loyal ally had jilted
them for the tawdry embrace of the Soviets; they also grew alarmed that Castro
sneered at the Monroe Doctrine by inviting the Soviet military to the island. When
Castro, in late 1961, declared himself a Marxist-Leninist, Americans who had long
denounced him as a Communist then felt vindicated. . . .

American politics also influenced the administration’s Cuba policy. In the 1960
presidential campaign, Kennedy had seized the Cuban issue to counter Richard
Nixon’s charge that the inexperienced Democratic candidate would abandon Zinmen
(Quemoy) and Mazu (Matsu) to Communism and prove no match for the hard-nosed
Khrushchev. “In 1952 the Republicans ran on a program of rolling back the Iron Cur-
tain in Eastern Europe,” Kennedy jabbed. “Today the Iron Curtain is 90 miles off the
coast of the United States.” He asked in private, “How would we have saved Cuba if
we had [had] the power,” but he nonetheless valued the political payback from his at-
tack. “What the hell,” he informed his aides, “they never told us how they would have
saved China.” Apparently unaware that President Dwight D. Eisenhower had initiated
a clandestine CIA program to train Cuban exiles for an invasion of the island, candi-
date Kennedy bluntly called for just such a project. After exploiting the Cuban issue,
Kennedy, upon becoming president, could not easily have retreated.

Overarching all explanations for Kennedy’s obsession with Cuba is a major phe-
nomenon of the second half of the twentieth century: the steady erosion of the au-
thority of imperial powers, which had built systems of dependent, client, and colonial
governments. The strong currents of decolonization, anti-imperialism, revolutionary
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Jeaders reacted so hostilely to this revolution not simply because Castro and his 26th
of July Movement taunted them or because domestic politics and the Cold War
swayed them, but also because Cuba, as symbol and reality, challenged U.S. hege-
mony in Latin America. The specter of “another Cuba” haunted President Kennedy,
not just because it would hurt him politically, but because “the game would be up
through a good deal of Latin America,” as Under Secretary of State George Ball put
it. The Monroe Doctrine and the U.S. claim to political, economic, and military lead-
ership in the hemisphere seemed at stake. As Castro once remarked, “the United
States had to fight his revolution.”

The Eisenhower Administration bequeathed to its successor an unproductive
tit-for-tat process of confrontation with Cuba and a legacy of failure. In November
1959, President Eisenhower decided to encourage anti-Castro groups within Cuba
to “replace” the revolutionary regime and thus end an anti-Americanism that was
“having serious adverse effects on the United States position in Latin America and
corresponding advantages for international Communism.” In March 1960 Eisen-
hower ordered the CIA to train Cuban exiles for an invasion of their homeland—
this shortly after Cuba signed a trade treaty with the Soviet Union. The CIA, as
well, hatched assassination plots against Castro and staged hit-and-run attacks
along the Cuban coast. As Cuba undertook land reform that struck at American
interests and nationalized American-owned industries, the United States suspended
Cuba’s sugar quota and forbade American exports to the island, drastically cutting
a once-flourishing commerce. On January 3, 1961, fearing an invasion and certain
that the U.S. embassy was a “nest of spies” aligned with counterrevolutionaries
who were burning cane fields and sabotaging buildings, Castro demanded that the
embassy staff be greatly reduced. Washington promptly broke diplomatic relations
with Havana. . . .

The plan to invade Cuba at the Bay of Pigs began to unravel from the start. As
the brigade’s old, slow freighters plowed their way to the island, B-26 airplanes took
to the skies from Nicaragua. On April 15, D-Day-minus-2, the brigade pilots de-
stroyed several parked planes of Castro’s meager air force. That same day, as part of
a pre-invasion ploy, a lone, artificially damaged B-26 flew directly to Miami, where
its pilot claimed that he had defected from the Cuban military and had just bombed
his country’s airfields. But the cover story soon cracked. Snooping journalists no-
ticed that the nose cone of the B-26 was metal; Cuban planes had plastic noses. They
observed too that the aircraft’s guns had not been fired. The American hand was
being exposed. The president, still insistent upon hiding U.S. complicity, decided to
cancel a second D-Day strike against the remnants of the Cuban air force.

Shortly after midnight on April 17, more than 1,400 commandoes motored in
small boats to the beaches at Bahia de Cochinos. The invaders immediately tangled
with Castro’s militia. Some commandoes never made it, because their boats broke
apart on razor-sharp coral reefs. In the air, Castro’s marauding airplanes shot down
two brigade B-26s and sank ships carrying essential communications equipment
and ammunition. Fighting ferociously, the brigade nonetheless failed to establish a
beachhead. Would Washington try to salvage the mission? Kennedy turned down
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had come and gone. Cuban aircraft downed the B-26s, killing four Americang
With Castro’s boasting that the mercenarios had been foiled, the final toll pI'OVe(i
grim: 114 of the exile brigade dead and 1,189 captured. One hundred—and-ﬁfty
Cuban defenders died. . . .

The most controversial operational question remains the cancelled second
D-day air strike. Post-crisis critics have complained that the president lost his nerve
and made a decision that condemned the expedition to disaster. Cuban air supremacy
did prove important to Cuba’s triumph. But was it decisive? A preemptive strike op
D-Day against the Cuban air force would not have delivered victory to the invaders,
After the first air attack, Castro had dispersed his planes; the brigade’s B-26s would
have encountered considerable difficulty in locating and destroying them. And, evep
if a D-Day assault had disabled all of Castro’s planes, then what? The brigade’s
1,400 warriors would have had to face Castro’s army of 25,000 and the nation’s
200,000 militia. The commandoes most likely would not have survived the over-
whelming power of the Cuban military. . .

Critical to understanding the frightening missile crisis of fall 1962 is the rela-
tionship between post-Bay of Pigs U.S. activities and the Soviet/Cuban decisions to
place on the island nuclear-tipped missiles that could strike the United States,
endangering the lives of 92 million people. In late April, after hearing from Cuban
leaders that they expected a direct U.S. invasion and sought Soviet help to resist an
attack, and after protesting the deployment of U.S. intermediate-range Jupiter mis-
siles in Turkey, Nikita Khrushchevy began to think about a missile deployment in
Cuba; in late May, after dismissing the skepticism of some key advisers who judged
his plan provocative to the United States and therefore highly explosive, he made
the offer of missiles to Fidel Castro, who quickly accepted them. . . . The plan called
for the Soviets installation on the island of forty-eight medium-range ballistic mis-
siles (SS-4s with a range of 1,020 miles), thirty-two intermediate-range ballistic
missiles (SS-5s with a range of 2,200 miles), 144 surface-to-air missiles (SAMs),
theater-nuclear weapons (Lunas), forty-eight IL-28 light bombers (with a range of
600 miles), and 42,000 Soviet combat troops.

After the Bay of Pigs, the Kennedy administration launched a multitrack pro-
gram of covert, economic, diplomatic, and propagandistic elements calculated to
overthrow the Castro government. This multidimensional project prompted the
Cuban/Soviet decisions of mid-1962. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara said
later: “If I had been in Moscow or Havana at that time [1961-1962], T would have
believed the Americans were preparing for an invasion.” Indeed, Havana had to fear
a successful Bay of Pigs operation conducted by U.S. forces.

Encouraged by the White House, the CIA created a huge station in Miami called
JMWAVE to recruit and organize Cuban exiles. In Washington, Robert Kennedy
became a ramrod for action. At a November 4, 1961, White House meeting, the
Attorney General insisted: “stir things up on the island with espionage, sabotage,
general disorder. . . .” The president himself asked Colonel Edward Lansdale to direct
Operation Mongoose—*“to use our available assets . . . to help Cuba overthrow the
Communist regime.” Operation Mongoose and IMWAVE, although failing to unseat
Castro, punished Cubans. CTA-handled cahatanre heemad oo e o141 1n3
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warehouse. One group, Agrupacion Montecristi, attacked a Cuban patrol boat off the
northern coast of the island in May 1962. Directorio Revolutionario Estudiantil,
another exile organization, used two boats to attack Cuba in August, hoping to hit a
hotel where Castro was dining.

The CIA, meanwhile, devised new plots to kill Castro with poisonous cigars,
pills, and needles. To no avail. Did the Kennedys know about these death schemes?
In May 1961, Federal Bureau of Investigation Director J. Edgar Hoover informed
Robert Kennedy that the CIA had hired mafia boss Sam Giancana to do some
“dirty business” in Cuba. Kennedy noted on the margin of the Hoover memoran-
dum that this information should be “followed up vigorously.” A year later, the
CIA briefed the attorney general about its use of mafia gangsters to assassinate
Castro. If his brother Robert knew about these CIA assassination plots, the presi-
dent surely did, for Robert was John’s closest confidant. They kept little if anything
from one another. President Kennedy apparently never directly ordered the assassi-
nation of Castro—at least no trail of documents leads to the White House. But, of
course, nobody uttered the word “assassination” in the presence of the president or
committed the word to paper, thereby honoring the principle of plausible deniabil-
ity. Advisers instead simply mentioned the need to remove Castro. “And if killing
him was one of the things that was to be done in this connection,” assassination
was attempted because “we felt we were acting within the guidelines,” said the
CIA’s Richard Helms.

Intensified economic coercion joined these covert activities. The Kennedy ad-
ministration, in February 1962, banned most imports of Cuban products. Washington
also pressed its North Atlantic Treaty Organization allies to support the “economic
isolation” of Cuba. The embargo hurt. Cuba had to pay higher freight costs, enlarge
its foreign debt, and suffer innumerable factory shut-downs due to the lack of spare
parts once bought in the United States. Cuba’s economic woes also stemmed from
the flight of technicians and managers, a decline in tourism, high workers’ absen-
teeism rates, the drying up of foreign capital investment, hastily conceived policies to
diversify the economy, and suffocating government controls. . . .

[A] contemporary document, this one from the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, General Maxwell Taylor, noted in spring 1962 that the Mongoose plan to
overthrow the Cuban government would be undertaken largely by “indigenous
resources,” but “recognizes that final success will require decisive U.S. military
intervention.” Because the plan also required close cooperation with Cuban exiles,
it is very likely that Castro’s spies picked up from the Cuban community in Miami
leaks that the U.S. military contemplated military action against Cuba. As CIA
agents liked to joke, there were three ways to transmit information rapidly: tele-
graph, telephone, and tell-a-Cuban. Cuban officials have claimed, in fact, that their
intelligence agency had infiltrated anti-Castro exile groups and had learned about
some of the activities associated with Lansdale’s scheme. Although they surely did
not know the details of President Kennedy’s National Security Action Memoran-
dum No. 181 (NSAM-181), dated August 23, a directive to engineer an internal re-
volt that would be followed by U.S. military intervention, the Cubans no doubt
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felt besieged from several quarters. The Soviet Union had become its trading part-
ner, and the Soviets, after the Bay of Pigs, had begun military shipments of small
arms, howitzers, machine guns, armored personnel carriers, patrol boats, tanks, and
MiG jet fighters. Yet all of this weaponry had not deterred the United States. And,
given the failure of Kennedy’s multitrack program to unseat Castro, “were we right
or wrong to fear direct invasion” next, asked Fidel Castro. As he said in mid- 1962,
shortly after striking the missile- deployment agreement with the Soviets: “We must
prepare ourselves for that direct invasion.”

. H.ad there been no exile expedition at the Bay of Pigs, no destructive covert

activities, no assassination plots, no military maneuvers and plans, and no economic
and diplomatic steps to harass, isolate, and destroy the Castro government in Havana
there would not have been a Cuban missile crisis. The origins of the October 1962’
crisis derived largely from the concerted U.S. campaign to quash the Cuban Revo-
lution. To stress only the global dimension (Soviet-American competition in the
nuclear arms race) is to slight the local origins of the conflict. To slight these sources
by suggesting from very incomplete declassified Soviet records that the “thought
of deterring a U.S. invasion figured only incidentally” in Moscow’s calculations, as
argued by Ernest R. May and Philip D. Zelikow, editors of the tape recordings that
Kennedy made during the crisis, is to overlook the substantial evidence of Soviet
(and Cuban) preoccupation with the defense of Cuba and is to miss the central point
that Premier Nikita Khrushchev would never have had the opportunity to install dan-
gerous missiles in the Caribbean if the United States had not been attempting to over-
throw the Cuban government. This interpretation does not dismiss the view that the
emplacement of nuclear missiles in Cuba also served the Soviet strategic goal of
catching up in the nuclear arms race. Rather, the interpretation in this essay empha-
sizes that both Cuba and the Soviet Union calculated that their interests would be
served by putting nuclear-capable rockets on the island. . . .
. Why did the Cubans and Soviets decide on nuclear-tipped ballistic missiles
instead of a military pact, conventional (non-nuclear) forces, or just the battlefield
Lunas—in short, weapons that Washington could not label “offensive” because
they could not reach the United States? The Cubans sought effective deterrence, or
what the historian Mark White has called “the ultimate deterrent.” One thinks here
of similar American thinking, near the end of the Second World War, that the
Japanese were so fanatical that only the threat of annihilation from atomic bombs
would persuade them to surrender. The Cubans, in fact, looking for an immediate
deterrent effect, had wanted to make the 1962 missile agreement public, but the
Soviets, guessing that the deployment could be camouflaged until the missiles be-
came operational, preferred secrecy.

On October 14, an American U-2 plane photographed missile sites in Cuba, thus
providing the first “hard” evidence, as distinct from the “soft” reports of exiles, that
the island was becoming a nuclear base. “He can’t do that to me!” snapped Kennedy
when he saw the pictures on the 16th. He had warned the Soviets that the United
States would not suffer “offensive” weapons in Cuba, although the warnings had

come after the Cuban-Soviet agreement of early summer. Shortly before noon on
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in a brief time. Discussion of military options (invasion? air strike?) dominated this
first meeting. Kennedy’s immediate preference became clear: “We’re certainly going

. to take out these . . . missiles.” Kennedy showed little interest in negotiations.
Perhaps his initial tilt toward military action derived from his knowledge of the
significant U.S. military plans, maneuvers, and movement of forces and equipment
undertaken after he signed NSAM-181, thus making it possible for the United States
to respond with military effectiveness.

At a second meeting on the 16th, Secretary of State Dean Rusk argued against
the surprise air strike that General Taylor had bluntly advocated. Rusk recommended
instead “a direct message to Castro.” At the close of Rusk’s remarks, Kennedy imme-
diately asked: “Can we get a little idea about what the military thing is?” Bundy then
asked: “How gravely does this change the strategic balance?” McNamara, for one,
thought “not at all,” but Taylor disputed him. Kennedy himself seemed uncertain, but
he did complain that the missile emplacement in Cuba “makes them look like they’re
co-equal with us.” And, added Treasury Secretary C. Douglas Dillon, who obviously
knew the president’s competitive personality, the presence of the missiles made it ap-
pear that “we’re scared of the Cubans.”

Then the rambling discussion turned to Khrushchev’s motivation. The Soviet
leader had been cautious on Berlin, Kennedy said. “It’s just as if we suddenly be-
gan to put a major number of MRBMs in Turkey,” the President went on. “Now
that’d be goddam dangerous. . . .” Bundy jumped in: “Well, we did, Mr. President.”
Not liking the sound of a double standard, Kennedy lamely answered, “Yeah, but
that was five years ago.” Actually, the American Jupiter missiles in Turkey were
IRBMs (intermediate-range ballistic missiles) which, under a 1959 agreement with
Ankara, had gone into launch position in mid-1961—during the Kennedy adminis-
tration—and were turned over to Turkish forces on October 22, 1962, the very day
Kennedy informed Moscow that it must withdraw its missiles from Cuba.

For the next several days, ExComm met frequently in tight secrecy and dis-
cussed four policy options: “talk them out,” “squeeze them out,” “shoot them out,”
or “buy them out.” In exhausting sessions marked by frank disagreement and chang-
ing minds, the president’s advisers weighed the advantages and disadvantages of in-
vasion, bombing, quarantine, and diplomacy. The president gradually moved with a
majority of ExComm toward a quarantine or blockade of Cuba: incoming ships
would be stopped and inspected for military cargo. When queried if an air strike
would knock out all of the known missiles General Taylor said that “the best we can
offer you is to destroy 90%. . . .” In other words, some missiles in Cuba would
remain in place for firing against the United States. Robert Kennedy also worried
that the Soviets might react unpredictably with military force, “which could be so
serious as to lead to general nuclear war.” In any case, the attorney general insisted,
there would be no “Pearl Harbor type of attack” on his brother’s record.

By October 22 the president had made two decisions. First, to quarantine Cuba
to prevent further military shipments and to impress the Soviets with U.S. resolve to
force the missiles out. If the Soviets balked, other, more drastic, measures would be
undertaken. Second, Kennedy decided to inform the Soviets of U.S. policy through
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ambassador to the Soviet Union Charles Bohlen advised that Moscow would have
to retaliate against the United States if its technicians died from American bombs.
A stern letter to Khrushchev should be “tested” as a method to gain withdrawal of
the missiles. “I don’t see the urgency of military action,” Bohlen told the president.
And ambassador to the United Nations Adlai Stevenson appealed to an unreceptive
Kennedy: “the existence of nuclear missile bases anywhere is negotiable before we
start anything.” Stevenson favored a trade: withdrawing the U.S. Jupiter missiles
from Turkey and evacuating the Guantanamo naval base, turning it over to Cuba, in
exchange for withdrawal of the Soviet missiles from Cuba. The president, according
to the minutes of an October 20 ExComm meeting, “sharply rejected” Stevenson’s
proposal, especially on the issue of Guantanamo. . . .

In his evening television speech of October 22, Kennedy demanded that the
Soviets dismantle the missiles in Cuba, and he announced the Caribbean quaran-
tine as an “initial” step. Later that evening, in a telephone conversation, he told
British prime minister Harold Macmillan that U.S. credibility was on the line; if he
had not acted, America’s resolve to defend Berlin might be questioned and Soviet
success in deploying the missiles “would have unhinged us in all of Latin Amer-
ica.” The missile crisis soon became an international war of nerves. More than
sixty American ships began patrols to enforce the blockade. The Strategic Air
Command went on nuclear alert, moving upward to Defense Condition (DEF-
CON) 2 for the first time ever (the next level is deployment for combat). B-52
bombers, loaded with nuclear weapons, stood ready, while men and equipment
moved to the southeastern United States to prepare for an invasion. The Soviets did
not mobilize or redeploy their huge military, nor did they take measures to make
their strategic forces less vulnerable. The Soviets also refrained from testing the
quarantine: Their ships turned around and went home. But what next? On the 26th,
Kennedy and some ExComm members, thinking that the Soviets were stalling,
soured on the quarantine. Sentiment for military action strengthened.

On the afternoon of the 26th, an intelligence officer attached to the Soviet em-
bassy, Aleksandr Feklisov (alias Fomin), met with ABC television correspondent
John Scali and suggested a solution to the crisis: The Soviet Union would with-
draw the missiles if the United States would promise not to invade Cuba. Scali
scurried to Secretary of State Dean Rusk, who sent him back to Feklisov with the
reply that American leaders were interested in discussing the proposal. As it turns
out, and unbeknownst to American leaders, Feklisov was acting on his own and a
report of his conversations with Scali did not reach the Soviet foreign secretary in
Moscow until the late afternoon of October 27. Feklisov’s independent interven-
tion, in other words, did not influence the writing of the two critical letters that
Khrushchev sent to Washington on the 26th and 27th, but ExComm thought the
Feklisov initiative and Khrushchev’s letters were linked, thus clearly signaling an
earnest Soviet desire to settle.

Khrushchev’s first letter, a rambling emotional private message that ruminated
on the horrors of war, offered to withdraw the missiles if the United States pledged
not to invade Cuba. The Soviet premier defended the initial installation of the mis-
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missiles in Turkey. Kennedy felt boxed, because “we are now in the position of
risking war in Cuba and in Berlin over missiles in Turkey which are of little mili-
tary value.” At first, Kennedy hesitated to accept a swap—because he did not want
to appear to be giving up anything in the face of Soviet provocation; because he
knew that the proud Turks would recoil from the appearance of being “traded off in
order to appease an enemy”’; and because acceptance of a missile trade would lend
credence to charges that the United States all along had been applying a doubling
standard. Kennedy told ExComm that Khrushchev’s offer caused “embarrassment,”
for most people would think it “a very fair trade.” Indeed, Moscow had played “a
very good card.”

In the afternoon of the 27th, more bad news rocked the White House. An
American U-2 plane overflew the eastern part of the Soviet Union, probably be-
cause its equipment malfunctioned. “There is always some son of a bitch who
doesn’t get the word,” the president remarked. Soviet fighters scrambled to inter-
cept the U-2, and American fighter jets from Alaska, carrying Falcon missiles with
nuclear warheads, took flight to protect the errant aircraft. Although the spy plane
flew home without having sparked a dog fight, the incident carried the potential of
sending the crisis to a more dangerous level.

Also on the 27th, a U-2 was shot down over Cuba and its pilot killed by a sur-
face-to-air missile (SAM). The shoot-down constituted a serious escalation. A dis-
tressed McNamara, not knowing that the order to shoot was made independently
by the Soviet air defense commander in Cuba without orders from Moscow, now
thought “invasion had become almost inevitable.” He urged that U.S. aircraft “go
in and take out that SAM site.” But Kennedy hesitated to retaliate, surely scared
about taking a step in toward a nuclear nightmare. The president decided to ignore
Khrushchev’s second letter and answer the first. The evening of the 27th, he also
dispatched his brother Robert to deliver an ultimatum to Soviet Ambassador Ana-
toly Dobrynin: Start pulling out the missiles within forty-eight hours or “we would
remove them.” After Dobrynin asked about the Jupiters in Turkey, Robert Kennedy
presented an important American concession: They would be dismantled if the
problem in Cuba were resolved. As the president had said in an ExComm meeting,
“we can’t very well invade Cuba with all its toil . . . when we could have gotten
them out by making a deal on the same missiles in Turkey.” But, should the Soviets
leak word of a “deal,” Robert Kennedy told the Soviet ambassador, the United
States would disavow the offer. Dobrynin, who judged President Kennedy a “hot-
tempered gambler,” cabled an account of the meeting to Moscow, pointing out that
the “very upset” president’s brother insisted that “time is of the essence” and that if
another U.S. plane were shot at, the United States would return fire and set off “a
chain reaction” toward “a real war.”

On October 28, faced with an ultimatum and a concession, and fearful that the
Cubans might precipitate a greater Soviet-American conflagration, Khrushchev
retreated and accepted the American offer: the Soviet Union would dismantle its
missiles under United Nations supervision and the United States would pledge not
to invade Cuba. The crisis had ended—just when the nuclear giants seemed about
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management. Secretary Rusk lauded Kennedy for having “ice water in his veins.”
The journalist Hugh Sidey has gushed over “the serene leader who guides the na-
tion away from nuclear conflict.” Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., has effusively written that
Kennedy’s crisis leadership constituted a “combination of toughness and restraint,
of will, nerve, and wisdom, so brilliantly controlled, so matchlessly calibrated.” May
and Zelikow celebrate Kennedy’s “finest hours,” sketching a “lucid” and “calm”
president, who, in the end, steps back from the brink.

Kennedy’s stewardship of policymaking during the crisis actually stands less as
a supreme display of careful crisis management and more as a case of near misses,
close calls, narrow squeaks, physical exhaustion, accidents, and guesses that together
scared officials on both sides into a settlement, because, in the words of McGeorge
Bundy, the crisis was “so near to spinning out of control.” When McNamara recalled
those weeks, he questioned the entire notion of crisis management because of “mis-
information, miscalculation, misjudgment, and human fallibility.” “We were in luck,”
Ambassador John Kenneth Galbraith ruminated, “but success in a lottery is no argu-
ment for lotteries.” . . .

Danger lurked too in the way the commander of the Strategic Air Command
issued DEFCON 2 alert instructions. He did so in the clear, instead of in code, be-
cause he wanted to impress the Soviets. Alerts serve to prepare American forces for
war, but they may also provoke an adversary to think that the United States might
launch a first strike. Under such circumstances, the adversary might be tempted to
strike first. The Navy’s antisubmarine warfare activities also carried the potential
of escalating the crisis. Soviet submarines prowled near the quarantine line, and,
following standing orders, Navy ships forced several of them to surface. In one
case, a Navy commander exercised the high-risk option of dropping a depth charge
on a Soviet submarine. As in so many of these examples, decisionmakers in Wash-
ington actually lost some control of the crisis to personnel at the operational level.

ExComm members represented considerable intellectual talent and experience,
but a mythology of grandeur, illusion of control, and embellishment of performance
have obscured the history of the committee. ExComm debated alternatives under
“intense strain,” often in a “state of anxiety and emotional exhaustion,” recalled
Under Secretary Ball. McGeorge Bundy told Ball on October 24 that he (Bundy)
was getting “groggy.” Two advisers may have suffered such stress that they became
less able to perform their responsibilities. An assistant to Adlai Stevenson recalled
that he had had to become an ExComm “back-up” for the ambassador because,
“while he could speak clearly, his memory wasn’t very clear. . . .” Asked if failing
health produced this condition, Vice Admiral Charles Wellborn answered that the
“emotional state and nervous tension that was involved in it [missile crisis] had this
effect.” Stevenson was feeling “pretty frightened.” So apparently was Dean Rusk.
The president scratched on a notepad during an October 22 meeting: “Rusk rather
quiet & somewhat fatigued.” Robert Kennedy remembered that the secretary of state
“had a virtually complete breakdown mentally and physically.” Once, when Rusk’s
eyes swelled with tears, Dean Acheson barked at him: “Pull yourself together, . . .
}/ou’re the only secretary of state we have.” We cannot determine how stress af-
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What about the president himself, gravely ill from Addison’s disease and often in
severe pain because of his ailing back? Dr. Max Jacobson, known as “Dr. Feelgood”
by the Hollywood crowd that paid for his services, and a frequent visitor to the
White House, administered amphetamines and steroids to President Kennedy dur-
ing the first days of the missile crisis. Medical doctors have reported that the effect
of these unorthodox injections might have been supreme confidence and belligerence.
One might speculate that JFK’s inclination toward a bold military response at the
start of the crisis was influenced by the doses of potent drugs he was taking. . . .

As for the Soviets, they too worried about their decisionmaking process and
the crisis spinning out of control. Khrushchev, of course, had miscalculated from the
outset. He somehow thought that the Americans would not discover the missiles
until after all of them had become operational. He had no fallback plan once they
were photographed. Because he had never informed his own embassy in Washing-
ton that missiles were being placed in Cuba, he had cut himself off from critical ad-
vice—counsel that would have alerted him to the certain vigorous U.S. response to
the emplacement. . . .

Add to these worries the Soviet premier’s troubles with Fidel Castro, who de-
manded a bold Soviet response to U.S. actions and who might provoke an incident
with the United States that could escalate the crisis. Castro pressed the Soviets to
use nuclear weapons to save Cuba should the United States attack. Soviet leaders
urged Castro not to “initiate provocations” and to practice “self-restraint.”” Such
“adventurists,” remarked a Soviet decisionmaker about the Cubans. Khrushchev
sternly told his advisers: “You see how far things can go. We’ve got to get those
missiles out of there before a real fire starts.”

President Kennedy helped precipitate the missile crisis by harassing Cuba
through his multitrack program. Then he reacted to the crisis by suspending diplo-
macy in favor of public confrontation. In the end, with the management of the crisis
disintegrating, he frightened himself. In order to postpone doomsday, or at least to
prevent a high-casualty invasion of Cuba, he moderated the American response and
compromised. Khrushchev withdrew his mistake, while gaining what ExComm mem-
ber Ambassador Llewellyn Thompson thought was the “important thing” all along for
the Soviet leader: being able to say, “I saved Cuba. I stopped an invasion.” . . .

After the missile imbroglio, the pre-crisis “fixation” reasserted itself. For ex-
ample, the State Department’s Policy Planning Council on November 7 urged a
“maximal U.S. strategy” to eliminate the Castro regime. The messy ending to the
crisis—no formal accord was reached, no formal document signed—also left the
Kennedy administration room to hedge on the no-invasion promise. Using the argu-
ment that the United States had agreed not to invade the island only if the missiles
were withdrawn under United Nations inspection and that Castro had blocked such
inspection, Kennedy refused to give an unqualified no-invasion pledge. . . .

Kennedy’s retreat to an ambiguous no-invasion promise reflected his adminis-
tration’s unrelenting determination to oust Castro. In early January 1963, the CIA
director noted that “Cuba and the Communist China nuclear threat” were the two
most prominent issues on Kennedy’s foreign-policy agenda. Later that month, the
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against Cuba” should the Soviets move against Berlin. “We can use Cuba to limit
Soviet actions,” he concluded. The administration set about once again to threaten
Cuba, to “tighten the noose” around Cuba, although Kennedy grew impatient with

exile attacks, because they did not deliver “any real blow at Castro.”

In June 1963, the National Security Council approved a new sabotage program.
The CIA quickly cranked up destructive plots and revitalized its assassination
option by making contact with a traitorous Cuban official, Rolando Cubela. Code-

named AM/LASH, he plotted with CIA operatives to kill Fidel Castro. . . .

After President Kennedy’s death, the new Johnson administration decided to
put the “marginal” and “tenuous” Cuban-American contacts “on ice.” President
Johnson also instructed his advisers to avoid “high risk actions” toward Cuba.
Throughout the 1960s, as the United States became hostage to the war in Vietnam,
Cuba receded as a top priority. Fidel Castro may have been correct when he re-
marked a decade after the missile crisis that Cuba “was saved by Vietnam. Who can
say whether the immense American drive that went into Vietnam . . . would not have
been turned against Cuba?” Except for a thaw in the mid to late-1970s, U.S.-Cuba
relations remained frozen in hostility. Kennedy’s “fixation” with Cuba fixed itself

on U.S. Cuba policy for decades.
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