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John F. Kennedy entered and we all stood up. He had, as
Harold Macmillan would later say, earned his place in history

by this one act alone.!

—  THEODORE SORENSEN

But the ultimate impact of the missile crisis was wider than
Cuba, wider even than the Western hemisphere. To the whole
world it displayed the ripening of an American leadership un-
surpassed in the responsible management of power. . . . By
his own composure, clarity and control, he held the country
behind him. It was almost as if he had begun to shape the na-
tion in his own image. . . .

It was this combination of toughness and restraint, of will,
nerve and wisdom, so brilliantly controlled, so matchlessly cal-
ibrated, that dazzled the world. Before the missile crisis people
might have feared that we would use our power extravagantly
or not use it at all. But the thirteen days gave the world—
even the Soviet Union—a sense of American determination
and responsibility in the use of power which, if sustained,
might indeed become a turning point in the history of the re-
lations between east and west.2

— ARTHUR SCHLESINGER

CHAPTER SEVEN

The Cuban Missile Crisis

It has been widely accepted that the Cuban missile crisis was the
occasion of John Kennedy’s greatest triumph. I disagree. I believe

ible miscalculation Kennedy was always warning Khrushchev
about, that it was unnecessary, and that, if one assumes minimum
competence, the i i IOt neces-

sary. | argug, Trshort—that—Kennedy,—without—sufficient reason,
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sures, the Russians must have expected from their own bitter ex-
perience with U-2s that the sites would soon be spotted, however
much they might have hoped to present the United States with a
fait accompli. However, just as it would be unrealistic to expect
the Russians to tell the Americans exactly what they were doing
in Cuba, it would be unrealistic to expect the United States not to
make effective use of charges of “deceit” and “duplicity” in the
propaganda battle that soon erupted.

Before again picking up the chain of events, it is necessary to
point out something that Kennedy’s admirers do not, for obvious
reasons, stress. Castro had every right to ask for, and Khrushchev
had every right to offer—whichever came first—the installation of
Russian missiles on Cuban soil. Not only was this permissible by
mternanonal law but it was the United States that had established
ﬁ__lg_chcedcnt py lnstallln&Jup:ter mlsSllcs in Turkcy_z_ rlght ncxt to
Russia, in Italy, and qlsewhcre The American missiles had been

“practically forced on’ ’ Turkey and Italy by the Eisenhower ad-
ministration.2¢ On the other hand, if it makes any difference, there
is evidence that Cuba asked for the Russian missiles. Castro said
so in an interview with Lee Lockwood in 1965.

Naturally the missiles would not have been sent in the first place
if the Soviet Union had not been prepared to send them. But . . .
we made the decision at a moment when we thought that concrete
measures were necessary to paralyze the aggressiveness of the
United States, and we posed this necessity to the Soviet Union.2!

Nonetheless, there is all the difference in the world between
having the right to do something and deciding to do it. Just as
Washington often does not take into adequate consideration Mos-
cow’s response to an American action, so too in this case Khru-
shchev failed to see what should have been obvious. (Since one
cannot know what goes into decisions in the Kremlin, it is possi-
ble that Khrushchev too was seeking a confrontation. But if he
was, it is scarcely credible that he would have wanted that kind of
confrontation in a place so terribly disadvantageous to the Soviet
Union.) Khrushchev, or certainly his advisers, should have recog-
nized from even the most superficial knowledge of American post-
war foreign policy and American politics that no President (least
of all one with Kennedy’s character and record) could tolerate the

The Cuban Missile Crisis [ 119

installation of Russian missiles in Cuba, particularly right before
an election. However unfair it might be for the Americans to ex-
pect the Russians to live under the shadow of United States mis-
siles in Turkey yet refuse to permit a reciprocal situation, that was
simply the way it was. This must have seemed outrageous to the
Russians. Certainly it seemed unfair to millions in other nations,
even to some Americans, but it was the reality of the situation.
Khrushchev had miscalculated badly. The question then for Ken-
nedy was not whether to remove the missiles but how.

Kennedy’s first instinct was to take some kind of military ac-
tion, perhaps to bomb the missile sites, but before reaching a deci-
sion-he called into being an ad hoc group that came to be known
as the ExCom. It was composed of a constantly shifting combina-
tion of top officials from the White House, the State Department,
the Pentagon, plus Attorney General Kennedy, Treasury Secretary
Dillon, and Dean Acheson. Although it took them several days of
intense, and tense, discussions to settle on the course eventually
taken, two decisions were made quickly. The first (the most im-
portant and dangerous) was that a political and diplomatic solu-
tion should not be sought. This is what has since been written by
Adam Yarmolinsky:

From the discovery of the missiles on October 14 until October

28, when Khrushchev promised to remove them, the executive com-

mittee of the National Security Council (ExCom) spent at least

90% of its time studying alternate uses of troops, bombers and war-

ships. Although the possibility of seeking withdrawal of the missiles

by straightforward diplomatic negotiation received some attention
within the State Department, it seems scarcely to have been aired
in the ExCom.2?

One of the few participants persistently to urge a diplomatic ap-
proach was Adlai Stevenson, who sug&ested among other thing's,
that the missiles on Cuba could be swapped for those, already ob-
solésccnt in Turkcx and Italy. For this Stevenson again became
the ob_|ect ‘of Acheson’s scorn. In a piece in the Sarurday Evening
Post some weeks later, he was accused of having advocated “a
Munich.” (The authors, Charles Bartlett and Stewart Alsop, both
close to Kennedy, denied that the President was the source of the
story, as did Kennedy himself, whereas Otto Friedrich, an editor
of the Post, has written that he was.) More important than the at-
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tack on Stevenson, evidently by a number of the hard-liners in the
ExCom, was the fact that he was right and they were wrong. Al-
though anti-communist, Stevenson was not virulently so, and it is
difficult to believe that if he had been elected President in 1960,
or earlier, there would have been the dangerous Berlin crisis or
that the United States would have become involved in either of the
Cuban crises or so deeply in Vietnam,23

Stemming from this decision not to seek a political /diplomatic
solution was the decision to announce simultaneously, if at all pos-
sible, that the United States had uncovered the Russian move and
what it intended to do about it. This “was not so inconsequential
as it sounded—it expressed the President’s determination not to
be dragged along in the wake of events, but to control them.” 24
This has a nice ring to it, but with the elections only a couple of
weeks away, it is hard to believe that Kennedy was not concerned
that the Republicans might finally smoke out convincing proof of
the presence of Soviet missiles. This would have been a political
disaster, probably costing the Democrats a number of Congres-
sional seats, even if Khrushchev remained silent, thus keeping his
pledge not to embarrass the administration before Election Day. It
would be even worse if a public furor made Khrushchev feel that
he had to come forward and proclaim himself as the defender of
tiny, beleaguered Cuba. No, it would be much better if Kennedy
could strike first, accusing Khrushchev of a deceitful and danger-
ous plot against hemispheric security and disclosing ‘a dynamic
plan to frustrate the communist plot. This move would have a
double advantage: it would put Khrushchev in his place for once
and for all, and it would blunt the Republican charge, perhaps
even help Democratic candidates. Although Kennedy's admirers
play down the political aspect, it is almost inconceivable that it
was not a factor—almost certainly not the major one, but a factor
nonetheless.

The ExCom spent long, contentious hours in discussion while
Kennedy carried on his campaign travel and the ExCom members
tried to stick close to their normal routine so as to preserve se-
crecy. Obviously, a first consideration was Khrushchev’s inten-
tions. According to Sorensen, there were five basic theories: 25

I. The missile installation was a Cold War move to test Ameri-

\ can resolve and to discredit American strength and reliability as
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an ally. If it succeeded, Khrushchev could then move boldly on
West Berlin or in Latin America.

2, If the United States responded by attacking Cuba, its ener-
gies would be diverted. This diversion plus worldwide censure and
division at home would free Khrushchev to move elsewhere, again
in Berlin or Latin America.

3. The installation was intended to defend Cuba, in which
Khrushchev now had the same kind of credibility stake as did the
United States in supporting its weaker allies.

4. The missiles were intended as a bargaining counter. Khru-
shchev in a summit or United Nations confrontation could bargain
away the missile bases for a favorable settlement in Berlin or a re-
duction of American overseas bases.

5. The Soviet Union wished to improve its military posture by
positioning missiles that were both much cheaper than interconti-
nental missiles and able to avoid most of the American early-
warning system.

Kennedy believed that while the third and fifth theories might
have some validity, they were insufficient motives for so drastic a
move. He leaned, for reasons I have discussed earlier, toward the
first theory, of which the second and fourth were merely varia-
tions. Again, Washington could not resist the conviction that any
Soviet—American dispute was not limited to the question at hand
but represented a fundamental test of American courage. This
conviction has been a basic cause of the Cold War and a funda-
mental block to improved relations between the United States and
the Soviet Union and China. Much of the death, destruction, and
misery, much of the international tension and domestic turmoil of
the past quarter-century has been born of Washington’s condi-
tioned reflex to spring immediately from the particular to the gen-
eral. And now Kennedy was doing it again.

Documentary proof of Khrushchev’s intentions may be long in
coming, and Russia’s consistency before, during, and after the cri-
sis in maintaining that its sole motivation was to defend Cuba is
hardly sufficient. Often the simplest explanation is the best, and it
is not unlikely that Cuba’s defense was a predominant motive, al-
though Khrushchev may well have hoped for valuable fringe bene-
fits in Latin America and throughout the world. But the crucial
question was: What dangers could result from the missiles? This
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was the question raised by theory number five. Although such
missiles would offer certain advantages, “these Cuban missiles
alone, in view of all the other megatonnage the Soviets were capa-
ble of unleashing upon us, did not substantially alter the strategic
balance in fact. . . .” 26 On a television program two weeks after
the crisis, Deputy Defense Secretary Roswell Gilpatric put it this
way: “I don’t believe that we were under any greater threat from
the Soviet Union’s power, taken in totality, after this than
before.” 27

A blunt public ultimatum, issued to the impulsive leader of a
powerful nation at a dangerous moment, can be justified, if ever,
only at a time of supreme physical danger. Yet the United States
was not in any immediate physical danger, and the Kennedy ad-
ministration knew it. Furthermore, it was entirely confident that
Khrushchev had neither the intention nor even the desire to use
the missiles he was putting into Cuba. Kennedy put it this way in
a television interview on December 17, 1962:

They were planning in November to open to the world the fact
that they had these missiles so close to the United States; not that
they were intending to fire-them, because if they were going to get
into a nuclear struggle, they have their own missiles in the Soviet
Union. But it would have politically changed the" balance of
power. It would have appeared to, and appearances contribute to
reality.28

There is no doubt that Khrushchev made a serious and danger-
ous miscalculation, nor is there any doubt that, given the political
realities, Kennedy had to get the missiles removed. But Kennedy
did not have to add to Khrushchev’s miscalculation an even more
dangerous one of his own. Even though there was every reason to
hope that Khrushchev would back away from a military confronta-
tion under such disadvantageous circumstances, there was no cer-
tain way to predict his response to a public ultimatum. It was, of
course, possible that Kennedy might in the end have to resoft to
military pressure to remove the missiles, but why was it necessary
to do so in the very first instance, even if Dorticos had not already
indicated the basis for a diplomatic solution? Kennedy embarked
on a dangerous path with unforeseeable consequences not because
of immediate physical danger but because missiles on Cuba
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“would have politically changed the balance of power.” He took
an unpardonable mortal risk without just cause. He threatened the
lives of millions for appearances’ sake. ~

To get back to the narrative, on Thursday, October 18, the
President held what was billed as a routine’ meeting with Soviet
Foreign Minister Gromyko, who was in the United States for the
United Nations General Assembly session. It was a long meetmg,
and the White House let it be assumed that Berlin was the major

AL~ P 4

topic. But foremost in Kennedy s mind _was_Cuba. Although
tempted to pull thc U 2 photos out of hlS desk and confront Gro-
myko with them, Kennedy stuck to his plan. But he warned the
Russians by reading aloud his earlier warnings of September 4
and 13. Assuming that Gromyko knew of the missiles, he must
have concluded from this warning that Kennedy also knew of
them, yet he too stuck to his plans and merely assured the Presi-
dent that the Russian military aid “was by no means offensive,”
that “if it were otherwise, the Soviet government would never be-
come involved.” 29 Kennedy deliberately neglected a perfect op-
portunity to seek a diplomatic solution.

Having decided not to seek a diplomatic solution by approach-
ing Russia and/or Cuba, Kennedy and the ExCom had to settle
on another approach. They had, it was estimated “about ten days
before the missiles would be on pads ready for firing. The dead-
line defined the strategy. It meant that the response could not, for
example, be confided to the UN, where the Soviet delegation
would have ample opportunity to stall action until the nuclear
weapons were in place and on target. It meant that we could not
even risk the delay involved in consulting our allies. It meant
that total response had to fall on the United States and its
President.” 30

That is nonsense. Since the Kennedy administration knew that
the Cuban missiles were not a significant military factor and since
it was confident that they would not be fired, completion of their
installation was an artificial deadline. It was of no immediate con-
sequence, except for whatever political capital Khrushchev could
make of it. The reasons for not relying on the United Nations
were different. In the first place, Russia could make a good case
that it was doing only what the United States was doing in Tur-
key, Italy, and elsewhere. Second, the United Nations as a whole
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would hardly take the alarmist view of the situation held by Wash-
ington. Many United Nations members, even allies, had long
thought that the United States was entirely too preoccupied with
Cuba.

Consulting with allies might well, as the administration argued,
have meant a break in the secrecy that Kennedy had decreed, and
the allies, by urging a more cautious approach, might have ham-
pered. Kennedy’s freedom of action. But beyond these points, this
question of consultation is a very serious one. Kennedy was pre-
paring to go to the brink of a nuclear war that, if it erupted,
would inevitably involve NATO allies at great human cost, yet he
excluded them from such a fateful decision. To paraphrase the
American colonists, it would be nuclear war without representa-
tion. Neither friend nor foe would be notified until Washington
had decided, unilaterally, what to do.

Within the ExCom the idea of a “surgical strike” by bombers
was at first appealing. However, there were too many dangers.
Such a strike could be effective, if at all, only if it were a surprise.
This would mean the death and wounding of Russians as well as
Cuban military men and could affect civilians as well: Robert
Kennedy was adamantly opposed. It would be “a Pearl Harbor in
reverse.” 31 It would be wrong and it would cause revulsion all
over the world. Furthermore, it might well trigger a nuclear re-
sponse from Russia. So too might an invasion. Yet even while the
discussions were under way orders went out to all the military serv-
ices. Ships were concentrated in the Caribbean, troops in Florida,
and the Air Force was ready. Preparations were also made for nu-
clear war if the situation should come to that. Gradually, however,
sentiment moved away from endorsement of a military strike to
the idea of a blockade. Although there was a feeling that a block-
ade might be 0o slow, it seemed less risky and the other options
were still available if it did not work. Someone with a touch of
public-relations genius proposed that the term “quarantine,” ear-
lier suggested by Richard Nixon, be used. It seemed Iéss belliger-

ent and had a nice medical sound to it. Nonetheless, a blockade by o

any other name is still an act of war. Thus the stage was set for
what was probably the most dramatic and most frightening presi-
dential address in the history of the republic. The nation knew
that something serious was up. It knew it had to do with Cuba,
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but the secrecy had held. Kennedy’s speech on Monday night,
October 22, came as a complete and numbing surprise.
The President got directly to the point:

Within the past week, unmistakable evidence has established the
fact that a series of offensive missile sites is now in preparation on
that imprisoned island. The purpose of these bases can be none
other than to provide a nuclear strike capability against the Western

Hemisphere. . . .

This secret, swift, and extraordinary buildup of communist
missiles—in an area well known to have a special and historic rela-
tionship to the United States and the nations of the Western Hémi-
sphere, in violation of Soviet assurances, and in defiance of Ameri-
can and hemispheric policy—this sudden, clandestine decision to
station strategic weapons for the first time outside of Soviet soil—is
a deliberately provocative and unjustified change in the status quo
which cannot be accepted by this country, if our courage and our
commitments are ever to be trusted again by either friend or foe.32

Kennedy announced that action was necessary to secure the
“withdrawal or elimination” of the missiles from Cuba.

. . action is required—and it is under way; and these actions may
only be the beginning. We will not prematurely or unnecessarily
risk the costs of worldwide nuclear war in which even the fruits of
victory would be ashes in our mouth—but neither will we shrink
from that risk at any time it must be faced. [Emphasis added.]

The President outlined the steps he was ordering. Among them
was the establishment of a “‘quarantine”—blockade—of all “of-
fensive” weapons, a blockade that would “be extended, if needed,
to other types of cargo and carriers.” There would also be in-
creased surveillance of Cuba. “Should ‘these offensive military
preparations continue, further action will be justified. I have di-
rected the Armed Forces to prepare for any eventualities; and I
trust that in the interest of both the Cuban people and the Soviet
technicians at the sites, the hazards to all concerned of continuing
this threat will be recognized.”

Then the most alarming statement of all, reinforcing the impres-
sion that the world was on the brink of nuclear war:

. . . It shall be the policy of this Nation to regard any nuclear mis-
sile launched from Cuba against any nation in the Western Hemi-
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