R N &S m W G AR B M oM SR B¢ M A B0 B MR Om AW

2

‘ The Cuban Missile Crisis:
A First Cut

he “missiles of October” offer a set of fascinating puzzles for any
i analyst.! In October 1962, the governments of the United States
of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics came to the
brink of war. For thirteen days, the United States and the Soviet
Union stood “eyeball to eyeball,” each with the power of mutual
annihilation in hand. Leaders in both governments understood that
a war between their states could quickly involve the use of ther-
monuclear weapons by both powers, killing millions of people. A
war that began in Cuba could prompt a Soviet siege of West Berlin,
or a Soviet strike against missile bases in Turkey—thereby lighting
other fuses that could soon lead to thermonuclear war. Armed con-
flict over Cuba would have altered the course of world history in
ways we can only dimly imagine.

These abstract possibilities seem so distant now, or so horrific, that
they may appear conjured from some fantastic story or movie. Yet
they were real. Governments came to the hinge of war. Leaders
accepted risks that they understood, and they unknowingly courted
risks that they did not comprehend. Why? During the crisis, the
United States was firm but forbearing. The Soviet Union looked hard,
blinked twice, and then withdrew. Again, we look back and ask: Why?

In retrospect, this crisis proved a major watershed in the Cold War.
Having peered over the edge of the nuclear precipice, both nations
edged backward toward detente. Never again was the risk of war
between them as great as it was during the last two weeks of October
1962. An understanding of this crisis is thus essential for every serious
student of foreign affairs.

To understand how these superpowers moved to the brink of
nuclear war, and, having got there, how they managed to retreat, it is
negessary to answer three central questions. Why did the Soviet Union
attempt to place offensive missiles in Cuba? Why did the United States
choose to respond to the Soviet missile emplacement with a blockade
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Nikita Khrushchev. Source: AP/Wide World Photos, Inc.

of Cuba? Why did the Soviet Union decide to withdraw the missiles?
Fortunately, the availability of extensive evidence about the crisis,
including tape recordings of most White House deliberations, makes
it possible to reconstruct the calculations of both nations with some

confidence.

WHY DID THE SOVIET UNION DECIDE TO PLACE
OFFENSIVE MISSILES IN CUBA?
During the late summer of 1962, everyone knew that the Soviet
Union was transporting large quantities of arms, and some troops, to
bolster the defenses of Cuba against the danger of an American
attack. The question arose whether these Soviet shipments might
include nuclear weapons. Never before had Moscow stationed strate-
gic nuclear weapons outside its own territorial borders—not in the
Communist-controlled states of Eastern Europe that were satellites of
the Soviet empire, and not even in China while that Communist-led
country was a close ally of the Soviet Union.2

The Soviet government told. its ambassador to Washington,
Anatoly Dobrynin, to answer all queries with the assurance that only
“defensive weapons” were being supplied. On September 4, Dobrynin
privately conveyed this assurance to the president’s brother, Attorney
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General Robert Kennedy. Reassured, the White House released a writ-
ten statement later that day asserting that there was no evidence that
the Soviets were putting bases or ballistic missiles into Cuba. “Were it
to be otherwise, the gravest issues would arise.” Dobrynin repeated his
assurance to another trusted adviser of the president, special counsel
Theodore Sorensen, adding that nothing “new or extraordinary” was
going on. Indeed, he had been specifically authorized by Khrushchev
to tell the White House that “nothing will be undertaken before the
American Congressional elections [in early November] that could
complicate the international situation or aggravate the tension in the
relations between our two countries.”

One week later, on September 11, the Soviet government added a
lengthy and definitive public statement about its activities in Cuba.
While Moscow affirmed its commitment to Cuba and warned
America not to attack either the island or the Soviet ships supplying
it, it also repeated its policy on the transfer of nuclear weapons to
third nations with the following announcement:

The Government of the Soviet Union authorized Tass to state that there is no need
for the Soviet Union to shift its weapons for the repulsion of aggression, for a
retaliatory blow, to any other country, for instance Cuba. Our nuclear weapons are
so powerful in their explosive force and the Soviet Union has such powerful rock-
ets to carry these nuclear warheads, that there is no need to search for sites for
them beyond the boundaries of the Soviet Union.*

Such a formal, public declaration seemed to settle the matter.
Naturally, all Soviet officials echoed this assurance in subsequent con-
versations with American officials. The Soviet signal was clear.

Nor was the American warning faint. Through public and private
channels, the White House had warned the Soviet government that
the United States would not tolerate offensive weapons in Cuba, and
both sides understood that the Americans were defining ballistic mis-
siles as “offensive” weapons. That point had been made clear both
publicly, in the White House statement of September 4, and privately.
The United States staked its public prestige on the warning. On
September 7, Congress granted the president standby authority to
call up additional reservists into the armed forces. On September 13,
President Kennedy held a press conference and, for the first time,
spoke directly to the American people about the Soviet buildup in
Cuba. In effect, he accepted the assurance in the Soviet statement of
September 11. He promised that he would not order an invasion of
Cuba unless Cuba threatened other nations in Latin America or
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became an offensive base for the Soviet Union. If, however, Cuba
became an “offensive military base of significant capacity for the
Soviet Union, then this country will do whatever must be done to
protect its own security and that of its allies.”

Khrushchev certainly heard the warning. He complained angrily
about it to Kennedy in a private letter sent on September 28.“I must
tell you straightforwardly, Mr. President, that your statement with
threats against Cuba is just an inconceivable step.” Calling up
reservists made “the atmosphere red-hot,” and poured “oil in the
flame.” These threats against Cuba were like the behavior of brigands
in the Middle Ages, Khrushchev wrote.®

Rhetoric aside, these moves and countermoves seem like a text-
book case of responsible diplomacy. The United States formulated a
policy stating precisely “what strategic transformations we |[were]
prepared to resist.”” The Soviet Union acknowledged these vital inter-
ests and announced a strategy that entailed no basic conflict. This
would also seem to be a model case of communication, or signaling,
between the superpowers. By private messages and public statements,
the United States committed itself to action should the Soviets cross
an unambiguous line (deploying offensive missiles in Cuba). All
responses indicated that the Soviets understood the signal and ac-
cepted the message.® The policy followed the tenets of deterrence
espoused by the best scholars of the subject, then and now.?

The U.S. government nonetheless remained uneasy about Soviet
intentions. The opposition Republicans, led by New York Senator
Kenneth Keating, were making the Soviet buildup in Cuba the
number one election issue in the upcoming congressional elections.
Keating repeatedly voiced the fear that hostile nuclear weapons were
being placed off America’s shores. Inside the administration there
was also a gadfly who suspected that the Soviets were lying about
their real plans. He was the Director of CIA, John McCone. McCone
had no hard evidence, but a deep intuition stimulated by the dis-
covery of antiaircraft missiles going into Cuba. For McCone, these
made sense only if Moscow intended to use them to shield a base for
ballistic missiles aimed at the United States.

Flowing from these warnings, promises, and assurances, U.S. expec-
tations converged in an estimate prepared by the Office of National
Estimates, the organization that prepared national estimates coordi-
nating the views of intelligence analysts throughout the government.
For ten years, that Office had been directed by “perhaps the foremost
practitioner of the craft of analysis in American intelligence history”:
Sherman Kent.!? Kent’s analysts produced an estimate that was dis-
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tributed to top officials throughout the government on September 19.
Entitled “The Military Buildup in Cuba,” the estimate concluded that,
yes, the Soviets could gain considerable military advantage from plac-
ing longer range ballistic missiles in Cuba or, more likely, establishing a
base for missile-launching submarines there. “But either development
would be incompatible with Soviet practice to date and with Soviet
policy as we presently estimate it.” Why? Because sending missiles to
Cuba “would indicate a far greater willingness to increase the level of
risk in U.S.-Soviet relations than the USSR has displayed thus far."!!

In an analysis of the episode published in the CIA’s in-house jour-
nal in 1964, Kent argued that the analysts had tried to see the matter
from the unique perspective of the Soviet government. In hundreds of
cases, the method is reliable, Kent explained, because the “other man”
is in his right mind, because he cannot capriciously make the decision
by himself, because he knows the power of traditional forces in his
country and generally accepted notions of its interests, and because
the other man is well informed.!? “It is when these constants do not
rule that the real trouble begins,” Kent explained. “It is when the other
man zigs violently out of the track of ‘normal’ behavior that you are
likely to lose him.”13

When, on October 15-16, Kennedy and his advisers were informed
that the United States had discovered Soviet ballistic missiles in

Cuba, the president and most of the others were shocked. “It seems to
me my press statement was so clear about how we wouldn’t do anything
under these conditions, and under the conditions that we would. He
must know that we're going to find out. So it seems to me he just...”
and then Kennedy’s voice trailed off.!4 What Kennedy’s announcement
of the crisis called “this secret, swift, and extraordinary build-up of
Communist missiles” indeed posed troubling questions. Just why did
the Soviet Union undertake such a reckless move? What objective could
the Soviets have had that would have justified a course of action with
such a high probability of nuclear confrontation? These questions were
among the first to be considered by Kennedy’s senior advisers when
they convened at 11:50 A.M. on Tuesday, October 16, “We certainly have
been wrong about what he's trying to do in Cuba,” Kennedy admitted.
“There isn’t any doubt about that.” At least four separate times during
that first day, Kennedy wondered aloud why the Soviets had done it.
“Well,” he shrugged, “it’s a goddamn mystery to me."!%

"Discussion at that and subsequent meetings generated four
hypotheses. A careful examination of the details of Soviet action
should allow us to distinguish among the hypotheses more clearly
than the policy makers could in the heat of the crisis.
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Fidel Castro. Source: AP/Wide World Photos, Inc.

Hypothesis 1: Cuban Defense

An analyst who knew nothing about the Soviet Union except that it
was a powerful country and that one of its important allies, Cuba,
feared attack by a large, threatening neighbor, might infer that the
powerful country would come to the aid of its weak friend. One of the
first memos the CIA produced after the missiles were discovered in
Cuba explained: “The Soviet leaders’ decision to deploy ballistic mis-
siles to Cuba testifies to their determination to deter any active U.S.
intervention to weaken or overthrow the Castro regime, which they
apparently regard as likely and imminent.”!¢ Though the 1961 effort
to invade Cuba with a force of CIA-trained Cuban exiles had failed
disastrously, the Soviet Union had substantial reason to believe that
the United States might attempt to do the job right. The Bay of Pigs
had demonstrated that the United States could act.

Certainly Khrushchev and other Soviet officials defended the
deployment of Soviet arms to Cuba in, 1962 in just these terms. After
Kennedy revealed the missile deployment to the world, the Soviet reply
emphasized that any Soviet aid to Cuba “is exclusively designed to
improve Cuba’s defensive capacity”'” That remained the Soviet position
throughout the crisis. In his memoirs Khrushchev recalled, “While I was
on an official visit to Bulgaria [between May 14-20, 1962], one thought
kept hammering at my brain: What will happen if we lose Cuba?™!8
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From the Soviet point of view, Cuban defense was a serious matter.
A self-proclaimed socialist state, Cuba stood out as the Communists’
only showcase in the Western world. We now know, especially with
the aid of a new book by Aleksandr Fursenko and Timothy Naftali,
that Soviet-Cuban relations were deeper and much more complex
than America realized. The Soviets had begun providing covert assis-
tance to the Castro government as early as the spring of 1959, and
secretly arranged the first sales of arms in the fall of 1959, well before
such aid was detected by a United States government that was still
deciding whether Castro would be a friend or foe.!®

In June 1960, Castro thought his decision to nationalize American
oil refineries (which had refused to refine Soviet crude oil) would
cause an imminent American invasion. (The Americans had no such
plan.) Khrushchev gave a speech indicating that the Soviet Union
might launch a nuclear attack on America if Washington chose to
invade Cuba. The speech had no effect on the nonexistent American
plans, but it delighted the Cuban leaders, who thought the Russians
had deterred an American attack.?’ There was another invasion scare
in October 1960; Cuba feared attack from Cuban exiles being trained
by the CIA in Guatemala. Such training was in fact taking place, but it
would be months before the force would be ready to invade Cuba.
The Soviet and Cuban governments nevertheless falsely believed an
attack was imminent. Moscow again rattled its nuclear missiles. When
the invasion did not come, the Cubans again believed the Soviet
threats had deterred it. (In fact, the CIA then began operational plan-
ning for the invasion that the Cubans thought they had just deterred.)
In early November 1960, Castro gave a private address among Cuban
Communists saying that he had always been a Marxist, and pro-
nouncing repeatedly that “Moscow is our brain and our great leader,
and we must pay attention to its voice.”2!

The Cubans and Soviets were caught by surprise when the Cuban
exiles really invaded at the Bay of Pigs in April 1961. Khrushchev
offered all the support he could to Cuba and warned Kennedy that
“any so-called ‘little war’ can touch off a chain reaction in all parts of
the globe.”22 Again, the Soviets took some credit for deterring
Kennedy from giving the invasion the U.S. military support it would
have required in order to succeed. The Americans had little or no
grasp of what, to the Soviets and Cubans, seemed like a string of
deterrent successes for Soviet missiles.

Khrushchev and the Soviet government believed that more and
more of their own status was tied to Castro’s survival. Cuba was the



84 The Cuban Missile Crisis: A First Cut

prime example of success in the newly announced global strategy of
undermining capitalism through wars of national liberation in the
less developed world. Cuba’s fate was becoming a test of Soviet power
and global credibility. If Cuba was “lost,” Khrushchev remarked, “I
knew it would have been a terrible blow to Marxism-Leninism. It
would gravely diminish our stature throughout the world, but espe-
cially in Latin America.”2 Khrushchev had already been severely chal-
lenged by the Chinese and by senior figures in his own government
for reducing Soviet military preparedness and not taking a suffic-
iently revolutionary stance in foreign policy. Castro himself had
voiced this criticism in February 1962, while he was calling for revo-
lution throughout Latin America. 4

Soviet and Cuban beliefs about U.S. efforts against Cuba often
bore only a coincidental relationship to what America was really
doing. But certainly Soviet and Cuban intelligence would have found
ample basis for suspicion. In November 1961, the U.S. authorized
Operation Mongoose, a covert CIA-led plan to foment internal revo-
lution in Cuba. Mongoose was supervised by an interagency group
energetically chaired by Robert Kennedy. Various efforts to assassinate
Castro had been undertaken at least since 1960, some with U.S.
knowledge and support, some without.

Mongoose suffered, however, from a basic problem characteristic of
many such covert operations. Though it could dispatch agents to Cuba
and mount some low-level sabotage operations, most officials—
including at CIA—thought an internal revolt would never succeed on
its own. The rebels would have to be bailed out by a U.S. invasion. The
U.S. military developed contingency plans for such an invasion. But, as
of the spring of 1962, many of Kennedy’s advisers (especially at the
State Department and the White House) were not only opposed to an
invasion, but were also opposed to fomenting any revolt so large that it
might force the U.S. to consider an invasion. On the one occasion in
the spring of 1962 when Kennedy plainly expressed his own view of
the matter in a closely held April conversation with the leader of the
Cuban exiles, Kennedy did not say what the exile leader wanted to
hear. Echoing the views his national security adviser, McGeorge Bundy,
had conveyed a month earlier, Kennedy privately said he would not
commit the United States to back up a revolt with American troops.?

But meanwhile the covert Mongoose operation moved ahead, its
advocates heartened by overt American denunciations of Cuba’s rev-
olutionary fervor. Trying to intimidate and isolate Castro, the U.S.
led a January 1962 effort to persuade other Western Hemisphere
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McGeorge Bundy. Source: UP1/Corbis-Bettmann.

countries in the Organization of American States to cut off their trade
and diplomatic ties with Cuba. In February 1962, Khrushchev
received new intelligence reports, again raising concerns about a pos-
sible American invasion of Cuba. The Soviets had some inkling that a
reinvigorated American covert operation for low-level infiltration
into Cuba and sabotage was underway. They also had information
about the contingency planning to prepare American forces for a pos-
sible invasion. Khrushchev’s son-in-law, the editor of Pravda, also
reported on a lengthy private conversation with Kennedy, claiming
that Kennedy had talked about an analogy between Cuba and the
Soviet invasion of Hungary in 1956.%

Khrushchev had developed a greater fear of an American invasion
of Cuba than American officials realized, or would have thought war-
ranted. Yet there is no evidence that Khrushchev thought the danger
of an invasion was acute, or imminent. “I'm not saying we had any
documentary proof that the Americans were preparing a second inva-
sion; we didn’t need documentary proof. We knew the class affiliation,
the class blindness of the United States, and that was enough to make

Jus expect the worst.” Fursenko and Naftali note that “the Soviet intel-
ligence community’s failure to provide compelling evidence that a
U.S. attack on Cuba was imminent allowed the policy process to grind
to a crawl in Moscow.”28
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Then in late March 1962 Soviet-Cuban relations entered a crisis,
for reasons having little 1o do with Washington and only dimly under-
stood there. For internal reasons, Castro had turned on the ambi-
tious leader of the Cuban Communist party and loyal servant of
Moscow, Anibal Escalante.?® Meanwhile, Castro embarked on new
talks about getting economic assistance from China. In early April, the
Soviet government contemplated its options and decided to redouble
its commitment to Castro.

For months, the Soviets had carefully developed a package of mil-
itary aid. In February 1962, after the report from Khrushchev’s son-
in-law, the governing Presidium finally approved the costly,
long-pending assistance package for Cuba. The Defense Ministry had
recommended accelerating decision to deliver the SA-2 air defense
missiles, making the big political judgment to divert to Cuba a ship-
ment of the missiles that had previously been promised to Egypt.
This request was considered in the aftermath of the Escalante affair
and news of new U.S. military exercises in the Caribbean. On April 12,
the Presidium confirmed the decision to deliver approximately 180
SA-2 missiles to Cuba and a battery of Soviet coastal defense cruise
missiles, along with trainers and the deployment of a regiment of
regular Soviet troops. A military mission was also dispatched to Cuba
to survey additional needs.

If Cuban defense was the Soviet objective, the venture apparently
succeeded. As the missile crisis ended, President Kennedy pledged
that if Cuba did not threaten its neighbors, it would not be invaded by
the U.S. or by any other nation in the Western Hemisphere. That
pledge seemed to remove the threat the Soviet missiles were sent to
deter. Therefore the missiles could be withdrawn.

Though persuasive, attempts to explain Soviet nuclear missiles in
Cuba with the Cuban defense hypothesis will not withstand careful
examination. First, if deterrence of an American attack on Cuba had
been the primary Soviet objective, there was no need to install ballis-
tic missiles in Cuba. The equipment the Soviets were supplying to
the Cuban Army certainly precluded an American attempt to destroy
Castro discreetly—without a major attack. If deterrence of a major
attack had been the objective, the presence of a sizeable contingent of
Soviet troops would have been a better solution. As a deterrent, the
value of Soviet troops in Cuba would be roughly equivalent to that of
American troops in Berlin.

Second, the Soviets could have signed a public defense treaty with
Cuba without deploying forces. A defense pact was drafted and ini-
tialed by Soviet defense minister Rodion Malinovsky and Castro’s
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senior aide, Che Guevara, and was to be signed triumphantly by
Khrushchev in Cuba in November 1962, when the operational mis-
siles were to be unveiled to the world. The signing ceremony never took
place. When Guevara and another top Cuban official, Emilio Aragones,
went to Moscow at the end of August to finalize the pact, they asked
Khrushchev to publicize the preparation of the treaty and end the
attempt to hide the nuclear missiles, hoping the treaty would suffice to
deter America, The Cubans would then insist on their right to accept a
Soviet base out in the open, just as America’s allies (like Turkey) had
done with their nuclear deployments. But Khrushchev said no.?!

A third objection to the Cuban defense hypothesis centers on the
nuclear question. If for some reason the Soviets believed a nuclear
deterrent was necessary, tactical nuclear weapons (i.e., weapons with
a range of less than 100 miles) were available that could have been
emplaced more quickly, at less cost, and with considerably less likeli-
hood of being discovered before they were ready. Indeed, Khrushchev
made just such a decision to rush tactical nuclear weapons to Cuba,
but only in September 1962, when Kennedy’s public statements
revived Khrushchev’s real fear of a possible American invasion.

Fourth, if for some reason strategic-range missiles were thought
necessary, a much smaller number of medium-range ballistic mis-
siles (MRBMs, with a range of about 1,100 miles) would have suf-
ficed, with none of the more expensive and more detectable
intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs, with a range of about
2,200 miles). Nor would it have been necessary to turn Cuba into a
base for submarine-launched ballistic missiles too.

Fifth and most important, what we now know about the timeline of
Soviet decisions is inconsistent with the argument that Cuban defense
explains the deployment of Soviet nuclear missiles. The Soviet govern-
ment had already analyzed the American threat in dire terms, and had
carefully chosen its response, culminating in the Presidium decision on
April 12, That was Moscow’s answer to Cuban defense. More than a
month later, Khrushchev had initiated an entirely new process, culmi-
nating in a set of decisions taken on May 21 and 24, to send a far larger
Group of Soviet Forces for deployment to Cuba, armed with many
nuclear weapons. The U.S. held publicly announced military exercises in
the Caribbean during April and May (“Lantphibex 1-62” and “Quick
Kick”), which presumably were noticed by Soviet and Cuban military
intelligence.’? So one action might have triggered a response. But there
is no evidence that the exercises prompted relevant officials in Moscow
to react, nor did Havana ask for radical reconsideration of the
Presidium’s April 12 decision on the military aid package for Cuba. The
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Soviet military mission sent to Cuba did get new requests from Castro on
May 18 for more coastal defense missiles and possibly more Soviet troops
(though on this point Castro was a bit coy). But neither Castro nor the
Soviet military delegation expressed any interest in nuclear weapons.?

After all, as Castro himself put it, Cuba had “stated repeatedly that
it has no intention to offer any part of its territory to any state for the
establishment of military bases,”* in part knowing that such a move
might both provoke and legitimize an American attack. When
recalled to Moscow and asked his opinion during the deliberations,
the Soviet envoy to Castro was sure, for these reasons, that Castro
would not accept the missiles.*s

In the end, Castro did accept the missiles. But he and his colleagues
always said that they did this only because they felt obliged to help the
Soviet Union in its desire to change the global balance of power. Of
course, having accepted the dangerous deployments, Castro and his
colleagues could also hope that Cuba would be protected from attack.
But Castro expected that the deployment would provoke an intense
crisis. He was fatalistic about it, and says that he “ignored how many
nuclear weapons the North Americans had. ... We really trusted that
they [the Soviets] were acting with the knowledge of the entire situa-
tion.” So a final problem with the Cuban defense hypothesis is that
the move actually made Cuba's position more, not less, perilous, a
point that was made in Moscow by Khrushchev’s top expert on Cuba.

In support of the Cuban defense hypothesis, it is clear that Cuba
was surely on Khrushchev’s mind. He might have worried about the
American exercises, even if his experts and Castro had not raised a
great fuss, and even if he was not alarmed enough to write to Kennedy
about the matter. Khrushchev’s impulsive nature is evident. There is
no evidence that Khrushchev analyzed options for Cuban defense
carefully or systematically. Nor had his military experts. For the Soviet
General Staff, Khrushchev's plan “was like a roll of thunder in a clear
sky.” The only options they had examined were authorized in the
original, April decisions to defend Cuba with conventional arms.?

Hypothesis 2: Cold War Politics

Weaknesses identified in probing the Cuban defense hypothesis can
be addressed by locating this event in the context of a great power
rivalry. The defining feature of the Cold War was the global competi-
tion between the U.S. and the values and interests it represented, on
the one hand, and the Soviet Union’s Communist agenda, on the
other. Whenever one party lost, the other gained—and was seen to do
so by others around the world. Without knowing many details about
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the United States and the Soviet Union, an analyst would quickly
understand that they were competing for global power. A rival might
seize the opportunity to display the extent of its worldwide power,
especially so near its enemy’s shores.

Reacting to Defense Secretary Robert McNamara's initial assessment
that the Soviet missiles in Cuba had little military significance, President
Kennedy fell back on such a broad hypothesis of global politics. He
had drawn a line, and they had flagrantly crossed it, showing a general
defiance of U.S. power. “Last month,” Kennedy speculated, “I said we
weren't going to [allow it]. Last month I should have said that we don’t
care, But when we said we're not going to, and then they go ahead and
do it, and then we do nothing, then I would think that our risks
increase. . .. After all, this is a political struggle as much as military."*

Intelligence experts around the government joined a few days later
in estimating that, “A major Soviet objective in their military buildup
in Cuba is to demonstrate that the world balance of forces has shifted
so far in their favor that the U.S. can no longer prevent the advance of
Soviet offensive power even into its own hemisphere.” U.S. acquies-
cence would mean a loss of confidence in America throughout Latin
America, and the world. Secretary of State Dean Rusk thought “there
has been quite a debate going on in the Soviet Union about the course
of action (in the global competition]. The peaceful coexistence theme
was not getting them very far and I think the theme’s clear now that
the hard line boys have moved into the ascendancy. So one of the
things that we have to be concerned about is not just the missiles, but
the entire development of Soviet policy as it affects our situation
around the globe.”?

In 1962, American leaders saw the Cold War as a long-term strug-
gle for global preeminence. Kennedy’s decision to let the Bay of Pigs
invasion of Cuba fail was widely interpreted as showing a lack of will,
and Khrushchev had tried to push the American leader around at
their only face-to-face meeting in Vienna in June 1961. “In a general
sense,” Kennedy aide and historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., wrote later,
Khrushchev’s dispatch of nuclear missiles to Cuba “obviously repre-
sented the supreme Soviet probe of American intentions.”40
Undertaken in secrecy and sustained by duplicity, the success of
Khrushchev’s plan required a fait accompli. Confronted with opera-
tional missiles, the United States might react indecisively. Diplomatic
protests would just advertise Washington'’s weakness, and the hollow-
ness of Kennedy's own threats. By unmasking an irresolute America,
the Soviet Union would drastically reduce the credibility of U.S. com-
mitments to other nations. After the failure to act on Cuba, who could
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expect the United States to act elsewhere? Though obviously risky, a
victory would demonstrate that the tide in the Cold War had turned.

It is difficult today to recapture just how pessimistic many
Americans were about the likely outcome of the Cold War. Just before
Kennedy took office, Henry Kissinger—then a professor at Harvard—
wrote that “the United States cannot afford another decline like that
which has characterized the past decade and a half.” More such dete-
rioration “would find us reduced to Fortress America in a world in
which we had become largely irrelevant.”4!

Kennedy felt such global stakes. On October 21, when Schlesinger
asked Kennedy why the Soviets had put missiles in Cuba, Kennedy
pointed to the potential Soviet political gains in (1) drawing Russia
and China closer together again, helping to heal a split that had been
visibly widening since 1959, or at least strengthening the Soviet posi-
tion in the Communist world by showing that Moscow was capable of
bold action in support of a Communist revolution; (2) radically
redefining the setting in which the Berlin problem could be reopened
after the American congressional elections in November; and (3)
dealing the United States a tremendous political blow.*2

In spite of the persuasiveness of these arguments, this hypothesis
ignores five key aspects of the situation.

First, as Robert McNamara wondered publicly on several occa-
sions, why did the Soviet Union need to probe the firmness of
American intentions any further after the strong American stand on
Berlin in 1961? Why another test?

Second, the size and character of the Soviet weapon deployment
were well beyond what was needed for a mere political probe. To
challenge American intentions and firmness, even a few MRBMs,
threatening the entire southeastern United States (including
Washington) should suffice. What could the IRBMs possibly add to
the achievement of this objective, or the planned deployment of sub-
marine-launched ballistic missiles?

Third, the deployment of MRBMs, IRBMs, and plans for a
nuclear submarine base jeopardized the essential requirement for a
successful move on the Cold War chessboard: namely, that it be a fait
accompli. A smaller, tailored nuclear deployment that became oper-
ational before it was discovered could indeed have given the Soviet
Union a Cuban enclave no less defensible than the Western enclave
in Berlin. But the specific features of the deployment undermined
this objective.

Fourth, why launch such a provocative probe of American inten-
tions at that moment, in the autumn of 1962? Granted, America
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Soviet §5-4 medium range ballistic missiles (MRBMs) being paraded
through Red Square. These were the first type of nuclear ballistic missiles
deployed and discovered in Cuba. Source: liar-Tass/Sovfoto.

might be humbled. But was there some particular reason to try and
humble the Americans at that particular time? What tangible gains
could justify the risks?

Finally, why choose Cuba as the location of the probe? At no point
on the globe outside the continental United States were the Soviets so
militarily disadvantaged vis-a-vis the United States as in the
Caribbean. If the Soviet probe provoked a forceful American ripaste,
a vivid Soviet defeat would make the whole venture counterproduc-
tive. Moscow would then be the big loser, not Washington.

Hypothesis 3: Missile Power
At the first meeting with his advisers, on the morning of October 16,
the very first speculation about Soviet motives came from President
Kennedy. He pointed to the strategic balance of power. “Must be some
major reason for the Russians to set this up,” he mused. “Must be
that they’re not satisfied with their ICBMs.” The chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Maxwell Taylor, thought Kennedy’s
guess was on target.4}

Knowing nothing about the government of the Soviet Union, or its
leaders, an analyst could have gotten quite far by examining objective
facts. Imagine a strategic analyst from Mars who could read newspa-
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pers and observe the military forces deployed and being developed by
the two sides. Starting only with the presumption that the goals of
each state included survival and avoidance of extreme coercion by the
other, and objective facts about current and projected strategic
nuclear forces of each, this analyst would have put higher odds on the
Soviet player’s moving missiles to Cuba than did Sherman Kent’s
Office of National Estimates. Objectively, the Soviet Union faced a
serious and widening “window of vulnerability”—to borrow a phrase
that the Committee on the Present Danger made vivid in describing
the threat to the U.S. in the American politics of the late 1970s and
early 1980s. Specifically, the Soviet Union faced circumstances in 1962
in which the U.S. might have had, or might have believed it had, a
“splendid first strike” capability against the Soviet Union. As
described by Herman Kahn in his best-selling 1960 analysis, On
Thermonuclear War, a splendid first strike capability exists when State
A can, by striking first, destroy State B’s capability to retaliate against
State A’s homeland. #

First, consider the brute facts. For a combination of technical and
budgetary reasons, the Soviet government found itself in 1962 with
only 20 ICBMs (intercontinental ballistic missiles with ranges of more
than 5, 000 miles) capable of launching nuclear warheads that could
reach American territory from bases inside the Soviet Union. About
these missiles’ technical reliability and accuracy, they had well-founded
doubts. A successor generation of ICBMs would not become opera-
tional before 1964. In addition, Soviet strategic forces included only
about six submarines with submarine-launched ballistic missiles
(SLBMs). The only strategic nuclear submarine base for Soviet sub-
marines was in the northern Kola Peninsula, 7,000 miles from U.S.
shores. Since the relatively crude early missiles deployed by these sub-
marines had a range of less than 600 miles, Soviet SLBM forces could
not maintain regular patrols in areas from which their weapons could
be launched against the U.S. Moreover, the long route to the launch
area created significant vulnerabilities to detection and destruction by
U.S. anti-submarine forces (as was demonstrated when submarines
actually moved into the Atlantic during the Cuban missile crisis).
The Soviet Union’s best hope for threatening the U.S. homeland was
its fleet of approximately 200 long range bombers. Though U.S. air
defense capabilities were ragged, even here a cautious planner would
worry. Because of their range, the absence of forward bases from
which they could be launched, and the lack of a capacity to refuel air-
craft en route, bombers launched against the U.S. would be sent on a
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mission with little or no possibility of returning home, and could be
plausibly intercepted by U.S. air defenses at various points along a
7,000 mile route.

The bulk of the Soviet nuclear capability consisted not of long
range nuclear threats to the U.S,, but rather of the medium and inter-
mediate-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs and IRBMs). These mis-
siles worked well and had been produced in the hundreds. From the
Soviet homeland they could hit American allies, but not America (a
fact that had framed strategic debates in Western Europe about the
need for their own nuclear forces). There were also shorter range
bombers carrying nuclear bombs, but again they could only strike
America’s allies.

With these assets, in 1962, Soviet leaders confronted a U.S. strategic
nuclear arsenal of at least 180 ICBMs, 12 Polaris submarines (each
carrying 12 missiles), and 630 strategic bombers stationed not only in
the U.S., but also in Europe and Asia, from which they could attack
Soviet targets from all azimuths. The bomber force was well trained
and kept at high readiness. The Polaris submarines could constantly
patrol within range of their Soviet targets. Moreover, the Kennedy
administration had announced in February 1961 that one of its major
initiatives would be to increase rapidly American strategic nuclear
forces, to triple the ICBM force and double the SLBM force by 1964.
In addition, as a counter to Soviet shorter and intermediate range
nuclear threats to Europe and Asia, the U.S. and NATO maintained
hundreds of nuclear-armed aircraft at bases in Europe and Asia and
had deployed early, now obsolescent, Thor and Jupiter IRBMs in
Great Britain, Italy, and Turkey. The Jupiter deployment was sched-
uled for completion in the spring of 1962.

To a detached analyst—American, Soviet, or Martian—the conse-
quences of such a strategic balance were calculable and chilling.
Strategic nuclear war planners distinguish between “first strike” and
“second strike” scendrios in terms of who attacks first. With the strate-
gic nuclear capabilities each had in 1962, and would have in 1963,
rational Soviet planners could never have an incentive to strike first,
but what about rational U.S. planners? Could they hope by a pre-
emptive attack to destroy and disable altogether the Soviet capacity to
respond against the U.S.? The horrific consequences of such an act
that willfully destroyed tens of millions of Soviet citizens, as well as
irreducible uncertainties about whether such a first strike could prove
100 percent effective, made any such decision highly unlikely—even
when one side had significant strategic superiority.
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But war planners must consider extreme cases. What about a case
in which leaders judged nuclear war likely, or indeed inevitable? Then,
to a theoretic American leader, the gains of striking first might seem
immense—the difference between 10 million dead or 100 million
dead. Add yet another fact, well-known in 1962. American strategy
and operational plans for defense of Berlin (a land locked outpost
surrounded by Soviet Forces in East Germany) called for initiation of
nuclear war if the Soviet Union used its greater conventional military
power to cut off or seize Berlin. 4

Moving beyond brute facts to review prevailing beliefs among
strategic thinkers and political leaders, an analyst would note a
common perception that bargaining advantages accrued to a state
that had a strategic nuclear advantage. In 1962, governments
believed: size matters. Significant strategic nuclear advantages con-
veyed significant bargaining advantages, especially in crisis, because
each side knew that the other knew that the advantaged party could
force events up the escalation ladder to a level at which its advan-
tages counted.*¢ Moreover, it was a well known “truth” in 1962 that
the state with significant strategic nuclear advantages would likely be
emboeldened to pursue its interests more aggressively, and be less
likely to back down.

Third, the detached analyst could note the symbolic importance of
strategic nuclear weapons in the politics of nations and states: inter-
national, domestic, and bureaucratic. Strategic nuclear weapons were
seen as the highest trump card, the ticket into the most exclusive club
in the world, that of the nuclear powers. Great numbers of nuclear
weapons defined the “super powers.” The Soviet Union’s launch of the
Sputnik satellite in 1957 made them first in space and became a
source of pride for Soviet leaders. It also galvanized the challenge for
Americans in a race for both space and military uses of missiles.
Soviet leaders touted their strategic nuclear advantage, asserting an
ability to “turn out missiles like sausages.” In response, John Kennedy
had made the “missile gap” a key issue in his 1960 campaign against
Richard Nixon, castigating the Republicans for allowing the Soviets to
achieve a significant advantage over the U.S. Upon becoming presi-
dent, Kennedy and his secretary of defense announced a massive
build-up of the American strategic nuclear arsenal, including a rapid
ramp-up of the new Minuteman ICBMs, and the Polaris SLBMs.

In sum, a clear-eyed strategic analyst, Martian, Soviet, or American,
could quite reasonably conclude in 1962 that the Soviet Union had a
problem, a large problem. Over several years, the Soviet Union could
right the nuclear imbalance by deploying new ICBMs on its own soil,

e

Why Did the Soviet Union Decide to Place Offensive Missiles in Cuba? 95

But to meet the threat it faced in 1962, 1963, and 1964, it had few
options, Moving existing nuclear weapons to locations from which
they could reach American targets was one.

With more specific information about Soviet leaders, an analyst
would have even stronger grounds on which to conclude that the
Soviet government was concerned. Khrushchev focused on missiles
obsessively as an index of his country’s military power, and for years
had claimed to have more of them than he really had.#”

American knowledge of actual Soviet military developments had
been transformed by the high-flying U-2 surveillance aircraft in 1956
and then, after one of these was shot down and flights directly over
the Soviet homeland were suspended, by the CORONA program
which began using satellites to photograph Soviet territory from space
in the summer of 1961. The first imagery from the satellite provided
more coverage of a greater area than had all the previous U-2 flights
combined. Though it showed the Soviets hard at work on new
ICBMs, it provided convincing evidence that their existing [CBM
arsenal was tiny. The evidence was confirmed by reports from a well-
connected senior Soviet officer, Colonel Oleg Penkovsky, who was a
spy for American intelligence

Outsiders did not know all this. But they did know that in October
1961, the Kennedy administration picked Deputy Secretary of Defense
Roswell Gilpatric to give a public speech that would let Khrushchev
know that Washington knew about the real weakness of Soviet inter-
continental striking power. “In short,” Gilpatric concluded, American
forces were so powerful that, even after absorbing a full-scale Soviet
attack “we have a second-strike capability which is at least as extensive
as what the Soviets can deliver by striking first. Therefore, we are con-
fident that the Soviets will not provoke a major nuclear conflict.”4?

Alone among Kennedy's top advisers, John McCone, director of the
CIA, foresaw the missile deployment and went on the (then secret)
record saying so. He had a “hunch,” based less on the abstract calculus
above and more on the size and character of Soviet arms supplied to
Cuba. Most telling to him were the most modern surface-to-air anti-
aircraft missiles (SAMs). “Difficult for me to rationalize extensive
costly defenses being established in Cuba,” he argued, unless “MRBMs
to be installed by Soviets after present phase completed and country
secured from [U-2] overflights."s

* Professional analysts at CIA, and others in the government, did
not agree with McCone's hypothesis. There were three objections.
First, some believed that the Soviets would not see any military
advantage in deploying missiles to Cuba. Asked on the first evening of
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deliberations, October 16, how much the Soviet deployment changed
the strategic balance, Robert McNamara replied that, “I asked the
[Joint) Chiefs [of Staff] that this afternoon, in effect. And they said:
Substanually. My own personal view is: Not at all.” McNamara's opin-
ion carried a good deal of weight with Kennedy, forcing Kennedy to
reconsider his initial supposition that focused on ICBM strength. But
McNamara's was a minority view. National Security Adviser
McGeorge Bundy commented later in the same meeting, echoing
State Department officials, that: “I'm sure his [Khrushchev’s] generals
have been telling him for a year and a half that he was missing a
golden strategic opportunity to add to his strategic capability.”s!

As the full size of the Soviet deployment became apparent in the
next few days, disagreement over its military significance faded from
view. The missile power hypothesis was supported by lower-level
experts across the U.S. government. They noted that the ability to
launch 40 missiles against the United States from Cuba (with a
reload capability to fire more) would increase Soviet missile striking
power against the United States by at least 50 percent. More accu-
rately than he knew, Dean Rusk later explained to other members of
the National Security Council that a deployment “of this magni-
tude is not something that we can brush aside, simply because the
Soviets have some other missiles that can also reach the United
States. The fact is that... the number of missiles that launch in these
sites would double the known missile strength the Soviet Union has
to reach this country.”s2

But there was a second objection. The estimate by Sherman Kent
and his interagency panel of intelligence analysts had conceded the
military significance of the missiles. They just did not believe that a
sensible Soviet government would accept the extraordinary risk such
a venture entailed. Specifically, the initiative’s success depended on
effecting a fait accompli without discovery.

Third, McCone’s hunch did not give adequate attention to the
“Cuban defense” hypothesis. The SAM deployments that McCone
found so significant were authorized by the original April Presidium
decisions—decisions made to assist Cuba in defending itself, prior to
any consideration of nuclear missiles. Thus the behavior he observed,
and his chain of inference, could have been wrong.

We now know that Khrushchev first asked key advisers about the
idea of deploying ballistic missiles to Cuba a week or two after the
April decisions on defensive aid to Cuba. One adviser with whom he
discussed this was Defense Minister Rodion Malinovsky.5? After hear-
ing Malinovsky’s gloomy report on the development of Soviet ICBMs
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John McCone. Source: UPI/Corbis-Bettmann.

able to reach America from Russia, Khrushchev suggested the short-
cut of deploying MRBMs and/or IRBMs to Cuba. “Why not throw a
hedgehog at Uncle Sam’s pants?”54

Thus from Khrushchev’s perspective: “You [Americans] had such a
thing as a position of strength, and our inferior position was impos-
sible to us.”s5 Moreover, in reconstructing the timeline of decisions, it
is essential to note what else was happening at this time. In March and
April 1962, one aspect of the nuclear standoff that certainly engaged
Khrushchev’s full attention was an intense set of nsgotiations, cen-
tered in Geneva, about the possibility of banning further test explo-
sions of nuclear weapons. The talks failed. The U.S. then proceeded
with a series of test blasts in the Pacific. The Soviets saw the renewed
American testing not only as a way of further improving America’s
nuclear arsenal, but also of advertising America’s advantage. It was at
this time that Khrushchev began privately exploring the idea of
deploying missiles to Cuba.5¢

To these weighty considerations an ironic coincidence in timing
almost seems an aside. The long-delayed deployment of 15 Jupiter
intermediate-range ballistic missiles at five launch sites in Turkey was
finally reaching completion. The first of the five launch sites was set
upin November 1961, the last in March 1962. The Soviets had known
about the planned deployment for several years, and probably knew
that the last of the missiles had arrived. For them, it would have been
the obnoxious culmination of an old irritant. Moscow had com-
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President John F. Kennedy and Dean Rusk. Source: UPl/Corbis-Bettmann.

plained loudly, especially during 1958-1959, when NATO announced
its decision to deploy these missiles. There is no evidence that Soviet
planners attached any particular strategic significance to the older
systems. Militarily, the nuclear-armed U.S. airplanes based in Turkey
were more worrisome. But Khrushchev never forgot the affront of
these missiles. The Jupiters were not the reason Khrushchev took the
extraordinary step of ordering missiles to Cuba, but they provided a
ready rationalization for it.5

Khrushchev says in his memoirs that he believed “it was high time
America learned what it feels like to have her own land and her own
people threatened.”*® Of course they were already threatened by Russian
bombers and a few missiles. Yuri Andropov, then a senior adviser to
Khrushchev, privately advised the Soviet leader that deploying Soviet
missiles to Cuba was a way to “sight them at the soft underbelly of the
Americans.”s® Kennedy certainly felt it just that way. “A knife stuck right
in our guts,” was the metaphor he used in a meeting on October 19.5

As one of the staff planners, General Gribkov, later wrote, “In one
stroke he [Khrushchev] could redress the imbalance in strategic nuclear
forces.™! The Soviet missiles in Cuba would also outflank America’s
existing systems for early warning of an attack (which were oriented
toward the Arctic and other flight routes from the USSR). On May 21
and 24, Khrushchev formally presented his plan to the Defense Council
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and the Presidium and, after pro forma discussions, the proposal was
unanimously adopted. Five days later a Soviet delegation was in Havana.

As the U.S. only discovered later, the Soviets intended to develop
Cuba into a full-scale strategic base. The authorized deployment also
included a submarine base in Cuba that would become the home
port for an initial group of 11 submarines, including 7 submarines
carrying submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) with 1 mega-
ton yield nuclear warheads. In addition to the nuclear warheads for
the ballistic missiles, nuclear weapons would be provided for the
coastal defense cruise missiles. The Americans did not know this. Nor
did the Soviets plan to reveal that their coastal defenses were nuclear-
armed. As Gribkov recalls: “Arcane theories of nuclear deterrence
mattered less to us than practical questions of assuring our exposed
troops the strongest possible armor against attack.”s?

There remain, however, two major objections to the missile power
hypothesis. First, why did Khrushchev feel such extraordinary
urgency to redress the strategic balance? Why did he feel he could
not wait two or three years for his ICBM force to become much larger
and more formidable?

Second, why was Khrushchev willing to run such extraordinary
risks in order to solve his problem? This was the argument that Kent
and his estimators had made, an argument shared at the time by
more than one senior Soviet official, too. One answer, which doubt-
less had some merit, was that Khrushchev was an impulsive person,
willing to take risks another leader might not. But McCone’s answer,
in his own comment on Kent’s estimate, was that Khrushchev had
some great political prize in mind elsewhere in the world, and that
he would use the missiles in Cuba in order to win it.63 (That dimen-
sion had not been analyzed in Kent’s estimate.) Indeed, in the spring
and summer of 1962, had they known about Khrushchev’s plans, no
one at the top of either the American or Soviet government would
have wondered long about just what prize Khrushchev might have
in mind.

Hypothesis 4: Berlin —Win, Trade, or Trap

President Kennedy was not satisfied with the missile power hypothe-
sis. Secretary of Defense McNamara's argument that the missiles in
Cuba did not make much difference to the strategic balance initially
seemed persuasive. On the evening of October 16, Kennedy won-
dered aloud to his advisers: “If it doesn’t increase very much their
strategic strength, why is it—can any Russian expert tell us—why
they ... ?” Some of his advisers explained how the missiles might
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This photo was taken in one of the low-level reconaissance flights that began
on October 25, 1962; U-2 photos, taken from 70,000 feet rather than 300, are
much harder to interpret. Source: John F Kennedy Library.

indeed change the strategic balance. Kennedy was still not convinced.
Why was Khrushchev taking this risk? Surely the missiles were not so
valuable just for their own sake? His advisers moved on to another
subject, but Kennedy was preoccupied with this question. He burst
out with the comment that “we never really ever had a case where it’s
been quite this . ...” Kennedy still did not get an answer.%4

For Kennedy, at least, a more plausible answer dawned on him
shortly afterward. It must be Berlin. Khrushchev would use the missiles
to solve the Berlin problem—on his own terms. At the first meeting,
Rusk had voiced the suspicion that “Berlin is very much involved in
this. For the first time, I'm beginning to wonder whether maybe Mr.
Khrushchev is entirely rational about Berlin. We've already talked about
his obsession with it.”65

In 1945, Berlin had been divided into zones of occupation among
the Americans, British, French, and Soviets. As occupied Germany
became a divided Germany, the Western sectors of Berlin became a
democratic, capitalist metropolis unfortunately located in the heart of
the communist East German state. The East Germans considered West
Berlin a mortal threat to their fragile creation. For this and other rea-
sons, Khrushchev had decided in 1958 to make West Berlin the pivotal
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The Berlin Wall. Source: UP1/Corbis-Bettmann.

battlefield in the Cold War. He delivered an ultimatum demanding, in
effect, that the West withdraw from Berlin. After a period of intense
confrontation with the Eisenhower administration, Khrushchev had
agreed to lift the ultimatum in anticipation of a 1960 summit with
Eisenhower. The planned summit was then cancelled after an American
U-2 reconnaissance aircraft was shot down over the Soviet Union.
Khrushchev had renewed the ultimatum to Kennedy when they met
in Vienna in June 1961. Western troops, he announced, must be out of
Berlin by the end of the year. Kennedy responded with a major buildup
of American forces, but he knew that was not enough. In military
terms, the facts were clear. The U.S. and its NATO allies could not
defend Berlin with conventional forces. Kennedy thought he could
deter a Soviet move only by posing a credible threat to escalate a conflict
to nuclear war. In August, the Communist authorities built a wall
between East and West Berlin. As year end approached, in November
1961, Khrushchev again stepped back from the brink, to allow the com-
pletion of intense negotiations that culminated in talks between his
foreign minister, Andrei Gromyko, and the American secretary of state,
Dean Rusk, during March and April of 1962. Yet in letting the negotia-
tions take their course, Khrushchev made clear he was not trying to
“play better the next fall-back position as diplomats call it.” He warned
that the U.S. and its allies had to give up their position in Berlin. The
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Soviet leader’s words were fateful. “You have to understand, I have no
ground to retreat further, there is a precipice behind."®

As the negotiations over Berlin foundered again in public stalemate
in April 1962, Khrushchev once more renewed his pressure on Berlin.
In Moscow, the Amenican Ambassador Llewellyn Thompson could
not understand what Khrushchev was up to. No American knew
Khrushchev better or had followed his positions more closely. In fact,
the Soviet ambassador to Washington, Anatoly Dobrynin later admir-
ingly appraised Thompson as “the best American ambassador in
Moscow during the entire period of the Cold War.” But Thompson
was puzzled by Khrushchev's increasing pressure on Berlin. “He must
surely know our position is firm,” he cabled back to Washington, and
“it does not seem reasonable that he would wish further to commit
his personal prestige which [is] already deeply engaged.” And the pres-
sure just kept increasing.®’

In August 1962, Thompson flew back to Washington carrying a
personal message from Khrushchev to Kennedy. Would the American
president like the Berlin crisis brought to a head “before or after our
Congressional elections” in November? “He did not want to make
things more difficult for [the] President—and in fact would like to
help him.” Dobrynin was told to approach White House aide
Theodore Sorensen, one of Kennedy’s closest political advisers. Bundy
warned Sorensen that “the Berlin crisis has warmed up a lot in recent
weeks and looks as if it is getting worse.” The Soviets heard from
Sorensen that any crisis would be exploited by Kennedy’s political
opponents. So, in early September, Dobrynin brought word from
Moscow reassuring Sorensen that they would not do anything to make
Kennedy's life more difficult before the congressional elections,®

When Khrushchev met with a member of Kennedy’s cabinet,
Interior Secretary Stewart Udall, on September 6 he warned that he
intended to settle the Berlin issue once and for all. If the Americans
wanted to start a nuclear war, that would be their choice. Khrushchev
was earthy and blunt. “It’s been a long time since you could spank us
like a little boy—now we can swat your ass. So let’s not talk about
force. We're equally strong. You want Berlin. Access to it goes through
East Germany. We have the advantage. If you want to do anything,
you have to start a war."¢?

Khrushchev then set another deadline for the third and last time.
In a private letter to Kennedy dated September 28, Khrushchev
affirmed that “we will do nothing with regard to West Berlin until
the elections in the U.S.” After the elections, apparently in the second
half of November, it would be necessary to “eliminate this dangerous
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President Kennedy and Soviet Leader Nikita Khrushchev meet in Vienna.
Source John F. Kennedy Library.

hot-bed which spoils our relations all the time.” Soviet Foreign
Minister Gromyko traveled to the United States in October and met
with Kennedy on October 18 (after Kennedy had learned of the mis-
siles in Cuba, but before Gromyko was aware the missiles had been
discovered). Again, Gromyko warned that the Berlin issue would be
renewed in November to get “concrete results.” “If there shouid be
no such understanding, the Soviet Government would be compelled,
and Mr. Gromyko wished to emphasize the word ‘compelled’,” to
conclude a treaty with East Germany that formally liquidated Allied
rights. The USSR would also “be compelled,” Gromyko added, to
take the steps called for by this treaty implying the ejection of
Western forces from Berlin. Kennedy had said he liked frankness, so
Gromyko said he was being frank. “As Mr. Khrushchev had said, the
NATO military base and the occupation regime in West Berlin rep-
resented a rotten tooth which must be pulled out, and no one would
be harmed by that.” To conclude on a more positive note, if the
Berlin question could be solved, “there would remain no other ques-
tions on which our two states were at loggerheads, with the possible
exception of disarmament.””®

When the missiles were discovered, Llewellyn Thompson (by this
time recalled from Moscow to serve as the State Department’s special
adviser on the Soviet Union) solved his puzzle. He had wondered in
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July why Khrushchev seemed to be staking even more of his prestige on
a policy that would meet unaltered American resistance. Now
Thompson understood. “[Khrushchev’s] not a fool—I was always curi-
ous as to why he said he would defer this [confrontation on Berlin]
until after the election. It seems to me it is all related to this [move of
missiles into Cuba].” Kennedy agreed. Khrushchev “played a double
game,” Kennedy explained a few days later to the British prime minister.
“You remember that he kept saying he was coming over here after the
[U.S. congressional] election and would do nothing to disturb the situ-
ation until after the election. He said that the weapons were defensive,
that they weren’t moving any missiles there and all the rest. And obvi-
ously he has been building this up in order to face us with a bad situa-
tion in November at the time he was going to squeeze us on Berlin."”!
Thus for Kennedy, Khrushchev's maneuver made sense for victory in
Berlin. If the Americans did nothing, Khrushchev would force the West
out of Berlin, confident that the missiles in Cuba would deter the
Americans from starting a war. If the Americans tried to bargain, the
terms would be a trade of Cuba and Berlin. Since Berlin was immea-
surably more important than Cuba, that trade would also be a win for
Khrushchev. If the Americans blockaded or attacked Cuba, Khrushchev
could then use this as the excuse for an equivalent blockade or attack on
Berlin. “So that whatever we do in regard to Cuba,” Kennedy said, “it
gives him the chance to do the same with regard to Berlin.””? Worse yet,
Kennedy thought, America's European allies would then blame the loss
of Berlin on the United States, since they would not understand why
America felt the need to attack Cuba. The Alliance would be split by a
dire Soviet threat, and again Moscow would be the ultimate winner.
As Kennedy saw it, his choice in responding to Soviet missiles in
Cuba was not one between provoking a nuclear crisis over Cuba, or no
nuclear crisis. He could either have a nuclear crisis over Cuba now, when
the onus of starting a nuclear war would be on Khrushchev, or he could
have a nuclear crisis the next month in Berlin, when the U.S. strategic
position would be much worse and the burden of initiating a nuclear
war would be on Kennedy. This formulation of the issue was ultimately
the essence of Kennedy's analysis of his predicament to the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, on October 19. “Our problem is not merely Cuba,” he said, “it is
also Berlin. And when we recognize the importance of Berlin to Europe,
and recognize the importance of our allies to us, that’s what has made
this thing be a dilemma for three days. Otherwise, our answer would be
quite easy” He went on: “On the other hand, we’ve got to do something.
Because if we do nothing we're going to have the problem of Berlin
anyway. That was made clear last night [by Gromyko]. We're going to
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have this knife stuck right in our guts” when the missiles in Cuba
become operational. In bargaining terms, one had to admire
Khrushchev’s move. “The advantage is, from Khrushchev's point of
view, he takes a great chance but there are quite some rewards to it."
Examining the evidence about Soviet decisionmaking in retrospect,
we can find a good deal of evidence to support the Berlin hypothesis.
Recalling the spring of 1962, Dobrynin notes that “Germany and
Berlin overshadowed everything.””¢ The previous year, in September
1961, after the Berlin Wall had been erected, Khrushchev had estab-

FIGURE 1
PO

Confidential Khrushchev-Kennedy Correspondence
(September 1961-October 1962)

Sent by Date Subjects (in order mentioned)
Khrushchev 9/29/61 Berlin, Laos

Kennedy 10/16/61 Berlin, Laos
Khrushchev 11/9/61 Berlin

Khrushchev 11/10/61 Laos, Vietnam
Kennedy 11/16/61 Laos, Vietnam
Kennedy 12/2/61 Berlin

Khrushchev 12/13/61 Berlin

Khrushchev 1/16/62! Berlin

Kennedy 2/15/62 Berlin

Khrushchev 3/10/62 Berlin, nuclear testing?
Kennedy 6/5/62 Berlin

Khrushchev 7/5162 Berlin

Kennedy 7/17/62 Berlin

Khrushchev 9/4/62 Nuclear testing
Kennedy 9/15/62 Nuclear testing

Khrushchev 9/28/62 Nuclear testing, Berlin, Cuba, surveil-
lance of Soviet ships, U-2 intrusion
into Soviet airspace, Berlin again

Kennedy 10/8/62 Nuclear testing

! Approximately.
? Khrushchev states he is raising the subject only because Robert Kennedy had
raised it in an oral communication.

Saurce: FRUS 19611963, vol. 6, Kennedy-Khrushchev Exchanges, which was checked against
holdings in Russian archives.
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lished a private, confidential channel for writing to Kennedy, about
subjects and in terms that neither felt obliged to share with others in
his own government. Figure 1 lists the subjects the leaders thought
needed discussion in this channel. Khrushchev's last message before
the missile crisis announced his Novemnber target for resolving Berlin,
After the missile crisis, however, Khrushchev dropped the subject of
Berlin from the letters, making only a couple of perfunctory refer-
ences which Kennedy ignored.

But in the spring of 1962, from Khrushchev's perspective, he had let
a highly publicized deadline for results slip once again. Khrushchev’s
political standing at home and in the Communist world was already
jeopardized by the failure or retraction of several of his most impor-
tant initiatives in fiscal and agricultural policy.”> The Americans
seemed to think they were strong enough to threaten credibly to start
a nuclear war if the Soviets used their local military superiority to
squeeze the Western position in Berlin. To Khrushchev, Washington’s
willingness to threaten such a war “can rest—excuse my harsh judg-
ments—only on the megalomania, on an intention to act from the
position of strength.””¢

In April and early May 1962, as Khrushchev was finalizing his
decision to send missiles to Cuba, he was confronting an enormous
problem with Berlin. He had let the deadline in his 1958 ultimatum
pass with the promise of successful negotiations. The promise had
gone unfulfilled. He had then let his 1961 deadline pass, again with
the promise of negotiations. By the end of March 1962, when Rusk
and Gromyko were stalemated, and certainly by late April, it was
clear that those negotiations had now failed, too. The failure was
being publicly acknowledged. He was feeling unrelenting pressure
from the East German comrades, who advocated tougher Soviet
policy, urging escalation.”

On May 12, at a critical moment in Khrushchev’s reflection about
sending missiles to Cuba, the Soviet leader had an opportunity—the
first in months—to talk with someone from Kennedy’s White House.
He took it, spending fourteen hours over two days with Kennedy’s press
secretary, Pierre Salinger. The central issue was Berlin, which seemed
almost an obsession, fused together with issues of missile power.
Kennedy had just given a press interview in which he had acknowl-
edged that the U.S. might need to use nuclear weapons first in order to
defend areas of vital interest. Kennedy was alluding to Berlin, and grad-
ual escalation—flexible response—not a general preemptive attack.
Khrushchev knew that. But he was angry about Kennedy’s press
remarks. “[N]ot a single fool wants to fight over West Berlin.” The
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United States needed Berlin “like a dog needs five legs”” Khrushchev
said, “The key is in the hands of President Kennedy, because he will
have to fire the first shot” The Soviet Union, he added forcefully, was
“ready to meet this strike.” Perhaps Khrushchev was not so confident.
The next day he left for the trip to Bulgaria during which, by his own
account, he made up his mind to send the missiles to Cuba. Nine days
later the Kremlin’s Defense Council ratified the decision.”

What were Khrushchev’s options for resolving his Berlin problem?
Khrushchev could walk away from the issue. But he had ostentatiously
set an agenda and past deadlines to which he had fully committed his
waning prestige. He could accept an interim settlement, more or less
the status quo. Kennedy had offered such a settlement (infuriating
West German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer) but Khrushchev had
already rejected it. Or Khrushchev could choose to renew the con-
frontation, hopefully under more advantageous circumstances. The
Soviet leader had already rejected the first two choices. The Americans
stood by what he called their “policy of strength” on Berlin.”

In March 1962, as his new ambassador was leaving for Washington,
Khrushchev told Dobrynin that the Berlin question was the principal
issue in Soviet-American relations, The American belief in their sup-
posed nuclear superiority was making them act, as Khrushchev put it,
“particularly arrogant.” Khrushchev concluded, “It’s high time their
long arms were cut shorter.” He liked Kennedy and thought of him asa
man of character. Yet, Dobrynin recalls, Khrushchev “did not conceal his
belief that putting pressure on Kennedy might bring us some success.”#

Khrushchev certainly needed a success. As James Richter observed,
“Khrushchev’s domestic position set the stage for his foreign policy
behavior. He needed a foreign policy success more than ever. The
mounting difficulties in his domestic programs discredited his argu-
ments that he could lead the Soviet Union to a rapid victory over the
United States in the economic competition, even as the increased
strains on capital investment reinforced his incentive to save on
defense spending.?!

Against this backdrop, which conditioned Khrushchev’s evaluation
of all his options, the missile power and Berlin hypotheses offer the
most satisfactory explanation of the thinking behind the Soviet move
to send nuclear missiles to Cuba. Khrushchev would gain a quick, rel-
atively cheap, boost to Soviet missile power. The Berlin crisis, he appar-
ently reasoned, might be pressed to a successful conclusion. Foreign
policy triumph in hand, Khrushchev could now offer Kennedy the
“radical” improvement in superpower relations that he had promised.
He could return, too, to his hopes for Soviet domestic renewal, now
better able to move resources from defense and heavy industry to the
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needs of his people. “The Cuban missile venture,” Richter concluded,
“offered him the prospect, however slim, that he could emerge from
this situation and salvage his already declining authority.”#

The defense of Cuba was a constant consideration in the back-
ground. But it is notable that, during his October 18 meeting with
Gromyko, Kennedy twice said his government did not intend to
invade Cuba and freely offered to pledge that there would be no inva-
sion of Cuba, either by refugees or by U.S. forces. Knowing what was
happening and what mattered to Khrushchev, Gromyko ignored
Kennedy's offer and did not even consider it important enough to
mention in his cable to Khrushchev reporting on the meeting.®?

But 1t must be acknowledged that the missile power and Berlin
hypotheses, as well as the others considered above, fail to account for
many other features of what the Soviets actually did. First, each of the
four hypotheses assumes that the Soviet decision to emplace missiles
led to a plan for implementing that decision, by installing air defenses
first to protect the bases and deter photographic reconnaissance, and
then sending in nuclear weapons. But Soviet actions appeared incon-
sistent with this reconstructed plan. It appeared to the Americans that
the MRBMs were installed before the cover of surface-to-air missiles
was in place. Kennedy’s adviser and speechwriter, Theodore Sorensen,
expressed forcefully the bewilderment of the White House over this
fact: “Why the Soviets failed to coordinate this timing is still inexplic-
able.”8 We now know that in fact the Soviet Union did install the air
defense cover on time, before the missiles were put in place, in order to
shield the missiles from being discovered. Why, then, did the Soviet
forces in Cuba permit the U-2 to fly over Cuba and spot the missiles?

Khrushchev’s grand plan for unveiling his fait accompli presents a
second difficulty. He planned to visit the U.S. and announce the true
situation in the second half of November. Presumably by then the
installation of the missiles would be complete. But even on the round-
the-clock construction schedule adopted after the U.S. announce-
ment that the missiles had been discovered, only the MRBMs would
be in place. The IRBM complexes would not have achieved opera-
tional readiness until December.® This further failure of coordination
1s difficult to understand.

A third puzzle arises about the Soviet omission of camouflage at the
missile sites. During the crisis, Thompson thought at one point that
the Soviets had wanted the Americans to discover the missiles during
construction. “It’s so easy to camouflage these things, or hide them in
the woods. Why didn’t they do it in the first place? They surely ex-
pected us to see them at some stage.”$¢ How else can one explain the

S N S S B an fam T an @ v "wm W e !

—

Why Did the U.S. Respond to the Missile Deployment with a Blockade? 109

fact that the missile sites were constructed in the configuration that
was standard in the Soviet Union? At the White House meeting on the
evening of October 16, the intelligence briefer explained that they
could spot the launchers, in part, because “they have a four-in-line
deployment pattern . . . which is identical . . . representative of the
deployments that we note in the Soviet Union for similar missiles."*?
But a Soviet desire to be found out hardly squares with the extensive
and effective camouflage and deception that characterized transport of
the missiles to Cuba and from the docks to the sites.

Finally, why did the Soviet Union persist in the face of Kennedy'’s
repeated warnings? Alexander George and Richard Smoke seek to
explain the failure of deterrence in this case as an example of a fait
accompli. In such situations, the initiator of the action being deterred
(Khrushchev) believes that no commitment exists against his intended
action and that the action can be accomplished before the defender has
the time or opportunity to establish a commitment and make it cred-
ible.?®® Are George and Smoke right? Was the American signal too faint,
or not heard? Was the warning not credible? How could the Soviets
have believed that Kennedy would not react to their move?

Khrushchev did not ask his ambassador in Washington or any other
known experts on the United States for a considered analysis of his
judgement. The foreign minister, Gromyko, later wrote that he had
warned Khrushchev privately that “putting our missiles in Cuba would
cause a political explosion in the United States. I am absolutely certain
of that, and this should be taken into account.” When offering this
assessment, he feared Khrushchev might “fly into a rage,” but there was
no reaction. According to Gromyko’s account, Khrushchev was simply
unmoved by this advice. His ambassador, Dobrynin, later complained
that Khrushchev “grossly misunderstood the psychology of his oppo-
nents. Had he asked the embassy beforehand, we could have predicted
the violent American reaction to his adventure once it became known.
It is worth noting that Castro understood this. . . . But Khrushchev
wanted to spring a surprise on Washington; it was he who got the sur-
prise in the end when his secret plan was uncovered.”®

WHY DID THE UNITED STATES RESPOND TO THE MISSILE
DEPLOYMENT WITH A BLOCKADE?

The U.S. response to the Soviet Union’s emplacement of missiles in
Cuba can be understood in strategic terms as simple value-maximizing
escalation. American nuclear superiority could be counted on to para-
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lyze Soviet nuclear power. Soviet use of nuclear weapons in response to
American use of lower levels of violence would be wildly irrational,
since it would mean virtual destruction of the Soviet Communist
system and the Russian nation. In the Caribbean, American superiority
was overwhelming: it could be initiated at a low level while threatening,
with high credibility, an ascending sequence of steps short of the
nuclear threshold. All that was required was for the United States to use
its strategic and local superiority in a way that demonstrated American
determination to see the missiles removed, while at the same time
allowing Moscow time and room to retreat without humiliation. The
naval blockade (euphemistically called a quarantine to circumvent the
niceties of international law) did just that.

The United States had thought about logical Soviet countermoves,
especially on Berlin. By not attacking Cuba, the U.S. avoided inviting
an attack on Berlin. President Kennedy overruled suggestions that
the blockade should be extended to the necessities of life in Cuba, rea-
soning that therefore the Soviets might be less likely to reciprocate
with an identical blockade of Berlin and the danger of an escalation to
war would be reduced.®® A Soviet blockade to keep nuclear arms and
materials out of Berlin would be meaningless since the U.S. was not
shipping such weapons into Berlin.

The process by which the U.S. government selected the blockade
exemplified this logic. Informed of the presence of Soviet nuclear mis-
siles in Cuba, the president assembled his most trusted advisers. The
principal members of this group, which was later christened the
Executive Committee of the National Security Council (ExCom),
included Attorney General Robert Kennedy, Secretary of State Rusk,
Secretary of Defense McNamara, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
General Taylor, CIA Director McCone, Secretary of the Treasury Douglas
Dillon, National Security Adviser Bundy, Special Counsel Theodore
Sorensen, Undersecretary of State (Rusk’s deputy) George Ball, Deputy
Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric, Deputy Undersecretary of State
U. Alexis Johnson, Ambassador at Large for Soviet Affairs Thompson,
Assistant Secretary of State Edwin Martin and State policy planner Walt
Rostow, and Assistant Secretary of Defense Paul Nitze. Vice President
Lyndon Johnson also sat in on almost all of the key White House meet-
ings. UN ambassador and former presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson
came to Washington and joined a few of the White House sessions, as
did former Defense Secretary Robert Lovett. Former Secretary of State
Dean Acheson gave private advice to Kennedy and attended some meet-
ings at the State Department, but did not attend any ExCom meetings at
the White House.
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President Kennedy’s “Executive Committee,” meeting in the Cabinet Room
during the Cuban missile crisis. The President is seated in front of the flag. To
his right are Secretary of State Dean Rusk and Under Secretary of State
George Ball. In front of the fireplace, with his face hidden, is Director of
Central Intelligence John McCone. On McCone’s right are Deputy Under
Secretary of State for Political Affairs U, Alexis Johnson (chin in hand),
Ambassador at Large Llewellyn Thompson (leaning forward), Attorney
General Robert Kennedy (leaning back), Vice President Lyndon Johnson
(leaning forward and almost hidden from view).Directly opposite the
President is Secretary of the Treasury C. Douglas Dillon. On Dillon’s right
are two presidential assistants, McGeorge Bundy and Theodore Sorensen. In
the foreground, head tilted and back to the camera, is acting U.S.
Information Agency director Donald Wilson. To his right, at the end of the
table, is Assistant Secretary of Defense Paul Nitze. On Nitze’s right, with his
hand on his brow, General Maxwell Taylor. Between Taylor and the President
are Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric and Secretary of Defense
Robert McNamara. Source: John F. Kennedy Library.

The five days after the discovery of the Soviet missiles were spent
canvassing all the possible alternatives and weighing the alternatives
for and against each. Six major categories of action were considered,
before a fusion of several was finally chosen.

Alfernative 1. Do Nothing

American vulnerability to Soviet missiles was not new. Since the
United States already lived under the gun of missiles based in Russia,
a Soviet capability to strike the United States from Cuba made little
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Another view of Kennedy's “Executive Committee”: Rusk is standing and so
is President Kennedy (almost completely obscured from view by Rusk).
Otherwise the members are seated in the same positions. Source: John E Kennedy
Library

real difference. The larger danger was that the United States might
overreact to this Soviet move and prompt an explosive countermove
against Berlin, The Soviet action would be announced by the United
States in such a calm, casual manner that it could deflate whatever
political capital Khrushchev hoped to make of the missiles.

No one among Kennedy’s advisers made the case for doing noth-
ing, except Bundy. Bundy only made the argument on October 18. By
the next day, he had changed his mind and became an advocate of an
air strike. But on October 18, Bundy’s case, as Kennedy summarized
it, was “that there would be, inevitably, a Soviet reprisal against Berlin
and that this would divide our alliances and we would bear the
responsibility. He felt we would be better off to merely take note of
the existence of these missiles, and to wait until the crunch comes in
Berlin, and not play what he thought might be the Soviet game.”

Kennedy recalled that “everyone else felt that for us to fail to
respond would throw into question our willingness to respond over
Berlin, would divide our allies and our country. [They felt] that we
would be faced with a crunch over Berlin in two or three months
and that by that time the Soviets would have a large missile arsenal in
the Western Hemisphere which would weaken our whole position in

—
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President Kennedy and his brother Robert confer outside the Oval Office at
the White House, Source: UPI/Corbis-Bettmann.

this hemisphere and cause, face us with the same problems we're
going to have in Berlin anyway.”?!

Though he discounted the military significance of the Soviet
deployment, McNamara still conceded that political considerations
required some sort of action. As he said on day one: “it’s not a mil-
itary problem that we’re facing. It’s a political problem. It’s a prob-
lem of holding the Alliance together. It’s a problem of properly
conditioning Khrushchev for our future moves.” McNamara also
alluded to the domestic political ramifications of any American
action or inaction.??

Domestic politics were certainly a factor for Kennedy. Given the
heated Republican criticisms of Kennedy’s handling of Cuba, the
president was sure the domestic consequences of inaction would be
intolerable. Alone with his brother and feeling the tension of the
moment, President Kennedy confided that, “It looks really mean,
doesn’t it? But, on the other hand, there wasn’t any other choice. If
he’s [Khrushchev’s] going to get this mean on this one, in our part of
the world . .. no choice. I don’t think there was a choice.”

Robert Kennedy agreed. “Well, there isn’t any choice. I mean, you
would have been, you would have been impeached.” President
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Kennedy echoed that, “Well, I think I would have been impeached

... on the grounds that I said they wouldn't do it [put missiles in
Cuba), and ... ." He left the sentence unfinished.”” Even allowing for
the hyperbole of the moment, the comments underscore the sense
that doing nothing was not a serious alternative for the president.

Alternative 2: Diplomatic Pressures

Two basic forms of diplomatic pressure were considered. Former
ambassador to the Soviet Union Charles Bohlen and Thompson pro-
posed a secret ultimatum to Khrushchev demanding a removal of
the missiles and giving him an opportunity to comply without a
public confrontation or military action.

Another version of diplomacy, suggested by Adlai Stevenson,
would be an appeal to the United Nations or Organization of
American States for inspection of Cuba and an effort to negotiate
the removal of the missiles with bargaining on both sides, possibly at
a summit meeting. The final settlement might include neutralization
of Cuba, with U.S. withdrawal from the Guantanamo base or with-
drawal of the U.S. Jupiter missiles from Turkey or Italy or both.

Both diplomatic approaches had particular drawbacks. To send a
secret emissary to Khrushchev demanding withdrawal of the missiles
would pose unacceptable results. On the one hand, this would invite
Khrushchev to seize the diplomatic initiative, perhaps committing
him 1o strategic retaliation in response to an attack on tiny Cuba,
while waiting for opinion in the United States and overseas to force a
conference like that of Chamberlain and Hitler at Munich. On the
other hand, the U.S. would be tendering an ultimatum hard for any
great power to accept without making a counterproposal. To con-
front Khrushchev at a summit would guarantee demands for U.S.
concessions and the superficial similarity between U.S. missiles in
Turkey and Russian missiles in Cuba could not be ignored. The Soviet
Union could veto any resolution in the U.N. Security Council. While
the diplomats argued, the missiles would become operational.

But why not offer to trade the Jupiters in Turkey and ltaly for the
missiles in Cuba? Few thought the missiles had any value. The U.S.
had asked the Turks to forgo the deployment in the spring of 1961,
but the Turks had insisted on going ahead and the U.S. had acqui-
esced. Still, plans had been developed for replacing the Jupiters, at
least symbolically, with the promise that U.S. nuclear missile sub-
marines would be placed offshore, committed to Turkey’s defense.
Kennedy believed, however, that now was “no time for concessions
that could break up the Alliance by confirming European suspicions
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that we would sacrifice their security to protect our interests in an area
of no concern to them. Instead of being on the diplomatic defensive,
we should be indicting the Soviet Union for its duplicity and its threat
to world peace.” Kennedy believed that such moves, at this time,
“would convey to the world that we had been frightened into aban-
doning our position.” The U.S. might acknowledge its willingness to
withdraw these missiles at some point, but only in the future.

Alternative 3: A Secret Approach to Castro

The crisis provided an opportunity to divorce Cuba from Soviet
Communism by offering Castro the alternatives: “split or fall.”
Introducing the idea, Rusk thought there might be “one chance in a
hundred” but perhaps Castro might break with Moscow “if he knew
that he were in deadly jeopardy.”? The group, however, did not think
Castro would be tempted by the offer. Such an offer might also give
advance warning of American intentions while inviting some of the
same diplomatic entanglement that bedeviled the idea of an ultima-
tum to Khrushchev. Finally, of course, these were Soviet missiles
firmly under Soviet control.

Alternative 4: Invasion

The United States could take this occasion not only to remove the
missiles but also to rid itself of Castro. Contingency plans for an inva-
sion had been made and practiced. During the first day of crisis delib-
erations, Kennedy remarked that the revelation of missiles in Cuba
“shows the Bay of Pigs [attack with Cuban exiles against Cuba in 1961]
was really right. We'd got it right. That was [a choice between] better
and better, and worse and worse.” General Taylor replied: “I'm a pes-
simist, Mr. President. We have a war plan over there for you. [It] calls
for a quarter of a million American soldiers, Marines, and airmen to
take an island we launched 1,800 Cubans against, a year and a half ago.
We've changed our evaluations. Well . . .,” he trailed off.%

An invasion was considered a last resort. It was a massive, costly
operation bogging America into what Taylor called “that deep mud” of
Cuba. It would force American troops to confront Soviet troops in
the Cold War's first case of direct combat between ground forces of the
superpowers. Such brinksmanship risked nuclear disaster, including an
equivalent Soviet move against Berlin.

Alternative 5: Air Strike
Far cleaner than an invasion would be the removal of the missile sites by
a swift conventional air attack. This was the firm, effective counteraction
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Robert McNamara addresses a press conference during the height of the
Cuban Missile Crisis. Source: UPl/Corbis-Bettmann.

the attempted deception deserved. A strike would remove the missiles
before they became operational and could launch nuclear warheads
against Americans, Done immediately, it would eliminate the risk that
the Soviets would realize the American discovery and act first, concealing
the missiles and making an easy strike impossible, as well as initiating
diplomatic and military countermoves. The air strike would preserve the
military advantages of surprise. Kennedy would make a public state-
ment to the nation and to the Soviets as the planes approached their tar-
gets, describing his reasons and warning Moscow against retaliation.
Kennedy leaned toward this option at the outset and remained
tempted by it. Four difficulties, however, blunted its initial appeal.
First, could the strike be kept small and tightly focused? Even if the
missile sites could be destroyed, the Soviet MiG-21s and the IL-28
bombers might attack the southeastern United States. Taylor repeat-
edly called Kennedy’s attention to this problem, and the fact that the
Joint Chiefs of Staff had just concluded that air defenses of this part
of the country were lamentably weak. Americans would be furious if
cities in Florida were bombed and the military had not even tried to
destroy the MiGs and the IL-28s and their airfields. Adding these tar-
gets would significantly enlarge the size of the strike. Nor could any
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Variants of this map were widely distributed by the media during the
Cuban Missile Crisis, Source: John F. Kennedy Library.

responsible Air Force officer endorse a large-scale strike that did not
try, at the same time, to eliminate the enemy air defenses that would
be killing his pilots. By October 18, a near-consensus developed
among Kennedy’s advisers. The advisers were persuaded that the only
feasible air strike would have to include the air defense sites and the
bombers, requiring attacks by hundreds of aircraft on targets
throughout Cuba. This in turn might result in chaos and political
collapse of the Castro regime, sucking America into an invasion.

To counter this argument, Bundy and Acheson held out for a nar-
rower, more surgical strike. On October 20, the key day of the deci-
sion to go with the blockade, there were actually two air strike options
before the president, the small version and the large. Kennedy appar-
ently leaned more toward the smaller version, but other objections
applied to either kind of strike.

Second, a surprise air attack would kill Russians at the missile
sites—and elsewhere, if the attack were more massive. An attack on the
military troops and citizens of a great power could not be regarded
lightly. Kennedy worried that the missiles might be launched against
the United States, and ordered unprecedented emergency civil defense
planning to protect and evacuate major cities. Pressures on the Soviet
Union to retaliate would be so strong that an attack on Berlin or
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Turkey seemed highly probable. Kennedy played out the scenario, If
they went into Berlin, U.S. troops would be overrun. Then, someone
asked, what do we do? Ball answered, “Go to general war” Bundy
agreed, “It’s then general war.” Kennedy: “You mean a nuclear
exchange?” The others agreed. A minute later Kennedy underscored
that “the question really is to what action we take which lessens the
chances of a nuclear exchange, which obviously is the prime failure—
that’s obvious to us—and at the same time maintain some degree of
solidarity with our allies.?

Third, there was the question of advance warning. A surprise
attack, Ball told the group, was “like Pearl Harbor. It’s the kind of
conduct that one might expect of the Soviet Union. It is not conduct
that one expects of the United States.” No way could be found to
solve the problem of advance warning. To attack without warning
seemed repellent. Rusk called it “this business of carrying the mark of
Cain on your brow for the rest of your life.”%

Fourth, the attack might not get all the missiles and would not guar-
antee against future Soviet deployments. From the start the Joint
Chiefs of Staff advocated an invasion, in part to do the job thoroughly.
Taylor disagreed. But after intelligence showed the installation of IRBM
launch sites as well as the MRBMs, he joined his Joint Chiefs of Staff
colleagues in agreeing that both an air strike and an invasion would be
needed to deal definitively with the Soviet deployment. This was just
the chain of escalation Bohlen had singled out in his influential argu-
ment against a no-warning air strike. Bohlen thought “it will immedi-
ately lead to war with Cuba and would not be the neat quick disposal of
their bases, as was suggested. Furthermore, I am reasonably certain
that the Allied reaction would be dead against us, especially if the
Soviets retaliated locally (in Turkey or Italy or in Berlin). ... I feel very
strongly that any belief in a limited quick action is an illusion and
would lead us into a full war with Cuba on a step-by-step basis which
would greatly increase the probability of general war.”?

Alternative 6: Blockade
Indirect military action in the form of some type of blockade, an
option first raised for consideration by McNamara on October 16,
became more attractive as the president and his advisers dissected the
other alternatives. An embargo on military shipments to Cuba enforced
by a naval blockade, however, was not without its own problems.
First, even the term presented a formidable difficulty. Most advisers
made the point that a blockade was a hostile act that they thought
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would have to be accompanied by a declaration of war against Cuba.
By October 19, however, the State and Justice Departments’ legal
experts had concluded that such a declaration might be avoided, but
another legal justification, based on the Rio Treaty for defense of the
Western Hemisphere, could be obtained only with a resolution that
commanded a two-thirds vote of the members of the Organization of
American States.

Second, could the United States blockade Cuba without inviting
Soviet reprisal in Berlin? Joint blockades might result in the lifting of
both, bringing the United States back to where it started and allowing
the Soviets additional time to complete the missiles.

Third, the possible consequences of the blockade resembled those
that counted against the air strike. If Soviet ships did not stop, the
United States would be forced to fire the first shot, inviting retaliation.
Morcover, Castro might attack American ships blockading his island.
This possibility, and that of Soviet retaliation, led Kennedy to tell
congressional leaders on October 22 that, even with the blockade,
“we may have the war in the next 24 hours.”%®

Finally, how could a blockade be related to the problem of the
existence of missiles already on the island of Cuba and approaching
operational readiness daily? A blockade offered the Soviets a spec-
trum of delaying tactics with which to buy time to complete the mis-
sile installations. “It’s a very slow death,” Robert Kennedy
complained. “It builds up, and goes over a period of months, and
during that period you've got all these people yelling and screaming
about it.1!

President Kennedy immediately touched on this major problem
with the blockade option after Thompson urged the idea at the White
House on October 18. “What,” Kennedy asked, “do we do with the
weapons already there?”

Thompson’s answer was equally concise: “Demand they're dis-
mantled, and say that we’re going to maintain constant surveillance,
and if they are armed, we would then take them out. And then maybe
do it.” He went on, “I think we should be under no illusions, that is
probably in the end going to lead to the same thing [a strike]. But we
do it in an entirely different posture and background and much less
danger of getting up into the big war.”102

. Thompson’s answer highlighted the existence of two major vari-
ants of the blockade option, which corresponded to the two kinds of
diplomatic approaches being discussed. Thompson and former
Treasury Secretary Douglas Dillon were the first to propose fusing the
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blockade with Bohlen's “ultimatum” approach. This approach, also
supported by John McCone and Robert Kennedy, would open with
the blockade, refuse detailed negotiations, demand removal of the
missiles, and threaten further military action.!®

But other proponents of the blockade saw it as an opening to nego-
tiations. In this approach, supported by McNamara, Stevenson, and
Sorensen, the U.S. would seek only to freeze the status quo, not
demanding removal of the missiles already there. Meanwhile, negotia-
tions would be arranged, including the offer of a summit meeting, to
strike a deal that might trade withdrawal of missiles in Cuba for
American concessions on 1ts Guantanamo base in Cuba or its Jupiter
missiles in Turkey and Italy. The two different blockade options were
presented to Kennedy on October 20.

Either way, the blockade had several advantages: (1) It was a
middle course between inaction and attack, aggressive enough to
communicate firmness of intention, but still not so precipitous as a
strike. (2) It placed on Khrushchev the burden of choice for the next
step. He could avoid a direct military clash by keeping his ships away.
(3) No possible military confrontation could be more acceptable to
the United States than a naval engagement in the Caribbean. At our
doorstep, a naval blockade was invincible. (4) A blockade permitted
the United States, by flexing its conventional muscles, to exploit the
threat of subsequent nonnuclear steps in each of which the United
States would enjoy significant local superiority.

The blockade was only chosen, however, after the option was
sharpened into the blockade and ultimatum approach on October
20-21.'% That is, the blockade would be coupled with a demand for
withdrawal of the missiles. No summit meeting or other channel of
direct negotiation would be offered to delay or obfuscate resolution of
the central issue. The military move of a blockade would convey
urgency and a sense of imminent confrontation.

Thus the blockade would be only the first step, a kind of warning
shot. Direct military action against Cuba was still being threatened,
though the action was being postponed. Still, it was a close call.
Kennedy had started leaning toward the blockade option as early as
October 18, but on October 22 he explained to his National Security
Council, “from the beginning, the idea of a quick strike was very
tempting and I really didn’t give up on that until yesterday morning.
... [1]t looked like we would have all of the difficulties of Pearl Harbor
and not have finished the job. The job can only be finished by an
invasion.”1% Kennedy knew that job might still lie ahead.
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i ]
WHY DID THE SOVIET UNION WITHDRAW THE MISSILES?

On Sunday morning, October 28, the Soviets broadcast the message
that ended the critical phase of the crisis. Khrushchev announced the
Soviet decision to “dismantle the arms which you described as offen-
sive, and to crate and return them to the Soviet Union,”!% The
American objective was achieved. Obviously, the United States had
done something right. The reason the Soviet Union decided to with-
draw the missiles is, however, less clear.

To many analysts of the crisis—particularly to analysts within
the American military establishment—the answer is straightfor-
ward. The United States possessed overwhelming strategic and tac-
tical superiority. Tactically, American ships, planes, and manpower
were sufficient for any possible action in the Caribbean.
Strategically, U.S. capability could pose a credible threat of nuclear
holocaust to the Soviet Union. Because of this overwhelming strate-
gic and tactical superiority, once the United States credibly com-
municated its determination to have the missiles withdrawn, the
outcome was certain. The president’s statement on October 22 and
the blockade set in boldface the firm American commitment to
force withdrawal of the missiles. All that remained was for the Soviet
Union to calculate its remaining move and withdraw.

This explanation has been refined by a number of strategic ana-
lysts of the Soviet withdrawal. Thomas Schelling's analysis of these
events singles out the blockade as a successful “compellant threat,”
after earlier “deterrent threats” had failed to prevent Soviet
nuclearization of Cuba.!%” The blockade, writes Alexander George,
would “impress the Soviet leader with Kennedy's resoluteness,
convince Khrushchev that he had grossly miscalculated, and give
him an opportunity to resolve the crisis peacefully . . .. And cou-
pled with the buildup of U.S. military forces in the Caribbean, a
blockade might generate sufficient pressure and bargaining lever-
age to induce Khrushchev to agree to a formula for withdrawing
the missiles on terms acceptable to Kennedy.”198 Perhaps the most
careful, sustained strategic analysis was provided by Albert and
Roberta Wohlstetter:

What was threatened was a local nonnuclear action, a measure of very limited vio-
lence, only the boarding of ships. On the staircase of ascending steps in the use of
force, there would have been many landings, many decision points, at which
either side could choose between climbing higher or moving down. The United
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States nuclear retaliatory force would have made a Soviet missile strike against the
United States catastrophic for Russia.!®

Why did the Soviet Union withdraw the missiles? “Chairman
Khrushchev stepped down to avoid a clash of conventional forces in
which he would have lost. To avoid this level of loss, he would have had
irresponsibly to risk very much higher levels.”11

The major problem with this explanation of Soviet withdrawal
of the missiles lies in its focus on the blockade as the sufficient
demonstration of U.S. determination. Did the blockade work? Or
did it instead fail in just the way that many of its opponents had
predicted? For, after all, what did the blockade have to do with the
missiles already on the island of Cuba and rapidly approaching
operational readiness? The blockade exhibited U.S. willingness to
escalate this crisis to the point of risking a local, nonnuclear naval
encounter—with all the possible diplomatic ramifications of such a
confrontation. It forced Khrushchev to choose among three alter-
natives: (1) avoid a showdown by keeping Soviet vessels out of the
area; (2) submit to the blockade by permitting ships to be stopped
and searched; and (3) provoke the United States to a first use of
force by defying the blockade. But if he chose the first, why could
he not also proceed to complete the 24 MRBM launch sites, with
their 36 missiles and 6 training missiles, 42 in all, that were already
present in Cuba?

Indeed, was this not precisely what happened? The Soviet tanker
Bucharest, which obviously could not be carrying outlawed contra-
band, was allowed to cross the blockade after identifying herself. An
East German passenger ship was also allowed to proceed. A Soviet-
chartered Lebanese ship, the Marucla, which carried only trucks,
sulfur, and spare parts submitted to being stopped and searched.
(But a Soviet-chartered Swedish ship defied the blockade and
steamed through, and the U.S. chose not to shoot.) Soviet dry cargo
ships steaming toward Cuba stopped and turned around, including
the ships the Americans thought were probably carrying weapons.
Construction of the medium-range missiles in Cuba rushed fever-
ishly toward completion, and they were ready for action by October
27. The facts would seem to belie claims that the Soviets withdrew
the missiles because of the blockade alone.

President Kennedy's announcement of the blockade emphasized
that it was an initial step. No attempt was made to disguise the massive
buildup of more than 200,000 invasion troops in Florida. Hundreds of
U.S. tactical fighters moved to airports within easy striking distance of
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targets in Cuba. On Saturday night, October 27, McNamara called to
active duty 24 troop-carrier squadrons of the Air Force Reserve,
approximately 14,000 men. Thus the blockade was but the first step in
a series of moves that threatened air strike or invasion.

The Kremlin deliberations began with news of the impending
Kennedy speech. Not yet knowing what Kennedy would say,
Khrushchev feared the worst. He thought the Americans might
declare a blockade and then do nothing, but was very worried that
they would just attack Cuba. Khrushchev speculated about how the
Soviet government would react to such an attack. It might turn the
nuclear weapons over to Cuban control and let them respond. But, he
assured his colleagues, he would not let Castro threaten America with
the MRBMSs. 1! In such a case, of course, an American air strike would
have been effectively uncontested.

After the worried deliberations about what Kennedy might do,
news of his speech and the announced blockade was greeted not with
fear, but with relief. From Washington, Dobrynin reported the
American move as a general effort to reverse a slide in world power
away from the U.S., reflecting fears about Berlin. He warned that the
Americans were preparing for a real test of strength. He then recom-
mended that Moscow threaten a move against Berlin, starting with a
ground blockade and “leaving out for the time being air routes so as
not to give grounds for a quick confrontation.” Yet Dobrynin added
that Moscow should not hurry to do this, “since an extreme aggrava-
tion of the situation, it goes without saying, would not be in our
interests.”!!2 The Soviet leadership was heartened that the Americans
had not attacked Cuba. They considered the blockade a weaker
response that left room for political maneuver. So the next day they
issued a flat, unyielding response to Kennedy's demands.

As Kennedy and his advisers expected, the Soviets did consider a
countermove against Berlin. Note the reference to this idea in
Dobrynin’s cable from Washington. A deputy foreign minister also
advanced the idea of countering the blockade with pressure against
West Berlin. Khrushchev, however, appeared to realize he was already
in very deep water. One of those present recalls that the idea of a
Berlin countermove “provoked a sharp, and I would say violent, reac-
tion by Khrushchev” that he could “do without such advice. . . we had
no intention to add fuel to the conflict.”!!? In this sense, the
Wohlstetters may have been right in singling out the importance of
American strategic and tactical superiority. Yet it is clear that other
Soviet advisers were ready to consider a move against Berlin.
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President Kennedy addresses the nation. Source: John F.
Kennedy Library.

Khrushchev did order many, though not all, Soviet ships to turn
around. Others apparently were left to probe American resolve.
Khrushchev's message to Kennedy on October 24 was defiant. In that
letter Khrushchev said he would tell Soviet captains to ignore the
American quarantine. Khrushchev had also called publicly for a
summit meeting with Kennedy:

By the next morning, October 25, Khrushchev had switched from
the defiant attitude of the previous day to a tone of conciliation, at
least in the deliberation with his colleagues in the governing
Presidium. He said that he did not want to trade “caustic remarks”
any longer with Kennedy. Instead, he wanted to try to resolve the
crisis. He was ready, he said, to “dismantle the missiles to make Cuba
into a zone of peace.” He suggested the terms, “Give us a pledge not to
invade Cuba, and we will remove the missiles.” He was also prepared
to allow United Nations inspection of the missile sites. First, though,
he wanted to be able to “look around” and be sure Kennedy really
would not yield.!!4

During the day, the Soviet government presumably received news
that the Americans had allowed the Bucharest to pass onward to Cuba.

Khrushchev was stirred to action the next day, October 26, by a
series of intelligence reports, some false and based on little more than
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rumor, warning of imminent American military action against
Cuba."s Khrushchev promptly made several moves. He sent instruc-
tions to accept UN Secretary General U Thant’s proposal for avoiding
a confrontation at the quarantine line, thereby promising to keep
Soviet ships away from this line, He also dictated a long personal letter
to Kennedy suggesting a peaceful resolution of the crisis. In the letter,
he stated that if the U.S. promised not to invade Cuba, “the necessity
for the presence of our military specialists in Cuba would disappear.”116

Kennedy and his colleagues hypothesized that these various hints
about a possible trade of the missiles for a noninvasion pledge of
Cuba indicated that Khrushchev had made the fundamental decision
not to risk a military confrontation in order to keep the missiles in
Cuba. On the other hand, Khrushchev had given Kennedy a hint of a
deal, not a concrete offer. Also, by keeping the correspondence private,
he had hidden his tentative move from Castro. Therefore, he might be
continuing the delaying tactics he had mentioned to the Presidium on
October 25, while Soviet military activity in Cuba rushed to com-
plete the missiles and ready them for action.

For reasons that are still obscure, Khrushchev came to a judgment
by the next morning, October 27, that the Americans could be pushed
harder. Perhaps he misjudged U.S. resolve due to the way the
Americans were enforcing, and failing to enforce, the quarantine.
Khrushchev’s son said his father felt obliged to send at least one ship
through (the Bucharest) and was pleasantly surprised when the
Americans let it through. Soviet ambassador to Cuba, Alexeev, later
commented that the Americans had really just established a paper
blockade since clearly some ships were crossing the line without
effect.!”” American officials were quite worried about whether their
selective enforcement of the quarantine was sending mixed or weak
messages to Moscow. How Khrushchev or any of his advisers actually
perceived matters at the time is unclear

Khrushchev convened the Presidium and explained that he
thought the Americans would no longer dare to attack Cuba. “It is
necessary to take into consideration that the United States did not
attack Cuba.” Five days had passed since Kennedy’s speech and noth-
ing had happened. “To my mind they are not ready to do it now.”
There was no guarantee against an American attack, so Khrushchev
would make another, more concrete offer that actually acknowledged
the presence of missiles in Cuba. But he would add missiles in Turkey
to the bargain. With that “we would win,” he said.!!#

Just as there is little evidence to explain why Khrushchev reversed
his assessment of American intentions, there is also little evidence to
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explain why Khrushchev now chose to add Turkey to the bargaining.
Though talk of Turkey was in the air, a subject of media speculation,
the Jupiter missiles in Turkey had not actually been a topic, Fursenko
and Naftali point out, in any of the previous Presidium discussions
during the crisis. No one had suggested that getting the obsolete mis-
siles out of the way was an important goal.

Had Khrushchev included the Turkey idea in his private letter of
October 26, the American reaction to the new proposal might have
been different. Neither Kennedy nor his advisers had much use for the
Jupiter missiles. Yet bringing the idea in at this point raised some obvi-
ous questions. Would the Americans not perceive this as a change in the
Soviet negotiating position, plainly inconsistent with the October 26
letter? Surely any thoughtful analyst would have suggested that there
was at least a good chance that Washington would, rather than accept-
ing the offer, instead doubt Soviet interest in a negotiated settlement,
thereby increasing the likelihood of American military action. There is
no evidence that the Soviet government considered this danger. One
insider simply remembers that Khrushchev's proposal of October 27
was “advanced in the hope of further bargaining.”11?

Khrushchev then further reduced the chance of success for his latest
initiative by deciding to make his offer public. This made American
acceptance of it extremely unlikely, especially given the implications
for NATO of such a public trade. A public deal might save face for
Khrushchev, but no face would be saved if the Americans rejected it—
which almost any analyst should have predicted would happen. The
Turks, whose attitude no one in Moscow seems to have considered,
publicly rejected the trade just as the Americans started to discuss it.
Castro certainly expected the Americans to reject such a deal, and the
Soviet ambassador to Havana reported to Moscow that Castro was
comforted by that very point.!20

There is no evidence that Khrushchev analyzed this point either, or
that any member of the Presidium chose to mention it. One of
Khrushchev’s staff remembered that the new proposal was broadcast
over the radio in order to save time in transmitting it, and that
“nobody foresaw that by making public the Turkish angle of the deal
we created additional difficulties to the White House.”12!

Perhaps, as some Americans in Washington thought, Khrushchev’s
actions were not as thoughtless as they seem. Perhaps Khrushchev
offered such a deal in order to stalemate the negotiations, not further
them. The position was well designed for public consumption, not
for American acceptance. The Soviets could then have hoped that the
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Americans might even back down, by accepting prolonged and fruit-
less negotiations. There was, though, still the risk to be considered
that, instead, the Americans might escalate with new military action.
This was, in fact, the way practically all of Kennedy's advisers did react.

Warning signs of imminent combat in Cuba arrived in Moscow
during the day of October 27, to wake Khrushchev from his apparent
complacency. A message arrived from Castro to Khrushchev. In it,
Castro asserted that an American attack in the next 24 to 72 hours “is
almost inevitable,” probably a massive air strike but possibly an inva-
sion. If the Americans did invade, Castro urged Khrushchev to con-
sider “elimination of such a danger,” plainly referring to use of Soviet
nuclear weapons against the Americans. “However difficult and hor-
rifying this decision may be,” Castro wrote, “there is, I believe, no
other recourse.”122 Air defenses in Cuba began shooting at American
reconnaissance aircraft. And an American U-2 was shot down by
Soviet SAMs in Cuba, and its pilot killed.

Late in the afternoon of October 27, in Moscow, Khrushchev
learned that the Americans had immediately knocked down his
public proposal with a press statement of their own. Khrushchev was
reportedly quite worried about the shootdown of the U-2. He was
certainly a bit unnerved by the message that had come in from Castro
that had seemed to urge him to prepare for using nuclear weapons
against America. A few days later, in another message to Castro,
Khrushchev referred to this “very alarming” message in which “you
proposed that we be the first to carry out a nuclear strike against the
enemy’s territory.” “Naturally,” Khrushchev added, “you understand
where that would lead us. It would not be a simple strike, but the start
of a thermonuclear world war.”!*

A public message from Kennedy to Khrushchev arrived late on
Saturday evening, October 27, in Moscow. It laid out the deal that
would entail the verified withdrawal of Soviet “offensive weapons” in
exchange for the noninvasion pledge.

The American government was conscious that it was sending a set
of signals to Khrushchev. Rusk was explicit about this. On the evening
of October 27, he listed “seven things that have happened today” that
“are building up the pressures on Khrushchev with an impact that
we can live with.” The seven were: (1) a public White House statement
in the morning that had rejected the Turkey-Cuba offer broadcast by
Khrushchev; (2) a message to the United Nations clarifying just where
the U.S. would intercept further Soviet ships bound for Cuba; (3) an
afternoon announcement from the Pentagon insisting that surveil-
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lance of Cuba would continue despite the attacks on American air-
craft; (4) a short message to the UN secretary general giving a negative
answer to Khrushchev’s proposed trade; (5) Kennedy’s public letter
sent to Khrushchev late in the afternoon (Washington time) giving, in
effect, a positive reply to Khrushchev’s private suggestion of the day
before, offering a pledge not to invade Cuba in exchange for removal
of the missiles; (6) McNamara’s press conference calling up reserve air
squadrons to further ready an invasion; and (7) a planned warning to
the United Nations about the approach of a Soviet ship toward the
American blockade line.!24

Khrushchev opened the Presidium session on Sunday morning of
October 28 with yet another about-face in his assessment of the
American danger. This time he told his Presidium colleagues that
they were “face to face with the danger of war and of nuclear cata-
strophe, with the possible result of destroying the human race.” He
went on: “In order to save the world, we must retreat.”125

In sum, the blockade did not change Khrushchev’s mind. Only
when coupled with the threat of further action—action in the form
of alternatives rejected during the first week for reasons that have
already been discussed—did it succeed in forcing Soviet withdrawal
of the missiles. Without the threat of air strike or invasion, the
blockade alone would not have forced the removal of the missiles
already present.

There is a related explanation according to which Khrushchev
yielded both to a stick and to a carrot. In delivering Kennedy’s letter to
Dobrynin on the night of October 27, Robert Kennedy made the
American threat of further action quite explicit, and said little time
was left. Dobrynin asked about the Jupiters. Following instructions
prompted by a suggestion from Rusk, Robert Kennedy said there could
be no deal on this point, since it involved NATO. But he said he could
privately assure the Soviets that the Jupiters were going to be with-
drawn in four or five months.’26 The clever aspect of Rusk’s idea was
that this offer avoided any negotiation about the reciprocal scope or
timetable of a trade, while getting the Jupiter issue off the table as an
excuse for delay. It had been the form of Khrushchev’s offer that had
been so pernicious, more than the substance.!?” The urgency in Robert
Kennedy’s warning about imminent military action was real. Robert
Kennedy would not have uttered such a threat if he thought his brother
would make him a liar. President Kennedy himself reflected, on October
29, that “we had decided Saturday night [October 27] to begin this air
strike on Tuesday [October 30]. And it may have been one of the rea-
sons why the Russians finally did this [giving in].”128
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In any case, apparently, Khrushchev’s decision to blink was not
based on news of either the stick or the carrot in Robert Kennedy’s
conversation with Dobrynin. According to Fursenko and Naftali, it
was only after Khrushchev made his declaration to the Politburo that
news came in of the cable from Dobrynin in Washington reporting on
the discussion with Robert Kennedy in bleak, ominous terms. The
offer on the Jupiters, such as it was, caused no relief. That signal was
overwhelmed in the general tone of threat and urgency which just
reinforced and accelerated the decision Khrushchev had already made.
The staffer who read a summary of the cable to the Presidium remem-
bered how the “entire tenor of the words by the President’s brother, as
they were relayed by Anatoly Dobrynin, prompted the conclusion that
the time of reckoning had come.” Khrushchev later told Castro that his
warning of an imminent American attack had been confirmed by other
sources and that he had hurried to prevent it,!??

Khrushchev withdrew the Soviet missiles not because of the
blockade, but because of the threat of further action. The middle
road—that is, the blockade—may have provided time for Soviets to
adjust to the fact of American determination to withdraw the mis-
siles. But it also left room for the Soviet Union to bring the missiles
to operational readiness. What narrowed that room was
Khrushchev’s belief that he faced a clear, urgent threat that America
was about to move up the ladder of escalation. In this ladder,
America benefited from its advantages in both its nuclear and its
conventional forces. As McNamara testified after the crisis: “I realize
that there is a kind of chicken-and-the-egg debate going on about
which was preeminent. To me that is like trying to argue about
which blade of the scissors really cut the paper.”13
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