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Introduction 

A camera rolled. A president spoke. A nation gasped. Time: 
7:00 p.m., 22 October 1962. The moment represented the 
zenith of the Cold War. "Good evening, my fellow citizens," 
John Kennedy began: 

This Government, as promised, has maintained the clos­
est surveillance of the Soviet military build-up on the is­
land of Cuba. Within the past week, unmistakable evidence 
has established the fact that a series of offensive missile 
sites is now in preparation on that imprisoned island. The 
purpose of these bases can be none other than to pro­
vide a nuclear strike capability against the Western Hemi­
sphere. 

As Kennedy explained to a television audience of millions 
that the United States would respond to the Soviet deploy­
ment of nuclear missiles in Cuba by imposing a naval blockade 
around the island, the implicit aspect of the Cold War -
that it might at any moment produce a superpower "Hot 
War" - became ominously explicit.1 

While Kennedy addressed the nation from the Oval Of­
fice, America's Ambassador to the United Nations Adlai 
Stevenson, the Democratic Party's presidential candidate in 
1952 and 1956, watched him attentively on a television set 
in his New York City office. Historian and White House aide 
Arthur Schlesinger was one of several officials who joined 
the ambassador to listen to the president's address. Schlesinger 
found Stevenson "unperturbed in the midst of pandemo­
nium." A few hundred miles further north, Republican Sena­
tor Kenneth Keating was preparing to deliver a speech in 
Utica, New York. Keating, a companion recalled, was "very 
excited" by Kennedy's speech. It confirmed what he had 
previously told the American public - that the Soviets had 
installed offensive missiles in Cuba. Across the Atlantic, former 
Secretary of State Dean Acheson marched down the corri­
dors of power in Paris, briefing and reassuring anxious NATO 
officials about the Cuban situation. The result of the con-
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X Introduction 

sultations in which Acheson participated was, according to 
an American official present, a "satisfactory recognition of 
[the] importance [of the] need for allied solidarity." Late 
at night in Moscow, meanwhile, Premier Nikita Khrushchev 
convened a meeting of the Presidium in the Kremlin after 
hearing reports that Kennedy was about to deliver a speech 
of considerable importance. That meeting was still in progress 
as JFK started his address. The whereabouts of Attorney 
General Robert Kennedy at the moment the president be­
gan his speech is unclear. One former official thinks he may 
have been working in the Justice Department at that time.2 

These six men - John and Robert Kennedy, Khrushchev, 
Stevenson, Acheson, and Keating - are the central figures 
in this account of the Cuban missile crisis. Using their stories, 
an attempt will be made to answer two questions: First, why 
did the missile crisis happen? Second, how was it handled 
and defused? 

The aim is not to provide comprehensive coverage of all 
the policy-makers who played a significant role in the crea­
tion and resolution of the crisis. The likes of Robert 
McNamara, Dean Rusk, and Edward Lansdale would be 
important figures in that sort of book. The individuals in 
this study have been selected because they can be used ef­
fectively to explore the general issues surrounding the con­
frontation over Cuba. This is because they either personify 
important themes or were of representative significance in 
that they belonged to discrete blocs of officials who shared 
common viewpoints during the missile crisis. Adlai Stevenson 
and Kenneth Keating fall into the former category. Stevenson, 
as the leading liberal in the Kennedy administration, can 
be used to examine the important relationship that existed 
between JFK and the liberal Democrats in his administra­
tion, while the role played by Keating in the fall of 1962 
sheds light on the general assault launched by Republicans 
on Kennedy over Cuba. 

Robert Kennedy, Dean Acheson, and Stevenson were the 
leading advocates of the three main policies prescribed by 
American officials during the crisis: the imposition of a na­
val blockade around Cuba, the execution of some sort of 
military attack on the island, and the promotion of a diplo-
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matic solution. Robert Kennedy, because he was closer to 
JFK than any other official, Dean Acheson, because of the 
force with which he made his arguments, and Stevenson, as 
the only senior official to explore the diplomatic approach 
in depth, were the most influential supporters of the block­
ade, military, and diplomatic alternatives, respectively. John 
Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev, it goes without saying, were 
the two central figures in the crisis. 

One additional caveat: Although Fidel Castro obviously 
played an important role in these events, the purpose of 
this study is to examine the missile crisis from the context 
of the Soviet-American Cold War, to reveal the assumptions 
and objectives of officials in Washington and Moscow, and 
to explain how these interacted to produce the crisis in 
October 1962. There is a steadily increasing literature on 
the Cuban role and this was certainly an important facet of 
the missile crisis, but that is not the focus of this account.3 

The story starts with John Kennedy. 





1 Approaching Camelot: 
John F. Kennedy and 
the Tools of a New 
Frontiersman 

The differences between the competing historical views of 
John F. Kennedy could not be more stark. The traditional 
interpretation, propagated by the president's own advisers, 
depicts him as a knight in shining armour. In their judge­
ment, he displayed in abundance the attributes of great lead­
ership - courage, sagacity, and vision. Over the last two 
decades, however, a more sober picture of the man and his 
presidency has gradually emerged. This view emphasises the 
discrepancy between the reality of Kennedy's leadership and 
the mythology that has come to adorn it. That reality, it is 
argued, included a vast and unnecessary increase in mili­
tary expenditure, an expansion of American involvement in 
Vietnam, and a reluctance to pursue forcefully such noble 
but controversial goals as civil rights. On a personal level, 
Kennedy has been portrayed as superficial, promiscuous, and 
profane. In this debate over his presidency, the issue of Cuba 
looms large. To his supporters, the successful resolution of 
the missile crisis represented Kennedy's crowning accom­
plishment. His detractors, on the other hand, have casti­
gated him not only for authorising the disastrous Bay of 
Pigs invasion, but also, in large measure, for precipitating 
the October 1962 confrontation. 

To evaluate the merits of these contrasting views of 
Kennedy's leadership in general and his Cuban policies in 
particular is exceedingly difficult. In contrast to a president 
like Theodore Roosevelt, he was not a larger than life leader 
whose personality and ideas come charging toward the his­
torian. He is far more elusive. This is due in part to his 
skill at telling people exactly what they wanted to hear. Part 
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2 The Cuban Missile Crisis 

of both his charm and shrewdness was his ability to deter­
mine the agendas of other officials, politicians, and friends, 
and then to express agreement with their ideas in order to 
win support. During his early days in the Senate, for exam­
ple, Kennedy told Governor of Michigan G. Mennen Williams, 
an ardent New Dealer, "I wish I could be a liberal like you 
and Hubert Humphrey, but you can't do that in Massachu­
setts. You can't do in Massachusetts what you can do in lib­
eral states like Michigan and Minnesota."1 

Another illustration was his November 1960 meeting with 
former Secretary of State Dean G. Acheson. The president­
elect, Acheson recalled, indicated that "one of his troubles 
now was that he had spent so much time in the last few 
years on knowing people who could help him become Presi­
dent that he found he knew very few people who could 
help him be President." Kennedy's comment was subtle and 
brilliant. This was precisely what Acheson wanted to hear. 
He had always viewed the electoral process as a grubby, dis­
tasteful affair. (Note his disgust at the decision of his old 
Groton friend W. Averell Harriman to seek the Democratic 
presidential nomination in 1956.) Linked to this was his belief 
that for the making of policy a president should rely not 
on political hacks but upon Establishment expertise. It was 
thus no surprise that Acheson found Kennedy's comments 
"true and touching." JFK's tendency to tell others what they 
wished to hear obfuscated the real man. To different people, 
he seemed to be very different things.2 

As president, his authentic views were also difficult to dis­
cern because he customarily solicited his advisers' opinions 
without expressing his own. Reflecting on Kennedy's par­
ticipation in meetings, Deputy Under Secretary of State for 
Political Affairs U. Alexis Johnson noticed that he "did it 
more by the questioning technique - the probing, question­
ing technique - than by direct contribution." Florida Sena­
tor George A. Smathers, a close friend to Kennedy, recalled 
that "many times he picked the brains of others. And on 
those occasions he would very rarely express his own view." 
Related to this was JFK's habit of concealing his agency by 
taking action, especially if it was of an unsavoury nature, 
through the proxy of his brother, Robert F. Kennedy. Con­
sequently, it is not always easy to determine whether steps 
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taken by the attorney general were done on his own initia­
tive or at the president's behest.3 

By the way he conducted his political life, John Kennedy 
in effect placed a smoke screen between himself and those 
who would later evaluate him. What then were the core 
foreign policy convictions which lay behind that screen? Any 
answer to that question should begin with Kennedy's ex­
periences in Britain during the late 1930s. For this period 
furnished the cornerstone of the belief-system that would 
permanently shape his approach to international relations. 
After President Franklin Delano Roosevelt appointed his 
father, Joseph P. Kennedy, ambassador to the Court of St. 
James in 1938, John Kennedy developed an intense interest 
in British politics, especially the issue of Britain's appease­
ment of Adolf Hitler. He decided, therefore, to write his 
senior thesis at Harvard on that subject, and, through his 
father's connections with the journalistic profession, man­
aged in 1940 to convert the thesis into Wfiy England Slept, 
his first published work.4 

In formulating his ideas for this project, John borrowed 
heavily from Joe Kennedy's thinking on defence issues, 
although he would come to disagree with his father's isola­
tionist point of view. As ambassador, Joe Kennedy had urged 
the Roosevelt administration to stay out of World War II. 
It was his firm belief that Nazi Germany would comprehen­
sively defeat a Britain ill-prepared for war. Hence, it would 
be myopic for the United States to support the British struggle 
which, a l though magnanimous , would nevertheless 
prove to be a losing cause. Poor military preparation on 
the part of the British was the principal theme of the 
dispatches Joe Kennedy sent back to Washington. "The British 
are going to forget that they did not prepare," he predicted 
in June 1940 to Secretary of State Cordell Hull. "The entry 
of the United States into the war would be only to hold the 
bag." Two days after this he lamented that Britain's capac­
ity to wage war against Hitler "still appears to be appallingly 
weak. I am of the opinion that outside of some air defence 
the real defence of England will be with courage and not 
with arms . . . the preparedness for carrying on a war here 
is pitiful."5 

These ideas percolated through the pages of Why England 
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Slept. Here John Kennedy argued that it was harder for a 
democracy like Britain to augment armament production 
than it was for a totalitarian state such as Nazi Germany. A 
dictatorship could increase its military strength without re­
straint because it did not have to placate pressure groups 
or public opinion in general. But the resolve of a democ­
racy to forge ahead with defence spending was divided and 
reduced by such groups as labour, pacifists, and ardent League 
of Nations supporters. America's leaders needed to com­
pensate for the inherent weaknesses of democracy by press­
ing ahead with military spending regardless of domestic 
political pressures in case the fascists defeated Britain and 
turned their attention to the United States.b 

Created during his impressionable, formative years, this 
conviction remained a permanent feature of his outlook. 
For Kennedy, military preparedness was always the sine qua 
non of a sound foreign policy. Another ramification of his 
assessment of 1930s appeasement was the hero-worship he 
developed for Winston Churchill. His prediction that Nazi 
aggression would lead to war had proven, in Kennedy's words, 
"to be so accurate." In future years, JFK would appear to 
ape Churchill by continuously warning that the international 
situation was critical and that war was at hand.7 

After his election to the House of Representatives in 1946, 
Kennedy supported the initial elements of the containment 
programme, the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan. 
Nevertheless, he emerged as a sharp critic of President Harry 
S. Truman and his administration. Using the lessons of ap­
peasement as maxims for the postwar period, he argued that 
the United States should devote more resources to expand­
ing its military power - j u s t as Britain should have done in 
the 1930s. This would serve to constrain Soviet belligerence 
and to ready America for any future war against the com­
munists. During his three terms in the House, Kennedy 
constantly called for increases in defence spending. His 
description of the period of the Eisenhower presidency as 
the "locust years" (to denote a time when American mili­
tary power and prestige had declined to a dangerous level) 
during his campaign for the presidency in 1960 is common 
knowledge. What is less well known is that he had first used 
Churchill's phrase in reference to the Truman years. "The 
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most serious deficiency in our military strength is our weak­
ness in the air," declared JFK in April 1952. "We started 
late, and even with a maximum effort at the present time it 
will be 1952 before we overtake the lead the Soviets de­
veloped during the "locust years" of 1946 to 1950."a 

As well as chastising the president and his advisers for 
allowing America's military power to atrophy, Kennedy gen­
erally accepted the criticisms of the Truman administration 
levelled by only the most zealous and usually conservative 
critics of American (and Soviet) policy. He felt Truman had 
failed to recognise that Moscow did have a definite plan 
and timetable to invade Western Europe. He also believed 
America, in waging the Cold War against communism, should 
have fewer qualms about dispensing military aid to such 
reactionary governments as that of fascist Spain.9 

It was on the issue of China, however, that Kennedy most 
vigorously assailed the Truman administration. When the 
communists began to prevail over the forces of Chiang Kai-
shek, JFK thought the ineptitude of American officials was 
the root cause. On 25 January 1949 he presented these con­
clusions to his fellow congressmen. "The responsibility for 
the failure of our foreign policy in the Far East," he claimed, 
"rests squarely with the White House and the Department 
of State." Their reluctance to lend vigorous support to Chiang 
out of concern over the alleged corruption in his govern­
ment had allowed the Chinese communists to succeed. By 
implementing such misguided policies, Truman and the State 
Department had in effect forfeited the right to make national 
security policy. The House of Representatives, therefore, 
should "now assume the responsibility of preventing the 
onrushing tide of communism from engulfing all of Asia." 
These were strong words indeed, the sort that Republicans 
on the right would have found congenial.10 

Kennedy used the opportunity of a speech in Salem, Mas­
sachusetts, a few days later to sustain his assault on recent 
American policy towards China. "It is of the utmost import­
ance," he urged in what would soon sound like McCarthyistic 
tones, "that we search out and spotlight those who must 
bear the responsibility of our present predicament." This 
time he added FDR to his list of incompetents: "A sick 
Roosevelt, with the advice of General [George C ] Marshall 
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and other Chiefs of Staff, gave the Kurile Islands as well as 
the control of various strategic Chinese ports, such as Port 
Arthur and Darien [sic], to the Soviet Union [at the 1945 
Yalta conference]." Kennedy's position on China exempli­
fied well his basic critique of late 1940s United States diplo­
macy: in dealing with the communists overseas, America had 
not been tough enough.11 

Another aspect of JFK's early hardline approach was his 
tendency to conceptualise international affairs in terms of 
crisis periods. This stemmed from the way he analogised 
between the present and the late 1930s, ascribing to the 
contemporary world the characteristics of the pre-World War 
II years. Put another way, he was convinced Moscow jeop­
ardised the security of the Western powers in the same way 
that the Nazis had before, and, consequently, that a major 
war was close at hand. In August 1951, for example, he ar­
gued that unless Truman devoted more divisions to West­
ern Europe's defence, a Soviet attack on that region was 
likely. One year later he suggested that Washington encour­
age vigorous rearmament among the NATO powers, other­
wise the Soviet Union might "move into Western Europe" 
by the end of 1952. Neither of those ominous scenarios 
materialised, yet he continued to use this sort of alarmist 
rhetoric. He continued to regard crises as almost the natu­
ral units by which international relations unfolded.12 

In the 1948 presidential election Henry A. Wallace, who 
had been Roosevelt's vice-president and Truman's secretary 
of commerce, broke from the Democratic Party and ran on 
the Progressive Party ticket. The gist of his arguments was 
that Truman had erred by departing from Roosevelt's policy 
of co-operation with the Soviet Union. If Wallace represented 
the left in the spectrum of early Cold War opinion in the 
United States, and Truman occupied a fairly central posi­
tion, then it is no exaggeration to say that Kennedy was 
located on the centre-right during his years in the House. 

After his election to the Senate in 1952, JFK displayed an 
increasing gravity and a heightened sense of purpose. In­
deed, he liked in later years to view himself as something 
of a Prince Hal - admittedly rather frivolous in his youth, 
but that period proving to be only the prologue to a subse­
quent maturity. The Duke of Exeter's comment on Henry V 
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in Shakespeare's drama - that there was "a difference . . . 
Between the promise of his greener days, And these he 
masters now" - would have resonated with Kennedy. This 
increasing maturity produced a greater sophistication in his 
approach to foreign policy. His old ideas remained intact. 
Throughout the 1950s he remained committed to increased 
military spending. He also continued to exhibit a "crisis 
mentality." In March 1954, for instance, he claimed that the 
situation then developing in Vietnam meant this and the 
following month constituted the "most critical period" in 
the Far East since World War II. The United States might 
"easily take the first step which could result in losing all of 
southeast Asia to the Communists."13 

Yet alongside his 1930s-inspired convictions, Kennedy de­
veloped a cluster of quite different ideas. He now argued 
that the United States should not bolster Western colonial­
ism by supporting French efforts to thwart independence 
movements in Vietnam and Algeria. He asserted that the 
1953 riots in Berlin and the 1956 uprisings in Poland and 
Hungary demonstrated the inadequacy of a monolithic view 
of the communist world. Kennedy capped his evolution to 
a more moderate, nuanced approach to international affairs 
by embracing disarmament in the late 1950s as a viable goal 
for American diplomacy, and by supporting a nuclear test 
ban treaty as an intermediate step towards the accomplish­
ment of that objective.14 

There were two salient factors behind Kennedy's modifi­
cation of his foreign policy philosophy. One was the fall 
1951 trip that he made to various countries in the Middle 
and Far East, including Indo-China. Because of this first­
hand experience, he began to suspect that nationalism and 
not communist agitation emanating from Moscow was the 
fundamental cause of upheaval in the Third World, as sub­
jugated peoples attempted to gain independence from co­
lonial rule. The change in his outlook was also politically 
motivated. From 1955 onwards he viewed himself as a poss­
ible vice-presidential candidate, and after the 1956 Demo­
cratic Convention, at which he narrowly failed in his bid to 
secure that position, he immediately focused his attention 
on winning the 1960 Democratic presidential nomination. 
To do that, he knew he had to gain support among the 
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liberals of his party, whose champion during the 1950s had 
been Adlai E. Stevenson. The two-time presidential candi­
date had introduced new ideas such as a nuclear test ban 
treaty into the national vocabulary, and in order to demon­
strate his ideological soundness Kennedy began to borrow 
this and other concepts from Stevenson's lexicon and that 
of the liberals in general.15 

As JFK declared himself a candidate for president on 2 
January 1960, his foreign policy philosophy was a melange 
of traditional 1930s-inspired ideas and new 1950s-acquired 
approaches. The dilemma for Kennedy was which persona 
would he project to the public - the tough, uncompromis­
ing Cold Warrior or the more subtle, nuanced foreign policy 
thinker? His answer to that question came in two parts. First, 
he emphasised his newer ideas in order to gain the support 
he needed from liberals to secure the Democratic presiden­
tial nomination. Second, he reverted to his more traditional 
views after capturing the nomination in Los Angeles at the 
July 1960 Democratic Convention in order to defeat the 
Republican nominee, Vice-President Richard M. Nixon. lb 

This, Kennedy did in part to avoid the standard Republi­
can attack on a Democratic candidate, most associated with 
the late Wisconsin Senator Joseph R. McCarthy and Nixon 
himself, that he or she was "soft" on communism. In his 
1946 and 1950 campaigns for the House of Representatives 
and the Senate, Nixon had shamelessly smeared his Demo­
cratic opponents, Jerry Voorhis and Helen Gahagan Doug­
las, by suggesting they were sympathetic to communism; and 
JFK clearly wanted to undercut any attempt by the vice-presi­
dent to repeat those tactics in 1960. To do that, however, 
was no stretch for Kennedy because he was more deeply 
attached to those hardline ideas anyway. The more sophisti­
cated notions which he had embraced during the 1950s were 
undoubtedly sincere convictions. But they constituted an 
intellectual shell (that could easily be discarded) covering 
the core ideas which he had acquired during his formative 
years in the 1930s and to which he was viscerally committed.17 

Kennedy's main assertion in the campaign against Nixon, 
one he had originally made in 1958, was that American 
prestige and power, particularly military power, had declined 
precipitously during the 1950s. Consequently, a dangerous 
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"missile gap" was sure to emerge in the years from 1960 to 
1964 between a strong Soviet Union and a relatively weak 
United States. The next president's first term would thus 
constitute a crisis period (again, like the late 1930s) that 
Moscow would use to expand its influence and further its 
goal of world domination. The new chief executive would 
need to increase defence spending and adopt a recalcitrant 
posture (like British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain 
should have done with Hitler in the 1930s) in handling Soviet 
Premier Nikita S. Khrushchev. As a concrete example of 
the failure of the Eisenhower-Nixon administration to com­
bat communism with sufficient zeal, Kennedy pointed to Fidel 
Castro's rise to power in Cuba. Indeed, he made Cuba one 
of the salient issues of his campaign.18 

The decision to do that was grounded to a large extent 
in the simple desire to increase his chances of being elected 
president. Richard N. Goodwin, who wrote many of Kennedy's 
foreign policy speeches in 1960, recalled that as they cam­
paigned across the country it became clear Cuba was the 
international issue uppermost in people's minds and that 
Castro had done more than Khrushchev to antagonise the 
American electorate. At the end of each day, while relaxing 
on the Caroline, Kennedy's plane, Goodwin would read 
the mail. "Everywhere - in the Dakotas as well as Florida," 
he has written, "there were more questions about Cuba 
and Castro than about any other matter of foreign policy." 
The Democratic candidate and his advisers decided, there­
fore, to make "the "issue of Cuba" a major staple of our 
campaign."19 

Kennedy received encouragement from other quarters to 
employ the same strategy for the same reason. When he 
arrived in Florida during the campaign he was joined by 
George Smathers. While riding to Bay Front Park, Miami, 
to deliver a speech, the Democratic candidate asked Smathers 
whether he had any suggestions for the address he was about 
to make. The Florida senator recommended he "talk about 
the importance of Cuba in our whole national relations 
problem, to recognize that it was a danger and a threat to 
the rest of Latin America." Kennedy said he already had a 
speech on that topic scheduled for Tampa, but on Smathers' 
advice he also devoted a portion of his Miami address to 
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Cuba. He talked again about the problem of Castro later 
that afternoon in Tampa. His comments went down so well 
he decided to speak once more on the subject in Jacksonville. 
The address, Smathers recalled, "was enthusiastically and 
warmly received, not only because of himself, but because 
of the things he had to say, particularly about Cuba." This 
experience undoubtedly helped convince Kennedy of the 
effectiveness of the Cuban issue in bolstering support for 
his campaign.20 

As the 1960 presidential race proceeded, JFK attacked Nixon 
on Cuba with increasing ferocity. In essence, he tried to 
discredit Nixon by claiming that the incompetence of the 
Republican administration, in which he was vice-president, 
had resulted in the "loss" of Cuba to the communists. It 
was reminiscent of the Republican attack on Truman for 
"losing" China in which Kennedy had joined. In defence of 
JFK, it could be argued that by emphasising Cuba he was 
simply responding to the genuine concerns the American 
people had about Castro. But the strategic timing as well as 
the vehemence of Kennedy's speeches on Cuba indicated 
that his main motivation was to make as much political capital 
as possible. On 6 October 1960, the evening before the sec­
ond televised debate, he assailed the Eisenhower-Nixon ad­
ministration for failing to prevent the communisation of Cuba. 
This was "the most glaring failure of American foreign policy," 
one which jeopardised "the security of the whole Western 
Hemisphere." Not surprisingly, the first question which Nixon 
had to fend off during the second debate was about Cuba. 
The correspondent who posed the question, Paul Niven of 
CBS, referred specifically to Kennedy's speech of the previ­
ous day.21 

Even more biting was the attack made by JFK in a 
20 October statement, the evening before the important final 
debate in New York. Not only did he claim the economic 
sanctions just imposed on Cuba by the Eisenhower adminis­
tration would be completely ineffective, he also accused the 
vice-president, who had visited Cuba in 1955, of gross neg­
ligence. With reasoning that was transparently facile, he as­
serted that "Nixon saw nothing wrong in [his 1955 trip to] 
Cuba - he made no recommendations for action - he did 
not warn America that danger was growing - and, as a re-
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suit the Communists took over Cuba with virtually no oppo­
sition from the United States." The Democratic candidate, 
in addition, said Castro was already attempting to foment 
communist uprisings in Latin America, and expressed his 
determination, if elected president, to deal vigorously with 
such insurrections. He then made a serious of proposals, 
the most provocative of which was his promise "to strengthen 
the non-Batista democratic anti-Castro forces in exile, and 
in Cuba itself, who offer eventual hope of overthrowing 
Castro."22 

Once again, the opening question in the final debate held 
the following evening centred on Cuba. This time Nixon 
felt compelled to describe Kennedy's proposals for support­
ing the non-Batista, anti-Castro elements as "probably the 
most dangerously irresponsible recommendations that he has 
made during the course of this campaign." His opponent's 
suggestions implied American involvement in Cuba's inter­
nal affairs, and this would not only damage the image of 
the United States throughout Latin America, but might also 
lead to a superpower war.23 

The main reason for Nixon's anger at Kennedy's 20 October 
proposal was not so much the recommendation itself for 
action against Cuba, but more his belief that it represented 
a breach of confidence. On 23 July and 19 September 1960, 
Director of the Central Intelligence Agency Allen W. Dulles 
had, at President Dwight D. Eisenhower's behest, briefed 
the Democratic candidate about various national security 
issues, including Cuba. When Kennedy called for the use of 
Cuban emigres to oust Castro, Nixon suspected that Dulles 
had tipped him off about the administration's secret plans 
for precisely that sort of action. The vice-president asked 
Fred Seaton, secretary of the interior, to call the White House 
to find out whether JFK had been told about this. As Seaton 
later explained, "The check was made and a reply was made 
that he (Mr. Kennedy) had been."24 

Nixon was furious. He believed that Kennedy was "endan­
gering the security of the whole operation by his public state­
ment." Nixon also recognised the irony of the situation. 
Behind the scenes he himself had been urging administra­
tion officials to implement the same policy now publicly 
prescribed by his opponent. Nixon, however, could not make 
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either of those observations in his campaign because, as he 
later put it, this "would disclose a secret operation and com­
pletely destroy its effectiveness."25 

Nixon revealed this side of the presidential campaign in 
Six Crises, his 1962 memoir. In rebuttal, Press Secretary Pierre 
Salinger issued a statement declaring that JFK knew nothing 
of the covert plans concerning Cuba until a post-election 
briefing on 18 November 1960 in Palm Beach, Florida. To 
validate this account, the administration persuaded then 
former CIA Director Dulles to release a statement in the 
form of a memorandum to the current director, John A. 
McCone. Dulles explained that his briefings had dealt with 
Cuba, but "did not cover our own Government's plans or 
programmes of action - overt or covert."2*1 

Despite these official denials, Nixon's suspicions were prob­
ably well-founded. On 14 March 1962 Special Assistant for 
National Security Affairs McGeorge Bundy supplied Presi­
dent Kennedy with a memorandum on this subject. Of Nixon's 
allegation, he acknowledged that "there is uncertainty as to 
how far his exact assertion is wrong." He added that although 
Dulles' notes for the July briefing "do indicate that he was 
prepared to tell y6u that CIA was training Cuban exiles as 
guerrilla leaders and recruiting refugees for more such train­
ing," Dulles was certain he had not mentioned any plans 
for an invasion of Cuba. The distinction Bundy made here 
- between Kennedy being aware of the efforts to organise 
the emigres but ignorant of the fact that this was geared 
towards an invasion of Cuba - was nugatory. If the Demo­
cratic candidate knew the CIA was training Cuban exiles, 
the obvious question was: training them for what? Kennedy 
presumably asked Dulles that at the July briefing. Even if 
he did not, or if the CIA director evaded such a query, the 
answer to the question must have been clear to JFK anyway.27 

Robert Kennedy, who helped arrange the pre-election 
meetings between Dulles and his brother, later conceded 
that JFK had been told before the election about the plan 
which would later become the Bay of Pigs operation. Eisen­
hower, moreover, authorised Nixon in late March 1962 to 
say that he had instructed Dulles to brief Kennedy on inter­
national issues to the extent of Nixon's own knowledge. This, 
then, would have included the clandestine plans for Cuba.28 
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The suggestion has been made, however, that Kennedy 
neither saw nor approved the 20 October statement. Good­
win has written that JFK had told him to "get ready a real 
blast for Nixon." He then composed a statement on Cuba, 
including the proposal to help anti-Castro Cuban refugees 
oust Castro. By the time he had completed the message, 
Kennedy was asleep at the Hotel Carlyle in New York, and 
neither Goodwin nor the candidate's other aides wished to 
wake him. To make the morning papers, Goodwin has fur­
ther explained, the statement had to be issued immediately, 
and they decided to release it without JFK's approbation. 
"It was the only public statement by the candidate in the 
entire campaign," Goodwin claimed, "that he had not per­
sonally reviewed." The fact is, though, that JFK's provoca­
tive 20 October statement on Cuba was not released the 
next morning, but several hours later during the evening. 
Hence, Kennedy must have reviewed and approved the state­
ment during the day.29 

When the Massachusetts senator narrowly defeated Nixon 
in the November election, he had, as one historian put it, 
"been elected on an anti-Castro platform." Kennedy adviser 
Harris Wofford, for one, has argued that he "probably did 
win votes by seeming to be harder on Castro than Nixon." 
Nevertheless, his pledges on Cuba came with a price: the 
need to uphold his promise for action against Castro to 
maintain his Credibility. His politically motivated stance on 
Cuba had, in this way, circumscribed his future presidential 
policies. During the election campaign Dean Acheson be­
came disturbed by Kennedy's blatant use of the Cuban issue. 
He advised the Democratic candidate to "stop talking about 
Cuba" because he "was likely to get himself hooked into 
positions which would be difficult afterwards." In retrospect, 
that advice was prescient.30 

As president, the "lessons" of the 1930s would continue 
to suffuse Kennedy's whole approach to international rela­
tions. Transplanting his sense of the pre-World War II years 
into the contemporary era, he believed the early 1960s would 
be years of crisis in which Soviet pressure and the inad­
equate extent of American military preparedness would 
necessitate on the part of his administration a specific com­
mitment to increased defence spending and a general de-
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termination to be more resolute in dealing with the Soviets 
and Cubans. 

Many other aspects of Kennedy's thinking and personality 
would influence his foreign policy, including his handling 
of Castro. Of particular consequence was the importance 
he attached to the domestic political ramifications of his 
diplomacy. Domestic politics has obviously been a matter of 
concern to all presidents. For Kennedy, though, it was more 
of an obsession. As Alexis Johnson perceived, he was "al­
ways a politician in a very big sense of the term, with a 
very, very keen sense of political realities in this country." 
George McGovern, director of Kennedy's Food for Peace 
programme, recalled that after winning the 1960 election, 
he "never forgot for one minute that he was going to have 
to face the voters again."31 

Linked to this was JFK's fascination with image, specifi­
cally the cultivation of his own for political advantage. He 
had long been aware, for instance, of the media's import­
ance. As early as 1956 he had told Smathers that he was 
determined to woo journalists. When president, he read the 
Washington Post, New York Times, Herald Tribune, and the 
Christian Science Monitor hy 10:00 a.m. Foreign policy adviser 
Walt W. Rostow came to the conclusion that Kennedy was 
"too much concerned with what Scotty Reston said, or Joe 
Alsop or Philip Graham. . . . I think the little world of pun­
dits he had to win over - he took too seriously." Neverthe­
less, his concern was contagious. Military adviser Maxwell 
D. Taylor, Smathers, and others began to read as many 
newspapers as possible before meeting with the president 
on a morning. They knew he would want their reactions to 
various articles.32 

Kennedy's fixation with image was evident in other ways. 
To convey a sense of vigour and vitality, he studiously avoided 
being photographed playing golf (to distinguish himself from 
Eisenhower) or using crutches (which he often had to for 
his bad back). His impressive televised press conferences, 
in which, as David Halberstam put it, he was able to project 
himself "not just as leader, but as star," were the product of 
meticulous preparation. According to Secretary of State Dean 
Rusk, Kennedy often spent up to three hours prior to those 
sessions fielding questions from half a dozen advisers. As a 
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safeguard against the unexpected, Pierre Salinger would speak 
to the press corps beforehand, find out the issues on their 
minds, and then convey this information back to the presi­
dent. That way, Kennedy hardly ever received a question to 
which he had not prepared an answer in advance.33 

All this reflected the depth of his concern with the cos­
metic side of the presidency. As for foreign policy, it meant 
he would tend instinctively to view decisions in that realm 
from the perspective of his domestic political credibility. This 
did not go unnoticed by contemporaries. In a letter written 
at a time when President Kennedy was soliciting his advice 
on Berlin, Acheson told Harry Truman that, "There is . . . a 
preoccupation here with our "image". This is a terrible weak­
ness. It makes one look at oneself instead of at the prob­
lem. How will I look fielding this hot line drive to short 
stop? This is a good way to miss the ball altogether. I am 
amazed looking back on how free you were from this?"34 

Another factor to exert a heavy influence over New Fron­
tier diplomacy was Kennedy's inveterate distrust of liberals. 
The popular depiction of JFK after his death and martyr­
dom as another liberal-hero president in the tradition of 
Franklin Roosevelt has become a potent image. But the his­
torical reality belies that idea. The defining individual and 
political phenomenon for liberals in the 1930s were Franklin 
Roosevelt and the New DeaL Kennedy was committed to 
neither. At Harvard, which had been energised in those years 
by debate over Roosevelt's reforms, he did not join the Lib­
eral Union or the Young Democrats. Charles Spalding, a 
Kennedy friend, recalled that, "There just wasn't anything 
about President Roosevelt that stirred . . . Kennedy emotion­
ally." After World War II the young congressman from Mas­
sachusetts often attacked FDR's reputation by questioning 
his competence in foreign policy.35 

During the early 1950s, Kennedy did not take a stand against 
McCarthyism, which for many liberals was the key issue of 
the day. On the contrary, he, like his father, was friendly 
with Joe McCarthy. The two men had apparently met in the 
Solomons during World War II, both entered Congress in 
1946, often socialised together thereafter, and, for a time, 
McCarthy even dated Kennedy's sister, Patricia. When the 
Wisconsin senator launched his attack in February 1950 on 
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the "infiltration" of Communists into the United States gov­
ernment, Kennedy was hardly outraged. Not only did he 
refrain from criticism of McCarthy, he actually defended him. 
In a 10 November 1950 address, he was quoted as saying he 
"knew Joe pretty well" and that "he may have something." 
At a February 1952 Harvard dinner, to take another example, 
he responded angrily to criticism of McCarthy by describ­
ing him as "a great American patriot." The episode was hushed 
up. When the Senate finally voted in December 1954 to 
censure McCarthy, Kennedy, who was ill in the hospital but 
still fit enough to have registered his opinion, was the only 
Democrat to neither vote nor "pair" against him.3() 

In fairness, it would have been difficult for JFK to oppose 
McCarthy openly in a state like Massachusetts where many 
Catholics (and the influential Boston Post) ardently supported 
the provocative Wisconsinite. However, his lack of concern 
with the obscene excesses of McCarthyism was due not only 
to those political realities and his friendship with the Wis­
consin senator; it was also because he found McCarthy's ideas 
palatable. Like McCarthy, he too thought the Truman ad­
ministration had been suspiciously "soft" on communism.37 

As a congressman from an industrial, urbanised state in 
the north, JFK often felt obliged to vote for such staples of 
the liberal agenda as public housing. But he also voted to 
reduce funds for the old New Deal Tennessee Valley Authority 
project. Many Republicans viewed the decision on whether 
to cut the TVA as a conservative litmus test. Kennedy passed 
with flying colours. He also spoke disparagingly of Social 
Security in 1953. And when queried about his liberal 
credentials, he was candid: "I'm not a liberal at all. I never 
joined the Americans for Democratic Action or the American 
Veterans Committee. I'm not comfortable with those people." 
Strikingly, Kennedy's heroes were ardent conservatives -
Winston Churchill and Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio -
not Woodrow Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, and certainly not 
Adlai Stevenson.38 

His distate for liberals was grounded in various factors. 
Most significant was his perception of them as excessively 
moralising. This was not congruent with his own more 
pragmatic, hard-headed approach to politics. The influence 
of his father, an ambivalent supporter of Roosevelt and the 
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New Deal, was important. Also relevant was the fact that his 
generally hawkish foreign policy views made him suspicious 
of those liberals who were less viscerally anti-communist. Adlai 
Stevenson's experience in losing twice and by large margins 
to Eisenhower sustained Kennedy's aversion towards liberals. 
To Kennedy, the lesson taught by Stevenson's defeats was 
clear: liberals lose. Rather like Bill Clinton, he thought the 
Democratic Party had to move to the centre to become 
electable. As Rostow once explained, JFK believed that "the 
balance of feeling in the electorate lay with a "moderate, 
decent, conservative margin," which a Democratic candidate 
had to reach. It was, therefore, impossible to build a victorious 
base on the left wing of the Democratic Party."39 

It was thus no surprise that when president-elect Kennedy 
came to staffing his administration, he did not appoint lib­
erals to key positions. In fact, not only were his main advisers 
not especially liberal, they often were not even Democrats. 
McGeorge Bundy was a Republican, as were Secretary of 
the Treasury C. Douglas Dillon, Allen Dulles, whom Kennedy 
kept on as CIA director, and John McCone, who was ap­
pointed to replace Dulles later in 1961. Secretary of Defense 
Robert S. McNamara claimed to have voted for Kennedy in 
1960, but during the 1950s was generally regarded as a 
Republican. Even Attorney General Robert Kennedy had voted 
for Eisenhower in 1956, not Stevenson. In fact, it is almost 
certainly true to say that most of JFK's important foreign 
policy advisers voted for Ike and not Adlai in the 1956 presi­
dential election. The New Frontiersmen, then, formed more 
a bipartisan than a New Deal-type administration.40 

Kennedy did appoint some leading liberals, but almost 
always to peripheral posts. Stevenson, the favourite of many 
pundits for secretary of state, only made ambassador to the 
United Nations. Mennen "Soapy" Williams was appointed 
assistant secretary for African Affairs. Harlan Cleveland, a 
leading supporter of Kennedy in New York State during the 
1960 campaign, became assistant secretary for international 
organizations. Old New Dealer Chester Bowles, as the new 
under secretary of state, did the best, but he did not last 
out the year. In November 1961 he was demoted to a far 
more obscure position. 

For Kennedy, then, the liberals were always an attractive 
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garnish but never part of his substantive diet. Names like 
Stevenson and Bowles added a certain prestige to his ad­
ministration and their appointments appeased the liberal 
section of the Democratic Party. But as far as the actual 
ideas of these liberals, his attitude towards them ranged from 
ambivalence to distaste. When the new president came to 
construct policy towards Cuba, he would either pay little 
attention to their advice or else would fail to consult them 
at all. These Democrats, who emphasised negotiation and 
the sparing rather than sweeping use of military force to a 
greater degree than Kennedy himself, would in general be 
relegated to a secondary status in the New Frontier. 

Another factor shaping JFK's foreign policy was his own 
character. Care must be taken, of course, to avoid making 
facile connections between personality and public policy. For 
instance, Kennedy's personal life was obviously conducted 
according to a macho code of conduct, as evinced by his 
sexual excesses, his disdain for those he thought effeminate 
(like Stevenson), and his respect for those he thought virile 
(like German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer). But did a macho 
personality mean an aggressive foreign policy? Such a link 
is hard to establish. If Kennedy's machismo was the decisive 
driving force behind his approach to international affairs, 
he would presumably have dispatched American troops to 
Cuba either during or just after the Bay of Pigs invasion 
(several advisers would have supported him in this). Simi­
larly, he would have agreed with the "hawks" during the 
missile crisis and have executed an air strike on Cuba. 
Kennedy may still have had "macho" impulses that could 
be satisfied in the foreign policy realm, but there were clearly 
other drives or considerations more paramount. It could 
also be argued that Kennedy's competitiveness influenced 
his diplomacy. This may have come into play in the after­
math of the Bay of Pigs, when the president sought through 
various means to exact revenge upon Castro for the humili­
ation he had inflicted in routing the CIA-organised Cuban 
exile army. But again it is difficult to establish a clear nexus 
between his competitiveness and his foreign policy.41 

The personality trait which may have had a more signifi­
cant influence upon Kennedy's policies was his tendency to 
differentiate sharply the public and private spheres of his 
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life. Some, like Smathers and journalist Benjamin C. Bradlee, 
were familiar with the juicier aspects of Kennedy's lifestyle. 
They knew him as the man who liked to travel to pre-Castro 
Havana for the nightclubs, who would go to the French Riviera 
to enjoy adulterous liaisons while his wife was eight months 
pregnant, and who liked to watch X-rated movies. Others, 
such as Rusk, had absolutely no inkling of that side of 
Kennedy. To some people, JFK displayed his professional 
deportment; to others he revealed his private disposition.42 

In his conceptualisation of foreign policy, Kennedy, as with 
his own life, tended to think in terms of a public-private 
dichotomy to a greater extent than most policy-makers. Tied 
to this was his ambivalence towards democracy. On the one 
hand, he was very comfortable with the American people, 
supremely confident of his own ability to charm them. Yet 
he also harboured deep suspicions towards the public do­
main. This attitude was apparent as far back as Why England 
Slept. Here the young Kennedy argued that because of pub­
lic opinion, particularly certain pressure groups, it was harder 
for a democratic leader to ensure an adequate level of de­
fence expenditure than it was for a dictator. Implicit in this 
was the notion that at times an American president had to 
take steps outside the public domain to accomplish foreign 
policy objectives.43 

This idea developed in the late 1950s and during his White 
House years into a fascination with the clandestine aspects 
of foreign policy, especially counterinsurgency. In his spare 
time, Kennedy liked to read the works of Ernesto Che Guevara 
and Mao Zedong in order to understand better the tactical 
approaches and mind-set of revolutionaries, and he also 
enjoyed the James Bond stories of Ian Fleming. As presi­
dent, he continued to exhibit a keen interest in the covert 
component of foreign policy - and those who implemented 
it. On one occasion he praised the CIA's Major General 
Edward G. Lansdale for being America's James Bond. When 
Lansdale said the epithet was inappropriate because another 
CIA figure was the authentic 007, Kennedy asked to meet 
the man. As Harris Wofford relates the story, "a pistol-carry­
ing, martini-drinking adventurer was found and sent over 
to the White House." The official was William K. Harvey, 
who during the 1950s had made his name in intelligence 
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by organising the construction of a 600-yard tunnel under 
East Berlin.44 

President Kennedy, as journalist Stewart J.O. Alsop has 
written, also "loved to pore over intelligence reports, ab­
sorbing even the smallest details." Every morning he would 
devote a half-hour to reading through a daily report enti­
tled "INTELLIGENCE CHECK LIST - FOR THE PRESIDENT 
- TOP SECRET." So that he could receive this information 
first thing in the morning, the CIA staff had to start work at 
Langley at 3:00 a.m. or even earlier. Kennedy, therefore, 
clearly brought with him to the presidency the conviction 
that an effective foreign policy, in addition to its public 
execution, should be pursued surreptitiously as well. This, 
of course, was something which Eisenhower had plainly ac­
cepted. His use of the CIA to overthrow the governments 
of Iran in 1953 and Guatemala in 1954 was testimony to 
this. But for JFK the commitment to covert action was even 
more pronounced.45 

Kennedy's presidential policy towards Cuba was also affected 
by his own temperament and intellectual qualities. Perhaps 
his greatest attribute was his ability to grow. During the 1950s, 
for example, he had become increasingly diligent and ma­
ture. His grasp of domestic issues had become surer, his 
perception of the international scene more subtle. Through­
out his presidency, he would exhibit the same capacity to 
learn and constantly to improve. 

Less impressive, though, was Kennedy's tendency to be 
easily bored. The advisers to which he paid the most atten­
tion were those who were terse and humorous. Conversely, 
he disliked those aides who tended to speak in depth and 
were of a more serious, philosophical disposition. Rusk re­
called that JFK was "an impatient fellow who didn't waste 
time. I learned to speak precisely to the point at hand, then 
shut up and go back to my office." In describing the young 
president's mind-set, Wofford writes that: 

Man-eating sharks, brutal analysis, and covert action were 
not boring. Lectures about morality, legality, arid prin­
ciples were. The secret use of power (to overthrow Castro 
or Diem) was not boring. The public support of Nehru 
or Nyerere was. Foreign aid and even perhaps the Peace 
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Corps were boring. The CIA was not. Chester Bowles was 
often boring. Richard Bissell never was.4b 

There was indeed a certain superficiality to Kennedy. Sug­
gestive of this perhaps was the chasm between the popular 
view of JFK as an intellectual and the reality. His own pen­
chant was in fact for Ian Fleming and show tunes rather 
than Jean-Paul Sartre or Chopin. On one occasion Rusk asked 
to meet with the president in the Oval Office. Kennedy, who 
had just attended an arts function, expressed his gratitude 
to Rusk: "Thanks for calling me. I was up to here (drawing 
his hand across his throat) in art."47 

Kennedy's superficiality affected his formulation of policy, 
limiting his ability to plumb the depths of an issue. As Alexis 
Johnson perceived, the president tended to make decisions 
"in the light of the immediate circumstances at the time 
without trying to look too far ahead." "He was not a man to 
whom you could present a plan," Johnson further noted, 
"extending six, eight, ten months down the road and ex­
pect anything in the way of a reaction from him." Despite 
the increasing maturity and thoughtfulness that Kennedy 
had displayed throughout his career, his impatience and 
myopia made it doubtful whether one of the promises im­
plicit in the New Frontier, that there would be a rigorous 
reassessment of the premises behind and the goals of Ameri­
can foreign policy, would be made good.48 

Indeed, during the last weeks of 1960 and the first days 
of 1961, as the Eisenhower administration drew to a close 
and the Kennedy presidency approached, one question ac­
quired salience: How would the New Frontier in fact differ 
from what had preceded it? Two leaders - one in Havana, 
the other in Moscow - were particularly anxious to see how 
Kennedy would answer that question. 



2 Kennedy's Cuban 
Policies: Misconceptions 
and Missed Opportunities 

The day before President-elect Kennedy assumed the duties 
of his new office, he met with the outgoing chief executive 
for a briefing on foreign policy issues. If Kennedy's deter­
mination to take action against Cuba had been fashioned 
in the midst of the presidential campaign against Nixon, 
his resolve was doubtless fortified by his conversation with 
Eisenhower on that morning of 19 January 1961. Eisenhower, 
who a month before had referred sardonically to JFK as a 
"young whippersnapper," now advised his successor to support 
guerrilla activities against Castro "as we cannot let the present 
government there go on." Secretary of the Treasury Robert 
B. Anderson, also present at the meeting, agreed, arguing 
that "in the final analysis the United States may have to run 
Castro out of Cuba and wait until the foreign ministers of 
Latin America countries publicly complain about our action."1 

On the following day, 20 January 1961, Senator Kennedy 
became President Kennedy. In his inaugural address, de­
livered on that bitterly cold afternoon, the new chief execu­
tive embroidered the theme of change which he had initially 
developed in his July 1960 "New Frontier" acceptance speech 
at the Democratic Convention. "The torch," he declared, 
"has been passed to a new generation of Americans." He 
spoke of the horrific dangers of nuclear weaponry, and 
the consequent need for the United States and Soviet 
Union "to begin anew." Holding out the prospect for im­
proved superpower relations, he stated that although America 
must "never negotiate out of fear," it should "never fear to 
negotiate."2 

Despite these expressions of optimism for a more harmo­
nious future, Kennedy also framed the international scene 
in terms reminiscent of the 1930s. The coming years, he 
suggested, would be ones of crisis. "Only a few generations 
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have been granted the role of defending freedom in its hour 
of maximum danger. I do not shrink from this responsibil­
ity - I welcome it." Part of the answer to this upcoming 
challenge was provided by the new president: "Only when 
our arms are sufficient beyond doubt can we be certain beyond 
doubt that they will never be employed." The words might 
have been culled straight from Why England Slept? 

The extent to which Kennedy was committed to the pur­
suit of new avenues of co-operation with both Moscow and 
Havana was soon put to the test. Khrushchev and Castro 
were, for reasons of self-interest, hopeful that a Kennedy 
presidency would facilitate improved relations with the United 
States. At this point in time Khrushchev was under pressure 
from his own military to reverse defence cuts he had initi­
ated a year earlier. A less acrimonious relationship with the 
United States would seem to justify his reductions in de­
fence, whereas a heightening of superpower tensions would 
appear to necessitate the new increases in defence spend­
ing advocated by his military. After the presidential elec­
tion, Khrushchev wrote to veteran diplomat Averell Harri-
man to say that he was pleased by the Democratic victory. 
"There was some indication," recalled Harriman, "that he 
(Khrushchev) felt this (the election of Kennedy) would mean 
that we could find methods of resolving some of our differ­
ences." In early 1961, a British official wrote privately of 
"Mr. Khrushchev's attempts to woo President[-elect] Kennedy." 
So when the Soviet premier (along with Leonid I. Brezhnev) 
wrote to congratulate Kennedy on his inauguration and to 
express the hope for "a fundamental improvement in rela­
tions between our countries," he was probably not being 
merely perfunctory.4 

Castro was also interested in ameliorating relations with 
the United States. During the last days of the Eisenhower 
administration, he had lived with the prospect of an immi­
nent, American-organised invasion of his country. With reliable 
sources in the Cuban exile community in Florida, Castro 
was well aware of the CIA's plans for what would later be­
come the Bay of Pigs operation. In late November 1960 he 
partially mobilised his 200 000 strong rural militia in case 
such an attack took place. On 2 January 1961 he ordered 
the ejection from Cuba of most of the officials working at 
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the American embassy in Havana on the grounds that they 
were spies. Eisenhower responded by immediately 
severing diplomatic ties with Cuba. The mobilisation of the 
militia, however, created economic strains. Castro adviser 
Che Guevara felt Cuba would be unable to furnish the Soviet 
Union with the quantity of sugar that had been arranged 
without using some of the mobilised militia to help with 
the harvest. Accordingly, Castro demobilised his militia on 
the occasion of Kennedy's inauguration. He also frankly stated 
his hope that the new administration would abandon the 
plans for invading Cuba that it had inherited. A 25 January 
speech by Secretary General of the Cuban Communist Party 
Bias Roca, an interview given six days later by President 
Dorticos to Patrick O'Donovan of The Observer, and an 8 Feb­
ruary conversation between Che Guevara and a Canadian 
journalist further indicated the willingness of officials in 
Havana to enter into negotiations with Washington. For 
reasons of security and economic well-being, therefore, 
Castro and other Cuban leaders were eager at the start of 
the Kennedy presidency to foster better relations with the 
United States. 

Khrushchev and Castro were not the only ones with these 
thoughts in mind. Harriman, for example, wanted to ex­
plore the depth of Khrushchev's interest in a rapproche­
ment with the United States. In the early days of the new 
administration, Kennedy held a meeting with the pantheon 
of America's Soviet experts - Charles E. Bohlen, George F. 
Kennan, Llewellyn E. Thompson, and Harriman himself. 
During their discussion, Harriman argued that "some pre­
liminary talks" between the Soviets and Americans would 
be helpful before Kennedy met with Khrushchev at a summit.0 

Adlai Stevenson had a similar idea in mind. In a 13 January 
telephone conversation with the president-elect, he proposed 
a plan he had previously suggested to Dean Rusk and Chester 
Bowles. He told Kennedy that "the most important first thing 
that this administration has to do . . . is to discover what is 
in K[hrushchev]'s mind." Stevenson thus thought it would 
be salutary to organise "direct talks in Moscow." He argued 
that the United States needed to come to an adequate under­
standing of Khrushchev's difficulties, including the pressure 
he was under from, "Extremists in the Presidium and China." 
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Stevenson volunteered to go to Moscow himself, but sug­
gested that Kennedy send Harriman if he was uncomfort­
able with that arrangement. Without committing himself, 
Kennedy replied, "Good. We will have a chance to talk be­
fore we come to a final judgment on this."7 

The overtures from Khrushchev and Castro - and the 
recommendations from his own advisers - were certainly food 
for thought for a new president rhetorically committed to 
change. At least they should have been. Under Kennedy's 
stewardship, these opportunities were left unexplored. Diplo­
matic manoeuvres designed to harmonise relations with 
Moscow and Havana were not what Kennedy had in mind 
at all. Instead, the new chief executive set a quite different 
tone for his presidency in the 30 January 1961 State of the 
Union address. In that speech he once again expressed his 
belief that the early 1960s would constitute a period of acute 
crisis similar to the late 1930s. He spoke ominously of "the 
harsh enormity of the trials through which we must pass in 
the next four years." "In each of the principal areas of cri­
sis," he warned members of Congress, "the tide of events 
has been running out and time has not been our friend."8 

"In Latin America," he argued, "Communist agents seek­
ing to exploit that region's peaceful revolution of hope have 
established a base on Cuba." To meet this and other chal­
lenges, the new president proposed inter alia a strengthen­
ing of America's military power. He talked about the need 
to increase air-lift capacity so that conventional forces might 
be deployed swiftly, to expedite the Polaris submarine pro­
gramme, and, in general, "to accelerate our entire missile 
programme." Over the course of the next year, Kennedy 
made good on his promise to bolster defence expenditure. 
As Khrushchev was trying at this point to forge ahead with 
defence cuts, JFK was by contrast increasing military spend­
ing by large amounts. To some extent, the new president's 
decision to initiate such increases represented a rebuff of 
Khrushchev's overtures for improved superpower relations. 
At least the Soviet leader probably took it that way.9 

As for the idea of a Cuban-American rapprochement, 
Kennedy had no interest in it. In fact, he was at that time 
mulling over plans designed to overthrow Castro. Allen Dulles 
and the CIA's Deputy Director for Plans Richard M. Bissell 
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had fully briefed the president-elect in Palm Beach, Florida, 
on 18 November 1960 of the plans to topple the Cuban 
leader; and Kennedy had indicated his general agreement 
with the scheme at that meeting.10 

By the time JFK entered the White House, the plan was 
for a single amphibious invasion at Trinidad on the south­
ern coast of Cuba, to be carried out by an American-backed 
Cuban exile army, trained in Guatemala. The proposed 
operation was first discussed at a National Security Council 
(NSC) meeting before President Kennedy on 28 January 1961. 
Dulles opened the discussion by depicting Cuba as "a Com­
munist-controlled state" that was constantly enlarging its 
military strength in the face of mounting internal opposi-

v tion to Castro. Without committing himself, Kennedy in­
structed the Defense Department to "review proposals for 
the active deployment of anti-Castro Cuban forces on Cuban 
territory."11 

During the first weeks of his administration, Kennedy did 
not categorically endorse the plan to invade Cuba. His 6 Feb­
ruary memorandum to McGeorge Bundy indicated that the 
matter was not then settled in his mind. "Have we deter­
mined," he asked, "what we are going to do about Cuba?" 
The position he came to adopt was that he would authorise 
a plan to transport Cuban exile forces to their homeland, 
provided the hand of American involvement could be con­
cealed. At an 8 February meeting Kennedy asked his ad­
visers to consider "alternatives to a full-fledged "invasion," 
supported by U.S. planes, ships and supplies." "Could not 
such a force [of Cuban exiles]," he queried, "be landed 
gradually and quietly and make its first major military ef­
forts from the mountains - then taking shape as a Cuban 
force within Cuba, not as an invasion force sent by the Yan­
kees?" Again at a White House meeting nine days later he 
argued for the infiltration of exile forces into Cuba rather 
than an overt invasion. By early March, though, he had 
decided to execute at least some version of the CIA plan. 
On 11 March Bundy reported in National Security Action 
Memorandum No. 31 that the president "expects to author­
ize U.S. support for an appropriate number of patriotic 
Cubans to return to their homeland."12 

In line with Kennedy's obvious preference for as clandestine 
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an operation as possible, and at his insistence in an 11 March 
NSC meeting, the CIA reluctantly agreed to discard its plan 
to land forces at Trinidad. JFK wished for a less conspicu­
ous, less populated location. Accordingly, the CIA modified 
its thinking. Within a few days, it had selected the Zapata 
Peninsula, adjacent to the Bay of Pigs, about thirty-five miles 
from Trinidad. With its few roads and sparse population, 
the Bay of Pigs was thought less likely than Trinidad to pro­
duce powerful resistance from the local population. On 15 
March Bundy was able to assure Kennedy that CIA officials 
had "done a remarkable job of reframing the landing plan 
so as to make it unspectacular and quiet, and plausibly Cuban 
in its essentials." The Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) gave their 
tepid approval to the operation ori the same day. By mid-
March, then, the Bay of Pigs plan had emerged. 

In addition, the Kennedy administration was considering 
other approaches, some linked to the invasion plan, in their 
campaign to topple Castro. One was the possible use of the 
Organization of American States (OAS) to ostracise Cuba 
from other countries in the Western Hemisphere. The State 
Department was concerned about the impact of a United 
States-organised invasion of Cuba on Latin American opinion, 
and so recommended that the operation be preceded by 
consultation with and approval from the OAS. Only eight 
days into his presidency, Kennedy instructed the State De­
partment to "prepare a concrete proposal for action with 
other Latin American countries to isolate the Castro regime 
and to bring against it the judgment of the Organization of 
American States." On 11 March he ordered State to con­
sider ways of prompting the OAS to demand free elections 
in Cuba. Ultimately, the administration was able to use the 
OAS against Cuba. But this would not occur until after the 
Bay of Pigs. 

Another instrument in the campaign against Castro was 
the Alliance for Progress. Regardless of whether the Cuban 
Revolution had taken place, Kennedy would have probably 
created this programme. But the issue of Castroism injected 
a greater urgency into the president's developmental plan 
for Latin America, which he unveiled on 13 March 1961. 
An American aid programme, it was hoped, would make 
Latin American governments more favourably disposed 
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towards Washington in the long-term, and less attracted to 
Havana or Moscow. Reducing poverty throughout Central 
and South America, moreover, would mean those societies 
were less likely to experience leftist revolutions. In the short-
term, the Alliance for Progress would help cushion the hostile 
reaction to the Bay of Pigs. As Richard Goodwin stated, "If 
that attack was to go forward . . ., it should take place in 
the generally benign and progressive context of a new 
American policy, lest it appear merely the latest in a long 
line of self-serving military interventions." When Castro 
claimed that there would have been no Alliance for Progress 
without the Cuban Revolution, he was, as the same presi­
dential adviser acknowledged, "only part right - less than 
he liked to think . . . [but] more than we were willing to 
admit."14 

Kennedy also considered in spring 1961 the establishment 
of a complete economic embargo against Cuba. Eisenhower 
had terminated all American exports there, apart from food 
and medicine. But when JFK entered the White House, the 
United States was still importing sixty to seventy million dollars 
worth of goods (primarily tobacco, molasses, fruits, and veg­
etables). Senator Smathers, always vocal on Cuban issues, 
encouraged the president to prohibit the importation of those 
products. Kennedy instructed the State Department on 15 Feb­
ruary to consider that option in National Security Action 
Memorandum No. 19. "Would it make things more difficult 
for Castro?" he asked. Rusk's answer came back nine days 
later in the affirmative. It would hurt Castro because the 
Cuban economy would be deprived of valuable dollar ex­
change. He advised Kennedy to invoke the Trading With 
the Enemy Act in order to end Cuban imports. On 9 March 
Rusk told the press that this issue was "under very urgent 
study indeed." A year later the Kennedy administration would 
establish such an embargo. For the time being it was put 
on hold.15 

Another anti-Castro weapon in the New Frontier arsenal 
was the whole range of covert activities falling under the 
rubric of counterinsurgency. What in particular prompted 
Kennedy's interest in this approach was a speech delivered 
by Khrushchev on 6 January 1961, in which the Soviet leader 
reviewed the November 1960 Moscow meeting of world com-
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munist parties. In this address Khrushchev, in addition to 
extolling the virtues of peaceful coexistence with the West, 
provided a typology of wars. There were, the Soviet prem­
ier explained, three main sorts: world wars, local wars, and 
wars of national-liberation. The latter "began as uprisings 
of colonial peoples against their oppressors, developing into 
guerrilla wars." As examples, he mentioned the conflicts in 
Algeria, Vietnam, and Cuba. In the case of Cuba, the rev­
olution "began as an uprising against a tyrannical internal 
regime, backed by American imperialism. Batista was a hench­
man of the U.S.A." Khrushchev pledged his active support 
for these sorts of movements, including, "Solidarity with 
revolutionary Cuba."16 

Kennedy was alarmed. Maxwell Taylor noticed that the 
president "took [the speech] very seriously." Four months 
later, in May 1961, Kennedy was still expressing his con­
cern about it to the distinguished journalist Walter Lippmann. 
Special Assistant to the President Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr, 
recalled that administration officials generally "overreacted" 
to Khrushchev's speech. To Kennedy and his team, it 
suggested that Moscow intended to make most of its inroads 
in the capitalist sphere by providing surreptitious support 
for ostensibly indigenous "guerrilla" movements. To coun­
teract Soviet backing for national-liberation wars, the ad­
ministration believed it had to respond in kind. Beginning 
on 17 February 1961, a group headed by Bissell began to 
review this issue. As Walt Rostow recalls, the animating ques­
tion behind the group's deliberations was, "How could we 
organize our military and civil assets - including covert as­
sets - to make guerrilla operations unattractive or to deal 
with them if they start?" Chester Bowles summed up the 
dominant attitude in the early days of the New Frontier: "It 
was assumed that by borrowing the guerrilla techniques of 
Mao Tse-Tung and Che Guevara, with some of our own 
cowboys-and-Indians tradition thrown in for good measure, 
we could beat our adversaries at their own game."17 

The response of Kennedy and his aides to Khrushchev's 
speech was a simplistic one. As Schlesinger has cogently 
argued, the speech was aimed at two different audiences. 
By emphasising peaceful coexistence, Khrushchev sought to 
reassure the West. By stressing Soviet determination to es-
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pouse wars of national-liberation, he attempted to placate 
the Chinese, who had become severely critical of Moscow's 
lack of vigour in promoting world revolution.18 

The general failure of Kennedy and his team to perceive 
the competing and not-so-subtle agendas behind the speech 
was due in large measure to their monolithic view of world 
communism. By the early months of 1961, for example, the 
extent to which relations between China and the Soviet Union 
had deteriorated was obvious. A 1 April 1961 CIA report, 
for example, remarked on how the tension between Mos­
cow and Beijing showed that "the monolithic unity of all 
Communist parties once enforced by Stalin's overpowering 
authority is giving way to a looser system in which unity can 
be maintained only by negotiation and compromise." Yet as 
Robert Kennedy later acknowledged, the issue of the Sino-
Soviet split did not receive much attention from the upper 
echelons of the new administration. "I don't know whether 
anybody really assessed it very well during that period of 
time," he recalled. "I never heard any great discussion 
about . . . what an effect this was going to have."19 

Consequently, the Kennedy administration still thought 
and talked in terms of monolithism. A 3 April 1961 State 
Department pamphlet on Cuba devoted a large portion of, 
its analysis to, "The Delivery of the [Cuban] Revolution to 
the Sino-Soviet Bloc." Kennedy himself, despite his call as 
senator for a nuanced view of world communism, now fell 
back on more traditional, less politically daring concepts. 
At a 12 April press conference, for instance, he groused that 
Castro had "associated himself most intimately with the Sino-
Soviet bloc." Nor were these references to Sino-Soviet unity 
for public consumption only. Internal Kennedy administration 
memoranda also talked in terms of communist monolithism. 
Of course, events in Yugoslavia in 1948 and Poland and 
Hungary in 1956 had already revealed fractures in the com­
munist world. But more than those developments, the ten­
sion generated by the Sino-Soviet rift should have made clear 
to policy-makers in Washington, including Kennedy, the need 
for a reassessment of the assumptions upon which Ameri­
can foreign policy had for so long been based.20 

This had implications for the president's approach towards 
Cuba. Making, as he did, the erroneous assumption that 



Kennedy's Cuban Policies 31 

world communism was still essentially a unified movement, 
he viewed Castro as Khrushchev's puppet and Cuba as a 
Soviet satellite. In terms of the Soviet-American balance of 
power, this was disconcerting to the Kennedy administra­
tion. But such a view of the Soviet-Cuban relationship never 
approximated the reality. The furnishing of Soviet economic 
and military assistance to Cuba no more made Castro a puppet 
of Khrushchev than the same types of American aid made 
Western European leaders Kennedy's marionettes. All Soviet 
initiatives dealing with Cuba (including the later missile 
deployment in 1962) occurred only with Castro's approval. 
The Soviet Union and Cuba were allies, therefore, in a way 
that was comparable to the relationship between the United 
States and the Western European nations. Kennedy and his 
aides thus exaggerated the threat posed by Cuba because 
they erroneously viewed it as the sixteenth Soviet republic. 
As a result, they tended to underestimate the degree of 
internal support still enjoyed by Castro during the early 1960s. 
To a large extent, this lay behind their palpably false 
conviction in the Bay of Pigs that at the first opportunity 
the Cuban people would rise to cast him out. 

Kennedy should have known better too because he had 
access to information which did indicate the depth of Castro's 
popularity. On 31 March 1961, for instance, Schlesinger wrote 
to the president about a recent conversation with Joseph 
Newman of the New York Herald Tribune in which the journalist 
had spoken of his recent trip to Cuba. Newman had been 
struck by the "impressive amount of intense enthusiasm for 
and faith in Castro," and had added that an invasion by 
Cuban exiles would not spark an uprising against Castro. 
The British were telling Washington the same thing. Re­
ports compiled by Her Majesty's Embassy in Havana had 
been passed on to the Kennedy administration since Janu­
ary 1961, and their gist was that an invasion of Cuban emigres 
"was not repeat not likely to be accompanied by an upris­
ing in Cuba on a sufficiently large scale to affect the issue."21 

Not only did Kennedy and his advisers conceptualise Cuba 
in terms of a monolithic view of communism, they also placed 
that country in the context of the domino theory. Time and 
again, they argued that the continuation of the Castro govern­
ment would lead to a series of leftist revolutions through-
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out Latin America. "We are," the president declared on 8 Feb­
ruary 1961, "giving the matter of Cuba and its export of its 
revolution throughout Latin America a matter of high pri­
ority." On occasion it was argued that Latin American domi­
noes would fall because of Cuban meddling in the affairs of 
its neighbours. On others, the mechanism by which the Cuban 
Revolution would produce revolutions throughout the Western 
Hemisphere was not even defined - it would apparently 
happen through some sort of osmosis.22 

With this logic, the threat of Castroism assumed outrageous 
proportions. Failure to extinguish the Cuban Revolution would 
mean the communisation of huge chunks of Latin America. 
The shortcomings of this view were twofold. First, it may 
well have exaggerated the degree to which Cuba was tam­
pering in the affairs of other countries. Rusk has acknowl­
edged that although administration officials did worry about 
the extent to which Latin America was "under the influ­
ence of the Castro pressure," they "learned that Castroism 
was not as much of a force . . . [in that region] as we had 
supposed." Second, the domino theory, as in its application 
to Asia, was flawed because it failed to take into account 
that, fundamentally, the political fate of Latin American 
countries would be decided by indigenous processes. In part 
because they subscribed to monolithism and the domino 
theory, Kennedy and his aides endowed the Cuban issue 
with the sort of "life or death" significance that it did not 
intrinsically possess. In terms of the premises upon which it 
was based, New Frontier diplomacy seemed much the same 
as the Truman and Eisenhower foreign policies that pre­
ceded it.23 

These standard Cold War assumptions helped fuel a burn­
ing desire in Kennedy to oust Castro. Although he had de­
veloped various strategies in spring 1961, the Alliance for 
Progress, covert harassment, economic pressure, and OAS 
action, the president relied chiefly upon the Bay of Pigs for 
the accomplishment of that objective. Looked at today, the 
most enduring myth about the operation is that it received 
nearly unanimous support from American officials, with the 
implication being that Kennedy was not especially culpable 
for the failure because almost everybody around him had 
enthusiastically backed the plan. "We had virtual unanimity 
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at the time of the Bay of Pigs," claimed Robert Kennedy. 
McNamara agreed, explaining that, "Not a single advisor to 
the president, other than Senator Fulbright, recommended 
against the operation." In truth, a wide range of officials 
opposed the plan - and JFK knew it.24 

Most persuasive and forthright in his demurral was 
the chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 
J. William Fulbright. In a 29 March memorandum to the 
president and at the 4 April NSC meeting, he enumerated 
the shortcomings of the Bay of Pigs plan. The extent to 
which the United States had organised the operation was 
already clear to other countries; any Cuban government 
installed in the aftermath of Castro's overthrow would be 
perceived throughout Latin America as a United States puppet 
and so would lack legitimacy; American business would not 
have, even with Castro out of the picture, the privileged 
status it had enjoyed up to 1959; an invasion of Cuba would 
probably meet with "formidable resistance" from the local 
population; and the operation would violate certain dom­
estic legislation as well as treaties (such as the OAS charter) 
to which the United States was a party.25 

Fulbright was far from being the only dissenter. In mem­
oranda and in a personal conversation with the president, 
Schlesinger indicated his own reservations. That opposition 
ended abruptly when Robert Kennedy told Schlesinger that 
he was "performing a disservice to bring it [the issue of 
whether to proceed with the operation] back to the Presi­
dent," and that "he should remain quiet." Bowles assailed 
the plan in a 31 March memorandum to Rusk, who passed 
those criticisms on to the president. Rusk himself told 
Kennedy privately of his dissatisfaction with the operation, 
although he appeared at least tacitly to endorse it in meet­
ings. Vice-President Lyndon Baines Johnson, according to 
Rusk's recollection, regarded the invasion as "a harebrained 
scheme that could not succeed." Edward Lansdale told 
Defense Department official Paul H. Nitze and others that 
the plan was sure to fail as it was ineptly organised and 
based on the false assumption that the Cuban people would 
aid the invading emigres. Adlai Stevenson, to the degree 
that he was briefed about the Bay of Pigs, felt the plan to 
be misguided. Even Dean Acheson thought the idea was 
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ludicrous. When Kennedy privately broached the matter with 
the former secretary of state in March, Acheson responded 
contemptuously. "It was [not] necessary to call Price, 
Waterhouse," he told the president, "to discover that 1500 
Cubans weren't as good as 25 000 Cubans. It seemed to me 
that this was a disastrous idea." Others also opposed the 
plan, including the head of the US Information Agency 
Edward R. Murrow, Director of the State Department's Bu­
reau of Intelligence and Research Roger Hilsman, legal aide 
Leonard C. Meeker, Charles Bohlen, and Richard Goodwin.26 

One probable factor behind Kennedy's reluctance to heed 
these warnings was his disdain for liberals. For many of those 
who disapproved of the Bay of Pigs were those sorts of Demo­
crats who were indispensable to his administration's pro­
gressive image but whom he viewed as weak and ineffectual. 
Hence, Bowles, Goodwin, and Murrow were ignored; 
Schlesinger silenced; Stevenson only partially briefed about 
the operation; and the liberal Theodore C. Sorensen (a close 
adviser and speechwriter whom Kennedy liked) was not in­
formed about the plan presumably because his opposition 
was anticipated.27 

The idea then that there was inexorable administrative 
pressure compelling Kennedy to authorise the Bay of Pigs 
is a fallacy. These dissenters did not constitute a united whole. 
In most cases they were unaware of each others' opposi­
tion. They also approached the issue from different angles. 
Some, like Bowles, grounded their dissent in ethical consider­
ations, arguing that the notion of invasion was repugnant. 
Others like Acheson opposed the scheme simply because 
they did not think it would succeed, thereby implying they 
would have supported it if the operation had been logis-
tically feasible. None the less, there was still a potentially 
large constituency which would have backed Kennedy against 
the CIA had he wished to scrap the plan. It would seem, 
therefore, that despite his anxiety over the ease with which 
American involvement could be masked, Kennedy positively 
wished to carry out the operation. 

The reasoning behind Kennedy's decision to authorise the 
Bay of Pigs - or "Operation Castration" as one official called 
it - was undoubtedly multi-faceted. His twin assumptions that 
Cuba was a Soviet satellite and the likely source of future 
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Latin American revolutions certainly contributed to his sense 
that Castro had to be ousted. Eisenhower's status as a war 
hero, and, hence, the presumed wisdom of any military 
scheme with which he was associated, was also an important 
consideration - especially for a young president who had 
been in office only a few weeks. The legendary reputation 
of the Dulles-Bissell partnership was significant for the same 
reason. Kennedy seemed to assume that the team which had 
displaced unsatisfactory governments in Iran in 1953 and 
Guatemala a year later would once again deliver the goods 
in Cuba. The president was also convinced of the opera­
tion's viability by CIA assurances that even if the invading 
Cuban exiles were unable to overcome Castro's forces, they 
could still hide in the Zapata swamps, then re-emerge in 
the Escambray mountain range as an anti-Castro guerrilla 
unit. Another factor was the problem of what to do with 
the Cuban exile force being trained in Guatemala should 
the mission to overthrow Castro be abandoned. They were 
attracting inordinate publicity, and, furthermore, President 
Miguel Ydigoras Fuentes was demanding their removal from 
his country. In early March he told Kennedy that they had 
to leave by the end of April.28 

Another important consideration was the fact that in JFK's 
quest for the White House, he had promised to take action 
against Castro if elected. That pledge delimited his policies 
as president. To have refrained from the attempt to dis­
lodge Castro, especially when the CIA had a plan ready to 
go, would have been to renege on an electoral commitment. 
Kennedy wished to avoid that because a supine policy towards 
Cuba would have exposed him to Republican accusations 
of "softness" on communism. As one scholar has written, 
JFK, on learning of the Bay of Pigs operation in detail, "faced 
a plan that fit his campaign rhetoric . . . after his own at­
tacks on Republican passivity towards Castro, canceling the 
operation could hardly fail to create an uproar that the 
president's rhetoric was mere sham, and that in truth, 
Kennedy had made his peace with Castro when Eisenhower 
would have swept him away."29 

When the operation was finally executed in mid-April, it 
proved to be an unmitigated disaster. On 15 April, two days 
before the invasion, six B-26 bombers flew from Nicaragua 
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to attack Cuba's three main airfields under the pretext that 
the pilots had just defected from Castro's air force. The 
assault apparently destroyed over fifty per cent of Cuba's 
air force, but left intact several T-33 jet trainers which would 
prove to be highly effective later on. Kennedy released the 
Cuban exile fleet the following day. Worried that America's 
involvement was becoming clear (the cover story about 
defecting pilots was revealed almost immediately as a 
chimera, and Cuban Foreign Minister Raul Roa had already 
raised the issue in the United Nations), the president 
rescinded the second air strike on the main Cuban airfields, 
scheduled for the morning of the invasion. The invading 
force itself was soon severely depleted when coral reefs 
on the approaches to Cuba caused all but one of their small 
boats to break down. Meanwhile, Castro had mobilised 
his militia of approximately 200 000 men on 16 April. 
When the Cuban leader was awakened in the early hours of 
17 April with news of the attack, he not only sent forces to 
the beachhead, he also rounded up 100 000 Cubans believed 
to harbour anti-Castro sentiments. The CIA hope that the 
Cuban exile force would spark a popular uprising against 
Castro, always an unlikely scenario, was now completely 
quashed.30 

The portion of Castro's air force that had survived the 
initial assault attacked the invading force with success on 
the morning of 17 April. Kennedy wanted to shore up the 
landing force by authorising an air attack on Castro's in­
terior airfields, but haze on the morning of 18 April pre­
vented the raid from being carried out. When Castro was 
finally able to bring his field artillery to bear, the already 
bedraggled landing party disintegrated further. By the af­
ternoon of 19 April, the exile force began to surrender. 
The Bay of Pigs had failed.31 

Kennedy was crestfallen. His emotional response to the 
fiasco ranged from shock and anger to an uncharacteristic 
despair and self-pity. "Let me tell you something," he con­
fided in veteran Democrat Clark Clifford. "I have had two 
full days of hell - I haven't slept - this has been the most 
excruciating period of my life. I doubt my Presidency could 
survive another catastrophe like this." Perhaps the best ex­
planation for his anguish was offered by one of his advisers: 



Kennedy's Cuban Policies 37 

"This is the first time that Jack Kennedy ever lost anything." 
As the operation collapsed, the president was seen to be 
constantly shaking his head and rubbing his eyes. When aide 
Kenneth P. O'Donnell spoke with him in the early hours of 
19 April, the adviser noticed that he was "as close to cry­
ing" as he had ever seen. Shaken and exhausted, JFK took 
a lonely, soul-searching, forty-five minute walk by himself in 
the White House gardens at 4:00 a.m. on 19 April. Indica­
tive of the depths of his emotional anguish was an episode 
involving Arthur Schlesinger. One night during the opera­
tion, Schlesinger apparently peeked through either the 
keyhole of the president's bedroom or a crack in the door, 
and saw Kennedy sobbing in his wife's arms. JFK also turned 
to his father for support and advice, calling him every hour 
during the Bay of Pigs. But Joe Kennedy was not altogether 
sympathetic. "Oh hell," he told his son, "if that's the way 
you feel, give the job to Lyndon." To further distress Kennedy, 
Jackie became irritated by his reliance on his father during 
this time of crisis. The president's sense of anxiety was du­
plicated throughout his entire administration. As McNamara 
recalled, the experience was "shattering."32 

The Bay of Pigs also created the first of what would turn 
out to be a great many superpower crises in the Kennedy 
years. On 18 April the Soviet government issued a state­
ment roundly chastising the invasion attempt. That attack, 
the statement maintained, contravened Cuba's right to self-
determination, was unwarranted because Cuba represented 
no threat to United States security, and demonstrated Wash­
ington's desire to crush the current Cuban experiment so 
that it could not become a model for Latin American coun­
tries. It warned that further American military interference 
in Cuba might compel the Soviet Union to supply "necess­
ary aid" to Castro. On the same day Khrushchev dispatched 
a letter to Kennedy expressing his outrage at recent events. 
As with the government statement, he promised that Mos­
cow would provide "every assistance necessary to repulse the 
armed attack on Cuba." Perhaps hinting at possible Soviet 
retaliation in Berlin, he also wrote that "it is hardly possible 
to handle matters in such a way as to settle the situation 
and put out the fire in one area while kindling a new con­
flagration in another area."33 
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Kennedy fired back a reply to Khrushchev's message the 
same day. The Bay of Pigs, he suggested to the Soviet leader, 
was less an example of American incursion and more a case 
of Cubans fighting Cubans - of freedom-loving Cubans fighting 
an oppressive government. As a counter-warning to Khrushchev's 
caveat on Soviet determination to help Castro, he stated 
that although the United States had no desire to launch an 
attack on Cuba, it would, should there be "any military in­
tervention by outside force" in the affairs of that island.34 

Two days later, in an address before a meeting of the 
American Society of Newspaper Editors in Washington, 
Kennedy was even more stern. He once again indicated that 
his administration would take action if the Soviets intervened 
militarily in Cuba. "Our restraint is not inexhaustible," de­
clared the president. The lessons of the Bay of Pigs, he went 
on to say, included the need to avoid underestimating "the 
forces of communism," and the importance of preventing 
Cuba from spreading communism throughout Latin America. 
Even some of Kennedy's own advisers were shocked by the 
truculence of his speech. Goodwin entered the Oval Office 
a few hours after the address and expressed his reservations 
about the president's threats of intervention in Cuba. "I didn't 
want us to look like a paper tiger," Kennedy explained to 
Goodwin. "We should scare people a little, and I did it to 
make us appear still tough and powerful."35 

The mutual vilification between the superpower leaders 
in the wake of the Bay of Pigs demonstrated that Kennedy's 
opportunity to improve superpower relations, afforded by 
the Soviet leader's own desire for such a state of affairs in 
order to justify his defence cuts, had been missed. The Bay 
of Pigs had changed Soviet attitudes towards Kennedy. A 
senior member of the Presidium told a British official in 
private that "the Soviet Government had been wrong in 
expecting a different and more progressive policy from Presi­
dent Kennedy and they had now given up the hopes they 
had placed in him." Similarly, the 18 April government state­
ment from Moscow declared that, "Recent events show that 
the present government of the U.S.A., which has proclaimed 
itself the heir to F. Roosevelt's policy, actually is carrying 
on the reactionary imperialist Dulles-Eisenhower policy, con­
demned by the peoples."36 



Kennedy's Cuban Policies 39 

As the president considered his response to the Bay of 
Pigs calamity, he was subject to considerable pressure from 
his aides to take action, even to the point of launching an 
invasion of Cuba. One of the most zealous advocates of that 
approach was his own brother. At a 19 April meeting Robert 
Kennedy argued that "we would have to act or be judged 
paper tigers by Moscow. We just could not sit and take it." 
When at a subsequent meeting Bowles suggested that Castro 
was firmly entrenched as the leader of Cuba and that the 
United States would just have to accept this, the attorney 
general responded with unrestrained anger: "That's the most 
meaningless, worthless thing I've ever heard. You people 
are so anxious to protect your own asses that you're afraid 
to do anything. All you want to do is dump the whole thing 
on the president." In meetings held on 20, 22, and 24 April, 
there was much talk of exacting military revenge upon Castro. 
"The reactions around the table in the Cabinet Room," re­
called Bowles, "were emotional, almost savage." On the 
evening of 20 April the under secretary of state wrote down 
that, "Military-CIA-paramilitary-type answers" were dominant 
during the day's discussion, and "I found it alarming."37 

Advice solicited by Kennedy from outside his administra­
tion was often of the same type. Dwight Eisenhower, in a 
22 April meeting with Kennedy at Camp David, did con­
tend that "the American people would never approve di­
rect military intervention [against Cuba] . . . except under 
provocations against us so clear and so serious that every­
body would understand the need for the move." But Richard 
Nixon, in line with Kennedy's more pugnacious advisers, 
recommended forceful action during a 20 April White House 
meeting between the two former presidential rivals. At the 
start of their discussion Nixon listened to an obviously agi­
tated Kennedy. "I was assured," the president told Nixon, 
"by every son of a bitch I checked with - all the military 
experts and the CIA - that the plan would succeed." Nixon 
advised Kennedy "to get Castro and communism out of Cuba 
[immediately]." He suggested that the president, after finding 
some legal justification (such as the need to defend Ameri­
can citizens at the Guantanamo base on the eastern tip of 
the island), authorise military action against Cuba.38 

Nixon's arguments echoed those already made by Barry 
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M. Goldwater. Apparently on 15 April, the day the Bay of 
Pigs operation got off to such a conspicuously bad start, 
JFK asked to meet with the crusty Arizona senator who would 
be the Republican presidential candidate in 1964. Kennedy 
greeted Goldwater profanely: "So you want this fucking job, 
eh?" "You must be reading some of those conservative right 
wing newspapers," the senator replied. Kennedy no doubt 
called for this tete-a-tete to cultivate bipartisan understanding 
for an operation that was faltering. Goldwater, however, used 
the meeting to exhort the president to do "whatever is 
necessary to assure the invasion is a success." Specifically, 
he recommended the use of American air power to ensure 
that the Cuban emigres advanced from the beaches and 
engaged Castro's army.39 

Ultimately, Kennedy decided against the belligerent ad­
vice he received from both inside and outside his adminis­
tration. At a NSC meeting on 24 April he told his advisers 
that they would simply have to accept the humiliation in­
flicted by the Bay of Pigs. The main reason he refused to 
invade Cuba was his belief that Khrushchev would probably 
respond by moving on Berlin. In his 20 April meeting with 
Nixon, he explained that he could not attack Cuba because, 
"Both Walter Lippmann and Chip Bohlen have reported that 
Khrushchev is in a very cocky mood at this time. This means 
that there is a good chance that, if we move on Cuba, 
Khrushchev will move on Berlin. I just don't think we can 
take the risk, in the event their appraisal is correct." Robert 
Kennedy also confirmed in later years that one of the reasons 
why the decision was made against the use of American 
military force to help out the Bay of Pigs operation when it 
was failing was the fear that "the Russians would move on 
Berlin."40 

If he was not going to invade Cuba, then how would 
Kennedy respond to the Bay of Pigs fiasco? In shaping a 
response to that question, his liberal advisers urged restraint. 
Goodwin, in a memorandum written within two weeks of 
the failed operation, advised the president to expedite the 
Alliance for Progress. "This program," he stated, "with its 
emphasis on social and economic advance is the real hope 
of preventing a communist takeover." He also argued that 
indigenous groups, not Castro, were responsible for the left's 
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popularity in certain Latin American countries. The influ­
ence of those groups, Goodwin warned, would be enhanced 
by another American attempt to overthrow Castro.41 

Bowles, who had opposed the Bay of Pigs before its ex­
ecution, counselled similar temperance in its aftermath. In 
a 20 April memorandum, he urged Kennedy "to get the 
Cuban situation in perspective . . . [and] to minimize its im­
plications at home and abroad." If action needed to be taken 
against Cuba, it could be done through the OAS. But in 
general the United States should concentrate on building 
more constructive relations with the underdeveloped world. 
"Castro is a disaster," acknowledged Bowles, "but a greater 
disaster would be to ignore the forces which created him 
and now sustain him." 

Kennedy, however, was in no mood to follow Bowles'advice. 
The under secretary of state's opposition to the Bay of Pigs 
had been leaked to the press by Rusk, and the president 
regarded this as a public embarrassment. "We're going to 
get him!" barked Pierre Salinger to Harris Wofford in refer­
ence to Bowles. And they did. In November 1961 Kennedy 
demoted him to an insignificant post several rungs further 
down the State Department ladder. For being right on the 
Bay of Pigs, Bowles had to go.43 

The adviser who made the most concerted effort to place 
the Bay of Pigs in an appropriate historical context was 
Stevenson. In a long 23 April memorandum to Kennedy, 
entitled "Some lessons from Cuba," America's UN ambassa­
dor analysed the Cuban issue from the perspective of col­
onialism. The Soviet Union, he argued, enjoyed a certain 
popularity in former colonial countries because Lenin's anti-
colonial outlook had obvious appeal to these societies and 
because "Communism, as the most systematic example of 
the 'soak-the-rich' approach, is inherently popular." It was 
inevitable, therefore, that some countries would turn to 
communism, but the West should not respond with "hys­
terical panic" to this. For instance, the domino theory did 
not necessarily apply. "Herr Ulbricht and the East German 
regime," Stevenson stated by way of example, "ensure that 
there are virtually no Communists in Western Germany."44 

The ambassador proceeded to argue that intervention was 
not the most appropriate way of dealing with leftist move-
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ments because it reaffirmed the image of Western countries 
as old colonialists. The more effective way of ensuring the 
long-term viability of democracy in the underdeveloped 
countries was through the dispensation of "long term sus­
tained economic assistance." This would not only help to 
reduce poverty and build-up the middle class, it would gradu­
ally replace the image of the West as the source of colonial 
exploitation with a more progressive, benevolent one.45 

As for Cuba, it did not merit the sort of obsessive con­
cern that it had hitherto generated in the Kennedy admin­
istration. "We are not going to be destroyed in our beds," 
Stevenson told the president, "even if Castro does continue 
to mismanage Cuba for another decade." What the United 
States needed to do was focus on improving living stand­
ards throughout Latin America in order to demonstrate the 
inadequacies of Castroism. "Of one thing we may be sure," 
Stevenson added in reference to Cuba, "the 19th century 
system of gunboat diplomacy or landing the Marines is highly 
unpopular." The general thrust of his arguments was that 
Kennedy should leave Castro alone and focus upon devel­
oping a sound economic aid programme for countries that 
had not yet gone Communist.46 

As was par for the course in the New Frontier, Kennedy 
dismissed the counsel offered by his liberal advisers. Their 
proposals described long-term objectives requiring steady 
patience, ones which would only discredit and perhaps weaken 
Castro indirectly. Stevenson's comment on the feasibility of 
living with Castro for another decade was just the sort of 
idea which did not appeal to an action-minded president 
who felt under siege. Kennedy did indeed view his current 
situation as critical. One effect of the Bay of Pigs was to 
convince him of the correctness of his pre-presidential de­
piction of the early 1960s as a crisis period in the Cold War. 
In his 20 April address on Cuba, he asserted: "history will 
record the fact that this bitter struggle [between commu­
nism and the West] reached its climax in the late 1950s 
and the early 1960s." With his burning desire to make im­
mediate repairs to his damaged image and credibility, 
Kennedy decided to respond to this crisis by weakening 
Castro's grip on Cuba through a multiplicity of methods -
in fact, everything short of the sort of direct military attack 
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on the island which might provoke a Soviet response in 
Berlin.47 

His post-Bay of Pigs approach was defined in National Se­
curity Action Memorandum No. 2422, which described the 
decisions made at a NSC meeting on 5 May. "U.S. policy 
toward Cuba," it made clear, "should aim at the downfall of 
Castro." Although it was agreed at the meeting that the United 
States "should not undertake military intervention in Cuba," 
that approach was to be kept as a definite option. Hence, 
the administration should "do nothing that would foreclose 
the possibility of military intervention in the future." American 
intelligence was thus instructed to determine the amount 
of military aid being furnished by the "Sino-Soviet Bloc" to 
Cuba. The information would be used so that "U.S. capa­
bilities for possible intervention may be maintained at an 
adequate level."48 

Meanwhile, various other steps would be taken. Kennedy 
called for the publication in the press of the "terroristic 
actions" of Castro's government. He further instructed the 
CIA, in conjunction with other government agencies, to study 
the "possible weaknesses and vulnerabilities in the elements 
which exert control in Cuba today." It was also decided to 
press ahead with the Alliance for Progress, to expand the 
programmes of the US Information Agency in Latin America, 
and to initiate discussions on the hemispheric dangers of 
Castroism between United States military officials and their 
counterparts in the various Latin American governments. 
In addition to the policies enumerated in this memorandum, 
Kennedy also made administrative changes. Now distrustful 
of the military and intelligence "experts" in the Pentagon 
and CIA, he encouraged advisers like Bundy, Sorensen, and 
especially Robert Kennedy to play a greater role in the foreign-
policy making process.49 

NSC Action Memorandum No. 2422 also called for dis­
cussions with Latin American governments about the possi­
bility of taking OAS action against Castro. Eisenhower had 
recommended that approach in his 22 April meeting with 
Kennedy. During the next nine months, the utilisation of 
the OAS would emerge as one of the principal themes of 
Kennedy's policy towards Cuba. This was one tactic which 
received the blessing of liberals like Stevenson and Bowles. 
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With their preference for non-military methods of combatting 
communism, their interest in close co-operation with under­
developed nations (including those of Latin America), and 
their Wilsonian commitment to the use of international 
organisations like the OAS in order to undertake collective 
policy (as opposed to unilateral action like the Bay of Pigs 
invasion), liberals generally endorsed the effort to use the 
OAS to isolate Castro from the rest of the Western Hemi­
sphere.50 

The first part of this post-Bay of Pigs attempt to activate 
the OAS was Stevenson's goodwill trip to Latin America. In 
a 5 May message to all United States diplomatic posts in 
Latin America, Rusk defined the goals of Stevenson's 
upcoming mission. The trip was designed to change the 
"negative political atmosphere" arising out of the Bay of Pigs 
and to convey a sense of Washington's commitment to the 
Alliance for Progress. But Rusk revealed the surreptitious 
motive when he explained that, "In private conversation, 
with a minimum of public discussion, [Stevenson was] to 
solicit reactions and Latin American initiatives in connec­
tion with our then current plans for steps in OAS for ac­
tion on Cuba." In a 24 May conversation between Kennedy, 
Stevenson, Rusk, and Cleveland, it was finally agreed that 
the UN ambassador should undertake the mission. Five days 
later the president issued a public statement announcing 
the trip.51 

On 4 June Stevenson commenced his Latin American tour. 
In the memoranda he sent back to the State Department 
and the White House, he reported the degree to which 
Kennedy could rely on support from various governments 
for OAS action against Castro. The ambassador also made a 
full report to the president on his return. In it, he encour­
aged Kennedy to postpone any moves in the OAS against 
Cuba until after the summer meeting of the Inter-Ameri­
can Economic and Social Council in Uruguay. That confer­
ence, Stevenson suggested, should be used to "obliterate the 
memory of the April invasion effort" and "to show to dissident 
left-wing elements" in those countries the administration's 
commitment to improved social and economic conditions 
in Latin America. After the conference, Kennedy should carry 
out two suggestions made by President Lleras Camargo of 
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Colombia. First, a meeting of OAS foreign ministers should 
be called soon after the economic conference. At this time 
Cuba would be asked "to rejoin the American community 
by disassociating itself from the Communist block." Assum­
ing Castro would refuse to make the pledge, a second meeting 
would convene to arrange, amongst other things, the diplo­
matic isolation of Cuba. By soliciting these sorts of propos­
als and by at least partially reducing the ill will generated 
throughout Latin America by the Bay of Pigs, Stevenson had 
laid the groundwork for the subsequent actions taken by 
the OAS against Cuba.52 

As well as consulting with Latin American governments, 
Kennedy may also have responded to the Bay of Pigs by 
seriously considering ways to assassinate Castro. Plans to kill 
the Cuban leader had been developed by the CIA as early 
as August 1960 when the agency ordered one of its officials 
to contaminate a box of Castro's favourite cigars with a fatal 
poison, botulinum toxin. This was the first of at least eight 
CIA plots to assassinate Castro hatched between 1960 and 
1965. Many of those plans involved the recruitment of major 
underworld figures to the anti-Castro cause. In late summer 
1960 the CIA hired Robert A. Maheu, an ex-FBI agent, who 
in turn solicited the help of mobster John Rosselli. Rosselli 
b rought into the operat ion, Momo Salvatore ("Sam") 
Giancana, the head of the Chicago mafia, and another under­
world figure, Santos Trafficante. This CIA-organised crime 
alliance made at least one and possibly two attempts to kill 
Castro in the weeks immediately prior to the Bay of Pigs. 
The plan or plans apparently involved the passage of poison 
pills from a Cuban emigre to a contact in Cuba. The pills 
were supposed to be placed in Castro's food at a restaurant 
frequented by the Cuban leader.53 

The extent of John Kennedy's knowledge of the assassin­
ation plots is not clear. Because of the CIA practice of "plaus­
ible deniability," there would be no documentary evidence 
proving the president's knowledge of them even if he had 
been briefed. What is certain is that Kennedy did broach 
the question of assassination with various people. Just be­
fore the Bay of Pigs, he asked Smathers about the merits of 
killing Castro. When the senator expressed his disapproval, 
Kennedy said he felt the same way, yet still requested a 
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memorandum from Smathers describing a plan for the as­
sassination of the Cuban leader. Later in the year, the presi­
dent asked Tad Szulc of The Neiv York Times his opinion on 
the same subject. Szulc unequivocally opposed killing Castro, 
and Kennedy, as in his conversation with Smathers, said he 
shared that sentiment.54 

There were only three possibilities. Either the CIA had 
not informed the president about the assassination plots but 
JFK was seriously considering them on his own initiative (why 
else would he even discuss such a sensitive subject with 
Smathers and Szulc?); or the CIA had informed him, he 
had told the agency to desist in its planning to kill Castro, 
but he manifestly had no control over the CIA as it forged 
ahead with the assassination attempts anyway; or the CIA 
had apprised him and he had endorsed the effort to eliminate 
Castro. The last seems the most likely. Even if the CIA had 
not briefed him, Kennedy would have presumably raised the 
issue with the agency, as he had been sufficiently interested 
in assassinating Castro to discuss the idea with those out­
side his administration. The CIA would have been more than 
willing to supply a president actively considering assassina­
tion with plans that were already underway. Furthermore, 
JFK's James Bond-type view of covert work as an infinitely 
exciting and exhilirating world might have actually attracted 
him to the notion of assassination. 

What lends credence to the idea that Kennedy knew of 
the attempts to kill Castro is the role played by Judith 
Campbell (later Judith Exner), with whom he had a two 
year affair after being introduced to her in February 1960 
by Frank Sinatra. Campbell later claimed that Kennedy used 
her as an intermediary to arrange meetings with Sam Giancana 
(whom she also knew well, and with whom she had an affair 
either at this time or, as she insists, later) and to convey 
sealed envelopes between the two men. The first Kennedy-
Giancana meeting was apparently held at the presidential 
candidate's instigation on 12 April 1960 in Miami Beach in 
order to solicit help from the Mafia in the crucial West Vir­
ginia primary. Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) records 
indicate that organised crime did help Kennedy in the pri­
mary by pumping money into his campaign and by paying 
off various state officials.55 
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Campbell has also revealed that JFK asked her to collect 
an envelope from Rosselli in Las Vegas and to take it to 
Giancana only a few days after the collapse of the Bay of 
Pigs operation. She then organised a meeting between the 
president and Giancana for 28 April 1961 in her room at 
the Ambassador East in Chicago. As the two men talked in 
the early evening, Campbell stayed in the bathroom, sitting 
on the edge of the tub, until they had finished. During the 
next few days she went to Florida, spent time with Giancana 
and Rosselli, and collected another sealed envelope which 
she delivered to Kennedy at the White House on 5 May. 
She had intended to hand the envelope to the president 
the following day, but he told her it was an urgent matter 
and that she should bring it round immediately. If Campbell's 
account is accurate, and if the assumption is made that the 
president was discussing (in his meeting and possibly their 
correspondence as well) matters more substantive than the 
vagaries of the weather, then Kennedy's frenetic contacts 
with Giancana and Rosselli in late April and early May may 
have involved a discussion about how Castro could be punished 
for the Bay of Pigs through assassination. Even if that was 
not the case, other officials certainly were thinking in those 
terms. During a meeting in mid-May, McNamara strongly 
recommended the assassination of the Cuban leader. "I mean 
it," he told Goodwin, "it's the only way." Edward Lansdale 
would reach the same conclusion a year and a half later. In 
1977 he recalled that he had "asked [the] CIA about the 
feasibility of eliminating Fidel Castro in my contingency 
planning at the time of the Missle [sic] Crisis."56 

Not only did Kennedy respond to the Bay of Pigs by mar­
shalling support from the Latin American nations and per­
haps by furthering plans for assassination, he also began to 
initiate CIA harassment activities against Cuba. Khrushchev's 
January 1961 speech championing national-liberation wars 
had prompted the president to think more in terms of de­
veloping counterinsurgency and associated covert tactics. The 
Bay of Pigs now convinced him that those approaches were 
of vital importance, as his 20 April address to the newspaper 
editors indicated. The failed invasion of Cuba, the president 
argued, showed that communist countries were not to be 
underestimated. "The advantages of a police state - its use 
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of mass terror and arrests to prevent the spread of free dis­
sent" - had to be acknowledged. In advancing their cause, 
Kennedy continued, communist states seldom used their ar­
mies and nuclear weapons. Instead, they relied upon more 
secretive methods, such as "subversion, infiltration, and a 
host of other tactics." In meeting this challenge, the United 
States needed to respond in kind. "We dare not fail to grasp 
the new concepts, the new tools, the new sense of urgency 
we will need to combat it [communism] - whether in Cuba 
or South Vietnam."57 

Kennedy's speech showed that the Bay of Pigs experience 
had convinced him of the soundness of the conclusion he 
had reached two decades earlier in Why England Slept that 
democratic leaders, because of the pluralistic nature of their 
societies, were never accorded the sort of unanimous sup­
port for their diplomacy that their counterparts in totalitarian 
states enjoyed. Hence, dictators had fewer constraints on 
their stewardship of foreign policy than democratic states­
men, and so were able to fight the Cold War more effec­
tively. Kennedy may have been thinking of the need he had 
felt during the Bay of Pigs to limit the sort of direct Ameri­
can military involvement that might have ensured the op­
eration's success. He had tried to conceal Washington's hand 
in order to prevent waves of criticism throughout the United 
States (as well as Latin America). Put another way, the self-
exonerating logic which Kennedy used to explain the Bay 
of Pigs was that it failed, not because it was a poor decision 
on his part, but because of the systemic differences between 
democracies and dictatorships, and the consequences of this 
for foreign policy-making. This reaffirmation of his belief 
in the inherent handicaps of a leader who has to cater to 
interest groups and public opinion strengthened JFK's de­
termination to overthrow Castro through covert means, which 
could be employed without having to deal with a poten­
tially censorious public. 

In his assignment of the investigation into the Bay of Pigs 
failure to a team headed by Maxwell Taylor, Kennedy indi­
cated the new emphasis he placed on the whole range of 
covert tactics. On 22 April he asked Taylor to reassess "our 
practices and programs in the areas of military and para­
military guerilla and anti-guerilla activity which fall short of 
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outright war." Kennedy also established a new Task Force 
on Cuba chaired first by Paul Nitze, then Richard Goodwin, 
and assisted by covert specialist Edward Lansdale. "Our ob­
jective," as Goodwin recalled, "was to contain the spread of 
Castroism and unseat the communist government in Cuba." 
The Defense Department and CIA soon supplied the Task 
Force with a myriad covert projects. By July 1961 the NSC 
Special Group, which was responsible for the authorisation 
of the CIA's secret operations, had declared that "the basic 
objective toward Cuba was to provide support to a U.S. pro­
gram to develop opposition to Castro and to help bring 
about a regime acceptable to the U.S." A 1975 Senate re­
port stated that during the summer of 1961, "Occasional 
harassment operations" were carried out against Cuba.58 

As a perceptive 27 April 1961 London Times article ar­
gued, James Bond, Kennedy's favourite fictional character, 
had "emerged as part of the Administration's answer to com­
munist political warfare." Through clandestine, counter-guer­
rilla, 007 techniques, the New Frontier would fight the Cold 
War. The Times responded with skepticism to the new em­
phasis on unconventional warfare. "There would appear to 
be a national inability," the article asserted, "to comprehend 
that sincere men can believe in communism, or that a people 
will not necessarily rise up against a dictator such as Dr. 
Castro, who has at least introduced basic reforms." Propheti­
cally, the article contended that "the national self-confidence 
here would seem due for more bruising if the assumption 
remains that American soldiers or agents can arouse an Asian 
or Latin American peasantry."59 

Kennedy's concern over communist guerrilla activities was 
evident in his talks with Khrushchev in Vienna at their one 
and only summit meeting. In the afternoon discussions on 
3 June 1961, the president frankly stated that he was dis­
turbed by the support expressed by the Soviet premier in 
his January 1961 speech for national-liberation wars. The 
broader significance of that summit for American foreign 
policy was that it heightened both Kennedy's anxiety over 
the gravity of the communist challenge and his determina­
tion to combat it. The two leaders did speak briefly about 
Castro. Kennedy admitted that he had "made a misjudg-
ment with regard to the Cuban situation." Khrushchev agreed, 
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arguing that the Bay of Pigs had served only to solidify sup­
port for Castro as the failed invasion had evoked fears among 
the Cuban people that Kennedy intended to install another 
leader like Batista. The whole episode, he suggested, had 
probably moved the Cuban leader further to the left: "Castro 
is not a Communist but US policy can make him one." 
Khrushchev also pointed out that if Kennedy thought the 
invasion of Cuba justified, he could not object to Soviet 
incursion in a country like Turkey, where the United States 
had deployed missiles. In response, Kennedy made clear that 
he "held no brief for Batista," and suggested that his prin­
cipal qualm with Cuba was Castro's desire to stir up trouble 
throughout the Western Hemisphere. By way of analogy to 
the Cuban situation, he wondered "what the USSR's reac­
tion would be if a government associated with the West were 
established in Poland."60 

If the Bay of Pigs produced the first confrontation be­
tween Kennedy and Khrushchev, their discussions at Vienna 
generated the second - this one even more personal in nature. 
The main bone of contention between the two leaders was 
Berlin. Khrushchev told Kennedy during their morning con­
versation on 4 June that he was determined to conclude a 
peace treaty with East Germany. Under this arrangement, 
West Berlin would become a free city, and access between 
that sector of the city and West Germany would be termin­
ated. Kennedy centred his arguments on the issue of credi­
bility. If the United States willingly ceded its rights in Berlin, 
he insisted, "no one would have any confidence in US 
commitments and pledges." American undertakings elsewhere 
would be viewed as "a mere scrap of paper." In their final 
discussion at the summit, the two leaders again clashed over 
Berlin. Towards the end of that meeting, Khrushchev talked 
of the possibility of war arising from the disagreements over 
this issue. Unflinchingly, Kennedy replied that in this case 
"it would be a cold winter."61 

What the declassified Vienna transcripts reveal is that the 
traditional view of the summit, that Khrushchev dominated, 
intimidated, and even browbeat the less experienced Kennedy, 
is false. Khrushchev was assertive, but JFK was equally com­
bative. During the discussion on Berlin, for instance, Kennedy 
seemed to sense that Khrushchev was trying to take advan-
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tage of him. In response, he stated that although he was a 
youthful leader, "he had not assumed office to accept ar­
rangements totally inimical to US interests." None the less, 
as Kennedy's advisers noticed, JFK had been surprised by 
Khrushchev's obduracy at Vienna. Rusk felt the president 
had been "sobered and shaken" by the summit. Bohlen 
noticed that on his return, to Washington, Kennedy went 
over the transcripts of his discussion with Khrushchev on 
Berlin time after time, and he also read them to people 
like journalist Joseph Alsop and Philip Graham, publisher 
of the Washington Post. When he met with a group of con­
gressional leaders, Kennedy admitted that Khrushchev had 
been "very tough" and that he was "a persistent counter-
puncher." The overall effect of the Vienna summit, then, 
was to underscore the essential lesson he had learned from 
the Bay of Pigs experience - that the communist threat was 
not to be underestimated and that his administration had 
to be more tenacious in dealing with communist nations, 
including Cuba. As Robert Kennedy explained, Vienna taught 
the President that Khrushchev "was tough, and [that] he 
had to be as tough."62 

The events of summer 1961 showed that the Vienna sum­
mit had initiated the third Berlin crisis of the Cold War 
era. Khrushchev's demand that the Western powers evacu­
ate the city caused Kennedy to take such steps as bolstering 
military spending, and these in turn prompted Khrushchev 
to put up the Berlin Wall. Shortly after the denouement of 
that crisis, Kennedy missed another chance to build better 
relations with Cuba. At the close of the August Inter-Ameri­
can conference in Punta del Este, Uruquay, Richard Good­
win journeyed to Montevideo. Attending a party there on 
17 August, he was told that Che Guevara, who had presented 
him with a box of Cuban cigars during the conference, was 
also present and that he wished to meet with the American. 
Goodwin accepted. During their conversation, Che Guevara 
spoke of his interest in improving relations with the United 
States. In exchange for an American commitment to cease 
both the trade embargo and its attempts to overthrow Castro, 
Cuba would make a number of concessions. It would try to 
pay for the American properties expropriated after the revol­
ution through trade, not enter into alliances with the com-
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munist bloc, pledge not to attack the American base in Cuba 
at Guantanamo, and, in order to assuage Washington's fears 
of falling Latin American dominoes, agree to curtail Cuba's 
involvement in the affairs of nearby countries. Guevara, 
Goodwin recalled, "made clear his awareness that any possi­
bility of a modus vivendi would depend on Cuba's willing­
ness to refrain from revolutionary activity in other countries." 
The Cuban ended by saying he would only divulge the sub­
stance of their conversation to Fidel Castro, and Goodwin 
agreed to be equally discreet.63 

On his return to Washington, Goodwin told Kennedy of 
his conversation with Che Guevara. The president seemed 
interested and asked Goodwin for a written account of the 
meeting, to be distributed to Rusk, Bundy, and other top 
officials. Goodwin handed Kennedy the box of cigars from 
Guevara. The President asked if they were good. "They're 
the best," Goodwin answered. Kennedy then lit one and began 
to smoke. He suddenly turned to his aide and declared: 
"You should have smoked the first one." "It's too late now," 
Goodwin replied. Kennedy looked troubled but continued 
to smoke. If the president had been briefed about the CIA 
plan to assassinate Castro by transmitting a box of poison­
ous cigars to him, this would help explain his anguish. If 
Castro was trying to do to him what the CIA had attempted 
to do to the Cuban leader, he was in trouble!64 

As requested, Goodwin produced an account of his meet­
ing with Che Guevara, and furnished it to the leading for­
eign policy-makers in the administration. He also sent 
Kennedy a memorandum appraising the prospects for future 
Cuban-American relations in the wake of the recent Punta 
del Este conference and the private meeting with Guevara. 
"Do not create the impression we are obsessed with Castro," 
Goodwin warned Kennedy. He encouraged the president to 
increase the economic pressure and expand the propaganda 
campaign against Cuba. But he also advised Kennedy to find 
"some way of continuing the below ground dialogue which 
Che has begun."65 

What should have been clear to the president by this point 
was that Che Guevara's proposals were part of a sustained 
attempt by Castro to resume more cordial relations with Wash­
ington in the aftermath of the Bay of Pigs. On 27 April -
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only a week after the failed invasion attempt - President 
Osvaldo Dorticos of Cuba read a joint statement by Castro 
and himself to the heads of the diplomatic missions in Havana. 
Although stressing their determination to fend off any fu­
ture attack, they also expressed their willingness "to partici­
pate in any discussions as may be considered advisable in 
order to arrive at a satisfactory solution of the tension" be­
tween Cuba and the United States. In May Castro offered 
to return the Cuban emigres taken prisoner during the Bay 
of Pigs in exchange for American farm tractors. Then in 
mid-June the Cuban leader spoke to a group of American 
journalists of his wish to improve relations with Washing­
ton, and as an example of his good faith said he would be 
prepared to consider compensation for expropriated United 
States properties in Cuba. Tad Szulc reported the conversa­
tion to Schlesinger who in turn apprised President Kennedy.66 

In this context, then, Guevara's talk with Goodwin repre­
sented the culmination of a concerted effort by Castro to 
normalise relations with the United States during the late 
spring and summer of 1961. Moreover, the content of their 
discussion indicated that the Cuban leader had become more 
accommodating in order to achieve that goal. In his June 
conversation with the American press he had responded 
equivocally to a question about whether he would be pre­
pared to desist from attempts to export his revolution over­
seas. But by August Guevara stated categorically that the 
Cuban leadership was now willing to make that concession. 
Despite all this, Kennedy, as in the early months of 1961, 
failed to take up the opportunities for better relations with 
Havana. The president and his advisers seem to have sim­
ply acknowledged Che Guevara's suggestions and then im­
mediately dropped them. Of course, the Cuban overtures 
may have been disingenuous, but American officals never 
made the effort to find out. In downplaying the significance 
of the Guevara-Goodwin meeting, they even told their British 
counterparts that Guevara had not made any direct proposals 
to Goodwin.67 

To Kennedy and his leading advisers, Cuba remained an 
issue of vexing concern during the autumn of 1961. "The 
Cuba thing sits on my desk like a sack of wet potatoes," 
groused the president to Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-
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American Affairs Robert F. Woodward. Frustrated, Kennedy, 
along with his brother, tore into Richard Bissell during a 
meeting in the White House Cabinet Room. According to a 
Bissell confidant, the Kennedys chastised the CIA deputy 
director for "sitting on his ass and not doing anything about 
getting rid of Castro and the Castro regime." By the end of 
the year, Chester Bowles had come to feel that JFK was to­
tally obsessed with the Cuban leader.68 

Kennedy's enduring determination to oust Castro resulted 
in his decision to establish Operation Mongoose, a programme 
of covert actions designed to harass and ultimately topple 
the Cuban government. The president initiated Mongoose 
on 30 November with the aim of utilising "our available 
assets . . .to help Cuba overthrow the Communist regime." 
To supervise Mongoose, he created the Special Group (Aug­
mented) (SGA for short), which comprised the usual mem­
bers of the NSC Special Group that oversaw the CIA's covert 
operations, with the addition of Maxwell Taylor as chair­
man of the group and Robert Kennedy. The president also 
selected Edward Lansdale to manage Mongoose directly. 
Lansdale was to collect and formulate proposals for clan­
destine action against Cuba, and then submit them to the 
SGA for approval. Completing these organisational and per­
sonnel changes was the appointment of William Harvey as 
head of Task Force W, the CIA unit designated responsibil­
ity for the implementation of Mongoose. Kennedy kept a 
close eye on this covert programme. During its early days, 
he met directly with Lansdale to stay abreast of develop­
ments. After that, Bundy kept him informed of the opera-
tion s progress. 

The planning for Operation Mongoose commenced on 
18 January 1962 when Lansdale assigned thirty-two tasks to 
various government agencies. He added one more the next 
day. By the end of January the SGA had approved the plan­
ning for these thirty-three tasks. On 20 February Lansdale 
formulated a six-stage plan which would culminate in an 
"open revolt and overthrow of the Communist regime" in 
October 1962. The SGA, however, did not accept Lansdale's 
conceptualisation of Mongoose, and instructed him to de­
vote the programme, at least in its initial phase, to intelli­
gence gathering only. It was this task, then, which was to be 
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the nominal focus of Mongoose until August 1962. 
The implementation of Mongoose in the spring of 1962 

entailed much more, though, than mere intelligence col­
lection. Sabotage and paramilitary activities, including the 
attempted destruction of an important Cuban copper mine, 
took place during these months. This was consonant with 
the Kennedy administration's general tendency towards ac­
tivism. During the Eisenhower years, the NSC Special Group 
approved one hundred and four covert operations, an aver­
age of thirteen each year. In sharp contrast, it endorsed 
one hundred and sixty three during Kennedy's presidency, 
or fifty-seven per annum. Although Lansdale and others 
framed Mongoose in terms of encouraging anti-Castro forces 
within Cuba to dispose of the Cuban leader, it was also felt 
that any anti-Castro uprising would probably require American 
military intervention to ensure its success. The 14 March 
guidelines for Mongoose, to which Kennedy apparently gave 
his tacit endorsement, indicated that planners regarded a 
United States invasion as key to the success of Mongoose, 
and that the programme's main purpose was to create a 
pretext to justify the use of American force in Cuba.71 

Testimony to the importance attached by Kennedy to Mon­
goose was its sheer magnitude. Divided between headquarters 
and Miami, the CIA devoted four hundred agents and offi­
cials to the operation. The CIA was given an annual budget 
of $50 million to run the programme, as well as resources 
which apparently included a fleet of ships, aircraft, and se­
cret bank accounts. Not surprisingly, the Miami base be­
came the largest CIA station in the world.72 

As a complement to Mongoose, the Kennedy administra­
tion also developed various military contingency plans for 
Cuba. Kennedy's own attitude in early 1962 was that although 
the time to use force against Cuba had not yet arrived, it 
was an alternative which might have to be pursued in the 
future. "The time has not yet come," he explained at a January 
1962 NSC meeting, "when we must force a solution to the 
Cuban problem." The obvious implication was that a solu­
tion might have to be forced at a later date.73 

Contingency planning for the removal of Castro through 
military action had commenced as early as November 1959 
under the supervision of Admiral Robert L. Dennison, com-
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mander in chief of Atlantic forces. The Pentagon developed 
two main plans for Cuba. The first was an air strike (Opera­
tion Plan 312) to be executed expeditiously on little or no 
prior warning. This option was regarded by planners as a 
prologue to the second approach, a full-scale invasion (Op­
eration Plans 314 and 316), which would be carried out by 
a combination of army, air, and naval forces. The plans were 
constantly updated. After a July 1961 meeting between 
McNamara and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, for instance, the 
secretary of defense instructed Air Force and Army com­
manders to play a more active role in formulating contin­
gency plans for Cuba.74 

The establishment of Mongoose injected an even greater 
sense of urgency into the military planning for Cuba. When 
Lansdale assigned his various planning tasks in January 1962, 
he asked the Defense Department to develop within five 
weeks "a contingency plan for U.S. military action, in case 
the Cuban people request U.S. help when their revolt starts 
making headway." The Pentagon obliged, giving the request 
top priority. During the intelligence gathering phase of 
Mongoose in spring-summer 1962, military contingency plan­
ning continued apace. Lansdale made clear that one of the 
main objectives during this time was to "continue JCS plan­
ning and essential preliminary actions for a decisive U.S. 
capability for intervention." By July the planning had been 
developed not only for a military attack on Cuba, but also 
for a naval and air blockade of the island. These plans to 
oust Castro through covert and military action would be fur­
ther accelerated during the fall of 1962 before the onset of 
the missile crisis. The energy invested in this contingency 
planning indicates that a direct military attack on Cuba was 
always regarded by Kennedy and his advisers, even before 
the October 1962 confrontation, as a definite option.75 

As Mongoose and its concomitant military planning be­
gan, Kennedy was at the same time looking to the OAS for 
the application of diplomatic pressure on Castro. In August 
1961 the Inter-American Economic and Social Council had 
promised at a Punta del Este meeting that, as Rostow re­
calls, "economic and social progress . . .would move to the 
center of political life." The criticism of Cuba in this com­
mitment was implicit but obvious. On 9 November 1961 
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Colombia called a second Punta del Este conference, a re­
quest that was approved by the OAS Council six weeks later. 
With Castro's declaration at the start of December that he 
had always been a Marxist-Leninist, American officials were 
hopeful that the time for collective action against Cuba was 
now ripe. Kennedy himself was determined that the OAS 
foreign ministers' meeting, scheduled for the last week in 
January 1962, would serve to ostracise Castro. In notes de­
scribing the comments he intended to make at an 18 Janu­
ary NSC session, the president stated that "the elimination 
of Castro communism remains a clear purpose of this Ad­
ministration." In the meeting itself, he told his advisers that 
Castro should be "effectively isolated at the coming meet­
ing." Rostow, an American delegate at the conference, re­
called that he and his colleagues left for Punta del Este 
"under quite unambiguous instruction from Kennedy to effect 
the removal of Cuba from the OAS."76 

The Punta del Este meeting succeeded in passing nine 
resolutions, the majority of which dealt with Cuba. The most 
important provided for the ejection of the Cuban govern­
ment from the Inter-American system. Communism, moreover, 
was declared to be "incompatible with the principles of the 
Inter-American system." A Special Consultative Committee 
on Security was also established to counter "the subversive 
action of in ternat ional communism" in the Western 
Hemishere; Cuba was removed from the Inter-American 
Defense Board; trade with Cuba in military equipment was 
to be suspended; and the possible extension of that em­
bargo into other areas of commerce was to be explored. In 
a statement at the close of the conference, Rusk indicated 
his pleasure at the "remarkable unanimity" with which the 
"democratic nations of the Hemisphere" had demonstrated 
their opposition to Castro. On the same day Kennedy ex­
pressed his "satisfaction" at the results of the meeting.77 

Those results were achieved, however, through the appli­
cation of intense and at times coercive pressure from the 
American delegation. The resolution providing for the ex­
pulsion of Cuba from the Inter-American system was just 
approved by the necessary two-thirds of the twenty-one del­
egations, with the big countries like Mexico, Brazil, and 
Argentina abstaining. The crucial fourteenth vote, that of 
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Haiti, was secured only after the United States promised to 
help increase the size of an airfield in Haiti. The American 
delegation, which included two senators and two members 
of the House of Representatives, also made clear that the 
recalcitrance of allies would be punished by diminishing 
amounts of aid. Journalist John Crosby, present at the con­
ference, wrote that the essence of what the congressmen 
told the Latin American delegates was: "If you're not with 
us, you're against us. If you're against us, Congress is going 
to take a very cold view of any foreign aid toward your coun­
try." Small wonder Crosby concluded that the expulsion of 
Cuba from the Inter-American system had only occurred after 
"the most savage infighting behind closed doors." In addi­
tion to all this, the CIA may have sought to influence the 
other OAS delegations by organising demonstrations through­
out the Western Hemisphere in support of the OAS confer­
ence. "The OAS meeting is to be supported by public 
demonstrations in Latin America," wrote Lansdale in an 18 
January memorandum.78 

As an immediate supplement to the work of the OAS con­
ference, Kennedy established an embargo against Cuba. The 
State Department had decided before the Punta del Este 
meeting to advise the president to take that step, providing 
the OAS conference, at the very least, condemned Cuba as 
a tool of "the Sino-Soviet bloc" and declared the island to 
be a threat to the security of the Western Hemisphere. With 
the successful outcome at Punta del Este, the State Depart­
ment now pressed the president to step up the economic 
pressure on Castro. Kennedy consented and on 3 February 
he announced the initiation of an embargo, to become ef­
fective four days hence on all trade with Cuba. The presi­
dent's proclamation meant that all imports from Cuba into 
the United States were prohibited, as were all American 
exports to Cuba, with the exception of essential foodstuffs 
and medical supplies.79 

By spring 1962 Kennedy had made a concerted effort to 
weaken Castro's position through economic and diplomatic 
isolation and covert pressure. Capping that campaign was 
the decision to stage military manoeuvres on a gargantuan 
scale in the Caribbean. The first, Lantphibex-1-62, began 
on 9 April, involved forty thousand military personnel, and 
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ended with the landing of an eleven thousand strong force 
on the island of Vieques, near Puerto Rico. It was described 
by the New York Times as "the largest Atlantic-Caribbean 
maneuver ever conducted." The exercise, which generated 
much publicity at the time, was observed by Kennedy in 
person. After watching a simulated "hunter-killer" attack on 
a submarine, the president addressed the Atlantic Fleet from 
the deck of the USS Enterprise. Recalling his own naval 
service during World War II, he expressed his "heartfelt 
appreciation" to those who had participated in the manoeuvre. 
"What you have shown us today," he added, "makes us all 
return to the capital with a good deal more confidence and 
hope." Similar large-scale practice operations, such as Whip 
Lash and Jupi te r Springs, were scheduled soon after 
Lantphibex.80 

For Kennedy, these manoeuvres had benefits aside from 
their military value. They presumably served as a therapeu­
tic release for his pent-up frustrations over Cuba. To Castro, 
however, they were undoubtedly seen as a portent of a fu­
ture American invasion of his island. And to Khrushchev, 
they may have spurred him or at least strengthened his re­
solve to make a decision, the potential consequences of which 
made it the most grave in the history of the Cold War. 



3 Nikita Khrushchev and 
the Decision to Deploy 

For many years, historians had been forced to speculate on 
the motives behind Nikita Khrushchev's decision in spring 
1962 to deploy offensive, surface-to-surface missiles in Cuba. 
Apart from Klirushchev's own memoirs, the evidence was 
scant. But with the advent of Mikhail Gorbachev and glasnost, 
all that appeared to change. Former Soviet officials, some 
who played a role in the events of 1962 and others who 
were intimate with those who participated, have recently 
furnished long-starved students of the missile crisis with their 
version of events. This has undoubtedly been helpful in 
reconstructing the Soviet side of the story.1 

These recent riches should not lead, however, to an exag­
geration of the wealth of available primary source material. 
Only a limited quantity of contemporary documentation has 
surfaced, so what has emerged in effect is a small number 
of memoirs on the Soviet side. The limits of such sources 
are obvious. For instance, a detached view of the Truman 
administration's accomplishments would hardly be obtained 
by sampling the memoirs of Dean Acheson, James Byrnes, 
and Truman himself, although they do provide valuable 
insights and information. That is even more the case with 
the memoirs of Ted Sorensen, Arthur Schlesinger, and Pierre 
Salinger, and their adoring view of the Kennedy presidency. 
The especially tendentious aspect of such works is the under­
lying assumption that American foreign policy always flowed 
from magnanimous motives. Occasionally, memoirs do fur­
nish more critical assessments. The reminiscences of Ches­
ter Bowles on the Kennedy administration are a case in point. 
But generally speaking, memoirs do not provide a dis­
passionate view of events. So although these recent Soviet 
reminiscences must be exploited for the information they 
yield on how the decision was made to put missiles in Cuba 
and how the deployment was carried out, they cannot at 
the same time be wholly depended upon for a rigorous, 

60 
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nuanced analysis of the motives behind that decision.2 

In explaining why missiles were put in Cuba, recent Western 
accounts have highlighted two factors. First, emphasis has been 
placed on Khrushchev's own claim that the main objective 
was to defend Cuba from an imminent American invasion. 
Second, scholars have stressed the Soviet determination to 
repair the gap in the strategic nuclear balance between the 
superpowers, which then lay heavily in Washington's favour. 
The recent contributions of Soviet participants have added 
weight to those theories. Foreign Minister Andrei A. Gromyko 
and Sergo Mikoyan, son of Khrushchev's closest confidant 
Anastas I. Mikoyan, have emphasised the desire to defend 
Cuba. While Fedor Burlatsky, Khrushchev's speechwriter and 
adviser on Eastern European issues, has suggested the main 
goal was to alter the strategic balance.3 

Those two arguments, however, are either superficial or 
rather limited. The shortcoming of the to-defend-Cuba theory 
is that it fails to differentiate between the professed goals 
(that is the rhetoric) of Soviet policy and the authentic 
motivations behind it. To say without any qualification that 
Khrushchev wanted to defend Cuba implies that Soviet policy 
was inspired by pure altruism, a noble concern for Cuba's 
safety. In other words, to argue that the Soviet premier wanted 
to defend Cuba really begs the question: why did he want 
to defend Cuba? What did he have to gain from doing so? 

The strategic factor was certainly important in itself. By 
spring 1962, the Soviet Union's position of nuclear inferi­
ority was common knowledge in the West. The Kennedy ad­
ministration used intelligence findings to present this picture 
of American strategic dominance to the public in October 
1961, and five months later the president displayed his con­
fidence in America's superior nuclear strength by declaring 
in an interview with Stewart Alsop that the United States, in 
certain circumstances, should be willing to launch the first 
nuclear strike in an international conflict. The gap between 
the American and Soviet nuclear arsenals that prompted 
Kennedy's brazen observation was enormous, and Khrushchev 
and other Soviet officials were cognisant of that reality. Given 
the degree to which the Soviet Union lagged behind the 
United States in the arms race and given the clumsy and 
provocative way Kennedy (in contrast to Eisenhower) high-
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lighted this in public, it is implausible to suggest that 
Klirushchev's decision to put nuclear weapons in Cuba was 
unrelated to his strategic concerns. None the less, the ques­
tion can be legitimately asked: Did the Soviet leader put 
missiles in Cuba only to repair the strategic gap, undoubt­
edly an important motivation in itself, or were there other 
advantages he hoped to secure.4 

Khrushchev's decision to install missiles in Cuba was an 
extremely risky one, and it is a simple but important obser­
vation that if he had not made this decision there would 
have been no missile crisis. Up to that point, the Soviet 
Union had not deployed nuclear missiles outside of Soviet 
territory. So to not only do that, but also to emplace those 
weapons a few miles off the coast of the United States in an 
area regarded by American policy-makers as their own 
backyard, was indeed a gamble. As Burlatsky has argued, it 
was a step the more draconian but more prudent Josef Stalin 
would almost certainly not have taken. Stalin thought in­
stinctively in terms of spheres of influence: Eastern Europe 
was his, but other countries and regions were not. There 
were occasions when he resisted intervention in countries 
such as Greece and Egypt because he viewed them as part 
of the traditional British sphere of influence. Khrushchev 
himself recalled that: 

King Farouk had once asked Stalin to give him arms so 
that he could force Great Britain to evacuate its troops 
from Egypt, but Stalin refused. Stalin said in my presence 
that the Near East was part of Britain's sphere of influ­
ence and that therefore we couldn't go sticking our nose 
into Egypt's affairs. 

In all likelihood, then, Stalin would not have interfered in 
the affairs of a country as close to the United States as Cuba. 
Khrushchev, though, was a different sort of leader and a 
different sort of man.5 

Khrushchev's personality was undoubtedly a critical element, 
for there was much about the deployment of missiles in Cuba 
that appealed to his temperament. At the core of his person­
ality lay an acute sense of insecurity. Born in 1894 into grind­
ing poverty in the village of Kalinovka, the recipient of no 
more than two or three years formal education, Khrushchev 
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grew up with a gargantuan chip on his shoulder. It remained 
with him during his ascendancy through the ranks of the 
Communist Party. Burlatsky, for example, became very aware 
of this "inferiority complex." Americans who spoke with him 
often noticed the same thing. When Under Secretary of State 
for Political Affairs Robert D. Murphy met with the Soviet 
leader in October 1959, he came to the conclusion that 
"Klirushchev's anger showed a lack of sense of security." 
After meeting with Khrushchev in September 1959, John 
Kennedy also discerned the Soviet leader's "inferiority com­
plex" from his responses to "harmless questions."6 

Klirushchev's lack of self-assurance accounted for many 
aspects of his personality. In order to mask his insecurity, 
for instance, he liked to boast and to denigrate others. "I 
had no diplomatic training," he once allegedly told a group 
of Western diplomats. "And yet here we are, and I can make 
rings round you all." Insecurity also generated in Khrushchev 
a craving for recognition, for the acknowledgement of his 
own strength and importance. When he became leader, that 
sentiment translated into a desire for recognition of Soviet 
power on the part of the international community, especially 
the United States. George Weaver of the International Un­
ion of Electrical Workers commented on his October 1959 
meeting with the Soviet leader that he "showed the need 
he felt for Russia to be recognized as an equal of the United 
States." "Above all," British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan 
wrote Dwight Eisenhower on one occasion, "[Khrushchev] 
would like to feel himself recognized as an equal by you 
and by the United States."7 

Another feature of Khrushchev's temperament was his in­
corrigible restlessness. He hated to feel restricted. Reflect­
ing back upon a mundane, bureaucratic job he had been 
given in Kharkov in the late 1920s, he recalled that it was 
"most disagreeable. It was nothing but paper work. I'm a 
man of the earth, a man of action. . . . My job in Kharkov 
was a dead end; I felt stifled and trapped." His dislike for 
being confined, for having his manoeuvrability circumscribed, 
was amplified by the very nature of politics in Stalin's Soviet 
Union. Life for those in the upper echelons of the Com­
munist Party was highly precarious. A single mistake could 
be politically, even personally, fatal.8 
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For Khrushchev, Stalin's death in 1953 and his own sub­
sequent rise to the summit of political power probably pro­
moted a profound sense of liberation. Having been forced 
to toe the line for so long, he could now give vent to his 
long-suppressed instincts for bold action. As a May 1961 State 
Department paper put it, Khrushchev liked "on occasion 
[to] be a gambler and a dissembler." The most dramatic 
example of his audacity was when at the pivotal Twentieth 
Party Congress in February 1956 he roundly denounced Stalin 
in his secret speech before the delegates, thereby legitimis­
ing his own leadership by delegitimising Stalin's. Apparently, 
Khrushchev had no intention of making such an address at 
the beginning of the Congress. It had been a spur-of-the-
moment decision. His boldness was further evident in 1958 
when he threatened to make a peace treaty with the East 
German government, and called for the conversion of West 
Berlin into a free city. When in spring 1962 the Soviet leader 
decided to deploy missiles in Cuba, he once again displayed 
his penchant for the gamble. Without Khrushchev's insecu­
rity, restlessness, and risk-taking tendencies, then, there would 
have been no missile crisis.9 

To say that is not to suggest that the installation of miss­
iles in Cuba was not also consistent with the Soviet leader's 
long-term foreign, defense, and domestic policy objectives. 
The decision to deploy missiles in Cuba was a risk. But 
Khrushchev was no fool, and so presumably it was a calcu­
lated risk, designed to achieve certain goals. In attempting 
to discern those motives, it is important to recognise that 
everything which happened from spring 1962 onwards is 
irrelevant. It makes far more sense to place his decision to 
put missiles in Cuba in the context of his overall policy 
objectives during the latter part of the 1950s and the early 
1960s. 

For Khrushchev, one of the great advantages of having 
missiles in Cuba was that it would vastly improve the Soviet 
strategic position vis-a-vis the United States, and this in turn 
would allow him to forge ahead with his long-term programme 
of pruning conventional military forces in order to reduce 
overall defence spending. He would then be able to divert 
financial resources into the civilian economy. This goal 
stemmed in part from Khrushchev's belief, akin to that held 
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by many Republicans in the 1950s, that nuclear weaponry 
had vastly reduced the significance of conventional forces. 
On one occasion, in a conversation between Khrushchev and 
Mao Zedong in Peking, Mao remarked: "If we compare the 
military might of the capitalist world with that of the So­
cialist world, you'll see that we obviously have the advan­
tage over our enemies. Think of how many divisions China, 
the USSR, and the other Socialist countries could raise." 
Khrushchev disagreed: 

nowadays that sort of thinking is out of date. You can no 
longer calculate the alignment of forces on the basis of 
who has the most men. Back in the days when a dispute 
was settled with fists or bayonets, it made a difference who 
had the most men and the most bayonets on each side. . . . 
now with the atomic bomb, the number of troops on each 
side makes practically no difference to the alignment of 
real power and the outcome of a war. The more troops 
on a side, the more bomb fodder."10 

In line with this thinking, Khrushchev sought to develop 
Soviet nuclear capabilities rapidly. Most notably, the Soviets 
fired the world's first intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) 
in 1957. Khrushchev also tried throughout the late 1950s to 
make nuclear-powered, missile-armed submarines and not 
the surface fleet the most important part of the Soviet navy. 
He fired Admiral N.G. Kuznetsov as commander in chief of 
Soviet naval forces in 1956 because of what Khrushchev 
perceived to be his anachronistic interest in building up the 
surface fleet. One of the reasons he was replaced by Admi­
ral S.G. Gorshkov was the latter's previous experience as a 
submarine captain.11 

As the complement to his emphasis on nuclear weaponry, 
Khrushchev sought to reduce conventional forces by cut­
ting troop numbers. The Soviet Union spent far more of its 
resources on conventional than nuclear forces, and hence 
the Soviet leader could modernise his strategic weaponry 
while cutting conventional forces, and still significantly de­
crease overall defence spending.12 

Khrushchev's predilection for reducing military expendi­
ture derived not only from his belief in the primacy of nu­
clear weapons, but also, more fundamentally, from his 
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conviction that if the Soviet system was to work it needed 
to win the confidence of the people by raising their stan­
dard of living. To that end, Khrushchev tried, as Gorbachev 
would three decades later, to reduce defence spending and 
to transfer those resources from the miltary sector to the 
civilian economy. As he himself put it: "It wasn't as though 
we could afford to concentrate all our attention on military 
matters. We had a plateful of other problems. We had to 
increase our economic potential. Above all, we had to find 
some way of providing more bread, more butter, and other 
agricultural products for our people." Khrushchev thus re­
solved to curtail military spending. After the establishment 
of the Warsaw Pact in 1955, he felt sufficiently confident to 
do so. In 1955 the Soviet Union had 5 763 000 troops. By 
January 1960 Khrushchev had reduced the number to 
3 623 000. As a proportion of the gross national product, 
Soviet military expenditure decreased from 11.5 per cent in 
1955 to 8.5 per cent in 1959.13 

Klirushchev's innovations in defence policy culminated in 
his January 1960 address to the Supreme Soviet. He empha­
sised in the speech the superiority of nuclear weapons over 
conventional forces, arguing that missiles were reducing 
surface navies and huge standing armies to a status of vir­
tual obsolescence. He spoke enthusiastically of the progress 
of the Soviet missile programme, and added that unless a 
"mad-man" came to power in the West, a significant Soviet 
strategic arsenal would deter an adversary from launching a 
nuclear strike because of the prospect of Soviet reprisals. 
Having procured the prior support of the Central Commit­
tee in December 1959, the Soviet leader also dramatically 
announced his intention to reduce military manpower by a 
third.14 

In the following months, however, Khrushchev began to 
equivocate over whether his proposed cut was viable, and 
on 8 July 1961 he issued a retraction. The reductions, 
Khrushchev declared, would have to be halted for the time 
being. Various factors had contributed to his change of mind, 
including opposition from certain segments of the Soviet 
military to the proposed cuts, a desire shared by Khrushchev 
and the military to maintain the Soviet Union's military 
strength at a time when relations with China were rapidly 
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deteriorating, and reduced confidence in the feasibility of 
centring defence strategy on the nuclear arsenal in light of 
the slow progress made by the Soviet ICBM programme. 
Also of importance was the Francis Gary Powers U-2 inci­
dent of May 1960, which raised the issue of whether Ameri­
can officials had ascertained the rather limited extent of 
Soviet nuclear strength, something they had been grossly 
overestimating during the late 1950s. The subsequent break­
down of the Paris summit between Eisenhower and 
Khrushchev and the concomitant deterioration in Soviet-
American relations was another significant factor.15 

Probably the chief reason, though, for Khrushchev's sus­
pension of the military cuts was his disappointment over 
the tough, uncompromising line pursued by the new ad­
ministration during the early months of 1961. In his view, 
the necessary complement to the cuts proposed in January 
1960 was a more stable international climate, meaning a 
more accommodating American foreign policy. Khrushchev 
was sanguine that such a change would take place because 
1960 was a presidential election year; and he was confident 
the American people would choose a Democrat who held a 
more tolerant attitude towards the Soviet Union than that 
displayed by the Eisenhower administration, with its inimi­
cal concepts of "rollback" and "brinksmanship." 

Khrushchev hoped, in particular, that Adlai Stevenson would 
be the next president. He had spent time with Stevenson 
on two occasions and felt that he had "a clear understand­
ing of the need for strengthening friendly relations between 
our two countries." In August 1958 Khrushchev spoke with 
him for over two hours in the Kremlin during the latter's 
summer tour of the Soviet Union. On this occasion the two 
men agreed to disagree on various issues. But towards the 
end of their discussion the Soviet leader told Stevenson that 
in the 1956 presidential election, "I cast my vote for you," 
by which he meant he had offered Stevenson moral sup­
port. He explained that while he had "no objection to Mr. 
Eisenhower," he despised Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, 
who "if brought together with a saint, would make the saint 
look like a sinner." Khrushchev proceeded to ask, "Shall I 
vote for you again in the next election or not?" Stevenson 
replied that he would not be able to because, "I will not be 
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a candidate again." Responding anxiously, Khrushchev asked, 
"But how does Mr. Stevenson know that he will not be a 
candidate?" Avoiding the question, the Illinoisan replied that 
although he was not certain, he thought the Democratic 
Party would win the 1960 election. The meeting ended cor­
dially, with Stevenson introducing Khrushchev to his sons, 
Borden and John Fell.16 

The Soviet leader enjoyed another amicable meeting with 
Stevenson during his fall 1959 trip to the United States. 
When Khrushchev visited Roswell Garst, an expert in hy­
brid corn growing, in Coon Rapids, Iowa, Stevenson joined 
them. He was in good spirits, and together with Garst he 
suggested they all have their picture taken together. "We 
put our arms around each other's shoulders," Khrushchev 
recalled, "and struck a relaxed pose for the photographer. 
I took Stevenson's willingness to be in a picture with me as 
a sign of tolerance toward the Soviet Union."17 

By the time of his speech to the Supreme Soviet in Janu­
ary 1960, Khrushchev had decided that Stevenson was the 
man for the White House. He was so anxious for this to 
happen, he even availed his services as leader of the Soviet 
state to the Illinoisan to help bring about his election. 
Stevenson learned of this during a 16 January 1960 meet­
ing with Mikhail A. Menshikov, the Soviet ambassador to 
the United States, in a parlour on the third floor of the 
Soviet Embassy in Washington. Menshikov not only furnished 
Stevenson with various birthday presents from Khrushchev, 
including caviar and wine, he also conveyed an astonishing 
message from the Soviet leader. "When you met in Moscow 
in August 1958," Menshikov informed Stevenson, "he 
[Khrushchev] said to you that he had voted for you in his 
heart in 1956. He says now that he will vote for you in his 
heart again in 1960. . . . We are concerned with the future, 
and that America has the right President." Menshikov's re­
cital of the message went on to say that both Khrushchev 
and the Presidium believed that Stevenson was the presi­
dential contender who best understood the need for im­
proved Soviet-American relations.18 

Khrushchev then offered to help Stevenson win the 1960 
election. The message ordered Menshikov to ascertain from 
Stevenson how: 
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we could be of assistance to those forces in the United 
States which favor friendly relations. . . . Could the Soviet 
press assist Mr. Stevenson's personal success? How? Should 
the press praise him, and, if so, for what? Should it criticize 
him, and, if so, for what?. . . . Mr. Stevenson will know 
best what would help him. 

Through this message, the Soviet premier also expressed 
his annoyance at the way his debate with Nixon in the model 
kitchen at the Moscow Trade Fair in summer 1959 had 
enhanced the vice-president's credibility in the United States. 
Stevenson, presumably in a state of shock at this remark­
able offer of Soviet support, responded with propriety. He 
expressed his thanks for the confidence Khrushchev had 
shown in him, but made clear that he would not be a can­
didate for the Democratic presidential nomination, and, 
moreover, that he could not condone this sort of interfer­
ence in the American electoral process. Stevenson reiter­
ated those arguments a week later in a letter to Menshikov.19 

Despite the rebuff, Khrushchev still sought to help the 
Democrats, whoever their presidential candidate might be. 
His interest in doing so may well have been the main reason 
(rather than the ostensible one of his annoyance at the Gary 
Powers incident) why he decided to wreck the May 1960 
Paris summit with Eisenhower. This, he seems to have rea­
soned, would ensure that the Republican presidential can­
didate did not enjoy an indirect boost from the praise which 
the Eisenhower administration would undoubtedly receive 
in the aftermath of a successful summit. In his January meeting 
with Menshikov, Stevenson had gathered that the Soviets 
"were quite aware of the effect on the Presidential election 
of the Summit Conference and Eisenhower's [proposed] visit 
to Russia; that a "success" would redound to the benefit of 
the Republican candidate which seems to leave them in some 
dilemma." It appears that Khrushchev resolved the dilemma 
by aborting the Paris summit.20 

Once Kennedy had successfully garnered the Democratic 
presidential nomination at the Los Angeles convention in 
July by defeating a group of rivals that included Stevenson, 
Khrushchev focused his attention upon helping the Massa­
chusetts senator. Stevenson was better than Kennedy, but 
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Kennedy was infinitely better than Nixon. Khrushchev had 
first encountered JFK at a September 1959 Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee function. Although Kennedy arrived late 
for the meeting, the Soviet leader had been "impressed" with 
the young senator. "I've heard a lot about you," he told 
Kennedy. "People say you have a great future ahead of you." 
Nixon, meanwhile, had offended Khrushchev during this trip 
to the United States with his caustic anti-Soviet comments. 
In a meeting with Eisenhower and Nixon on 15 September 
1959, Khrushchev complained about the vice-president's last 
speech, saying "it was certainly not calculated to reduce tensions 
and calm feelings on the eve of his [Khrushchev's] visit."21 

Khrushchev, having resolved to aid Kennedy in summer 
1960, decided to delay the release of the captured U-2 pi­
lot, Gary Powers, until after the presidential election, a move 
clearly designed to help JFK and hurt Nixon. As the Soviet 
premier explained to a group of his advisers: 

the two candidates are at a stalemate. If we give the slightest 
boost to Nixon it will be interpreted as an expression of 
our willingness to see him in the White House. This would 
be a mistake. If Nixon becomes President, I don't believe 
he will contribute to an improvement in relations between 
our countries. Therefore, let's hold off on taking the final 
step of releasing Powers. As soon as the elections are over 
we'll hand him over. 

Accordingly, Powers was not released until February 1962, 
and then only in return for the convicted Soviet spy Rudolf 
I. Abel. At the Vienna summit Khrushchev told Kennedy 
that he had voted for him in the 1960 election by not re­
leasing Powers. Kennedy, according to Khrushchev, laughed 
and replied, "You're right. I admit you played a role in the 
election and cast your vote for me."22 

With Kennedy's defeat of Nixon in the presidential elec­
tion, Khrushchev was optimistic that the administration in 
Washington would facilitate improved Soviet-American rela­
tions. At a New Year's Party in the Kremlin, attended by 
Soviet officials and foreign diplomats, Khrushchev stressed 
the importance of developing better relations with Wash­
ington. Elaborating on the theme, the Soviet leader told 
those present of his hope that: 
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with the advent of a new President a fresh wind will blow 
and . . . the unhealthy atmosphere in relations between 
the Soviet Union and the United States will begin to im­
prove. We would like our bad relations with the United 
States of America to become a thing of the past with the 
departure of the old year and of the old President.23 

Corresponding with Averell Harriman through Ambassa­
dor Menshikov in the aftermath of Kennedy's victory, 
Khrushchev sounded the same theme. Khrushchev's mes­
sages, Harriman recalled, "indicated his gratification at the 
election of President Kennedy." They further revealed his 
feeling that Kennedy's election would ameliorate Soviet-
American relations. Khrushchev must have hoped, in par­
ticular, for a more accommodating foreign policy on the 
part of Kennedy in order to validate the sizeable military 
cuts he had ordered at the start of 1960. If the tension 
between Moscow and Washington subsided, then those re­
ductions would appear to make sense, and so he would have 
a stronger case against those sections of the Soviet military 
opposing the cuts.24 

Khrushchev, however, became rapidly disillusioned with 
the New Frontier. Two developments convinced him that 
Kennedy was no more conciliatory than his predecessor. The 
first was the Bay of Pigs invasion, which Khrushchev sharply 
denounced in messages to JFK on 18 and 22 April. Of even 
greater importance were the large increases in military spend­
ing initiated by Kennedy at the start of his administration 
and during the Berlin crisis in summer 1961. Khrushchev 
interpreted Kennedy's actions in the Bay of Pigs and in the 
area of defence expenditure as meaning that his hopes for 
a new accommodating American foreign policy were naive. 
If Kennedy was to be tough, Khrushchev now reasoned, this 
was not the most appropriate time for him to reduce Soviet 
military strength. "Given Kennedy's policies," two pundits 
on Soviet defence policy have concluded, "it is difficult to 
see how Khrushchev could have preserved his programme 
[of military cuts] intact."25 

On 8 July 1961, therefore, Khrushchev announced at a 
reception for those graduating from Soviet military aca­
demies that he was suspending the military cuts proposed in 
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January 1960. He added that defence expenditures would 
be augmented by one-third. In explaining the need for that, 
Khrushchev emphasised the recent bolstering of American 
military spending and its deleterious impact on Soviet secu­
rity. Increases in defence expenditure, he argued, "have been 
forced on us, comrades. We are taking them because of the 
circumstances that have arisen, since we cannot neglect the 
security interests of the Soviet people." Kennedy's policies 
during the first half of 1961 were indeed the critical factor 
in Khrushchev's decision to suspend his programme of de­
fence cuts. Reductions amounting to one-half of the 1.2 
million men cut proposed in January 1960 were actually 
carried out up until the spring of 1961, despite much re­
sistance from the Soviet military. Kennedy's policies, espe­
cially his large increases in defence spending, not only fortified 
the argument of the Soviet military that a reduction in 
manpower would endanger Soviet security, but also convinced 
Khrushchev that the objection had value.26 

Khrushchev indicated in his July 1961 address that the 
reversal would only be temporary. Given the considerable 
cuts he had made in Soviet troop numbers since the mid-
1950s, he was almost certainly being candid. That being the 
case, the installation of missiles in Cuba would be exceed­
ingly helpful to Khrushchev because it would significantly 
improve the Soviet strategic position vis-a-vis the United States. 
This in turn would strengthen Khrushchev's voice in the 
ongoing dialogue with his military for he would then be 
able to make the case that the missiles in Cuba had so im­
proved Moscow's strategic position that it would now be safe 
to resume cutting Soviet manpower. The funneling of extra 
resources to the civilian economy could then take place. 

Even if the deployment of missiles in Cuba did not help 
Khrushchev in the debate with his military, it would still 
advance his goal of moving resources from defence to the 
civilian economy. As one authority has argued, Klirushchev 
must have viewed the emplacement of missiles in Cuba as 
"a move to offset US strategic superiority cheaply, so as to 
allocate to civilian needs resources that would otherwise have 
to be invested (and were later invested) in a costly programme 
of intercontinental ballistic missiles." One probable element, 
then, in Khrushchev's decision to deploy missiles in Cuba 
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was the desire to further his long-term goal of transferring 
resources from the military to the civilian economy.27 

Another factor was his determination to restore credibility 
to the strategy of brinksmanship that he had employed so 
frequently in the past. Although brinksmanship, the threat­
ening of others with nuclear devastation in order to extract 
concessions, was synonymous with John Foster Dulles, 
Khrushchev actually practised it far more than Eisenhower's 
secretary of state ever did. Brinksmanship, for the Soviet 
leader, was a way of furthering his foreign policy objectives 
by inducing a more compliant line on the part of the United 
States and its Western allies, while expending neither mili­
tary nor financial resources. As one expert has written in 
reference to the Khrushchev years: 

The Soviet leadership has been more inclined to use ver­
bal and written ultimatums and warnings than to take a 
high level of risk in actual policy commitment. Skillful 
use of words has1 been a weapon to enlarge the sense of 
risk in other parties, thereby increasing their caution in 
situations where the U.S.S.R. itself has been reluctant to 
take more than token action.28 

On one occasion during his spring 1956 visit to England, 
for instance, Khrushchev responded to a question from Mrs 
Anthony Eden about Soviet missiles by saying that "they have 
a very long range. They could easily reach your island and 
quite a bit farther." Khrushchev later recalled that Mrs Eden 
"bit her tongue" and that his aim had been to convey the 
sense that "we were powerful and deserved respect." The 
development during the late 1950s of the missile gap theory, 
the widespread but mistaken belief in the United States that 
the Soviets were forging ahead in the arms race, further 
encouraged Khrushchev to engage in brinksmanship. In June 
1959, for example, he told Harriman that as far as the Berlin 
question was concerned, "one bomb is sufficient to destroy 
Bonn and the Ruhr and that is all of Germany." During the 
confrontation over Berlin in summer 1961, Khrushchev 
assured Italian Prime Minister Amintore Fanfani that if the 
crisis resulted in war, "Not only the orange groves of Italy 
but also the people who created them and who have ex­
alted Italy's culture and arts . . .may perish." Apparently, 
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Khrushchev even authorised the building of phony missile 
launching sites in order to lend credence to his boasts about 
Soviet nuclear superiority.29 

The actual reality of the strategic balance during the late 
1950s and early 1960s was that it lay heavily in favour of the 
United States. But to American officials conditioned to think 
in terms of a menacing Soviet challenge, Khrushchev's 
brinksmanship appeared genuinely threatening. By frequently 
stressing a supposed missile gap in Russia's favour, Khrushchev 
actually helped increase America's nuclear superiority. 
Worried about the apparent gap, and having that concern 
constantly heightened by Khrushchev's boasts, United States 
policy-makers focused so much energy on repairing the al­
leged gap that by 1962 the actual strategic position was even 
more favourable to the United States than it had been in 
the late 1950s. Khrushchev's repeated threats were also con­
vincing enough to produce increased criticism from China. 
The Soviet premier, Beijing suggested, should use his pre­
sumed military advantage over the West more forcefully to 
further communist positions throughout the world. In this 
way, Khrushchev's brinksmanship compounded the emerg­
ing Sino-Soviet split.30 

Khrushchev's predilection for brinksmanship was under­
cut in autumn 1961. Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell 
L. Gilpatric, in a speech delivered on 21 October 1961, dis­
closed what the Kennedy administration had known for some 
time, namely that the missile gap theory was a fallacy, that 
the discrepancy lay in fact in the opposite direction to the 
detriment of the Soviet Union, and that this chasm was widen­
ing. The notion of a missile gap in favour of Moscow had 
been revealed as a complete sham, and in the process 
Klirushchev's brinksmanship was immediately deprived of 
its credibility. That this troubled Khrushchev seems certain. 
As one authority has put it, brinksmanship had been the 
Soviet leader's "favoured instrument" in foreign policy. It 
was what he had depended upon since the mid-1950s, and 
especially from 1957. The sudden removal of that "instru­
ment" was something he could not have viewed with equa­
nimity. In this context, Khrushchev's decision to put missiles 
in Cuba made sense. If that deployment was successful, the 
Soviet strategic position would be and, more importantly, 
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would be perceived as being considerably improved. This 
would allow Khrushchev to resume his brinksmanship with 
credibility.31 

Another probable factor behind Khrushchev's decision to 
put missiles in Cuba was Berlin. The Soviet leader had long 
resolved to change the status of West Berlin. For so many 
reasons, that city was a vexing problem for him. Between 
1949 and 1961, 2 800 000 East Germans had fled to the West 
via West Berlin, an exodus that was particularly damaging 
because most of those who left were young, and many were 
highly skilled and educated. Among the absconders were 
15 000 schoolteachers, 30 000 students, and 16 000 trained 
engineers. The West, furthermore, had established an im­
mense espionage network in the city, deep within East Ger­
man territory. The sharp contrast between the booming 
economy of West Berlin, into which the United States had 
invested billions of dollars, and the relatively stagnant economy 
of East Berlin was an additional source of embarrassment 
for both the East German government and the Soviet leader.32 

Linked to those concerns was Khrushchev's dread of a 
revitalised, rearmed West Germany. American foreign policy 
since World War II had itself been heavily shaped by the 
experience with Hitler and the fear that the Soviet Union 
would disrupt the international order as Germany had in 
the 1930s and early 1940s. Given the far greater loss of Soviet 
life in World War II and the fact that large portions of the 
Soviet Union had actually been occupied and devastated by 
the Nazis, this anxiety was even greater in Moscow than 
Washington. But the Soviets analogised not only between 
pre-1945 Germany and post-1945 America, but also between 
Hitler's Germany and the present West German government. 
In a 1959 Foreign Affairs article, Khrushchev argued that the 
"renewed activities of the West German militarists and 
revanchists" meant that "Western Germany, taking advan­
tage of her position in the North Atlantic Alliance, might 
provoke hostilities in order to draw her allies into it and 
plunge the whole world into the chasm of a devastating war." 
He explicitly raised the possibility of a new Hitler with Harold 
Macmillan in December 1961. "Can you guarantee," he asked 
the British prime minister, "that a new madman will not 
appear in West Germany?"33 
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Bryant Wedge, a social psychiatrist who did work for the 
CIA, sent an appraisal of Khrushchev to Kennedy for the 
Vienna summit. In it, he confirmed that the Soviet leader's 
concerns about Germany were genuine. "Khrushchev's fear 
of Germany," noted Wedge, "is deadly and dangerous. After 
all the Soviet Union lost 20 million people to Hitler. . . . 
Khrushchev himself acted as political commissar at Stalingrad 
dur ing the German siege. Thus a pr ime concern of 
Khrushchev is to keep Germany weak - and this desire should 
not be underrated." From a conversation with the Soviet 
premier in spring 1961, Walter Lippmann also discerned 
that "in Mr. Khrushchev's mind the future of Germany is 
the key question."34 

Klirushchev's fear of a dangerous, rearmed West Germany 
was heightened by Chancellor Konrad Adenauer's acceleration 
of West German rearmament. As a result, the Soviet leader 
came to despise Adenauer. In June 1959 he told Harriman 
that "we will never accept Adenauer as a representative of 
Germany. He is a zero." On another occasion he referred 
to the West German as "that evil man." Khrushchev's suspi­
cion of the chancellor increased when the United States 
furnished West Germany with planes that could carry nu­
clear weapons and artillery with the capacity to fire nuclear 
shells. The fear that West Germany might actually obtain 
nuclear weapons in the near future almost certainly played 
a role in the Soviet decision to take action over Berlin.35 

Khrushchev, accordingly, twice made demands over the 
status of West Berlin, and on both occasions created a crisis 
in the process. In November 1958, he announced his intention 
of transferring control of the access routes to Berlin to East 
Germany. The Western powers had remained in West Berlin 
after World War II on the basis of occupation rights which 
would end on the signing of a German peace treaty. The 
Soviet Union and the Western powers, however, had failed 
after 1945 to agree upon the terms for a treaty. Unless the 
Western powers agreed to commence negotiations for a 
German peace treaty, Khrushchev now declared, he would 
sign a treaty with East Germany, forcing those countries to 
request permission from the East German government to 
maintain their access rights from West Germany to West 
Berlin. Khrushchev set a limit of six months for a settlement 
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of the Berlin quest ion. He subsequently argued that West 
Berlin should become a free city, and that the Western powers 
must withdraw troops from their sector. In short, Khrushchev 
wanted the Western powers out of Berlin. Eisenhower, how­
ever, refused to accede to ei ther Khrushchev's demands on 
Berlin or those of critics in the Uni ted States who urged 
him to retaliate by increasing military spending. Unwilling 
to go to war, Khrushchev was compelled to back down as 
his six m o n t h time limit passed.36 

Influenced by pressure from East German leader Walter 
Ulbricht, Khrushchev again d e m a n d e d a set t lement of the 
Berlin quest ion in 1961. This time Kennedy's response was 
very different to Eisenhower's. After a bold 25 July television 
address to the nat ion, JFK bolstered military spending by 
over $3 billion, dispatched reinforcements to Europe , tripled 
draft calls, and mobilised reserves and national guardsmen. 
Khrushchev, after consult ing with Warsaw Pact leaders in 
Moscow, responded by building the Berlin Wall on 13 August 
1961. Although he had failed again to force the Western powers 
ou t of Berlin, he had at least ensured that East Germans 
could no longer use West Berlin as an exit to the West.37 

Given that it had been a perennial objective of Klirushchev 
to eject the Western powers from Berlin, it is likely that his 
decision to deploy missiles in Cuba was l inked to that goal. 
As one observer put it in December 1962, missiles in Cuba 
would furnish the Soviet leader with "the new trump card in 
the Berlin game." Khrushchev probably did not hope for a 
trade in which Kennedy would yield to Soviet demands on Berlin 
in exchange for the withdrawal of missiles from Cuba. If 
Khrushchev removed nuclear weapons from Cuba as part of a 
quid pro quo, he would be vulnerable to undesirable Chinese 
and Cuban complaints that he had placed Soviet interests in 
Berlin ahead of the need to protect the Cuban Revolution. 
The more plausible connection between the two issues was that 
the implicit threat of the missiles in Cuba would make Wash­
ington more pliable on Berlin. One of Khrushchev's own ad­
visers, Burlatsky, has made the case that the Soviet leader hoped 
the weapons in Cuba would create "new conditions for nego­
tiations with the United States" leading to American "recog­
nit ion of East Germany, [as well as] consolidation of the 
new status of West Berlin and the post-war borders."3 8 



78 The Cuban Missile Crisis 

Khrushchev's decision to install missiles in Cuba was also 
rooted in his desire to respond to the increasingly severe 
criticisms levelled by China at his leadership of the commu­
nist world. The deterioration of relations with China cer­
tainly shaped his foreign policy in general. Adam B. Ulam 
has argued that much of Soviet diplomacy can be understood 
only in the context of "Communist bloc politics." Burlatsky 
has written that "at every stage in relations with the United 
States and Western Europe he [the Soviet leader] constantly 
glanced over his shoulder to check the expression on the 
face of the Chinese sphinx."39 

Various factors produced the Sino-Soviet split, including 
ideological differences (such as Mao's initiation of the Great 
Leap Forward and Khrushchev's disdain for it), the histori­
cal background of conflict between the two countries, and 
a personality clash between Mao Zedong and Khrushchev. 
At the heart of the rivalry, though, was an intense battle 
for power within world communism. Whereas China wished 
to increase its influence Within the communist bloc, the 
Soviet Union was determined to remain its undisputed leader. 
Beijing wanted Khrushchev to use his nuclear arsenal to 
advance the interests of communist nations, including those 
of China. Khrushchev, on the other hand, was at times more 
interested in what he termed "peaceful coexistence" with 
the West. China also wished to develop a nuclear capacity 
with Soviet assistance. Khrushchev, however, was reluctant 
to supply the second most powerful country in the commu­
nist world with nuclear weapons. Mao assumed that Moscow 
would support China in its rivalry with India. Khrushchev, 
though, was interested in courting India, and so preferred 
to remain neutral in the Sino-Indian dispute. For those 
reasons, the communist bloc, already loosened by the inde­
pendent actions of Yugoslavia in 1948 and Hungary and 
Poland in 1956, began in the late 1950s and early 1960s to 
fracture along a fault dividing Moscow from Beijing.40 

Although Sino-Soviet tension simmered during the years 
from 1956 to 1959, it did so behind the closed doors of 
the communist world. Then in 1960 the antagonism ex­
ploded, and in the process became common knowledge in 
the West. In April 1960 the Chinese, on the ninetieth anni­
versary of Lenin's birth, published an essay entitled "Long 
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Live Leninism" in which they argued that it was China, and 
not the Soviet Union, that had upheld the revolutionary 
tradition bequeathed by Lenin. The animosity generated 
by the episode was evident in June 1960 when Khrushchev 
and Chinese delegate P'eng Chen attacked each other at 
the Romanian Party Congress. During the 1950s, the Soviets 
had granted increasing quantities of aid to their Asian ally, 
but in July 1960 Khrushchev suddenly changed policy by 
withdrawing nearly 1400 specialists from China and by ter­
minating various projects involving Sino-Soviet technical co­
operation. Four months later, at a meeting of eighty-one 
communist parties in Moscow, the acrimony had not sub­
sided, as Chinese officials used the occasion to assail Soviet 
leadership. Although most delegates at the conference in­
dicated their support for the Soviet Union, a dozen parties 
endorsed Chinese criticisms. By this point, the Sino-Soviet 
split could not be concealed. The chasm between the two 
nations was wide and ever widening.41 

Of all the criticisms levelled at the Soviet Union by China, 
the most salient was the charge that Moscow had been too 
timid in supporting world revolution. Khrushchev, the 
Chinese contended, was more interested in peaceful co­
existence with the West than in using his nuclear arsenal to 
protect the interests of world communism and to promote 
revolution. The clear implication of Chinese criticism was 
that Moscow, because of its inept performance, was forfeit­
ing the right to direct the international communist move­
ment. That, for Khrushchev, was a disturbing accusation 
because it struck at the very legitimacy of the Soviet Union's 
leadership of the communist bloc. If a significant number 
of communist parties throughout the world came to accept 
the cogency of Chinese arguments, then Moscow's position 
as the leader of world communism would be jeopardised. 
For Klirushchev, this was a challenge to which he had to 
respond. 

In the context of Chinese criticism, Cuba acquired a special 
significance for the Soviet leader. Initially, he had not rushed 
to embrace the Cuban Revolution of January 1959. The Soviet 
Union arranged to purchase less sugar from Cuba in 1959 
than it had during the final year of Batista's rule, and 
throughout that year the Soviet press did not emphasise 
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the need to support Cuba. It may have been the case that 
this cautious response was a strategic move on Khrushchev's 
part. He was probably delighted about the Cuban Revolu­
tion, but calculated that the best way to prevent an Ameri­
can invasion of the island was by adopting a detached 
disposition towards the Caribbean island in order to assure 
Washington that Cuba was not about to become a Soviet 
ally or satellite.42 

The first important milestone on the path to more inti­
mate Soviet-Cuban relations was the visit of Anastas Mikoyan 
to Cuba in February 1960, the first meeting between high-
level Soviet and Cuban officials. As a result of Mikoyan's 
trip, the Soviet Union agreed to purchase more Cuban sugar, 
and also granted Havana a $100 million credit to acquire 
industrial equipment. Three months later formal diplomatic 
relations were finally established between the two countries. 
But it was not until the summer of 1960 that Moscow's sup­
port for Cuba became unequivocal. After Castro's govern­
ment assumed control of the oil refineries of Texaco, Shell, 
and Esso, the Eisenhower administration reacted on 6 July 
by reducing the amount of sugar it had pledged to pur­
chase from Cuba by 700 000 tons. Khrushchev decided to 
act. On 9 July he informed the Cuban government that the 
Soviet Union would purchase all the sugar previously as­
signed to the United States, and declared that an Ameri­
can attack on Cuba would be followed by a reciprocal Soviet 
strike. With his confidence thus enhanced, Castro proceeded 
to nationalise all American companies in Cuba.4 

By summer 1960, therefore, Soviet support for Castro's 
government had become overt. The reason Klirushchev had 
decided to render Cuba greater assistance was probably the 
same as the motivation behind his earlier reluctance to do 
so, namely a desire to prevent an American invasion of Cuba. 
But by summer 1960 Khrushchev had judged it necessary, 
in light of the more hostile attitude displayed by the Eisen­
hower administration, to make an open commitment to Cuba 
so as to deter any American plans to topple Castro.44 

In supporting Cuba, Khrushchev, in one sense, was sim­
ply adhering to what for both superpowers was an estab­
lished rule of the Cold War, and that was to shore up any 
allies or potential allies. By 1960, though, he had additional 
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reasons for helping Castro. In the "Long Live Leninism" 
article, the Chinese argued that the desire to achieve peaceful 
coexistence with the West conflicted with the need to pro­
tect Cuba from American aggression. Hence, Cuba became 
tied up in the ongoing dispute between Moscow and Beijing, 
and this continued to be the case when at both the November 
1960 Moscow conference and in a 6 January 1961 address 
Khrushchev expressed his determination to support national 
liberation movements (which were said to produce national 
democratic states that were not socialist, but were close to 
being so, and which held the potential for moving further 
to the left). His pledge was designed at least in part to 
undercut the Chinese argument that Moscow had been weak 
in supporting revolutionary forces. At the November 1960 
conference the Soviet Union procured acceptance of this 
new concept, "the national democratic state," by citing the 
example of the Cuban Revolution. In his January 1961 speech, 
Khrushchev further stressed the centrality of Havana to the 
national liberation movement. "The Cuban revolution," he 
asserted, "is not only repelling the onslaught of the imperi­
alists; it is deepening and broadening and marks a new and 
higher stage of the national-liberation struggle, in which 
the people take power and become the masters of their 
wealth." As one pundit has put it, by the early 1960s 
Khrushchev was "in great need of a new socialist state to 
testify to the dynamism of the Soviet Union and of its lead­
ership." By the start of 1961, he had placed Soviet eggs in 
the Cuban basket. For the Soviet premier, the defence of the 
Cuban Revolution had become intimately associated with 
the credibility of his leadership within the communist world, 
particularly in terms of the Chinese challenge.45 

Kennedy's policies, especially the Bay of Pigs invasion, con­
vinced Khrushchev that Cuban defence would require fur­
ther Soviet assistance, partly because of ant ic ipated 
Chinese reactions. Suggestive of this was the conversation 
on 19 April 1961 between Karl L. Rankin, the American 
ambassador to Yugoslavia, and Edvard Kardelj, the vice-presi­
dent of Yugoslavia. Rankin recorded in a memorandum that 
Kardelj felt the Bay of Pigs episode was "most unfortunate. 
The situation, he said, was a particularly difficult one for 
KHRUSHCHEV. If he intervened in Cuba and came into 
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conflict with the United States, it would be very bad. But if 
he failed to support the Cuban Government, he would be 
in a bad position vis-a-vis China." Subsequent American 
policies, such as the ejection of Cuba from the OAS, must 
have increased Khrushchev's fear that the Chinese would 
continue to criticise him for failing to support Cuba with 
sufficient zeal.46 

In this context, the Soviet decision to deploy missiles in 
Cuba made sense. Having been assailed by the Chinese for 
his weakness in protecting revolution in the developing world, 
Khrushchev had developed the concept of the national lib­
eration movement, referred to Castro's government as a 
classic example of it, and pledged to support Cuba along 
with other states in similar positions. As American pressure 
against Cuba intensified in 1961 and 1962, the Soviet leader 
felt increasingly compelled to assist Castro. If Kennedy top­
pled Castro, Chinese criticisms designed to discredit Soviet 
leadership of the communist world would escalate. Deploy­
ing nuclear missiles in Cuba to forestall an American inva­
sion would prevent that from happening.47 

For Khrushchev, the years 1960 to 1962 had produced a 
number of disconcerting developments. He had been forced 
in July 1961, largely as a result of Kennedy's foreign and 
defence policies, to jettison his long-term goal of reducing 
Soviet military spending. The Kennedy administration's 
October 1961 revelation that the missile gap was a fallacy 
meant that he was no longer able to engage in brinksmanship 
with credibility. He had failed by fall 1961 to accomplish 
his objective of ejecting the Western powers from Berlin. 
Finally, China had mounted an increasingly stiff challenge 
to Khrushchev's leadership of the communist world. By spring 
1962, the conjuncture of these developments, along with 
the overall advantage enjoyed by the United States in nuclear 
weaponry, had produced a multi-faceted crisis for the Soviet 
leader. It was probably in response to this crisis that he 
decided to deploy nuclear weapons in Cuba.48 

The actual process by which that decision was made be­
gan at the end of April 1962. According to Fedor Burlatsky, 
who edited a post-missile crisis letter from the Soviet leader 
to Castro in which the former explained the origins of his 
decision to put missiles in Cuba, Klirushchev hatched the 
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plan dur ing a conversation with Marshal Rodion Ya. 
Malinovsky, the defence minister. Walking along the Black 
Sea coast, Malinovsky pointed out to Khrushchev that sta­
tioned in Turkey just across the water were American miss­
iles which, if fired, would take only six or seven minutes to 
hit cities in the Ukraine and southern Russia. Klirushchev 
observed that the Soviet Union could pose the same threat 
to the United States by putting nuclear weapons in Cuba.49 

After this Khrushchev discussed the plan with Anastas 
Mikoyan. Their conversation took place in the garden of 
Mikoyan's house, next to Khrushchev's own residence at the 
Lenin Hills just outside Moscow. When the Soviet leader 
raised the idea of dispatching missiles to Cuba, he remarked 
that the deployment would not be publicly revealed until 
after the congressional elections in November. Mikoyan was 
skeptical, arguing that Castro would oppose such a move 
on the grounds that it might provoke an American invasion.50 

Khrushchev then described his plan to a small group of 
officials. As well as Mikoyan and Malinovsky, he consulted 
with Presidium member Frol R. Kozlov, Andrei Gromyko, 
and the commander of the Strategic Rocket Forces, Mar­
shal Sergei S. Biryuzov. When this group met, Mikoyan raised 
two objections. He doubted whether missiles could be installed 
in Cuba without being detected by American intelligence, 
and he also thought that Castro would probably refuse to 
permit nuclear weapons on his territory. Undeterred, 
Klirushchev insisted that those two hurdles could easily be 
overcome, the first by sending a letter to Castro asking for 
his approval, the second by dispatching a secret mission to 
Cuba under the supervision of Biryuzov in order to determine 
the feasibility of deploying missiles on the island without 
American detection. Mikoyan, and the other advisers as well, 
accepted these proposals.51 

Khrushchev consulted with a few more aides in early May, 
including Sharaf R. Rashidov, an alternate member of the 
Presidium, and Aleksandr I. Alekseyev, an intelligence agent 
in Havana. Alekseyev enjoyed a far more intimate relation­
ship with both Fidel and his brother Raul Castro than the 
Soviet ambassador to Cuba. For that reason, Khrushchev 
decided in early May to appoint Alekseyev the new ambas­
sador to Cuba. A few days after informing Alekseyev of his 



84 The Cuban Missile Crisis 

promotion, Khrushchev told him about the idea of putting 
missiles in Cuba, and asked how Castro might respond. 
Alekseyev thought the Cuban leader would probably oppose 
the plan. Malinovsky, also present, argued that Castro would 
be more accommodating, noting that republican Spain had 
accepted Soviet military aid during the 1930s. Klirushchev 
concluded that Castro would be notified of the plan to de­
ploy missiles in Cuba.52 

To see if Castro would allow missiles in Cuba, and to 
assess the feasibility of carrying out such a deployment without 
alerting American intelligence, Khrushchev surreptitiously 
sent Biryuzov and a few other military experts to Cuba as 
part of a Soviet agricultural delegation headed by Rashidov. 
Just prior to the departure of the group, Khrushchev briefed 
the full Presidium of the plan at his dacha. "For the salva­
tion of the Cuban revolution," he told Presidium members, 
"there was no other path, other than one which could equal­
ise, so to say, the security of Cuba with the security of the 
United States." The agricultural team's visit to Cuba began 
at the end of May, and the Soviet delegation quickly ar­
ranged a meeting with Fidel through Raul Castro. When 
told of the plan to deploy nuclear missiles in Cuba, Fidel 
provisionally approved it. He gave his unequivocal endorse­
ment after consulting his advisers in the Secretariat - Raul 
Castro, Che Guevara, Osvaldo Dorticos, Bias Roca, and Emilio 
Aragones - all of whom shared Castro's inclination to ac­
cept Klirushchev's proposal. Despite Castro's claim that the 
main reason he accepted Soviet missiles was the desire to 
strengthen the defensive capabilities of the socialist bloc in 
general, probably the most important consideration for him 
was that the nuclear weapons would deter an American in­
vasion, which he had been anticipating since the failure of 
the Bay of Pigs operation. Meanwhile, Biryuzov and his military 
advisers decided that it would be possible to deploy missiles 
in Cuba without being detected by American intelligence. 
After the Soviet delegation's return to Moscow, a meeting 
of the Presidium was convened on 10 June. The results of 
the Soviet-Cuban negotiations were reported to the delegates, 
and the Ministry of Defense plan for a military build-up in 
Cuba was approved.53 

Further consultations between Soviet and Cuban officials 
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took place during the visit to Moscow of a Cuban military 
delegation headed by Raul Castro. Raul's delegation arrived 
in the Russian capital on 2 July, and held high-level dis­
cussions with Soviet officials for more than a week. It was 
at these talks, which Khrushchev himself attended on 3 and 
8 July, that specific arrangements for the missile deploy­
ment in Cuba were made. 4 

A formal agreement, renewable after five years, was drafted 
and initialled by Raul Castro and Malinovsky during this 
series of meetings. Its purpose, described at the beginning 
of the draft agreement, was to establish "military coopera­
tion for the defense of the national territory of Cuba in 
the event of aggression." After Alekseyev took it back to 
Havana, Fidel amended it, and Che Guevara and Aragones 
returned the modified draft to Moscow in late August. 
Khrushchev, however, refused at that point to sign the agree­
ment. The Cubans wished to reveal the facts about the mis­
sile deployment in public, and he did not. When Che and 
Aragones argued that "with the pact unsigned, . . . [and] as 
the missiles were not yet in full combat position, we could 
expect a preemptive attack by the U.S. with very grave con­
sequences for ourselves and no ability to respond," 
Khrushchev declared that if this occurred, he would de­
fend Cuba by dispatching the Baltic fleet to the Caribbean.55 

In developing the plan to place missiles in Cuba, Khrush­
chev strove to keep the operation top secret. He placed 
strict limits on the number of Soviet officials cognisant of 
the operation. Not even Anatoly F. Dobrynin and Valerian 
A. Zorin, the Soviet ambassadors to the United States and 
the United Nations, were informed. Some Central Commit­
tee members were not briefed. Correspondence between 
Moscow and Havana was not conveyed by transmission of 
cables, as was usual, but by hand.56 

The actual extent of the Soviet military deployment in Cuba 
was far greater than perceived by the Kennedy administra­
tion at the time. During the missile crisis, American intelli­
gence estimated that Soviet troops in Cuba numbered between 
8 000 and 10 000. By early 1963 that figure had been re­
vised retrospectively to 22 000. It is now clear that the auth­
entic figure was 42 000. In addition to combat troops, 
substantial quantities of conventional military equipment 
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were deployed, including reinforced motor ised rifle 
regiments, surface-to-air missiles, forty-two IL-28 light bombers, 
Komar PT boats, and MiG-21 interceptors.57 

The strategic deployment in Cuba involved mainly medium-
range missiles, a category which, in the American defini­
tion of weapon types, included both medium-range and 
intermediate-range missiles. Although Khrushchev expressed 
initial interest in those sorts of missiles, he left it to his mil­
itary to decide upon the precise nature of the nuclear 
weaponry to be delivered to Cuba. Khrushchev's military ad­
visers subsequently decided to deploy three SS-4 medium-
range missile regiments and two SS-5 intermediate-range 
regiments. Each regiment comprised eight launchers, and 
each launcher would have two missiles. In sum, there would 
be forty launchers with eighty missiles. As each launcher 
was to be provided with one nuclear warhead, this would 
mean a total of forty warheads and eighty missiles. The sec­
ond missile for each launcher was a replacement, to be used 
only in case of technical problems with the designated mis­
sile. After the completion of the Soviet deployment, forty 
operational medium and intermediate-range missiles with 
forty warheads would be in Cuba. Recent evidence suggests 
that the deployment may also have included eighty tactical 
cruise missiles and six IL-28s specially fitted for atomic 
bombs.58 

Three short-range, tactical "Luna" rocket units with twelve 
nuclear warheads were also sent to Cuba, possibly for use 
in the event of an American invasion. Before the missile 
crisis, Khrushchev delegated the authority to decide whether 
these tactical missiles should be fired in an emergency 
situation to his senior military officer in Cuba. In late Sep­
tember or early October 1962, for example, General Issa A. 
Pliyev, commander of Soviet forces in Cuba, apparently 
received instructions from Malinovsky, stating: 

Only in the event of a landing of the opponent's forces 
on the island of Cuba and if there is a concentration of 
enemy ships with landing forces near the coast of Cuba, 
in its territorial waters . . .and there is no possibility to 
receive directives from the U.S.S.R. Ministry of Defense, 
you are personally allowed as an exception to take the 
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decision to apply the tactical nuclear Luna missiles as a 
means of local war for the destruction of the opponent 
on land and on the coast with the aim of a full crushing 
defeat of troops on the territory of Cuba and the defense 
of the Cuban Revolution. 

There has recently been speculation over whether the Soviet 
leadership rescinded this arrangement during the missile 
crisis to ensure that Soviet military leaders did not fire the 
short-range missiles without Moscow's prior approval, even 
if the contingencies listed in the September/October order 
occurred. It now appears that Malinovsky, presumably at 
Khrushchev's behest, sent a telegram to Pliyev to that effect 
on 22 October; and that three and five days later he 
dispatched additional messages to Pliyev, again forbidding 
the use of any nuclear weapons without permission from 
Moscow.59 

The most improbable aspect of the military build-up was 
Malinovsky's selection of Pliyev as the head of Soviet forces 
in Cuba. Remarkably, Pliyev had no experience with ballis­
tic missiles, having been a cavalryman for most of his ca­
reer. His greatest accomplishment was to have led the last 
major cavalry charge in Manchuria at the end of World 
War II. Apart from two years in Mongolia in the late 1930s, 
he had no experience as a military adviser outside the Soviet 
Union. It was astonishing in light of all this that Khrushchev 
approved Malinovsky's selection of Pliyev.60 

The Soviet military was initially successful in keeping the 
operation to deploy missiles in Cuba secret. As Sergo Mikoyan 
describes it, the military personnel who: 

were sent over by ship to protect the missiles were not 
told where they were going. They were only told that they 
would be away from home for a long time. And since it 
was September [1962], they assembled their necessary 
winter outfits and took them with them - even skis. Only 
in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean were they told that 
skis would not be needed - they were going to Cuba. So 
there were no problems during this stage. 

But the attempt to hide the construction of the missile sites 
was an abysmal failure. They were built in the same con-
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figurations as sites in the Soviet Union, making it a rela­
tively simple matter for American intelligence to deduce that 
they were for nuclear missiles. If the weather over Cuba had 
not been so cloudy during the autumn of 1962, the missiles 
may have been detected much earlier than the middle of 
October.61 

As the summer of 1962 passed, the Soviet military build­
up commenced and accelerated. This did not escape the 
attention of Americans. CIA analysts noted a sharp escala­
tion in the amount of Soviet cargo being transported to 
Cuba, as well as its increasingly military orientation. Journalists 
in Florida, with sources in the Cuban exile community, com­
mented on the build-up in their columns. And Kenneth 
Keating, the junior senator for New York, began to con­
sider using this information in ways which would ultimately 
thrust himself into the national spotlight and, in the proc­
ess, enlarge the concern of President Kennedy and the rest 
of his administration. 



4 The Fall Offensive of 
Senator Keating 

He cried that night. As he gazed across his hotel suite in 
the early hours of 4 November 1964, he noticed his friends 
and advisers in a similar state of despair. Kenneth B. Keating, 
elected to the Senate in 1958 to represent the State of New 
York, had just failed in his bid for re-election. Compared to 
the national Republican ticket, he had performed with dis­
tinction. President Lyndon Johnson had carried the state 
from Barry Goldwater by 2.7 million votes, while Keating 
had lost to his Democratic opponent, Robert Kennedy, by 
only a little over 700 000 in what had been a long, bruising, 
and at times bitter campaign. The battle with the former 
attorney general, however, had not been his first confronta­
tion with the Kennedys. Two years earlier he had clashed 
with them over the most explosive international issue of the 
day: Cuba.1 

Born in Lima, New York, at the turn of the century, Keating 
graduated from the University of Rochester and then Harvard 
Law School. He subsequently practiced law in Rochester, 
served as a colonel and taught in the Far East during World 
War II, and was elected as a Republican to the House of 
Representatives in 1946. Having been re-elected five times, 
he embarked upon a successful campaign for the Senate in 
1958. A fairly conservative Republican in the House, Keating 
developed a moderately liberal reputation on domestic is­
sues in the Senate. As the representative of a state that in­
cluded New York City, the junior senator often felt compelled 
to vote for the domestic programmes of the New Frontier, 
such as Medicare and federal aid for urban mass transit. 
He also emerged as an advocate of civil rights reform, pledg­
ing in his 1958 campaign to examine conditions in the still-
segregated South personally if elected to the Senate. Good 
to his word, he visited Jacksonville, Atlanta, and Birming­
ham, accompanied by the other Republican senator from 
New York, Jacob Javits. After consulting community and 

89 
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religious leaders, Keating and Javits reached the conclusion 
that federal legislation was required to curb racial injustice. 
On their return to New York, they complained about the 
"open resistance by officials [in the South] to compliance 
with the Supreme Court's decision ordering desegregation 
in the public schools." Keating would later support the 1964 
Civil Rights Act, and in the same year oppose his party's 
ardent right-wing candidate for president, Barry Goldwater.2 

Keating's political attachments reflected his ideological pref­
erences. He associated most closely with those senators from 
the moderate wing of his party - Hugh Scott of Pennsylvania, 
John Sherman Cooper of Kentucky, Margaret Chase Smith 
of Maine, and Prescott Bush of Connecticut. His greatest 
ally was New York Governor Nelson A. Rockefeller, the most 
prominent liberal Republican in the country, who persuaded 
him to run for the Senate in 1958. Although identified with 
the moderates in his party on domestic issues, Keating, in 
sharp contrast, exhibited a fervent anti-communism on foreign 
policy matters.3 

The silver-haired senator had an affable and gregarious 
personality. He was very funny too. Quips were his oratori­
cal trademark and in private he liked to entertain friends 
with impersonations. He seems to have connected better 
with women than men. In appointing women to senior posi­
tions in his Senate office, he was certainly ahead of his time, 
and whereas the women on his staff recall his warmth and 
generosity, the men say he was a figure of great integrity 
but rather detached from the people around him.4 

Keating's greatest passion in life was the cut and thrust 
of politics. When his daughter told him in 1958 that she 
intended to marry James Howe, he persuaded her to delay 
the announcement until after his Senate campaign. Howe 
had worked for J.P. Morgan and Keating feared that this 
might make him appear elitist, thereby wrecking, as he put 
it, his "poor boy from the country" image. The nature of 
Keating's personal life, especially his poor marriage, helped 
fuel his unquenchable thirst for politics. His wife, an invalid, 
never came down to Washington, and he rarely returned 
home to Rochester. He preferred to stay active on the Washing­
ton social scene, dating various eligible, usually older, women, 
and if there was free time, he would visit New York, Florida, 
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or Europe. "He had no real home," reflected Mary Pitcairn 
Keating, his second wife. Political Washington became 
Keating's home instead. 5 

Although the senator for a major state since 1958, Keating 
did not emerge as a figure of national repute until the fall 
of 1962 when he launched his provocative campaign on Cuba. 
His preoccupation with this issue, however, stretched all the 
way back to April 1959 when he met Fidel Castro at a Sen­
ate reception. "Why have no elections been held?, asked 
Keating along with Senator Huber t H. Humphrey of 
Minnesota. "What is your timetable for elections now?" "The 
people are not ready," the Cuban leader replied. "When 
the time is ripe, we will have our elections." That conversa­
tion sparked Keating's concern over Castro's intentions.6 

A hearing three months later in the Senate Internal Se­
curity subcommittee further stimulated his interest. He lis­
tened then to testimony from Major Pedro Luis Diaz Lanz, 
Castro's first air force commander in chief, who had re­
cently defected because of what he perceived to be the in­
creasing influence granted by Castro to Cuban communists. 
"That testimony," Keating recalled, "cast the first real doubts 
in my mind as to what Castro was up to." Following this, he 
delivered several speeches in the Senate in which he em­
phasised the troubling developments in Cuba and urged the 
Eisenhower administration "to recognize the danger and plan 
to meet or counteract it."7 

Keating's concern over Cuba was heightened by his con­
stituents. Their correspondence furnished him with an early 
sense of the potential value of Cuba as a foreign policy issue 
which resonated with the public. In August 1959, for in­
stance, he received inquiries into the recent hearings on 
the Cuban Revolution in the Senate Committee on the Ju­
diciary. "I am sure you will agree," Keating reassured one 
of his correspondents, "that it is necessary always to be on 
the alert against the possibility that Communism has gained 
a foothold on the American continent."8 

After Kennedy became president, Keating's views on Cuba 
mirrored those of the new administration. His overriding 
objective was to oust Castro, and like JFK, he thought Cuban 
emigres should play the central role in bringing that about. 
He argued that Kennedy should support their efforts, but 



92 The Cuban Missile Crisis 

not by ordering a direct American attack on Cuba. "The 
overthrow of Castro," he explained, "cannot and should not 
be accomplished by intervention of the United States; how­
ever, I am sure that the effort of this group [of anti-Castro 
Cuban exiles] will have the support of the American public."9 

The Bay of Pigs invasion, which was backed by Washington 
but did not involve direct American military intervention, 
was precisely the sort of action to which Keating had given 
his implicit endorsement. So it was not surprising he sup­
ported the operation once it became public knowledge. The 
Cuban "freedom fighters," he admitted on 18 April 1961, 
were "meeting some opposition, armed with Communist-
supplied weapons and tanks; but they know that they are 
fighting for the cause of freedom and progress for Cuba 
and their cause is a just one." If Khrushchev intervened in 
the present conflict in Cuba, he continued, the United States 
would have "to blockade the island and prevent the entry 
of any forces from outside of the hemisphere."10 

After the failure of the Bay of Pigs, Keating commenced 
what can be regarded as his first Cuban campaign. In ad­
dresses before the Senate, speeches to his constituents, and 
letters to the State Department, he exhorted the Kennedy 
administration to strive more vigorously to effect Castro's 
removal. He also developed a three-point plan to accomplish 
that objective, and presented it with particular vividness in 
a speech in Buffalo on 29 April 1961. With rhetoric rather 
more appropriate for 1776 or 1861 than 1961, Keating de­
clared that the challenge posed by Cuba meant that "we 
find oursleves [sic] at one of the great moments of truth in 
our national history." "Do we stand on the ramparts of free­
dom," he asked, "with our eyes closed in sleep, or do we 
summon our spirit, our alertness, our valor, and act in defense 
of what we hold dear?" Explaining the specifics of his plan, 
he suggested the United States work with the OAS to take 
concerted action against the Castro government; consider 
the establishment of a naval blockade around the island to 
prevent the entry of military supplies from the communist 
bloc; and impose a complete embargo on all American trade 
with Cuba. He concluded by reiterating the gravity of the 
situation: "we stand in a moment of truth, at the crossroads 
of history."11 
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Despite his relentless efforts, Keating was unable to keep 
Cuba in the forefront of public attention. As the Berlin crisis 
unfolded in the summer of 1961, the Cuban issue moved 
temporarily from centre to side stage. Still, Keating's state­
ments during 1961 were, in retrospect, noteworthy for their 
prescience. In recommending OAS action, the imposition 
of a full economic embargo, and the establishment of a 
blockade around the island, Keating did anticipate many of 
the directions that American policy towards Cuba would take 
over the course of the next year and a half. Most strikingly, 
he foresaw the possibility of a Soviet missile deployment in 
Cuba. "How long will it be," he asked his fellow senators in 
July 1961, "before the Soviet Union establishes military bases 
and missile launching sites in Cuba?"12 

When Keating began to speak on the last day of August 
1962 about the Soviet military build-up in Cuba, he was, 
therefore, opening his second, not first, campaign on Cuba. 
In an address before the Senate, he claimed that five differ­
ent sources had informed him of a Soviet deployment of 
1200 troops, not merely technicians, in Cuba during the 
first half of the month. Elaborating, he provided the pre­
cise dates on which the Soviets had installed both troops 
and conventional military equipment such as torpedo boats 
and amphibious vehicles. He also talked about "ominous 
reports" indicating the construction of "missile bases" in Cuba. 
Keating did not say whether this information referred to 
bases for surface-to-air missiles only, or to sites for the more 
dangerous surface-to-surface variety, but at this point in time 
it was presumably the former. He added that the probable 
motivations behind the Soviet build-up included the desire 
to deter any attack on Cuba, and to help Castro quell inter­
nal opposition to his leadership.13 

The senator not only pointed to the increasing Soviet mili­
tary presence in Cuba but also admonished the Kennedy 
administration for its handling of the situation. He suggested 
the White House had been less than frank in presenting 
the facts about the Soviet build-up, and he charged the ad­
ministration with shameful neglect in its response to the 
escalating threat represented by Cuba. He proposed that 
Kennedy prod the OAS nations into organising "prompt and 
vigorous action in a concerted way to meet this threat to 
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their future security as well as to the security of the United 
States." As for the course to be followed by the OAS, he 
was vague. But his tone was decidely urgent: "Time is short. 
The situation is growing worse. I urge upon my Govern­
ment that prompt action be taken."14 

The identity of the sources from whom Keating obtained 
the information used in his 31 August and subsequent 
speeches is a question that has remained shrouded in mys­
tery over the past three decades. The senator died in 1975 
without divulging his sources; hardly any documentation on 
this subject can be found in his papers, now deposited at 
the University of Rochester. Keating told his second wife 
that a staff member had stolen the large file he kept on 
Cuba. He believed it to be a woman, formerly of the press, 
who worked for him for only a short time. Despite this pau­
city of documents, some tentative conclusions can be made 
about Keating's sources.15 

He certainly depended upon the Cuban emigre commu­
nity for information. In the months preceding his fall cam­
paign on Cuba, various anti-Castro exile groups, such as the 
Cuban Freedom Committee and the Cuban Student Direc­
torate, had furnished him with newsletters, information sheets, 
and manifestos, that explained the shortcomings of Castro's 
revolution as well as the goals of their respective organisa­
tions. These sorts of groups maintained their contacts with 
Keating in the fall of 1962, supplying him with information 
about the Soviet build-up in Cuba, which they did in part 
through correspondence. In mid-October, for example, a 
letter clearly written by a Cuban emigre was sent to Keating's 
office, stating that the Soviets were establishing a submar­
ine base at Cayu Frances in Cuba. In his letter the Cuban 
went on to thank Keating for his letters of 24 and 29 Sep­
tember, thereby confirming the existence of a previous cor­
respondence. The senator conveyed the claim about the Soviet 
submarine base to Rusk, who denied the allegation. Keating 
later told the secretary of state that, "Although previous 
comments from this informant have occasionally been some­
what exaggerated, they have on the whole stood up. The 
same reports made to me have been made available directly 
to government sources in Miami." This informant, then, was 
apparently a member of the Cuban exile community in Miami, 
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whom the senator had used as a source on previous occasions.16 

As well as writing to Keating, emigres also updated him 
on the situation in Cuba by coming to speak in person to 
either him or his staff. Abbott A. Leban, counsel to Keating, 
recalled the flow of Cuban exiles into the office. Many of 
them had only recently left Cuba, and some had maintained 
contacts with people on the island. Another Keating aide, 
Robert R. McMillan, also remembered interviewing Cuban 
emigres for the senator.17 

Keating realised that the material he received from these 
Cubans had to be treated circumspectly. Their agenda - to 
oust Castro by soliciting American assistance - was obvious, 
and they might be expected to exaggerate the magnitude 
of the Soviet build-up and the threat it posed to the United 
States. That being the case, the senator needed other sources 
to validate the allegations. He found them within the ranks 
of the United States government itself - in Kennedy's own 
Defense Department and in the CIA as well.18 

Pentagon officials first came to Keating's assistance after 
he had received important information from Rear Admiral 
Edward J. O'Donnell, head of the American naval base at 
Guantanamo. In late November 1961, Robert McMillan had 
embarked upon a trip to various nations in the Western 
Hemisphere as part of the Capitol Hill United States Army 
Reserve Group. While in Guantanamo, he and Harry S. Dent, 
aide to South Carolina Senator Strom Thurmond and later 
an adviser to President Nixon, struck up a conversation with 
O'Donnell at a cocktail party. When they asked how the 
security of Guantanamo was maintained, the admiral volun­
teered to have his driver take them along the perimeter of 
the base. This they did, using infra-red binoculars to look 
over on to the Cuban side.19 

As the three men talked, O'Donnell spoke generally about 
what he regarded as the indefensibility of the base against 
any Cuban attack. He emphasised not only the strength of 
the Cuban militia but also the extent of Soviet bloc support 
for Castro. Moscow, he estimated, had furnished the Cu­
bans with fifty MiG aircraft, and runways had been elon­
gated to permit the use of jet bombers. He also declared, 
as McMillan recorded it, that "there is . . . conclusive evi­
dence from Intelligence sources that missilesbases [sic] are 
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being constructed in Cuba." O'Donnell's allegations, Dent 
recalled, "startled and concerned Bob and me."20 

On their return to Washington, Dent and McMillan briefed 
their respective senators about the meeting with the admi­
ral. Dent subsequently wrote a speech on Cuba that 
Thurmond delivered in the Senate on 15 January 1962. In 
it, the senator made a provocative charge, based on 
O'Donnell's assertions: "There is substantial evidence now. . . 
indicating that Mr. Castro is constructing missile launching 
sites in Cuba." Meanwhile, Keating was prompted by 
McMillan's report on the Guantanamo episode to dispatch 
a letter to the Navy Department, soliciting comment on the 
accuracy of O'Donnell's claims. In response to this and other 
enquiries from Keating in early 1962, couriers brought over 
letters from the Navy Department directly to his Senate of­
fice, assuring him that there was "no hard evidence" of a 
Soviet surface-to-surface missile deployment in Cuba.21 

The question arises as to whether O'Donnell continued 
to be Keating's source during the summer and autumn of 
1962. McMillan insists that this was not the case but that 
the admiral's claims did lead the senator to the sources on 
whom he later relied for information about the Soviet build­
up in Cuba. According to McMillan, sympathetic Defense 
Department officials, annoyed by what they perceived to be 
evasive Navy Department responses to Keating's inquiries, 
came forward with information on Cuba for the senator. 
McMillan was forced to cede the handling of the Cuban 
issue in Keating's office to Phyllis Piotrow, the senator's foreign 
policy expert. He recalls learning about the role played by 
the Defense Department "from discussion about the subject 
while I was in his [Keating's] office."22 

What lends credence to the idea that Pentagon officials 
helped Keating is the clandestine assistance they also gave 
Senator Thurmond. Harry Dent has revealed that several 
people from the intelligence services of the Defense De­
par tment funnelled information to Thurmond during 
1962. For example, Lieutenant Colonel Phil Corso, who 
worked under army intelligence chief Arthur Trudeau, passed 
on information to Thurmond using Dent as an intermedi­
ary. The thrust of these leaks was that McNamara and other 
upper echelon officials in the Kennedy administration were 
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misinterpreting intelligence information, constantly under­
estimating the communist threat, including that posed by 
Cuba. The hyperbole of Oliver Stone's JFK film notwith­
standing, there clearly was a section of the American mili­
tary that thought Kennedy and his senior advisers were "soft" 
on communism.23 

Old friends in the Defense Department may have been 
particularly helpful to Keating, who had worked in the Pen­
tagon for a year during World War II, by coming to his 
assistance in 1962. Although the evidence is entirely circum­
stantial, he may have also relied on Defense Department 
official Colonel John Wright. By 27 September, he had con­
cluded from intelligence photographs that the configura­
tion of the sites in Cuba showed they were for missiles of 
the surface-to-surface as well as the surface-to-air variety. 
Keating, it should be noted, did not claim the Soviets were 
establishing surface-to-surface missile sites in Cuba until 10 
October. Hence, he only made this allegation in public af­
ter Wright had done the same in private. There would be 
chronological plausibility, therefore, to the idea that Wright 
was Keating's source in the Pentagon.24 

In addition to the Defense Department, Keating was also 
aided and abetted by the CIA. Although there has been no 
evidence that the senator received help from Langley, a 
number of Keating's former advisers have recently disclosed 
that this was in fact the case. Most notably, Eleanor Merrill, 
Keating's assistant press secretary, has for the first time re­
vealed that his "original information" came from the direc­
tor of the CIA himself, John McCone. She adds that this is 
not a nebulous impression but rather a specific recollection 
that someone within the Keating camp told her this at the 
time. Patricia Shakow, another former aide to the senator, 
says her information indicates that it was not McCone but 
another CIA official who conveyed information to Keating 
through a journalist. Shakow says she came to believe this 
because "years later someone who did know [the identity of 
Keating's source] dropped a hint." The senator's press sec­
retary, Vera Glaser, though not wishing to reveal anything 
specific, says the source was someone from within the intel­
ligence community."25 

That McCone may have been Keating's source is plausible. 
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At four meetings in August 1962, two of which President 
Kennedy attended, the CIA director urged other adminis­
tration officials to pay more heed to the military build-up 
in Cuba. Highlighting not only the dangers of the build-up, 
McCone also contended that the Soviets intended to deploy 
surface-to-surface missiles in Cuba. On 23 August McCone 
left Washington for a month's honeymoon in France. Be­
tween 7 and 20 September, he cabled Acting Director of 
Central Intelligence Marshall S. Carter on five occasions to 
reiterate his belief that Khrushchev would put offensive 
missiles in Cuba. Despite his best efforts, McCone's exhor­
tations and predictions fell on deaf ears. It is conceivable, 
then, that in frustration he turned to a sympathetic senator.26 

What makes this scenario more probable was the fact that 
McCone was a deeply conservative Republican. From his philo­
sophical perspective, the CIA director may have viewed the 
failure of Kennedy and his advisers to listen to his warnings 
as symptomatic of their naive liberalism, and he may have 
felt the need to confide in a fellow Republican who had 
taken an active interest in Cuba in the past and who had 
easy access to the public domain. Furthermore, it was per­
haps more than coincidence that Keating's allegations in 
public sometimes mirrored McCone's in private. In his 31 
August Senate speech, for instance, Keating suggested that 
one of the objectives behind the Soviet build-up in Cuba 
was to use electronic equipment to hamper the American 
space programme at Cape Canaveral. McCone had made 
exactly the same speculation in a 10 August meeting with 
Rusk, McNamara, and other senior officials.27 

An interesting footnote to this was the fact that during 
the missile crisis the president himself began to question 
the loyalty of the CIA. On the evening of 25 October Ray S. 
Cline, deputy director for intelligence, was attending a party 
hosted by Mrs. Anna Chennault when an angry Kennedy 
called. According to Cline, the president said: 

he had heard stories that CIA officers were alleging that 
intelligence on offensive missile bases in Cuba had been 
available for several days before it was called to the atten­
tion of the President. He asked me to confirm that I was 
responsible for the analysis of this kind of intelligence 
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and appropriate dissemination of it to higher authorities, 
and to tell him the facts in the case. 

Cline proceeded to assure Kennedy that these rumours were 
unfounded, an explanation that apparently satisfied the 
president.28 

After the resolution of the missile crisis, the senator indi­
cated that in addition to government informants and Cuban 
refugees, additional sources supplied him with information. 
One name to have emerged in this context is Karl von 
Spreti, the West German ambassador to Cuba. He allegedly 
came from Havana in September 1962 with evidence of 
missiles in Cuba. A 1970 ABC news report claimed that von 
Spreti first approached administration officials with the in­
formation; having been shunned by them, he turned to 
Keating.29 

The recollections of Mary Pitcairn Keating, who married 
Kenneth Keating about a year before his death in 1975, seem 
to add weight to this theory. She recalls a conversation with 
her husband in which they talked about his sources on Cuba; 
"The one thing I remember . . . is . . . the person that Ken 
got the information from, he met him by a swimming-pool. 
And I thought he inferred that this was a foreign diplomat 
or diplomat type who gave him this information." She added 
that he did not divulge the actual name of the source. "He 
was still guarding that secret. He really was at that time." 
The swimming-pool might suggest a vacation spot, and it is 
interesting to note that in the 1960s Keating liked to go to 
the Caribbean island of Nassau for holidays. Could Keating 
have arranged a rendezvous with the West German ambas­
sador to Cuba in Nassau? Although an intriguing possibility, 
no evidence has been adduced to support that speculation.30 

Yet further possibilities remain. It has been suggested that 
the senator's sources were journalists in Florida; or, along 
the same lines, that he simply culled information about the 
Soviet build-up from newspaper reports. Keating denied the 
latter but acknowledged the possibility that he and the jour­
nalists who wrote those articles may have used some of the 
same sources. Roger Hilsman, on the other hand, suspected 
that Keating's source was a disenchanted member of Castro's 
government. Even more obscure possibilities remain. For 



100 The Cuban Missile Crisis 

example, one of the women in Ted Sorensen's office had a 
roommate who worked for Keating. During the missile crisis, 
Sorensen made sure this staff member had minimal access 
to sensitive material. Again, none of these allegations or 
possibilities is easy to validate.31 

The identity of Keating's sources on the build-up in Cuba 
is still a murky subject. What does seem clear is that in ad­
dition to Cuban emigres, he relied chiefly upon CIA officials, 
including perhaps McCone himself, and the Pentagon. It is 
difficult to gauge the relative importance of these informants, 
but the aides to the senator who have been willing to speak 
to this issue have tended to emphasise the role played by 
American intelligence. It may well be that Keating's most 
crucial sources came from Kennedy's own CIA. 

As for the motives behind Keating's fall 1962 campaign 
on Cuba, he probably was genuinely concerned about American 
national security. But it would be naive to discount the 
senator's desire to augment his own stature and political 
credibility. Overshadowed in New York by Javits, the better-
known senator, he certainly felt the need to bolster his own 
reputation. As Hilsman discerned, Keating "had been a 
member of the House for many years representing an upstate 
district. As senator, he needed to become known in New 
York City and to build a "statesman" image." In seeking to 
do that, Keating must have been aware of the prospective 
value of the Cuban issue. Throughout 1961 and 1962, con­
stituent correspondence on Cuba had poured into his of: 

fice, and the letters usually demanded more aggressive action 
against Castro. When he began his series of speeches in fall 
1962, his office was flooded by an even greater influx of 
mail, the vast majority of which commended him for his 
stance on Cuba.32 

For Keating, then, Cuba constituted a simple, even classic 
anti-communist issue that could be utilised (just as Kennedy 
had done in the 1960 presidential campaign) to elevate his 
political profile and to garner more attention from both 
the public and the press. Publicity was certainly an objec­
tive for Keating and his staff. On 7 September Vera Glaser 
assured him that, "You are in all [the] Cuba stories [in the 
major magazines], and they are including coverage of yes­
terday's speech." She also wished: 
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to relay [the] fact that Chas. McWhorter said your Cuba 
activity is really getting through in NYC. He has been punch­
ing doorbells in the primary and said quite a few people 
brought up this point. (People are seriously disturbed about 
Cuba everywhere, and I am getting the reaction that you 
are a great patriot to keep hammering away [at] this.) 

Glaser would later describe Keating as "a very publicity-conscious 
gentleman" who "enjoyed all the exposure" he received in 
the wake of his speeches on Cuba. She added that "he would 
probably be turning over in his grave in fury" if he knew his 
role in the missile crisis had been overlooked by historians.33 

Keating could not have been oblivious to the political rami­
fications of the publicity generated by his allegations. He 
may have been concerned specifically about the 1962 con­
gressional elections. Hurting Kennedy would strengthen his 
position in his own party by helping the Republicans who 
were running in November. To damage the president would 
also aid his friend and possible Republican presidential can­
didate in 1964, Nelson Rockefeller. Journalist Drew Pearson 
even suggested in February 1963 that Keating had planned 
his campaign on Cuba in concert with Rockefeller in order 
to make Cuba the salient issue in the 1964 presidential cam­
paign, an allegation the senator denied. In all likelihood, 
Keating was probably more mindful of his own 1964 Senate 
race than either the 1962 congressional elections or Rocke­
feller's plans to run for president. "He was very concerned 
about reelection," recalled one of his advisers/4 

Although motivated by political ambition, Keating was not 
driven by any personal animus against the president or his 
family to launch an attack on Cuba. Both he and Kennedy 
had been elected to the House of Representatives in 1946, 
and during the late 1940s they came to know each other 
well. "They saw each other all the time," recalled Mary Pitcairn 
Keating. After entering the Senate in 1958, Keating resumed 
a cordial relationship with Kennedy. Their Senate offices 
were just down the hall from each other, so there were fre­
quent contacts between the two. Richard P. Nathan, a Keating 
aide, thinks they even socialised together.35 

After the 1960 election, Keating stayed on friendly terms 
with the Kennedys. As a moderate Republican, he espoused 
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many of JFK's domestic policies, working to secure the pas­
sage of his legislation in Congress. JFK no doubt appreciated 
the senator's support. Keating also maintained a construc­
tive relationship with Robert Kennedy. As a member of the 
Senate Judiciary Committee, he was involved in reviewing 
court reform, eavesdropping legislation, judicial appointments, 
and in other issues of common concern to the attorney 
general and the Justice Department. Jackie Kennedy, too, 
was acquainted with Keating; she would sometimes send him 
notes that would be passed around his office. Disagreements 
over Cuba before the missile crisis and during the 1964 New 
York Senate race with Bobby Kennedy would ultimately sour 
the feelings between Keating and the Kennedys. But in the 
summer of 1962, all that lay in the future.36 

Although Keating was not moved by any personal animosity 
towards the president to attack his Cuban policies, he was 
influenced by Kennedy's 1960 electoral commitments, which 
fostered first his expectation that JFK would try to topple 
Castro and then a sense of disenchantment - if not quite 
betrayal - at his failure to uphold that pledge. Keating spoke 
in early September 1962 of Kennedy's campaign promise to 
oust Castro. That commitment, he observed, was made "nearly 
2 years ago, before Mr. Khrushchev expanded his foothold 
by sending missiles . . . and other military equipment to Cuba. 
Yet we have done nothing." He also mentioned, as he did 
again two weeks later, the similar pledge made by Kennedy 
after the Bay of Pigs to take action against Cuba should it 
become necessary. 

When Keating wrote a retrospective article in Look maga­
zine on his role in the 1962 Cuban crisis, he once again 
emphasised JFK's pre-presidential promises. During the 1960 
campaign he "made it clear that he had never been taken 
in by Castro. In fact, to the chagrin of a good many Repub­
licans, he went further than . . . Nixon during their TV de­
bates and pledged to help freedom-loving Cubans regain 
their homeland." Keating then spoke of Kennedy's "failure 
to redeem that pledge" with the Bay of Pigs invasion. Evi­
dently, by the fall of 1962 Kennedy's bold promises and his 
lack of success in making good on them had generated in 
the senator a sense that the time for the president to act 
against Castro was long overdue.38 
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After his initial speech on the Soviet build-up in Cuba, 
Keating sustained a breathless campaign for the next two 
months , making twenty-five public s tatements on Cuba be­
tween 31 August and 25 October . Al though many of these 
were delivered on the Senate floor, Keating also utilised the 
airwaves. He taped bo th a weekly interview show for radio 
and television in New York state as well as a bi-weekly show 
for t.v. in New York City and Buffalo. His active, efficient 
office staff issued regular releases to the press to alert it to 
his public discussions of Cuba.39 

T h r o u g h o u t Sep tember and October , Keating presented 
upda t ed descript ions of the size and na ture of the Soviet 
build-up in Cuba. His most significant early revision came 
on 4 Sep tember when he informed his fellow senators that 
the n u m b e r of Soviet t roops on the island was five thou­
sand, considerably more than he had indicated in his 31 
August address. His most dramatic revelation, though, came 
on 10 October with his first unequivocal assertion that the 
Soviets were deploying surface-to-surface missiles. "At least 
a half dozen launching sites for in te rmedia te range tactical 
missiles" were be ing built in Cuba, he claimed. Keating had 
overestimated the actual number of intermediate-range missile 
sites. As a January 1963 State Depa r tmen t m e m o r a n d u m 
conceded , this was "the only technically and provably erro­
neous s ta tement he made dur ing the ent i re per iod of the 
Cuba build-up."4 0 

As well as describing the Soviet military build-up in Cuba, 
Keating also sought to influence Kennedy's response to it. 
H e argued that the pres ident could gain a tactical advan­
tage over Khrushchev and Castro by consulting with his OAS 
and Nor th Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) allies. Mili­
tary policy towards Cuba should be co-ordinated with the 
o t h e r nat ions of the Western Hemisphere , and a NATO 
meet ing should be convened to protest the fact that West­
ern European ships were still being used to t ranspor t vari­
ous materials to Cuba for the Soviets. In a 17 Sep tember 
hear ing before the Senate Committees on Foreign Relations 
and Armed Services, Keating suggested the adminis trat ion 
consider witholding aid to those countr ies that con t inued 
to allow the Soviets to utilise their shipping.4 1 

Despite his emphasis on the impor tance of consul t ing 
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NATO and the OAS, Keating never explained how this would 
in itself halt the Soviet military escalation in Cuba. Never­
theless, he considered a dialogue with these organisations 
to be the appropriate initial step for the Kennedy adminis­
tration. If this failed to retard the Soviet build-up, the United 
States, he contended, might need to consider the establish­
ment of a blockade around Cuba. Without positively en­
dorsing such a policy, he did discuss on 16 and 17 September 
the possibility of imposing a quarantine. On the latter oc­
casion he argued that if collaboration with NATO and the 
OAS proved ineffective, the United States would have to 
take action "within the realm of force." He made clear that 
a blockade was certainly an alternative that would merit con­
sideration in this regard. In private, he instructed one of 
his staff members to prepare a legal memorandum on the 
question of whether a blockade constituted an act of war. 
Unlike his fellow Republican Senator Homer E. Capehart 
of Indiana, Keating did not advocate an American invasion 
of Cuba. But as his 23 September statement shows, it was 
not an option he was willing to discount: "I do not advo­
cate, nor favor any invasion of Cuba at this time." As a last 
resort, therefore, Keating may have been willing to counte­
nance an invasion, but certainly in September and October 
1962 it was not a policy he prescribed.42 

Keating was by no means the only assailant of Kennedy's 
Cuban policies. Indeed his real significance was that he per­
sonified the widespread domestic political pressure exerted 
upon the administration during this period. Many other 
prominent Republican senators echoed Keating's criticisms. 
Karl Mundt of South Dakota, Bourke B. Hickenlooper of 
Iowa, and Barry Goldwater all urged the president to estab­
lish a blockade around Cuba. On 10 September Texas Senator 
John Tower proposed the creation, recognition, and arm­
ing of a Cuban government-in-exile, with a view to helping 
that government gain control of its homeland. Eight days 
later Richard Nixon added his voice to those pressing for a 
blockade.43 

More than just extravagant rhetoric, this wave of Repub­
lican criticism produced tangible political action. In mid-
September, the Senate decided to hold hearings on Cuba 
in a joint session of the Foreign Relations and Armed Ser-
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vices committees. Pat Holt, aide to Senator Fulbright, re­
called that "Keating kept making these charges and every­
body got excited as hell about it. The main object of the 
Joint Hearings . . . was to try to find a formula which would 
satisfy Keating and the hard liners without doing too much 
damage to the principle of nonintervention." On 20 Sep­
tember the Senate passed the Cuba Resolution by an over­
whelming vote of eighty-six to one. It sanctioned the use of 
military force, if required, to counter Cuban belligerence 
and subversion in the Western Hemisphere. It also articu­
lated the determination of Congress "to prevent the crea­
tion or use of an externally supported offensive military 
capability endangering the security of the U.S." aiid to "sup­
port the aspirations of the Cuban people for a return to 
self-determination." The House of Representatives passed 
an appropriations bill the same day to terminate aid to any 
nation allowing its merchant ships to be used to carry arms 
or any other goods to Cuba. On 26 September the House 
also voted to endorse the Senate's Cuba Resolution.44 

Amplifying these Congressional and particularly Republi­
can criticisms and expressions of concern was the press. 
Though the editorials of the Washington Post and Neiu York 
Times lent their customary support to Kennedy, the majority 
sentiment of the print media in September was in favour 
of the more hardline approach on Cuba championed by 
Republicans. Such popular columnists as David Lawrence, 
William S. White, and Arthur Krock were critical of the 
president. Even a paper like the San Francisco Examiner, which 
had generally supported JFK's policies on Berlin and Laos, 
now chided the administration for its handling of Castro.45 

Ever since the Bay of Pigs, Cuba had represented Kennedy's 
most conspicuous area of political vulnerability, and any 
exploitation of that issue was taken seriously by the admin­
istration. Naturally, then, the president and his advisers were 
deeply concerned in the fall of 1962 by the torrent of criti­
cism, particularly that levelled by Keating. Surveys conducted 
during this period by the Public Opinion Studies Staff of 
the State Department's Bureau of Public Affairs made fre­
quent reference to the role he played. Officials generally 
viewed Keating's campaign as a blatant attempt to use the 
Cuban issue to discredit the administration before the 
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November congressional elections. Two of the president's 
closest advisers recalled that Kennedy thought Keating was 
simply trying "to make political campaign propaganda."46 

JFK was enraged by Keating's charges, particularly his 
10 October allegation that the Soviets were constructing sur­
face-to-surface missile sites in Cuba. Deputy Attorney Gen­
eral Nicholas deB. Katzenbach recalls that Keating's charges 
drove John and Bobby Kennedy "absolutely wild." What may 
have heightened the president's suspicions was that Keating 
was generally regarded as a Nelson Rockefeller man, hav­
ing been elected to the Senate in 1958 on, as one observer 
put it, "The coattails" of Rockefeller's successful bid for the 
New York governorship. "Nobody ever had any doubt he 
[Rockefeller] could beat me in 1960," President Kennedy 
once observed. "I knew that." More than any other Repub­
lican, he feared Rockefeller as the potential GOP candi­
date in the 1964 presidential election. He demonstrated the 
depth of that concern in April 1962 when he suggested to 
Ben Bradlee that he investigate Rockefeller's war record. 
"Where was old Nels when you and I were dodging bullets 
in the Solomon Islands?" Kennedy asked the journalist. "How 
old was he? He must have been thirty-one or thirty-two. 
Why don't you look into that?" Kennedy was obviously hoping 
to uncover dirt that could be used to tarnish Rockefeller's 
reputation. Conceivably, then, JFK may have regarded 
Keating's criticisms on Cuba as a ploy organised collabora-
tively by Rockefeller and the senator.47 

Kennedy must have been concerned not only by Keating's 
motives but also by his potentially deleterious impact on 
the upcoming elections. On 11 October he explained to 
ABC interviewer William Lawrence that from 1930 to 1958 
the party in power had lost on average thirty-nine seats in 
the House of Representatives. If this happened in Novem­
ber, he noted, it would make it virtually impossible for him 
to get his legislation through Congress.48 

Behind the scenes, an industrious effort was made to as­
sess the accuracy of Keating's claims. Rear Admiral Samuel 
B. Frankel stated that in response to Keating's allegations, 
"Every possible source was exploited and even the agencies 
which were not military agencies responded to the levy for 
any information that came into this area." The findings of 
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these efforts were discussed at weekly meetings of officials 
from the CIA, FBI, the Defense Intelligence Agency, and 
the Atomic Energy Commission.' Intelligence checks often 
substantiated Keating's claims. After Keating's 31 August 
address, for instance, CIA experts were instructed to evalu­
ate his allegations by examining the aerial photography avail­
able. His description of the Soviet build-up in Cuba was 
found to be highly accurate.49 

The administration's attempts to keep tabs on Keating 
may even have led to the wiretapping of his office, if the 
senator's own suspicions were well-founded. Keating indi­
cated at the time that "he had good reason to believe that 
the Kennedys were learning everything he was saying in the 
privacy of his office." He later claimed that Bobby Kennedy 
had placed him under surveillance without procuring a court 
order. Abbott Leban recalled that on one occasion during 
the fall of 1962, the senator insisted that his conversation 
with a Cuban exile: 

be carried out in the corridor of the Senate Office Build­
ing where . . . the passersby and . . . general noise would 
cancel out this conversation . . . in the hall, and I believe 
the reason for that is that he and others on the staff were 
concerned about the possible CIA wiretaps on the Hill 
because the Kennedy administration was . . . concerned 
about leaks . . . [and] where Keating may have been get­
ting his information from.50 

JFK's advisers also conducted an ongoing dialogue with 
Keating in order to dampen his ardour and elicit the names 
of his sources. Dean Rusk, for example, telephoned on 
11 September to berate him for charging that Kennedy and 
Khrushchev had made an arrangement whereby the Soviets 
would limit their involvement in Cuba in return for American 
restraint over Berlin. CIA and State Department officers were 
sent to speak to Keating in person. Milton Eisenberg, the 
senator's long-serving administrative assistant, recalled that 
these officials would sometimes say they had been unable 
to verify one of Keating's allegations. (This indicates intelli­
gence checks usually did validate his claims about the build­
up in Cuba.) On one occasion they made the rather unusual 
request that Keating not publicly disclose certain sensitive 



108 The Cuban Missile Crisis 

information known already to him and American intelli­
gence.51 

John McCone also met with the senator during this period. 
Keating aides recall the CIA chief coming to his office at 
least once, although the content of their conversation is 
unclear as they apparently met alone. McCone summoned 
Keating to his own office after hearing his charge that missile 
sites were actually being built. According to Dino A. Brugioni, 
a photographic intelligence expert at the time of the miss­
ile crisis, the meeting was acrimonious. With voices rising, 
McCone challenged Keating to reveal the precise location 
of the missiles, and said that he would then "prove . . . that 
they are not there." He also volunteered to fly intelligence 
aircraft over any part of Cuba that Keating named. The 
senator declined the offer, and when McCone proceeded 
to accuse him of lacking patriotism, he stormed out of the 
office. McCone tried on another day to meet with Keating, 
but the senator's secretary called McCone's to say Keating 
was too busy to see him. If the CIA chief was in fact the 
senator's source for the missiles in Cuba, and if Brugioni's 
account is accurate, then all of this represented an elabo­
rate, theatrical charade. Far more likely, if this clash did 
take place, it would suggest that McCone was not Keating's 
main informant, although it would not discount the possi­
bility that other CIA officials helped the senator. It is im­
portant to note, however, that the Keating aides who recalled 
McCone meeting with the senator in the fall of 1962 did 
not remember any acrimonious confrontation such as the 
one described by Brugioni.52 

In their public response to Keating, the president and 
his aides sought to limit the harm done to their credibility 
by downplaying the importance of the military build-up in 
Cuba in general and Keating's allegations in particular. 
Katzenbach said later that John and Bobby Kennedy wanted 
"to shut him up because they were being badly damaged 
by something they did not believe was true." Hanson Baldwin, 
the Neio York Times' military correspondent, recalled that 
there was "a very intense attempt in the Pentagon and the 
White House to control the news and dampen it. That is, 
they were quite disturbed about Keating's pronouncements 
and they were quite disturbed over what they felt some-
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times were exaggerated reports." Pierre Salinger exempli­
fied well the administration's standard but rather self-con­
tradictory line on the senator at a 3 September White House 
news conference. The president's press secretary, on the 
one hand, suggested that Keating had only revealed infor­
mation already released by the government. On the other, 
he maintained that Keating's statements were mistaken in 
certain respects. For instance, the Soviets who had been 
dispatched to Cuba were military personnel and not troops, 
as Keating had insisted. That Salinger refused to speak about 
him on the record at this press conference - he said his 
comments on the senator were "for BACKGROUND only" -
indicated in itself the Kennedy administration's determina­
tion to conceal from the American public the true extent 
of its concern over Keating.53 

Roger Hilsman later acknowledged that the pressure 
exerted by Keating and other critics was "always a factor to 
be taken account of in the policy discussions - and policy 
was at times either adjusted to accommodate some element 
of their view so as to disarm them or presented in such a 
way as to forestall them." The most important example of 
this was Kennedy's own effort to dim the spotlight which 
Republicans were focusing on Cuba before the upcoming 
congressional elections. In speeches on behalf of Demo­
cratic candidates, he generally avoided the issue - a strat­
egy in diametric opposition to the one he had employed 
during the 1960 presidential campaign. Occasionally, as in 
his 20 and 21 September speeches in Harrisburg, Pennsyl­
vania, and Columbus, Ohio, he did mention Cuba. But even 
then his treatment of the subject was brief and perfunc­
tory. During an 11 October interview, JFK stated frankly that 
he had decided to stress domestic and especially econ­
omic issues over international ones. When asked on the 
same occasion about the Republican effort to make Cuba 
the main focus of the campaign, he argued that this was an 
"American problem" and should not be an issue between 
the two parties.54 

In using this tack, Kennedy was following the advice he 
received from pollster Louis Harris in a 4 October mem­
orandum. "You can say," he counselled JFK, "that matters 
such as the Mississippi crisis, Cuban policy, and Berlin are 
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not partisan political issues." "You would never seek to ex­
ploit them for partisan purposes," he continued, conveniently 
overlooking Kennedy's blatant use of the Cuban issue in 
the 1960 campaign. Harris encouraged JFK to rebuke 
Republicans for their "extreme partisanship" on these 
matters.55 

To downplay the importance of the Soviet military build­
up in Cuba, as he did during September and October, the 
president had to explain why it did not represent a threat. 
This he did by dubbing the build-up "defensive" on the 
grounds that it involved the deployment of surface-to-air 
missiles and not surface-to-surface missiles, which could be 
fired on the United States. In this way he was forced to 
clearly define a Soviet installation of surface-to-surface missiles 
in Cuba as "offensive" and something that would necessi­
tate a strong American response. 

Kennedy did not embrace this view before Keating's fall 
offensive. In National Security Action Memorandum No. 181, 
issued on 23 August, the president had instructed the De­
partments of State and Defense to assess "the advantages 
and disadvantages of making a statement that the U.S. would 
not tolerate the establishment of military forces (missile or 
air, or both?) which might launch a nuclear attack from 
Cuba against the U.S." Although at this point, then, Kennedy 
was considering the worth of a public statement indicating 
his unwillingness to tolerate surface-to-surface missiles in 
Cuba, it was not something to which he was committed.56 

The president first presented his offensive-defensive di­
chotomy in a public statement on 4 September. Having 
described the military build-up in Cuba, he stressed there 
was no evidence of any Soviet combat forces, military bases, 
or "offensive ground-to-ground missiles; or other significant 
offensive capability." "Were it to be otherwise," he warned, 
"the gravest issues would arise." Robert Kennedy later wrote 
that the decision to issue this statement was made in re­
sponse to a meeting he had held earlier that day with 
Dobrynin during which the Soviet ambassador had reassured 
the attorney general that Klirushchev had no intention of 
embarrassing JFK by putting surface-to-surface missiles in 
Cuba. Skeptical of the sincerity of Dobrynin's pledge, Robert 
Kennedy conveyed his doubts to the president and advised 
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him to release a statement making clear America's opposi­
tion to the emplacement of offensive missiles in Cuba. Ac­
cording to RFK, he and Katzenbach wrote the draft on which 
that statement was based.57 

Robert Kennedy's recollections were incomplete. They 
failed, in particular, to acknowledge that the statement was 
in part a reaction to Keating specifically and Republican 
criticisms in general. On 4 September the New York sena­
tor appeared on Martin Agronsky's segment of the NBC 
programme, "Today." After the interview, but before Keating 
had left the studio, a livid Pierre Salinger called Agronsky. 
"Why," he asked, "did you let Keating go on and make those 
inaccurate statements?" "We can't stop a Senator from say­
ing whatever he wants to," Agronsky replied. "In what re­
spect was it inaccurate?" "Well, the President will deal with 
those inaccuracies," replied Salinger. "He'll have a state­
ment later today." The president's 4 September message 
was to a considerable degree, then, a direct reply to Keating's 
charges. As one authority on the missile crisis has put it, 
this statement was made "perhaps largely, though certainly 
not exclusively, for domestic political purposes."58 

Kennedy delivered another message on Cuba at a 13 Sep­
tember press conference. As with so many of the important 
declarations of his presidency, it was written by Sorensen, 
his most eloquent wordsmith. In both this statement and 
his answers to subsequent questions, he made it clear that 
"if Cuba should possess a capacity to carry out offensive 
actions against the United States, . . . the United States would 
act." This was an obvious response to a message released 
two days earlier by Tass, the Soviet news agency, which 
described the Soviet military build-up in Cuba as "defen­
sive" and characterised recent American policy towards Cuba, 
including the president's request to Congress for the au­
thority to transfer up to 150 000 reservists into the armed 
forces, as aggressive. But Kennedy's message was also de­
signed to deal with his domestic critics. In a memorandum 
written specifically for the president's handling of the Cu­
ban issue at this news conference, McGeorge Bundy warned, 
"The Congressional head of steam on this is the most seri­
ous that we have had." Kennedy obviously had in mind his 
Republican opponents when he asserted in his statement 
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that "rash talk is cheap, particularly on the part of those 
who do not have the responsibility."59 

As well as compelling JFK to define in public the precise 
point at which the Soviet build-up in Cuba would become 
unacceptable, Keating also may have influenced the clan­
destine aspects of Kennedy's policy towards Castro. Opera­
tion Mongoose was accelerated during this time. On 4 October 
Robert Kennedy upbraided his colleagues in the Special 
Group (Augmented) for failing to implement Mongoose with 
sufficient zeal. "Nothing was moving forward," he groused, 
and the president himself was dissatisfied with the opera­
tion's progress. Consequently, SGA officials decided that "more 
dynamic action" was required. They authorised General 
Lansdale to step-up acts of sabotage, mine Cuban harbours, 
capture Castro supporters for interrogation, and generally 
"give consideration to new and more dynamic approaches" 
to the Cuban problem.60 

The formulation of contingency plans for military action 
against Cuba was also expedited during the fall of 1962, 
especially the first two weeks of October. On the first Admiral 
Dennison instructed his subordinate commanders to take 
the steps needed to reach "maximum readiness" for the 
execution of the air strike option by 20 October. Two days 
later he initiated preparations for a possible blockade of 
Cuba, and on 6 October he called for a heightened state 
of preparedness to carry out the plans for invasion. The 
intercession of the secretary of defense further crystallised 
administration thinking on the military planning for Cuba. 
He enumerated in a memorandum the circumstances which 
might make an American attack on Cuba necessary. These 
included not only a deployment of offensive missiles on the 
island, but also Soviet pressure on West Berlin, a popular 
anti-Castro insurgency in Cuba, an attack on the Guantanamo 
base, and Cuban meddling in the affairs of other countries 
in the Western Hemisphere. The final contingency listed 
by McNamara represented a carte blanche for JFK: "A de­
cision by the President that the affairs in Cuba have reached 
a point inconsistent with continuing U.S. national security."61 

The nebulosity of that final contingency underscored the 
most striking feature of the frenetic military preparations 
made in early October, namely that the Kennedy adminis-
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tration was seriously considering military action against Cuba 
regardless of whether the Soviets installed offensive missiles 
on the island. McNamara made this abundantly clear when 
he stated that the aim of any American assault on Cuba 
would be either, "The removal of the threat to U.S. security 
of Soviet weapons systems in Cuba," or, "The removal of the 
Castro regime." Of those two goals, the secretary of defense 
regarded the second as more important: "Inasmuch as the 
second objective is the more difficult objective and may be 
required if the first is to be permanently achieved, attention 
should be focused upon a capability to assure the second 
objective." In other words, ousting Castro was more import­
ant than removing any weapons from Cuba, and so, by impli­
cation, military action against Cuba might well be required 
even if offensive missiles were not deployed on the island.62 

President Kennedy kept tabs on the military planning and 
prepara t ions underway. On 21 September he asked 
McNamara about the losses that would be incurred in at­
tacking a surface-to-air missile site in Cuba, and also re­
quested, as McNamara recorded it, "assurance as to the 
currency of contingency planning for Cuba." During the 
early days of October, he peppered his secretary of defense 
and Joint Chiefs of Staff with questions and proposals, in­
cluding the suggestion that "we war-game the effectiveness 
of a Cuban surface-to-air missile (SAM) site by using mod­
els which our aircraft could practice attacking?" On 4 October 
Kennedy received and read "with interest" a McNamara 
memorandum on the issues he had raised on 21 September. 
It is clear, then, that the readying of American military power 
for a possible attack on Cuba occurred with JFK's approval 
and encouragement.63 

As for Keating, some of the officials involved in the mili­
tary contingency planning for Cuba were actually delighted 
by his fall offensive. Vice Admiral William P. Mack, who 
during this period was active in planning aimed in his words 
at "getting ready to invade Cuba," was hardly outraged by 
his allegations: "It didn't bother us too much what he was 
saying because we thought this was probably good. It would 
condition the people of the country to the fact that we 
had a severe problem here, and it would make it easier if 
we had to go to war or mobilize or something else."64 
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In explaining why the military contingency planning and 
Operation Mongoose were stepped up in the fall of 1962, 
historian James G. Hershberg emphasises three factors: first, 
the internal momentum of Mongoose itself; second, concern 
in the Kennedy administration over the increase in Soviet 
military aid to Cuba; and, finally, the domestic political pres­
sure generated after August by GOP criticisms of Kennedy's 
Cuban policies. Although many Republicans participated in 
the assault upon the administration, it was the senator from 
New York who played the most active and important role in 
this attack.65 

On 14 October, four days after Keating had claimed in 
the Senate that surface-to-surface missiles were present in 
Cuba, a U-2 plane took photographs of the Caribbean island 
which proved the accuracy of the senator's allegation when 
interpreted later by CIA officials. Arthur C. Lundahl, direc­
tor of the National Photographic Interpretation Center, called 
Ray Cline to tell him the news, and Cline, in turn, passed 
the information on to McGeorge Bundy. Bundy, who was 
hosting a dinner for Charles Bohlen and his wife when Cline 
called on the evening of 15 October, decided against relay­
ing the news immediately to the president. JFK, the national 
security adviser felt, would benefit from "a quiet evening 
and a night of sleep" before handling the most dangerous 
crisis of the nuclear era. He would tell Kennedy about the 
missiles the next day.66 



5 Belligerent Beginnings: 
JFK on the Opening Day 

Dean Rusk has argued that John Kennedy "showed qualities 
of genuine greatness" during the Cuban missile crisis. Ted 
Sorensen has similarly extolled the virtues of his perform­
ance. Harold Macmillan, Sorensen wrote retrospectively, 
was right: the young president had "earned his place in 
history by this one act alone." And JFK himself, according 
to Robert Kennedy, regarded his handling of the missile 
crisis as his finest accomplishment.1 

That John Kennedy's role in the events of October 1962 
can and has been portrayed in such a favourable light is 
hardly surprising. The cost of failing to resolve the missile 
crisis would have been staggering, and the stature of any 
leader who helped effect an escape from such a grave situ­
ation would inevitably assume heroic proportions. But in 
assessing the American reaction to the Soviet missile deploy­
ment in Cuba, it must always be recalled that the response 
was a collaborative endeavour involving many officials in the 
upper echelons of the administration. Hence, it is import­
ant to differentiate, if a distinction can be made, between 
Kennedy's contribution and that made by his leading ad­
visers. What, then, was the president's own, personal response 
to the installation of offensive missiles in Cuba, and how 
did his initial assessment of the situation compare to that 
made by his advisers? Did the ultimate decision to opt for a 
blockade over an air strike or invasion of the island take 
place largely because or in spite of JFK's leadership? An 
examination of Kennedy's initial reaction on 16 October 
1962 to the Soviet deployment in Cuba helps frame answers 
to those questions. 

McGeorge Bundy told Kennedy the Soviets had placed 
missiles in Cuba at 8:45 a.m. on the morning of 16 Octo­
ber. As he entered the president's White House bedroom, 
JFK was sitting on the bed, still in his dressing gown, read­
ing the morning newspapers. Bundy promptly told him the 
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news: "there is now hard photographic evidence, which you 
will see a little later, that the Russians have offensive miss­
iles in Cuba." Kennedy's initial concern was that the intelli­
gence information upon which this judgement had been 
based was sound. He then decided to convene a special 
meeting for 11:45 later that morning, and informed Bundy of 
the personnel he wished to attend.2 

Kennedy entered his White House office at 9:25 a.m. He 
devoted most of the morning to matters unrelated to the 
impending crisis over Cuba. After greeting astronaut Walter 
Schirra, his wife, and their children, he walked out with 
them on to the White House lawn. He also met with his Panel 
on Mental Retardation, and announced that storm-afflicted 
parts of Oregon were entitled to disaster assistance. Kennedy 
did take time, though, to call his brother Robert and John 
J. McCloy to inform them of the news about Cuba. McCloy, 
a Republican with vast experience in government whom 
Kennedy used as an ad hoc adviser, urged the president to 
do whatever was required to remove the missiles in Cuba, 
even if that entailed the use of force.3 

For one half hour before the meeting with his advisers, 
Kennedy spoke to Charles Bohlen, his recently appointed 
ambassador to France. "There seemed tq be no doubt in 
his mind," Bohlen later said of the president, "that the United 
States would have to get these bases eliminated, the only 
question was how it was to be done." Bohlen attended the 
first ExComm meeting on Cuba later that morning, and 
departed the next day for France.4 

As midday approached, JFK met with senior officials in 
the Cabinet Room in the first of what became known as the 
ExComm sessions. A second such meeting convened in the 
early evening. Belying his popular reputation for coolness 
and rationality, Kennedy's response in those first two ExComm 
meetings to the news of Soviet missiles in Cuba was more 
rash than restrained, more impulsively hawkish than instinc­
tively prudent. It was left to his advisers to explore safer 
means of defusing the crisis.5 

A few important judgements and decisions were made in 
Washington on the opening day of the missile crisis. At first 
photoanalysts erroneously identified the missiles in Cuba, 
on the basis of their length, as the nuclear-tipped SS-3 type 
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of medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs). By the evening 
they were correctly adjudged to be the longer range SS-4 
type of MRBMs. T h e pres ident also agreed to increase the 
n u m b e r of U-2 flights in o rde r to garner all the necessary 
information on the missile sites. Most other decisions, though, 
particularly on what the most appropr ia te response to the 
Soviet missile deployment in Cuba might be, would prove 
less clear-cut.6 

As for JFK's disposition on 16 October, Rusk has described 
him as be ing "as cool as a block of ice" t h roughou t the 
missile crisis. McNamara recalled that the president was, "Calm 
and cool - and highly rational and unemot iona l . " It seems 
ra ther implausible, however, to think that anyone, includ­
ing K e n n e d y , would have r e s p o n d e d with this sor t of 
unf lappable calm to such dire news. Ros Gilpatric was prob­
ably more accurate when he recalled that at the outset of 
the crisis, Kennedy was "very clipped, very tense. I d o n ' t 
recall a time when I saw him more preoccupied and less 
given to any light touch at all. The atmosphere was unrelieved 
by any of the usual asides and change of pace that he was 
capable of."7 

As well as being on edge, Kennedy also felt decidedly vexed 
towards the Soviets. They had promised on various occa­
sions t h r o u g h o u t the fall not to deploy offensive missiles in 
Cuba, and those pledges had now been revealed as acts of 
mendacity. T h e pres ident probably felt a sense of betrayal, 
therefore, a sense of being deceived even duped by the Soviet 
leadership. Maxwell Taylor, then chairman of the Jo in t Chiefs 
of Staff, has suggested this was the case, recalling that on 
16 October Kennedy was simultaneously composed and angiy. 
"What seemed to affect him most was the perfidy of the 
Soviet officials who had gone to such pains to lie to him 
abou t the na tu re of the weapons being sent to Cuba."8 

Perhaps adding to Kennedy's sense of indignat ion was a 
telegram received mid-afternoon in the State Depar tmen t . 
Foy D. Kohler, the new American ambassador to the Soviet 
Union, had met with Khrushchev that very day, and he wasted 
no time in repor t ing the contents of their conversation back 
to Washington. T h e Soviet p remier had o p e n e d the meet­
ing by lavishing praise on Kennedy. T h e president , he said, 
was a far more adroi t politician than Eisenhower, and had 
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succeeded in selecting able men for his administration. 
Knowing that Khrushchev had just stabbed him in the back 
over Cuba, Kennedy must have found these ingratiations 
irritatingly disingenuous. Changing his tack, the chairman 
proceeded to complain about American missile bases in 
Turkey and Italy, and to reaffirm the defensive nature of 
the Soviet build-up in Cuba. Again, given what he now knew 
about the missiles in Cuba, those statements must have seemed 
like sheer hypocrisy to JFK.9 

Another factor perhaps contributing to Kennedy's state of 
mind on 16 October, although it must be clearly labelled 
as tentative speculation, was his use of certain drugs. He 
had come into contact with Dr Max Jacobson, a New York 
physician, during the 1960 presidential campaign. Jacobson's 
patients included such luminaries as Winston Churchill, 
Marlene Dietrich, and Tennessee Williams, and starting in 
spring 1961, Kennedy too made use of his services at least 
once and sometimes as often as three or four times each 
week. Jacobson, known as "Dr Feelgood," treated the presi­
dent by injecting him with potent concentrations of ampheta­
mines and steroids designed to alleviate stress as well as his 
back pains. During the first few days of the missile crisis, 
Kennedy had Jacobson inject him several times. Given that 
amphetamines and steroids can generate supreme confidence 
and promote belligerence, and assuming that Jacobson ac­
tually treated JFK on 16 October, then the president's drug-
taking may have left him more inclined than he would have 
been otherwise to take forceful action in dealing with the 
Soviet missiles in Cuba.10 

If Kennedy did in fact feel angry (and perhaps simul­
taneously confident and assertive because of the drugs), this 
would help explain the initial policies he advocated. For 
what was so very striking about his comments during the 
first two ExComm meetings was his insistence that the United 
States had to respond militarily to the missile deployment 
in Cuba. He made his initial analysis of the situation about 
half way through the first meeting, after Lyndon Johnson 
had spoken in favour of military action. Enumerating the 
policy options, he said the first was an air strike limited to 
the missile sites. The second was a "broader" strike aimed 
not only at those sites but also airfields, surface-to-air missile 
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sites, and the like. The third involved carrying out either of 
the first two alternatives in conjunction with a blockade. 
The fourth issue, he explained, was the extent to which the 
United States should brief its allies before taking action over 
Cuba. Robert Kennedy then interjected that invasion was 
the fifth option.11 

The president again listed the feasible alternatives a little 
later in the same meeting. After calling for heightened sur­
veillance over Cuba, he stated: "We're certainly going to do 
number one; we're going to take out these missiles . . . the 
questions will be whether, which, what I would describe as 
number two, which would be a general air strike. That we're 
not ready to say, but we should be in preparation for it. 
The third is the general invasion." The president also spoke 
with a marked sense of urgency. "I don't think wef've] got 
much time on these missiles," he warned. "It may be that 
we just have to, we can't wait two weeks while we're getting 
ready to roll. Maybe [we] just have to . . . take them out."12 

Kennedy's interest in military action was equally appar­
ent during the second ExComm meeting when he again 
described the three viable alternatives as being an air strike 
limited to the missile sites, a more general strike, and in­
vasion. He also argued that it should be assumed the general 
air strike would be the preferred strategy, but that there 
should be sufficient flexibility in the military preparation to 
permit a change to the limited strike if deemed necessary.13 

Kennedy did consider the broader strike to be less satis­
factory than the limited strike in one sense: it carried a greater 
risk of evolving into a more dangerous, generalised military 
conflict. "Once you get into beginning to shoot up those 
airports," he explained, "then you get in, you get a lot of 
anti-aircraft, and you get a lot of, I mean you're running a 
much more major operation, therefore the dangers of the 
world-wide effects . . . to the United States are increased." 
Despite that acknowledgement, his predilection still seemed 
to be for the general strike. After explaining why the lim­
ited attack would be less likely to produce a broader mili­
tary confrontation, he said of this approach, "That's the only 
argument for it."14 

Apart from delineating these military alternatives, much 
of the rest of Kennedy's thinking on 16 October centred 
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on specific military issues. During the middle of the first 
ExComm meeting, for example, he asked about the chances 
of success for an air strike on the missiles in Cuba. When 
an adviser replied that a single strike would never be en­
tirely successful and, hence, there would need to be a series 
of continuous air attacks, the president proceeded to ex­
plore this possibility. He also asked his advisers to ascertain 
the time needed to organise air strikes on the missile sites, 
and he continued to examine these sorts of issues during 
the second meeting.15 

Kennedy's initial determination to undertake military ac­
tion was also apparent from a conversation he had with Adlai 
Stevenson outside the ExComm meetings. Both the presi­
dent and former presidential candidate attended a 1:00 p.m. 
White House luncheon in honour of the crown prince of 
Libya. After the function, when the two had a moment alone, 
Kennedy showed Stevenson the photographic evidence. "We'll 
have to do something quickly," he declared. "I suppose the 
alternatives are to go in by air and wipe them out, or to 
take other steps to render the weapons inoperable." Stevenson 
disagreed. "Let's not go to an air strike," he urged Kennedy, 
"until we have explored the possibilities of a peaceful solu­
tion." Stevenson later acknowledged that he had been "a 
little alarmed that Kennedy's first consideration should have 
been the air strike. I told him sooner or later we would 
have to go to the U.N. and it was vitally important we go 
there with a reasonable case." But his advice had no effect 
as JFK continued in the evening ExComm session to en­
dorse the military options.16 

In line with his preference for the use of force, Kennedy 
showed no interest in avoiding an immediate military con­
frontation by establishing a blockade around the island to 
intercept further deliveries of missiles from the Soviet Union. 
The blockade option emerged gradually during the discus­
sions that day. Taylor was the first person in the opening 
ExComm meeting to recommend it, but only as an adjunct 
to an air strike on Cuba. The first official to prescribe the 
blockade strategy as a policy alternative independent of any 
military action was Secretary of Defense McNamara. Towards 
the end of the evening session, he began to indicate his 
preference for the blockade, and McGeorge Bundy and Under 
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Secretary of State George W. Ball voiced their agreement. 
Kennedy, by contrast, never advocated the blockade as an 
independent course of action on 16 October. He referred 
to it only once when, during the first meeting, he said it 
could be a supplement to either the limited or general air 
strike. When he enumerated the options later on both in 
that meeting and the following one, he did not mention 
the blockade again, not even in this context as an append­
age to military action.17 

Kennedy was equally disinterested in engaging in a diplo­
matic trade, arranging, for instance, the simultaneous removal 
of Soviet missiles in Cuba and American Jupiter missiles in 
Turkey. As with all his advisers on 16 October, he did not 
consider that possibility. The president did raise the issue 
of the Jupiters in the second meeting but not in the con­
text of a possible diplomatic quid pro quo. Speculating on 
the reason for the Soviet decision to deploy missiles in Cuba, 
Kennedy asserted, "It's just as if we suddenly began to put a 
major number of MRBMs in Turkey. Now that'd be goddam 
dangerous, I would think." "Well," interjected one of his 
advisers (possibly Bundy), "we did, Mr. President." Responding 
feebly (and erroneously), Kennedy replied "that was five years 
ago" and "that was during a different period then."18 

This amusing exchange did have a serious dimension. As 
JFK himself had unwittingly observed, putting Jupiter miss­
iles in Turkey was analogous to the installation of Soviet 
missiles in Cuba. Indeed it could be argued that the United 
States had less justification because Khrushchev had made 
no systematic effort to undermine the Turkish government 
such as the attempt made by JFK to overthrow Castro. But 
the idea of trading the missiles in Turkey for those in Cuba 
occurred to neither Kennedy nor his aides on 16 October. 

The president's initial outlook in the missile crisis, there­
fore, was quite unambiguous. In his mind, there were only 
three practical alternatives: an air strike limited to the miss­
ile sites, a more general strike, and invasion. Although he 
was uncertain which course to pursue, his first preference 
seemed to be for the general strike, his second the limited 
strike, with invasion representing the third choice. As for 
non-military responses, such as the blockade or a diplomatic 
approach, Kennedy regarded them as falling outside the 
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gamut of feasible policy options. In his judgement, they 
did not merit consideration, not even as fourth or fifth 
alternatives. 

Kennedy's early thinking in the missile crisis was troubling 
in other ways. Particularly disturbing was the way in which 
his policy suggestions did not appear to be based on his 
evaluation of such obviously important factors as Soviet motives 
for putting missiles in Cuba, his assessment of the military 
threat posed by the missiles to the United States, or any 
thorough consideration of the possible consequences of 
American military action. A sound American response had 
to be predicated to some extent on an understanding of 
why Khrushchev had taken this risk. An especially import­
ant issue was whether the chairman's decision to furnish 
Cuba with missiles was a defensive move, motivated at least 
in part by a genuine belief that failure to do so would re­
sult in the overthrow of Castro's government, or, alterna­
tively, whether the decision derived from an aggressive desire 
to attack the United States or to threaten doing so in order 
to extract important concessions. If Khrushchev's motivations 
were chiefly defensive rather than offensive, then a more 
restrained, less risky response from Kennedy would have 
perhaps been in order. 

JFK, however, leaped to the conclusion on 16 October 
that the United States must respond militarily without mak­
ing any clear judgement on the question of Khrushchev's 
motives. He did make a few comments on the subject, specu­
lating that Soviet leaders were "not satisfied with their ICBMs," 
and that they might use the threat of the missiles in Cuba 
to pressure the Western position in Berlin. But Kennedy's 
overall attitude was one of bewilderment. As the second 
meeting drew to a close, he time and again declared his 
inability to understand why the Soviets had put missiles in 
Cuba, especially in view of what he perceived to be their 
moderate positions on recent issues like Laos and Berlin. 
"Well," he confessed, "it's a goddamn mystery to me." That 
Khrushchev may have perceived as threatening and thus been 
responding, at least in part, to prior American policies, such 
as the Bay of Pigs, covert sabotage in Cuba through Opera­
tion Mongoose, and the ejection of Cuba from the OAS, 
never occurred to him (or his advisers). On the contrary, 
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Kennedy argued during the second meeting that what the 
Soviet missile deployment in Cuba showed was that the de­
cision to carry out the Bay of Pigs "was really right." That 
JFK could have found Khrushchev's motivations so unfath­
omable, and yet been simultaneously convinced of the need 
to attack Cuba, was striking.19 

Nor did Kennedy's support for military action relate to 
his analysis of the threat posed by the missiles. His advisers 
took diametrically opposed positions on this question. 
McNamara argued that they were strategically irrelevant 
because Klirushchev could already attack the United States 
with ICBMs from the Soviet Union. Other officials, such as 
Taylor and the rest of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, disagreed. 
According to Taylor, the missiles in Cuba were "a rather 
important adjunct and reinforcement to the strike capability 
of the Soviet Union." Kennedy's own feeling at this point 
in the second meeting was that they were significant in that 
they could be used to soften up the United States on the 
question of Berlin. But later in the same session he seemed 
to have come round to McNamara's point of view. The MRBM 
deployment in Cuba, he stated, "doesn't increase very much 
their strategic strength."20 

Kennedy was sure, in addition to this, that Khrushchev 
would not fire the missiles in Cuba on the United States, 
probably because he knew that the prospect of a retaliatory 
nuclear strike would deter the Soviet leader from launch­
ing such an attack. When in the second meeting Secretary 
of the Treasury Dillon raised the possibility of the Soviets 
using Cuba to launch a nuclear strike against the United 
States, Kennedy replied, 'You assume they wouldn't do that." 
Taylor and Rusk agreed with the president. It is again strik­
ing that Kennedy advocated a risky, military course of ac­
tion on 16 October even though he did not feel certain the 
missiles altered the strategic balance of power between the 
superpowers, and he did not believe Khrushchev would use 
them against the United States.21 

JFK also supported the use of force against Cuba without 
exploring the consequences. One obvious problem with an 
attack on Cuba was that it would compel Khrushchev to 
consider retaliating in order to maintain his credibility; then 
there would be pressure on Kennedy to respond again for 
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the same reason. In this way, there was grave danger that 
an American attack on Cuba would spiral into a general­
ised military conflict. Kennedy did at one point in the sec­
ond meeting argue that the chances of the missile crisis 
escalating into a broader military conflict were greater with 
a general than a limited strike on Cuba. Apart from that, 
the concern he demonstrated over the possible consequences 
of military action was negligible.22 

All in all, Kennedy's views represented a curious paradox. 
On the one hand, he did not believe the missiles in Cuba 
significantly changed the strategic balance of power, did not 
think Khrushchev would use them to attack the United States, 
and was uncertain as to the reasons behind the Soviet miss­
ile deployment. On the other, he remained convinced on 
16 October of the need for a military response to the Soviet 
challenge in Cuba. Why, then, was Kennedy in favour of 
military action? Speculation on this issue is unavoidable 
because JFK himself did not articulate the reasoning behind 
his arguments. Perhaps the most plausible answer is that 
his eagerness for a military response flowed primarily from 
the need he felt to convey a sense of decisiveness, especially 
from the standpoint of domestic politics. Having stated in 
September that he would not tolerate the deployment of 
offensive missiles in Cuba, Kennedy seems to have considered 
his credibility with the American people to have been de­
pendent upon upholding that pledge in a swift and resol­
ute manner - and a military strike was obviously more decisive 
than either the blockade or a diplomatic initiative. He did 
indeed refer on the opening day of the crisis to his posi­
tion on Cuba in September. During the second meeting, 
for instance, he pointed out that "my press statement was 
so clear about how we wouldn't do anything under these 
conditions [a military build-up in Cuba without surface-to-
surface missiles] and under the conditions that we would [a 
build-up which included these offensive weapons]. He must 
know that we're going to find out."23 

Outside ExComm, JFK did indicate the importance he at­
tached to the domestic political consequences of the miss­
ile deployment. In the morning, he spoke to Ken O'Donnell, 
who had previously assured him of the Cuban issue's insig­
nificance to the forthcoming Congressional elections. "You 
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still think that fuss about Cuba is unimportant?" asked 
Kennedy. "Absolutely," O'Donnell replied. "The voters won't 
give a damn about Cuba." The president then brought him 
into his office to examine the photographs of the missile 
sites. "I don't believe it," exclaimed O'Donnell. "You'd bet­
ter believe it," Kennedy observed. "We've just elected Capehart 
in Indiana, and Ken Keating will probably be the next Presi­
dent of the United States." Although Kennedy referred here 
to the November elections, he was probably more concerned 
with the general impact of the Cuban situation on his own 
and his administration's credibility than with the outcome 
of the congressional elections specifically.24 

JFK's initial preference for the military options was prob­
ably linked secondarily to the extensive pre-missile crisis con­
tingency planning for military action against Cuba that had 
taken place within his administration. He may well have felt 
that a military response was logical given the fact that he 
and his advisers had been seriously considering the need 
for such action anyway. There is some sense of this in the 
declassified parts of the transcripts for the first two ExComm 
sessions, and the still classified portions might well add to 
that sense as parts of them appear to relate to American 
military preparations already in progress for Cuba before 
the missile crisis. During the first meeting, for instance, 
Kennedy asked, "How long did it take to get in a position 
where we can invade Cuba? Almost a month? Two months?" 
McNamara replied, "No, sir." Then an unidentified speaker 
said, "Right on the beach." The next part of the conversa­
tion is classified but in the first statement after the deleted 
portion, Taylor said, in possible reference to prior military 
planning on Cuba, that "at least it's enough to start the 
thing going. . . . It ought to be enough."25 

In the latter part of the evening ExComm meeting, to 
take another example, Kennedy asked McNamara about the 
state of military contingency planning on Cuba. The sec­
retary of defense replied that: 

the military planning has been carried on for a consider­
able period of time, is well under way. And I believe that 
all the preparations that we could take without the risk 
of preparations causing discussion and knowledge of this, 
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either among our public or in Cuba, have been taken 
and are authorised. 

As well as referring to the general state of military plan­
ning for Cuba, these exchanges may have related directly 
to an amphibious training exercise called PHIBRIGLEX-62. 
Scheduled to commence on 15 October, this training op­
eration was to be conducted on a grand scale. Some twenty 
thousand naval personnel and four thousand marines would 
launch an amphibious assault on Vieques Island, just off 
Puerto Rico. Consequently, when the missile crisis began 
on 16 October, there was, as an April 1963 report by the 
commander in chief of the US Atlantic Fleet (CINCLANT) 
put it, "a significant amphibious force . . . already enroute 
to the Caribbean." Nor was this exercise of negligible con­
cern to upper echelon officials. The same report noted that 
"as early as about 10 October the National Military Com­
mand Center began inquiring informally of CINCLANT as 
to the nature and scope of PHIBRIGLEX-62. Without ever 
relating the exercise to the Cuban situation, there were in­
dications of high-level interest in it." To Kennedy, the probable 
significance of PHIBRIGLEX-62 was that it meant a military 
response to the Soviet missile deployment in Cuba made 
sense precisely because his military was well prepared to 
undertake such action.27 

In defence of the president's performance at the start of 
the missile crisis, it can be pointed out that many officials 
changed their minds several times between 16 and 22 October 
before rejecting the various military alternatives and sup­
porting the blockade. Hence, it could be argued, Kennedy's 
endorsement of military action on 16 October was insignifi­
cant. Many other officials momentarily supported the idea 
of a military response before rejecting it in favour of block­
ade, and Kennedy was no exception. 

The flaw with this argument, though, is that there were 
still marked differences between JFK's thinking and that of 
many of his advisers. Most of those who came to support 
the blockade at least showed some signs of moving towards 
that position during the first two ExComm meetings. This 
they did by exploring various non-military alternatives for 
American policy, and also by expressing their fears about 
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the possible consequences of military action. Kennedy evinced 
little interest in those issues and was far more committed 
on 16 October to the military options than most of his leading 
advisers who ultimately supported the blockade. This further 
suggests that Kennedy's eventual decision not to resort to 
an air strike or invasion was more a matter of his being 
persuaded from that line of action by other officials than of 
he himself quickly and easily changing his own mind. 

McNamara was the most vocal of Kennedy's advisers in 
the first two ExComm meetings. As the hours passed on 
16 October, he focused less on the military alternatives open 
to the United States and more on the feasibility of the block­
ade. His initial preference was for military action. In his 
first extended analysis of the situation, he argued that if a 
decision to launch an air attack on Cuba was made, it should 
be carried out before the missile sites were operational, 
thereby avoiding the possibility of a retaliatory strike from 
those sites. He also stated that any air strike should be made 
not just on the missile sites but also upon the airfields, air­
craft not located in the airfields, and all possible nuclear 
storage sites, even though this would probably mean the 
death of two or three thousand Cubans. The United States, 
McNamara added, should also be prepared to invade Cuba 
in the aftermath of a strike. To that end, Kennedy should 
mobilise America's military forces either during or after the 
air attack.28 

McNamara again argued later on in the meeting that an 
invasion might ultimately be necessary. "There's a real possi­
bility you'd have to invade," he asserted. "If you carried out 
an air strike, this might lead to an uprising such that in 
order to prevent the slaughter of the free Cubans, we would 
have to invade to reintroduce order into the country. And 
we would be prepared to do that." Towards the end of the 
first ExComm session, McNamara still seemed to be assum­
ing that Kennedy would have to respond militarily. He said 
that when ExComm officials reconvened, they should come 
prepared to answer three questions. First, should the ad­
ministration publicly announce it was scheduling reconnais­
sance flights to verify the presence of offensive missiles in 
Cuba? Second, should the United States take some "politi­
cal" steps, such as contacting Khrushchev, before beginning 
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military action? Third, how long would it take to carry out 
and what would be the likely consequences of air strikes on 
Cuba? The thrust of those questions showed McNamara's 
penchant during the first meeting for military action.29 

By the evening ExComm session, however, McNamara had 
changed his tune by including a blockade as one of the 
feasible policy options. In the early stages of that second 
meeting, he described three alternatives. The first was pol­
itical action, on the lines proposed by Rusk, such as the 
initiation of diplomatic approaches to Castro or Khrushchev. 
McNamara was skeptical about this, arguing that it would 
"lead to no satisfactory result, and it almost stops subsequent 
military action." The implication was that a diplomatic ap­
proach would reveal the administration's knowledge of the 
missiles in Cuba to Khrushchev and Castro and thus fore­
warn them of a likely American military response. The next 
alternative was a blockade in tandem with a public declara­
tion that Washington would use reconnaissance missions to 
maintain constant surveillance over Cuba. The final option 
was one of the various types of military action. At this point 
McNamara appeared undecided between the second and third 
strategies. Of the third, he warned that "any one of these 
forms of direct military action will lead to a Soviet military 
response of some type some place in the world." Yet in the 
same breath he reflected, "It may well be worth the price. 
Perhaps we should pay that."30 

During the course of the second ExComm meeting, 
McNamara adopted the position that the missiles in Cuba 
did not alter the strategic balance of power between the 
superpowers. Having dismissed the military importance of 
the missiles in this way, he asserted towards the end of the 
session, "I don't think there is a military problem here." 
Rather, "this is a domestic, political problem" because 
Kennedy had publicly stated in September that "we'd act" 
if evidence emerged indicating the presence of missiles in 
Cuba. McNamara clearly implied here that a failure to up­
hold this promise would seriouly damage the credibility of 
the Kennedy administration in the eyes of the American 
public. That was the key issue.31 

The secretary of defense also became increasingly con­
cerned about the ramifications of military action against Cuba. 
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After evaluating both the limited and general air strike 
options, he exhorted his colleagues: 

to consider the consequences. I don't believe we have con­
sidered the consequences of any of these actions satis­
factorily, and because we haven ' t considered the 
consequences, I'm not sure we're taking all the action we 
ought to take now to minimise those. I don't know quite 
what kind of a world we live in after we've struck Cuba, 
and we've started it. 

He thus suggested that the Defense and State Departments 
spend the night pondering the consequences of the various 
policy proposals/2 

Having now minimised the military threat posed by the 
missiles, and having emphasised the potential dangers of 
an American strike, McNamara accordingly modified his rec­
ommendations. When he once again outlined the alterna­
tives as the second ExComm session drew to a close, he 
cited the same three that he had presented earlier: a politi­
cal approach, blockade, and one of the various types of 
military action. By this point, however, his predilection 
was for the blockade, combined with open surveillance of 
Cuba and an ultimatum to Khrushchev threatening both the 
Soviet Union and Cuba with a nuclear strike unless the miss­
iles were removed from the island. Although he said he 
was not endorsing the blockade, he did indicate his prefer­
ence for it. "This alternative doesn't seem to be a very ac­
ceptable one," he remarked, "but wait until you work on 
the others."33 

McNamara's comment on the feasibility of threatening 
Khrushchev with a nuclear attack was disturbing. His fail­
ure to explore the important question of why Khrushchev 
had put missiles in Cuba was also a major shortcoming in 
his analysis of the situation. None the less, his views had 
clearly changed from an initial preference for a general air 
strike followed possibly by invasion, to tentative support for 
the blockade. That McNamara would come to endorse the 
blockade approach unequivocally in the following days was 
not at all surprising given the development of his ideas during 
the first two ExComm meetings. Unlike the secretary of 
defense, Kennedy exhibited no comparable evolution in his 
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thinking on 16 October. Whereas McNamara quickly recon­
sidered his support for the military options, Kennedy dem­
onstrated nothing but unambiguous support for them. 
Whereas McNamara's recommendations were appropriately 
shaped by his assessment of both the military significance 
of the missiles in Cuba and the possible consequences of 
an American air strike or invasion, the president's, disap­
pointingly, were not. 

The opening day of the missile crisis was an especially 
busy one for Dean Rusk. As well as attending the two ExComm 
meetings, he also participated in afternoon sessions at the 
State Department with various officials, including Stevenson, 
Bohlen, and Llewellyn Thompson. After the second ExComm 
meeting, deliberations at the State Department resumed, finally 
ending after 11:00 p.m. in Rusk's office.34 

The secretary of state was decidedly taciturn that day. He 
tended to speak at length at the start of meetings but then 
keep quiet, and he also had a proclivity to present alterna­
tives for American policy without indicating his own pref­
erence. Rusk has subsequently claimed that he did explain 
his precise views to the president in private. Even so, his 
influence on Kennedy's thinking was probably limited. Com­
ments made by JFK to his aides revealed his general doubts 
about Rusk's abilities. Compared to a forceful and impos­
ing adviser like McNamara, Rusk seemed diffident and in­
effective. Robert Kennedy later disclosed that before his death 
his brother was seriously considering the replacement of 
Rusk as secretary of state after the 1964 presidential elec­
tion with McNamara or possibly Bundy.35 

In contrast to his more highly rated colleagues, though, 
Rusk did examine the issue of Soviet motivation in depth 
on 16 October. He believed Khrushchev had put missiles 
in Cuba to procure a bargaining-chip vis-a-vis Berlin and to 
establish a psychological and military counterbalance to 
American strategic superiority in general and the missiles 
in Turkey in particular. As for the United States response, 
he did not categorically support military action, as Kennedy 
did. Rather, he viewed it as only one of two alternatives, 
the other being the diplomatic option. Specifically, Rusk 
suggested the possible initiation of various ploys designed 
to induce Moscow and Havana into removing the missiles 
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without any American military intervention. This would in­
volve encouraging the OAS to demand that an inspection 
team be sent to the missile sites in Cuba. Rusk admitted 
the request would inevitably be rejected, but implied that 
the increased pressure might make Moscow and Havana 
reconsider their position.36 

A message to Castro was another part of Rusk's diplomatic 
track. The Kennedy administration, he suggested, could warn 
Castro, through either the Canadian ambassador in Havana 
or the Cuban ambassador to the UN, that the Soviet Union 
had installed missiles in Cuba for its own purposes (like 
arranging some sort of superpower trade of Cuba for Berlin) 
and was willing to risk the destruction of Cuba to achieve 
those ends. Hence, Castro should be informed, it was in his 
best interests to break with Moscow and make sure the missiles 
on the island did not become operational. Rusk also men­
tioned the possibility of a message to the Soviet premier.37 

When ExComm reconvened in the early evening, the sec­
retary of state once again argued that "a direct message to 
Castro, as well as Klirushchev, might make some sense." 
He then had Edwin M. Martin, assistant secretary of state 
for Inter-American Affairs, summarise a letter to the Cu­
ban leader that State Department officials had written dur­
ing the afternoon. The note presented Castro with an ulti­
matum: he must provide immediate assurances that steps 
were being taken to remove the Soviet missiles or else the 
United States would initiate "measures of vital significance 
for the future of Cuba." Overall, Rusk's position on 16 Octo­
ber was that a military strike against Cuba might well be 
required but consideration should also be given to various 
diplomatic approaches that might defuse the crisis before it 
escalated into military conflict.38 

Other ExComm officials also expressed their reservations 
about military action. None did so with greater vigour than 
George Ball. As the end of the second meeting approached, 
he candidly stated his fears. "This come in there on Pearl 
Harbor just frightens the hell out of me as to what's going 
beyond." "You go in there with a surprise attack," he con­
tinued. "You put out all the missiles. This isn't the end. This 
is the beginning." Unsurprisingly, Ball found the blockade 
more appealing than the military alternatives. Even McGeorge 
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Bundy, who during the early ExComm discussions had been 
attached to the limited air strike option, was at least con­
sidering the value of the blockade by the end of the sec­
ond meeting.39 

Robert Kennedy was determined after the Bay of Pigs that 
his brother would never have to endure such an ignomini­
ous experience again. To that end, he started to involve 
himself in the conduct of foreign policy, and even specu­
lated with Nicholas Katzenbach about the possibility of switch­
ing from attorney general to under secretary of state, and 
then using his new position to run the State Department. 
Rusk, as secretary of state, would remain as only its titular 
head. Given his burning desire to protect the president's 
interests in the foreign policy realm, RFK was more than a 
little concerned when he learned about the Soviet missile 
deployment in Cuba; he was furious.40 

After receiving a call from his brother about the missiles 
in Cuba, Robert Kennedy spoke that morning with CIA Deputy 
Director for Plans Richard M. Helms about the situation. 
When Helms confirmed the bad news, he expressed his anger 
pithily: "Shit!" He was moved to an extended repetition of 
the same expletive when he examined the photographs of 
the missiles later on in Bundy's office: "Oh shit! Shit! Shit! 
Those sons a bitches Russians." According to one official 
present, he proceeded to pace around the room, hitting his 
fist into the palm of his hand. His wrath was also evident 
during the meeting he attended that same morning with 
the SGA. Reviewing the progress of Operation Mongoose, 
he groused about its ineffectiveness and cited the failure to 
carry out acts of sabotage as an example.41 

Robert Kennedy was far quieter during the first two 
ExComm sessions. His most famous contribution came when, 
as officials considered the feasibility of an air strike, he passed 
a laconic note to the president: "I now know how Tojo felt 
when he was planning Pearl Harbor." The comments that 
he made in ExComm revealed his initial support for an 
American invasion of Cuba. In the first meeting, he pointed 
out to his brother that invasion was one of the options, 
and he asked Taylor how long it would take to carry out. 
Explaining the advantages of an invasion over a general air 
strike, he warned that with the strike: 
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You're going to kill an awful lot of people, and we're 
going to take an awful lot of heat on i t . . . [and] you're 
going to announce the reason that you're doing it is be­
cause they're sending in these kind of missiles. Well, I 
would think it's almost incumbent upon the Russians, then, 
to say, Well, we're going to send them in again, and if 
you do it again, we're going to do the same thing to 
Turkey, or We're going to do the same thing to Iran. 

Why he assumed that an invasion of Cuba would not pro­
duce the same scenario is not clear.42 

Robert Kennedy argued along similar lines in the second 
ExComm meeting. He again seemed to oppose an air strike 
and to endorse invasion when he pondered "whether it 
wouldn't be the argument, if you're going to get into it 
[i.e. Cuba] at all, whether we should just get into it and 
get it over with and say that [we should] take our losses." 
Searching for pretexts to justify invasion, he suggested, in 
reference to the 1898 Spanish-American War over Cuba, 
that perhaps "there is some other way we can get involved 
in this through Guantanamo Bay, or something, or whether 
there's some ship that, you know, sink the Maine again or 
something." In this context, the note in which RFK expressed 
empathy with Tojo for having to prepare an attack on Pearl 
Harbor appears to have been meant literally. It was almost 
certainly not, as has usually been assumed, a facetious com­
ment designed to condemn those officials who recommended 
military action against Cuba.43 

In apportioning blame for America's entry into the Vietnam 
War, leading authority George McT. Kahin has argued that 
most the responsibility should be placed on the shoulders 
of Lyndon Johnson's advisers rather than on Johnson him­
self. More than his aides, Johnson was wary of becoming 
fully involved in a war in Vietnam. The likes of Bundy, Taylor, 
and McNamara, however, cajoled the president into endorsing 
a policy of escalation he would not, of his own volition, 
have pursued. If Kahin is right, then the reverse was the 
case in the Cuban missile crisis. Kennedy's performance on 
16 October made clear that his own instincts coupled with 
a desire to keep his September public promises to take 
resolute action if missiles were placed in Cuba led him down 
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the path towards military action. In the missile crisis, it was 
left to his advisers, especially McNamara and Robert Kennedy 
(as he modified his views after 16 October), to explore the 
alternatives to a military approach, and ultimately to con­
vince the president that the blockade was the most appro­
priate course of action.44 

It could be maintained, of course, that most officials in 
the Kennedy administration changed their minds in the period 
from 16 to 22 October, supporting one option than another 
before finally espousing the blockade. This, it could be further 
argued, was the case with John Kennedy. He initially em­
braced the military approach, and particularly favoured the 
general air strike option, before supporting the blockade. 

That analysis, however, is an over-simplification. The key 
difference between the initial outlook of JFK and most of 
the leading officials who subsequently came to endorse the 
blockade was that the president was far more convinced 
than they of the need for a military response. It is true 
that Robert Kennedy, who advocated an invasion of Cuba 
on 16 October, emerged in the following days as a forceful 
proponent of the blockade. But generally speaking, most 
of the leading advisers who came to support that alterna­
tive did express reservations towards the military options 
on the opening day of the crisis. McNamara and Rusk, for 
example, developed non-military alternatives for American 
policy. And McNamara and Ball expressed their concern 
over the consequences of military action against Cuba, sug­
gesting that it might ignite a superpower war. 

Given the misgivings expressed by these officials towards 
military action, it was not at all surprising that they would 
come to approve the blockade strategy. Given the paucity 
of objections raised by John Kennedy to a military response, 
it seems unlikely he would, on his own initiative, have trans­
ferred his support from the military options to the block­
ade. JFK does deserve praise for not clinging dogmatically 
after 16 October to the military approach he initially favoured, 
for remaining open to the recommendations of his aides. 
Nevertheless, in the Cuban missile crisis it was the advisers 
who were responsible for guiding the president away from 
a military course of action he would, in all likelihood, have 
otherwise undertaken. 



6 The Battle for Blockade: 
Bobby Kennedy versus 
Dean Acheson 

After American officials staked out their initial positions on 
16 October, two key debates took place in ExComm result­
ing in the decision to blockade Cuba. The battle between 
supporters of the air strike and blockade, in which the lat­
ter group prevailed, was the first. The second was the dis­
cussion on and unequivocal rejection of Stevenson's 20 
October proposals, which sought to resolve the crisis through 
mutual Soviet-American concessions, and in so doing repre­
sented the principal alternative to the air strike and block­
ade options. 

The most important advocates in that first debate were 
Dean Acheson and Robert Kennedy. Acheson was not the 
only prominent official to favour an air strike on Cuba. Dillon, 
Taylor, McCone, and (for most of the time) Bundy were 
similarly disposed. But it was Acheson who was, as Bundy 
recalled, the "most formidable" of the hawks. This was due 
in part to his dexterity in debate. As Gilpatric explained, 
Acheson would: 

make a pronouncement [in ExComm] and knock down 
any opposing ideas, which he did . . . very masterfully, and 
then depart the scene. He didn't want to spend a lot of 
time. So he sort of came and went. . . . But if he was there 
in full force and wanted to make an issue of it, no fron­
tal attack would overcome him. 

John Kennedy himself once told Ben Bradlee that Acheson, 
along with Clark Clifford, was one of "the two best advo­
cates I have ever heard. Acheson would have made a helluva 
Supreme Court justice." Acheson's intimidating presence and 
imperious personality also helped make him the most re­
doubtable hawk. He was, in addition, probably granted greater 
respect from ExComm colleagues by virtue of his status as 
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one of the original architects of containment and one of 
the most conspicuous figures in the American Establishment.1 

For his part, Robert Kennedy did not introduce the idea 
of the blockade to the ExComm discussions. That was 
McNamara's chief contribution. Nor were his arguments 
original. Rather, they were restatements of comments already 
made by George Ball. Nevertheless, Robert Kennedy emerged 
after 16 October as the most vigorous proponent of the block­
ade and impassioned critic of the air strike. The attorney 
general's importance as a blockade supporter stemmed not 
only from the ardour with which he made his case, but also 
the nature of his relationship with John Kennedy. In what 
seemed at times to be a symbiotic link, JFK depended heavily 
upon Robert Kennedy, who in turn served his elder brother 
with unwavering devotion. As Bowles once observed, the at­
torney general "may have had as much influence on the 
President as all the rest [of us] put together."2 

ExComm members paid close heed to Robert Kennedy's 
recommendations because they were very much aware of 
the special nature of his relationship with the president. 
With campaign commitments dictating John Kennedy's ab­
sence from many of the early missile crisis meetings, officials 
felt that Robert Kennedy was, as Gilpatric put it, "the presi­
dent's alternate. That was to be the line of communication 
except for the few meetings we had with the president, par­
ticularly later in the week, [until] he returned from Chi­
cago." Gilpatric further noted that RFK's participation in 
the ExComm sessions had a "disciplinary" effect because, 
"It was perfectly evident that he was keeping notes as to 
where everybody stood. . . . I used to see he had initials of 
people and put after the initials some comments. He didn't 
keep detailed notes of everything that was said, but he was 
keeping some kind of a score sheet, a rating card."3 

Although it would have been appropriate for Dean Rusk, 
as secretary of state, to have orchestrated the discussions 
on Cuba, Robert Kennedy tended to dominate. The attorney 
general placed little faith in Rusk's competence, and in the 
secret discussions during the first week of the missile crisis, 
he plainly felt the need to supply the leadership and direc­
tion which, in his view, Rusk could not. A minor incident 
in the 19 October ExComm session highlighted this. Leonard 
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Meeker, who took notes during the meeting, wrote that at 
one point Rusk called for an exploration of the legal as­
pects of the various military courses of action. He then "turned 
to me, and seemed about to call on me, when the Attorney 
General signalled and said "Mr. Katzenbach." Secretary Rusk 
then called on the latter," and Katzenbach opened the dis­
cussion.4 

Robert Kennedy learned about the missiles in Cuba shortly 
after 9:00 a.m. on 16 October. After McGeorge Bundy had 
briefed John Kennedy on the missiles in Cuba, the presi­
dent called his brother and asked him to come immedi­
ately to the White House. When he arrived, JFK explained 
that the recent U-2 photographs showed that the Soviets 
were in the process of installing nuclear missiles in Cuba. 
In the two ExComm meetings later that day, Robert Kennedy 
was generally taciturn. The little he did say revealed his initial 
belief that an invasion of Cuba would be the most appro­
priate American strategy.5 

Dean Acheson was drawn into the ExComm discussions a 
day later. When Dean Rusk, a State Department official under 
Acheson during the Truman years, briefed him about the 
situation in Cuba, the veteran Democrat responded by em­
phasising the criticality of time. Assuming the missiles were 
not yet fully installed (by which he perhaps meant that no 
warheads had reached Cuba), he argued that: 

we had to consider at the outset whether to deal with the 
weapons before they became operative, or whether we would 
take the risk that they would become operative while we 
were taking other steps to get them out of Cuba. I was 
very much afraid that if we delayed dealing with them we 
would get into a situation where we could never deal with 
them. 

This temporal consideration soon led Acheson to propose 
an air strike on the grounds that it was necessary to destroy 
the missiles while there was still time to do so in relative 
safety. Put another way, an attack should be carried out before 
those missiles became operational and so could be fired in 
retaliation at the United States.6 

In preparation for the ExComm meeting he was to at­
tend later on 17 October, Acheson wrote a short memoran-
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dum fleshing out the ideas he had first expressed to Rusk. 
He once again stressed the importance of removing the 
missiles in Cuba before they became operational, and im­
plied that military force would be needed to achieve that 
goal. The decision to initiate such action "has to be made 
now, or not at all. . . . This is [the] time of minimum risk. I 
would act." He added that the "Other one [i.e. Khrushchev] 
will not take this quietly," thereby suggesting that the Soviets 
would most likely retaliate should the president use force 
against Cuba. Hence, the United States had to be "ready to 
act instantly . . . in several spots," including Berlin.7 

Acheson proceeded to discuss the importance of both 
America's allies and the upcoming November congressional 
elections to the impending crisis. He felt the Kennedy ad­
ministration should not consult but must notify its allies about 
the Cuban situation and the course of action that JFK had 
chosen. The best candidates for the job of notifying NATO 
and the OAS were Lyndon Johnson, Dwight Eisenhower, 
Supreme Allied Commander in Europe General Lauris 
Norstad, or Acheson himself. Once the judgement had been 
made to respond militarily to the missile threat, Kennedy, 
in a spirit of bipartisanship, should immediately cancel all 
of his planned campaign speeches in order to unite the 
country. Likewise, the decision as to which day should be 
selected for the strike on Cuba should not be influenced by 
considerations relating to the congressional elections.8 

Acheson refined his ideas in these preliminary notes dur­
ing the ExComm meeting that he joined later on 17 Octo­
ber. He would soon become disillusioned with his ExComm 
colleagues, referring to them later as "a leaderless, uninhib­
ited group, many of whom had little knowledge in either 
the military or diplomatic field." To Acheson, Rusk, along 
with other foreign policy pundits, should have been the ex­
clusive participants in an administration discussion of an 
international crisis like the one in Cuba. Cabinet officers 
such as the attorney general, therefore, should have been 
excluded.9 

Reflecting perhaps his irritation at this state of affairs, 
Acheson clashed angrily with Robert Kennedy during the 
17 October ExComm meeting held in George Ball's State 
Department conference room. The president, keeping to 
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his planned schedule that day, missed the famous confron­
tation. The recollections of Acheson and Robert Kennedy 
on how their disagreement emerged differ. Acheson claimed 
it was he who responded to the attorney general's arguments. 
Robert Kennedy, on the other hand, said it was a case of 
the former secretary of state first defining his position and 
then of his shaping a response to the issues raised by Acheson. 
George Ball's account of the session substantiates Acheson's 
version.10 

In the meeting, Robert Kennedy amplified and injected 
with passion comments first made by Ball. When the idea 
of launching an air strike against Cuba was broached, Ball 
denounced it vehemently. Such a policy, he contended, would 
contravene America's best traditions and undermine its 
position of moral authority throughout the world. Robert 
Kennedy agreed. An attack on Cuba would be inconsonant 
with American values and history. He later wrote that he 
had been unwilling to "accept the idea that the United States 
would rain bombs on Cuba, killing thousands and thousands 
of civilians in a surprise attack." To his ExComm colleagues, 
he put the case that an American strike on Cuba would 
represent an attack by a great power against a small nation, 
thereby undermining "our moral position at home and around 
the globe." He capped his argument by using vivid, emotive 
imagery. An American assault on Cuba would constitute "a 
Pearl Harbor in reverse," and he had no intention of allow­
ing his brother to become the Tojo of the 1960s.11 

Acheson, never one to keep his feelings under wraps, ex­
pressed his complete disagreement with Robert Kennedy. 
He "clearly indicated," recalled Ball, "not only by his words 
but also by the emphatic way he spoke, that Bobby was talk­
ing sentimental nonsense." Acheson declared that there was 
no underlying similarity between the Japanese bombing of 
Pearl Harbor and a prospective American assault on Cuba. 
The Japanese had not issued a warning before their attack 
on Pearl Harbor. The United States, by contrast, had made 
crystal clear its unwillingness to countenance a Soviet miss­
ile deployment in the Caribbean. The Monroe Doctrine 
itself prohibited foreign military penetration of the West­
ern Hemisphere. The president, moreover, had stated in 
September that he would take action if the Soviet Union 



140 The Cuban Missile Crisis 

installed offensive missiles in Cuba. On 3 October Congress 
had authorised JFK to do whatever was necessary to prevent 
the establishment of a Soviet military base in Cuba, even if 
this required the use of force. "How much warning was 
necessary," Acheson later queried with characteristic sarcasm, 
"to avoid the stigma of "Pearl Harbor in reverse"? Was it 
necessary to adopt the early nineteenth-century method of 
having a man with a red flag walk before a steam engine to 
warn cattle and people to stay out of the way?"12 

In appraising Soviet motives, Acheson felt Khrushchev was 
trying to strengthen his position and weaken America's in 
various ways. Although he did not appear to discuss this 
issue in ExComm on 17 October, Acheson did present his 
assessment of Khrushchev's objectives in a letter to a friend 
at the end of the month. The Soviet premier, he claimed, 
was attempting to damage American credibility throughout 
the Western Hemisphere, acquire a bargaining chip which 
could be used against the United States in Europe and Asia, 
and augment his nuclear first-strike capability by fifty per 
cent. Unlike some of his ExComm colleagues, Acheson be­
lieved that the missiles in Cuba would substantially affect 
the nuclear balance between the superpowers. Shorter-range 
missiles in the Caribbean, because of their proximity to Ameri­
can territory, were as dangerous to the United States as ICBMs 
located in the Soviet Union. If the Kennedy administration 
meekly acquiesced in this installation of missiles in Cuba, 
confidence in American leadership would be eroded both 
in the Western Hemisphere and Western Europe.13 

Acheson was convinced, therefore, that the emplacement 
of missiles in Cuba constituted a very serious challenge which 
the president had to meet. An air strike limited to the miss­
ile sites would be, in his view, the most effective American 
response. The salient problem with a blockade was that it 
would not actually remove the missiles from Cuba, and so 
would merely postpone the military action needed to de­
stroy those weapons. An air strike at a later date would be 
far more dangerous than one launched immediately because 
in the intervening period of the blockade work on the miss­
ile sites would continue apace. Whereas a subsequent Ameri­
can air strike might carry with it the possibility of retaliation 
from Soviet missiles in Cuba, an earlier strike, launched before 
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those missiles were operational, would avoid that risk.14 

Acheson claimed in later years to have felt during the 
missile crisis that the chances of Soviet reprisals after an 
American attack on Cuba were negligible. At the time, how­
ever, he acknowledged that there was a significant possi­
bility, although not necessarily a likelihood, of a Soviet military 
response. This he did in both his 17 October memoran­
dum and in a letter written shortly after the crisis. In the 
latter, Acheson admitted that the consequences of an air 
strike: 

might have been severe since a good many Russians would 
have been killed. We should have expected them to be 
severe . . . . I thought that they [the Soviets] might act in 
Berlin or Turkey, and that we must be prepared for war. 
My judgment, on which we could not bank, was that they 
would not react with spasmodic violence. 

The equanimity with which Acheson accepted the prospect 
that an air strike might lead to a general superpower war 
was striking.15 

Much to Acheson's chagrin, the military officials present 
at that 17 October ExComm meeting expanded upon his 
proposals to advocate not only a strike against the missile 
sites, but also against airfields, SAM sites, and fighter air­
craft. This was an approach which the former secretary of 
state regarded as highly dangerous and unsatisfactory be­
cause it would produce the scenario that Robert Kennedy 
feared, namely the deaths of thousands of Cubans. "When 
you get the soldiers talking about policy," Acheson bitterly 
observed in later years, "they want to go further and fur­
ther in a military way so that all possibilities of doubt are 
removed, until their proposals are apt to be at least as 
dangerous as the original danger." As for a limited air strike, 
he viewed this as a relatively moderate strategy. It would 
endanger no Cubans and only about four and a half thou­
sand Soviet troops and technicians stationed at the missile 
sites.16 

Acheson did not discuss the possibility of resolving the 
crisis by trading the missiles in Cuba for America's Jupiter 
missiles in Turkey. This was rather curious because in the 
early days of his administration, Kennedy had asked Acheson 
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to produce a report on NATO policy. The study rec­
ommended inter alia the removal of the Jupiters from Tur­
key, partly because their vulnerability to enemy fire meant 
they were unlikely to survive an attack enabling them to be 
used in retaliation as second strike weapons. It was also felt 
that the missiles' proximity to the Soviet border made them 
especially provocative to Khrushchev. Yet although Acheson 
thought it was in American interests to withdraw the miss­
iles from Turkey anyway, he did not talk at the 17 October 
ExComm meeting in terms of defusing the crisis through 
the removal of the Jupiters. He perhaps thought it was in­
appropriate to make such a concession under pressure be­
cause it would suggest a lack of firmness on the part of the 
Kennedy administration, and this would serve to undermine 
American credibility.17 

In ExComm's meeting on the morning of 18 October, 
Acheson and his colleagues started to ponder the legal rami­
fications of the various policy options. Despite his background 
as one of the outstanding lawyers for the prestigious Wash­
ington firm of Covington, Burling and Rublee, Acheson did 
not concern himself with the legal nuances of the situation. 
On the contrary, he argued that the American response to 
the missile deployment in Cuba should not be conditioned 
in any way by legal considerations. America's security, pres­
tige, and credibility with the other nations of the Western 
Hemisphere were all at stake, and the effort to protect those 
interests should not be jeopardised by international law. It 
was probably at this meeting that Acheson stated: "The hell 
with international law. International law gets made, it's just 
a series of precedents and decisions that have been made 
in the past. But this is a unique situation and this is one in 
which one can, and should, make international law rather 
than just follow past precedents." According to Paul Nitze, 
Acheson proceeded to propose that the United States use 
the term "quarantine," if some officials found the word "block­
ade" offensive and if the decision was made to implement a 
blockade.18 

For Acheson, his greatest opportunity to shape the Ameri­
can response to the missile deployment in Cuba arose when 
John Kennedy asked to meet with him alone on the after­
noon of 18 October. The chances of Acheson persuading 
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the president to implement his preferred policy, the air strike, 
were diminished, however, by the nature of their previous 
dealings with each other. Mutual distrust had always sim­
mered fc>eneath the surface of their ostensibly cordial re­
lationship. For his part, Acheson viewed JFK's meteoric 
political rise as the result of old Joe Kennedy's insidious 
influence. During the Democratic primaries in the spring 
of 1960, for example, he sardonically wrote to Harry Truman 
that, "Maybe we should all give Jack a run for his money -
or rather for Joe's."19 

Senator Kennedy had also irritated Acheson back in 1957 
by urging the Eisenhower administration to pressure France 
into granting Algerian independence. Alienating an important 
Western European ally out of some nebulous, moralistic 
concern for a country with which the United States had no 
cultural or historic affinity seemed completely misguided to 
Acheson. And in Power and Diplomacy, his 1958 work on Ameri­
can foreign policy, he said so, declaring that, "It will not 
help for us to snap impatient fingers at a people who were 
great before our nation was dreamt of, and tell them to get 
on with it." When Jackie Kennedy found herself sitting next 
to Acheson during a train ride to Washington, she took the 
opportunity to explain that "the Kennedy family was not 
pleased" with his criticisms of JFK on the Algerian issue. 
That displeasure would have been magnified had they known 
that a year later Acheson would privately describe Lyndon 
Johnson, in comparison to his Democratic challengers for 
the 1960 presidential nomination, as "a giant among pyg­
mies." At this time, Acheson thought that Kennedy should 
only be LBJ's vice-presidential running partner.20 

Although president-elect Kennedy solicited Dean Acheson's 
advice on cabinet appointments, and although, as president, 
he paid Acheson the compliment in spring 1961 of picking 
his brains on Western European issues, the former secretary 
of state continued to regard JFK as a callow youth. The air 
of condescension which characterised his view of Kennedy 
surfaced most clearly in the aftermath of the Bay of Pigs. 
Addressing the Foreign Service Association in Washington, 
he suggested that the young president looked like "a gifted 
amateur practicing with a boomerang and knocking him­
self cold." Kennedy was furious. McGeorge Bundy called 
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Lucius D. Battle, a former special assistant to Acheson, to 
ask his old boss for a retraction. In mid-August 1961, Acheson 
obliged, writing to JFK to apologise for his comments. Still, 
he remained sceptical of Kennedy's abilities. An official who 
used to lunch with Acheson recalled that "he never really 
thought much of Jack Kennedy. He came to think more of 
him, but [his view was that] he was too young, too inex­
perienced for the job. [He] didn't know what he was doing." 
A British official who dined with Acheson in early July 1961 
noted that "he spoke of the President with scarcely veiled 
criticism."21 

Trust and mutual respect were not hallmarks of the 
Kennedy-Acheson relationship, therefore, and this made it 
more difficult than it would have been otherwise for Acheson 
to bring the president over to his point of view on Cuba in 
their private meeting on 18 October. During their conver­
sation, JFK not only displayed a general awareness of Robert 
Kennedy's views during their discussion, he also used the 
Pearl Harbor comparison to explain his concern over the 
air strike option. Acheson responded by saying he knew from 
whom the president had heard the analogy, and by once 
again expressing his disdain for it. He also used the meet­
ing to indicate the value of dispatching a personal emissary 
to Europe to inform the NATO allies in general and the 
independently-minded French leader Charles de Gaulle in 
particular of the situation in Cuba and the response de­
vised by the administration. This was an especially pressing 
issue because Charles Bohlen, the newly appointed ambas­
sador to France, would be at sea for a number of days be­
fore arriving in Paris to assume his diplomatic duties. When 
Acheson suggested that Kennedy consider sending Lyndon 
Johnson to brief de Gaulle in person, the president neither 
concurred nor disagreed with the idea. At the conclusion 
of their tete-a-tete, JFK rose from his rocking chair in front 
of the fireplace and walked to the French doors. After gaz­
ing out at the Rose Garden for a considerable length of 
time, he reflected, "I guess I better earn my salary this week." 
"I'm afraid you have to," agreed Acheson. The meeting ended. 
Acheson, as developments later in the week would make 
clear, had failed to influence Kennedy's thinking.22 

Kennedy had his first contact with a Soviet official since 
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learning about the missiles in Cuba later that same after­
noon. Foreign Minister Gromyko came to the Oval Office 
at 5:00 p.m. for a meeting that had been arranged before 
16 October. The main issues covered were Berlin and Cuba. 
Gromyko reiterated the demand made consistently by the 
Soviet government during the past four years, namely that 
a settlement of the Berlin question involving the withdrawal 
of the Western powers from the city must be reached. He 
indicated that the Soviets expected progress on this ques­
tion after the congressional elections in November.23 

Turning to Cuba, Gromyko denounced recent American 
policies in the Caribbean. "I should like to draw your atten­
tion," he said: 

to the dangerous development of events in connection 
with the US government's attitude to Cuba. For some 
considerable time, the American side has conducted an 
unrestrained anti-Cuban campaign and made attempts to 
block Cuban trade with other states. Calls for aggression 
against that country are being issued in the USA. This 
course can lead to serious consequences for the whole of 
mankind. 

If Kennedy launched an attack on Cuba, Gromyko warned, 
the Soviet Union would respond. At the same time, he as­
sured JFK that recent Soviet military aid was only intended 
to develop Cuban defensive capabilities. Kennedy listened 
to Gromyko's spiel poker-faced. His advisers had encour­
aged him before the meeting to resist the temptation to 
confront the foreign minister with the photographs proving 
the existence of surface-to-surface missiles in Cuba. This way 
Kennedy could keep the initiative, ensuring that he, not 
the Soviets, would be the first to inform the American pub­
lic of the situation, and that he would be able to do so 
after having decided on his response to the missile deploy­
ment. In his meeting with Gromyko, therefore, the presi­
dent confined himself to a recitation of his September warn­
ings on the unacceptability of offensive missiles in Cuba.24 

Although these early days of the missile crisis were almost 
unbearably tense for Kennedy and Acheson, as well as other 
American officials, there were lighter moments - sometimes 
at the expense of the former secretary of state. On one 
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occasion Rusk, Ball, and Acheson took the elevator from 
the State Department garage to the secretary of state's sev­
enth-floor office, accompanied by Rusk's security agents, Gus 
Peleusos and Bert Bennington. As the elevator ascended, 
Rusk told Ball and Acheson that the only sound advice he 
had received in the past week had been that offered by these 
two security men. Bennington, a former lineman for the 
Pittsburgh Steelers professional football team, explained, "The 
reason for that, Mr. Secretary, is that you have surrounded 
yourself with nothing but dumb fucks!" Rusk recalled that 
"George Ball blushed moderately, Dean Acheson turned a 
scarlet red." The secretary of state had all he could do to 
prevent himself from keeling over in laughter.25 

The battle between Acheson and Robert Kennedy, having 
been joined on 17 October, resumed two days later. On 
that Friday the ExComm group held an all-day session in 
Ball's conference room. With the president again absent on 
the campaign trail in Ohio and Illinois, the discussion was 
fluid. It began with a debate over the legal implications of 
the use of American force against Cuba. Leonard Meeker 
spoke at length, suggesting that the administration obtain 
prior OAS approval for any action it intended to take. This 
would justify the use of force against Cuba under the terms 
of the UN Charter, which permitted regional arrangements 
in handling threats to international peace and security. 
Edwin Martin stated confidently.that the United States would 
be able to secure the necessary votes in the OAS. Robert 
Kennedy expressed his concern over the possibility of em­
barrassment to his brother should the United States lose 
such a vote, and he wondered whether it might not be pos­
sible to be "perfectly sure of the outcome before seeking 
OAS concurrence."26 

The discussion soon reverted to an analysis of the respec­
tive merits of the blockade and air strike options. Bundy, 
who explained that he had just spoken with the president 
that morning, indicated his support for the latter. Acheson 
agreed. Khrushchev "had presented the United States with 
a direct challenge, we were involved in a test of wills, and 
the sooner we got to a showdown the better. He favored 
cleaning the missile bases out decisively with an air strike." 
American action against Cuba was perfectly justified on the 
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grounds of self-defence, and the United States should not, 
as Meeker had argued, make the execution of a military 
strike on Cuba dependent upon OAS approbation. Dillon, 
McCone, and Taylor, all endorsed Acheson's arguments for 
the air strike.27 

Other officials remonstrated. McNamara once again affirmed 
his support for the blockade; and Robert Kennedy made an 
extended, impassioned case for the same approach. In making 
clear to Bundy who had the most access to his brother, he 
said "with a grin" that he too had spoken with the presi­
dent, "indeed very recently this morning." He went on to 
enumerate the options. The Kennedy administration could 
do nothing but that "would be unthinkable." The other al­
ternatives were either to initiate an air strike or to establish 
a blockade. Of the two, the air strike was the more prob­
lematic for the president given "the memory of Pearl Harbor 
and . . . all the implications this would have for us in what­
ever world there would be afterward." "For 175 years," he 
continued, "we had not been that kind of country. A sneak 
attack was not in our traditions. Thousands of Cubans would 
be killed without warning, and a lot of Russians too." Al­
though he felt action was required to make Khrushchev aware 
of the depth of American resolve to remove the missiles 
from Cuba, "the action should allow the Soviets some room 
for maneuver to pull back from their over-extended pos­
ition in Cuba."28 

The chasm between the air strike advocates and blockade 
supporters was obviously still vast. To help bridge the gap, 
Rusk suggested that ExComm divide itself into two groups. 
One, consisting of designated leader Alexis Johnson, Llewellyn 
Thompson, Gilpatric, Martin, Nitze, and Meeker, was to flesh 
out its arguments by writing a precise, detailed draft de­
scribing the blockade scenario. The other group, to be headed 
by Bundy, and also comprising Dillon, Acheson, and Taylor, 
was to do the same for the air strike. The two groups would 
reconvene later in the day to critique each other's draft. 
Before ExComm split into those opposing camps, Sorensen 
announced that he had "absorbed enough" to begin writ­
ing a draft for the president's speech to the nation.29 

Acheson decided to withdraw not only from the Bundy 
group's deliberations shortly after they had begun but also 
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those of ExComm as a whole. He later explained his depar­
ture by saying that while he thought it appropriate to offer 
his general opinions, he did not consider it fitting for some­
one outside of the administration like himself to be privy 
to detailed secret plans for a military operation that might 
soon be executed. McGeorge Bundy has since revealed 
Acheson's authentic motivations. Before leaving the scene, 
Acheson told Bundy that he had gained the strong impression 
from his conversation with the president the previous day 
that he had already decided to follow the advice of Robert 
Kennedy and McNamara and implement the blockade. He 
felt there was no point in remaining to argue the case for 
an air strike when the matter had already been settled. An 
additional consideration may have been that sentiment within 
the Bundy group was in favour of a broader air strike rather 
than the more limited version that he preferred. As a re­
sult, Acheson decided to excuse himself from the ExComm 
sessions on the afternoon of 19 October. Two of Kennedy's 
close advisers recall that he "departed in a huff" to spend 
the weekend on his Maryland farm.30 

Acheson's respite from governmental duties proved to be 
short-lived. On the evening of Saturday, 20 October, Rusk 
phoned to pass on the president's request that he travel 
immediately to France to brief de Gaulle about the situa­
tion in Cuba and the decision to initiate a blockade. Acheson 
readily consented to undertake the mission. He quoted Oliver 
Wendell Holmes to Rusk on how Americans belonged to 
the least exclusive club in the world, but the one with the 
highest dues, namely the United States. "You don't mind 
that your advice isn't being followed," asked the secretary 
of state. "Of course not," replied Acheson, "I'm not the 
President, and I'll do whatever I can do." Intimately involved 
in the founding of NATO, well-known for his interest in 
cultivating close relations between the United States and 
Western Europe, Acheson was certainly an appropriate choice 
for the mission.31 

In the early morning of Sunday, 21 October, Acheson went 
to the State Department and then his Washington abode to 
garner some money, clothes, and an updated passport. Son-
in-law and Defense Department official William P. Bundy 
drove him to an airfield, where an Air Force plane was pre-
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paring to take off for Europe. Once in the air, Acheson 
discovered that he was not alone. Also on board were the 
Ambassador to West Germany Walter C. Dowling (who was 
to brief Adenauer), Sherman Kent of the CIA, two other 
intelligence officials, and three armed guards. The plane 
touched down at Greenham Common air base in England 
around midnight. David K.E. Bruce, the United States am­
bassador to Britain, was there to meet the passengers. Bruce 
was provided with one of the CIA officials, a guard, and a 
set of photographs of the missiles in Cuba to help in the 
briefing of Harold Macmillan. The ambassador to Britain, 
for his part, had brought a bottle of Scotch to the air base. 
Both he and Acheson imbibed while waiting for the plane 
to depart. A weary Acheson finally landed in France at 2:30 
on the morning of Monday, 22 October.32 

As the former secretary of state prepared for his European 
sojourn on the morning of 21 October, Robert Kennedy 
continued to lend his support in Washington to the con­
sensus now in favour of the blockade. When Maxwell Taylor 
and Tactical Air Command Chief General Walter C. Sweeney, 
Jr, explored the air strike option at a White House meet­
ing, the attorney general was sharply critical. Such a strike, 
he contended once again, would represent "a Pearl Harbor 
type of attack." It might well provoke a Soviet military re­
sponse that could trigger a general nuclear war between 
the superpowers. From 17 to 21 October, Robert Kennedy's 
argument had remained constant: an American air strike 
on Cuba was reprehensible because it would be equivalent 
to the Japanese assault on Pearl Harbor.33 

In formulating their proposals during the first week of 
the missile crisis, Robert Kennedy and Acheson were mo­
tivated by different considerations. For the attorney general, 
the principal factor behind his opposition to the air attack 
and his support for the blockade, in addition to the genu­
ine concern he felt about the possibility that a strike would 
lead to a costly war, was the inveterate desire he always felt 
to protect the interests of his brother in a personal sense. 
In fathoming Robert Kennedy's performance during the crisis, 
it is far more useful to think in terms of his clannish devotion 
to the president rather than an attachment to any particular 
foreign policy ideology. 
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That clannishness had deep roots. Robert Kennedy had 
been raised in an environment which stressed the importance 
of familial loyalty. During his formative political years, 
RFK's role was paternally defined as the protector and pro­
moter of his elder brother's interests. In JFK's 1952 race 
for the Senate, his 1956 bid for the vice-presidential nomi­
nation at the Democratic Convention, and his 1960 cam­
paign for the presidency, Robert Kennedy worked 
indefatigably on behalf of his brother's political ambitions. 
His actions at the 1956 Democratic Convention typified the 
role he played before becoming attorney general. When 
Mennen Williams, a member of the Michigan delegation 
that supported Tennessee Senator Estes Kefauver over John 
Kennedy for the vice-presidential nomination, left the Con­
vention floor, an animated Robert Kennedy grabbed his arm 
and indignantly asked, "Why are you against my brother?" 
Williams was "flabbergasted" by such behaviour. This, then, 
rather than endeavours which involved the thoughtful 
conceptualisation of foreign policy or any other policy, was 
the sort of political activity in which Robert Kennedy par­
ticipated before the "Camelot" years.34 

After the 1960 election, Robert Kennedy continued to guard 
his brother's interests zealously. "Bobby's big objective," 
Nicholas Katzenbach recalled, "was always to serve his brother." 
This was the "central motivation that he had." In 1964 Walt 
Rostow described his impressions of the attorney general at 
the time of the Bay of Pigs: "[He was a] thick-skinned guy: 
tremendously focused on his brother, Jack. And he could 
get hurt worse than Jack if things went badly for Jack, as 
they had just done [in the Bay of Pigs]. But he wasn't act­
ing for himself. His mature personality has still got to 
emerge. 

Robert Kennedy was not afraid to protect his brother by 
using a mailed fist rather than kid gloves. As Maxwell Taylor 
observed, "Bobby became to an extent the hatchet man. He 
did the unpleasant things. I must say he has a rugged 
nature, and I don't think he ever shied away from it." Many 
officials, according to Rostow, came to regard RFK as "a 
kind of tough, conservative thug." Dean Rusk felt that he 
was "ruthless on personnel matters." John P. Roche, one­
time chairman of the Americans for Democratic Action, de-
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scribed him as a "demonic little bastard." Alexis Johnson 
recalled his behaviour at meetings of the Special Group for 
Counterinsurgency. During those sessions, he would "bore 
in with some lower officials of the Government." One par­
ticular presentation so dissatisfied him that he "got up and 
slammed the chair on the floor and stalked out of the room, 
slamming the door." Johnson came to the conclusion that 
the attorney general was "the fearless watchdog on behalf 
of the President. He had enormous possessive pride in the 
President, and he was looking after the President's interests 
in a way which, he felt, . . . the President could not do."36 

Robert Kennedy's intense, aggressive devotion to his brother 
was evident in various ways. One of them was his tendency 
to judge other officials by the loyalty they exhibited to the 
president rather than the value of their advice. On one 
occasion shortly after the Bay of Pigs, when it had become 
common knowledge that Chester Bowles had opposed the 
operation, Bobby Kennedy grabbed the under secretary of 
state by his coat collar and chided him for being disloyal to 
the president by failing to conceal his dissent. That Bowles 
had been right about the Bay of Pigs, and hence the idea 
that his views merited greater attention than they had hith­
erto received, did not occur to him. He was similarly vexed 
by John McCone for later revealing that in the months pre­
ceding the missile crisis he had told JFK that the Soviets 
were installing missiles in Cuba. McCone's suspicions proved 
to be well-founded. Yet instead of praising his prescience, 
Robert Kennedy would subsequently criticise the CIA direc­
tor. Motivated no doubt by a sense that McCone had em­
barrassed his brother, he erroneously claimed that McCone 
had not explained to the president his belief that Klirushchev 
would put missiles in Cuba. He also complained that the 
problem with the CIA director was that although he "liked 
the president very much, . . . he liked one person more and 
that was John McCone."37 

In the context of American policy towards Cuba in the 
pre-missile crisis period, Robert Kennedy's interest in bol­
stering his brother's credibility translated into a burning desire 
to overthrow Castro after the humiliation of the Bay of Pigs. 
Only two weeks before he made his impassioned arguments 
in ExComm against the air strike, he was browbeating ad-
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ministration officials for the elephantine pace at which they 
were executing Operation Mongoose. At a 4 October meet­
ing of the SGA he urged his colleagues to organise "mas­
sive activity" against Cuba. His exhortations resulted in a 
decision by the SGA to increase covert actions aimed at 
weakening Castro's position.38 

When he learned of the missile deployment in Cuba on 
16 October, Robert Kennedy initially favoured an invasion. 
But the more he considered the situation from the perspective 
of his brother's reputation, the more perturbed he became 
by the possibility that the missile crisis would lead to a 
superpower conflict. Then his brother would be labelled as 
the president who embroiled the United States in a third 
and potentially nuclear world war. Military action against 
Cuba, because of the likelihood that it would provoke a Soviet 
military response, was the least satisfactory option from this 
point of view. For the attorney general, it was not just a 
question of the air strike (or invasion) representing an in­
appropriate policy for the United States per se, but also a 
case that his brother should not, as he declared in the 
ExComm group, become the Tojo of the 1960s. 

In contrast to Robert Kennedy, Acheson's arguments did 
flow from a firmly-held cluster of foreign policy convictions, 
including a commitment to use force if necessary. This, in 
Acheson's view, entailed a willingness to approach the 
brink of nuclear war in crisis situations in order to force the 
Soviet Union to back down and accept American objectives. 
Acheson came to embrace these ideas as his foreign policy 
philosophy evolved during the 1950s. Originally, his views 
had placed him at the centre of the spectrum of Cold War 
opinion in 1940s Washington that was committed to the 
avoidance of 1930s-style appeasement and the development 
of containment. Given his involvement in the enunciation 
of the Truman Doctrine and Marshall Plan, and the estab­
lishment of NATO, Acheson was not only a supporter of 
containment; he helped define the concept. To the left of 
that centre were those like Henry Wallace who criticised 
American foreign policy for having abandoned Roosevelt's 
policy of co-operation with the Soviet Union. To the right 
of Acheson were various figures, including a young John 
Kennedy, who felt that the Truman administration had in-
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competently 'lost' Eastern Europe and then China to the 
Communists. Perhaps the clearest indication that Acheson 
was not one of the most belligerent Cold Warriors in the 
1940s is the fact that he was not part of that coterie of of: 

ficials (which included Under Secretary of State Joseph C. 
Grew, Admiral William D. Leahy, and Secretary of the Navy 
James V. Forrestal) who argued in spring 1945 that the op­
portunity afforded by Roosevelt's death should be used to 
fashion a more hardline policy towards Stalin. Acheson did 
not advocate a tougher approach to the Soviet Union until 
the crisis over Iran in spring 1946.39 

Whereas Acheson was in the mainstream of Cold War 
opinion in the late 1940s, he moved to the right during the 
1950s. With the election of Dwight Eisenhower as president 
in 1952, a distinction emerged between those who subscribed 
to containment, and those, led by the new secretary of state, 
John Foster Dulles, who suggested it needed to be revamped 
by the introduction of such concepts as "brinksmanship" 
and "massive retaliation." On leaving the State Department 
in 1953, Acheson emerged as a sharp critic of his successor. 
(He once stunned a dinner party when he declared, after 
the death of Dulles, "Thank God Foster is underground.") 
Amongst other things, he assailed Dulles for his advocacy 
of brinksmanship and massive retaliation. In Power and Diplo­
macy, Acheson argued that these tactics had prevented neither 
communist aggression in Korea and Indo-China nor the Soviet 
crushing of the 1956 Hungarian uprising. The United States, 
he explained, was obviously unwilling to risk nuclear war 
over these sorts of issues.40 

Although Acheson ostensibly disavowed the concepts be­
hind Dulles' diplomacy, his foreign policy philosophy de­
veloped during the 1950s so that his views began to coincide 
with those of the new secretary of state. For example, he 
started to support the idea that it was necessary to approach 
the brink of nuclear war if international crises were to be 
resolved without forsaking American interests. In a 1959 
presentation to students at the Columbia Journalism School, 
he indicated his newly-acquired belief in brinksmanship. The 
United States, he elucidated, must be ready to increase ten­
sions to a point where adversaries "act on the basis of fear. . . . 
So the Russians will say, 'We may get a strike when we're 
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not expecting it.' This is the only thing to do. This is what 
you call the delicate balance of terror."41 

Acheson's commitment to brinksmanship was again evi­
dent in the summer of 1961 when he served as an ad hoc 
adviser to the Kennedy administration during the Berlin crisis. 
On 28 June 1961 he furnished the president with a report 
recommending the declaration of a national emergency, a 
full mobilisation of America's military forces, an increase in 
defence expenditure by $5 billion, and a tax hike. In short, 
the United States needed to prepare for a possible nuclear 
engagement. As two authorities on Acheson have suggested, 
the former secretary of state, "despite his disdain for Dulles, 
was calling for brinksmanship."42 

In the missile crisis, Acheson once again displayed his pen­
chant for brinksmanship. The clear premise behind his ar­
guments in ExComm was that the Kennedy administration 
had to demonstrate its willingness to approach the very brink 
of nuclear war. He thought it quite likely, moreover, that 
his proposals would take the United States to the precipice 
of a nuclear conflict. At one point, possibly during the 
ExComm session on 17 October, one official asked Acheson 
how he thought the Soviets would respond to an air strike 
on the missiles in Cuba. Acheson replied, "I know the Soviet 
Union well. I know what they are required to do in the 
light of their history and their posture around the world. I 
think they will knock out our missiles in Turkey." This was 
followed by another question: "Well, then what do we do?" 
"Well," answered Acheson, "I believe under our NATO treaty 
with which I was associated, we would be required to re­
spond by knocking out a missile base inside the Soviet Union." 
Asked how the Soviets would react to this, Acheson stated 
"that's when we hope cooler heads will prevail, and they'll 
stop and talk." This was, Sorensen recalled, "a rather chill­
ing conversation for all of us."43 

The transformation of Acheson from a supporter of con­
tainment to a proponent of brinksmanship was caused by 
various factors. No doubt the new examples of communist 
aggression, as in Korea, and Soviet brutality, such as the 
crushing of the 1956 Hungarian uprising, had the effect of 
convincing Acheson that the United States needed to adopt 
an even tougher approach to the communist challenge than 
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that defined by containment. Also significant was the simple 
fact that the Democrats lost the presidency in 1952. As a 
leading member of the party out of power, it was natural 
for Acheson to develop a critique of the Eisenhower ad­
ministration's policies, particularly in his area of expertise, 
foreign policy. It was equally to be expected that this critique 
would develop the theme that Eisenhower was too timid in 
dealing with the communist threat - the standard criticism 
levelled at an incumbent president by the party out of power 
during the Cold War era. This, then, tended to make 
Acheson's views increasingly hardline. 

The other factor which ossified Acheson's foreign policy 
outlook during the 1950s was McCarthyism, and specifically 
the scathing attack launched by Senator McCarthy on 
Acheson during riie latter's tenure as secretary of state. 
Acheson had originally made himself vulnerable to that 
assault by the way he handled a January 1950 press confer­
ence held only three days after Alger Hiss had been con­
victed of perjury for lying at a Hpuse Un-American Activities 
Committee hearing about supplying classified documents 
to a communist agent. Hiss had impeccable Establishment 
credentials and Acheson had worked quite closely with him 
in the State Department. Refusing to condemn Hiss, he 
declared at the press conference: "I do not intend to turn 
my back on Alger Hiss."44 

This was fodder for McCarthy. As he began his campaign 
on 9 February 1950 against what he claimed to be heavy 
communist infiltration of the Truman administration, Acheson 
figured prominently among those whom the Wisconsin senator 
sought to vilify. McCarthy accused the secretary of state of 
protecting card-carrying communists in the State Department, 
and used his defence of Hiss as a concrete example. He 
also resorted to cheap abuse, referring to Acheson as "this 
pompous diplomat in striped pants with a phony British 
accent", and dubbing him "the red Dean."45 

Acheson, of course, responded to McCarthy's charges with 
stoicism. None the less, the experience was traumatic. The 
torrent of abuse was so great that he felt compelled to offer 
his resignation as secretary of state, although Truman re­
fused to accept it. By June 1950 the crank mail generated 
by McCarthy's assault led to the installation of guards around 
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Acheson twenty-four hours a day. This was, Acheson later 
recalled, "a regimen not conducive to relaxation." His wife, 
Alice, later maintained that McCarthy's attack took ten years 
off her husband's life.46 

The fact that Acheson was a notable figure in the Ameri­
can Establishment (educated at Groton, Yale, and Harvard 
Law School) must have made McCarthy's charges even harder 
for Acheson to stomach. The very blessing bestowed by mem­
bership in the Establishment was, by definition, a sense of 
legitimacy, endowing members, including the secretary of 
state, with a feeling of assurance and confidence. By accus­
ing Acheson of nurturing communism in the State Depart­
ment, McCarthy had in effect questioned Acheson's patriotism 
and credibility, and, therefore, his legitimacy as well. For 
someone to whom that was a birthright, this was not only a 
sobering but also a shattering experience. 

McCarthy's attack clearly influenced Acheson's thinking. 
In A Democrat Looks at His Party, published in 1955, he used 
a sizeable portion of the book to condemn the way in which 
inordinate fear of communism in the United States during 
the early 1950s had reduced individual liberties. McCarthy 
shaped Acheson's foreign policy views, on the other hand, 
by making them more virulently anti-communist. This did 
not escape the attention of some of Acheson's contempor­
aries. Charles Bohlen, for example, stated: "I have always 
felt that the personal assaults made Acheson more rigid in 
his anti-Soviet attitude after he left the government. Some 
of his bitterness welled up later. He became much more 
caustic in his descriptions of people and downright dog­
matic in his view of events." McCarthy's calumnies left 
Acheson with scars as well as a determination never again 
to be vulnerable to the accusation that he was "soft" on 
communism. In the process, it helped generate the array of 
hawkish beliefs that came to underpin Acheson's foreign 
policy philosophy.47 

The factor of McCarthyism probably contributed in an­
other, more obscure sense to Acheson's performance in 
ExComm. In the early part of his career, Robert Kennedy 
had worked as an assistant counsel to the McCarthy-chaired 
Senate Subcommittee on Investigations. As a result of his 
association with the Wisconsin senator, Acheson had devel-
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oped a dislike for Robert Kennedy, and that probably made 
him eager to engage in a debate in which his chief antago­
nist was the attorney general. For Acheson, it may have been 
a case, at least to a limited extent, of old scores to settle.48 

There were perhaps other reasons why Acheson so zeal­
ously challenged Robert Kennedy in the ExComm meetings. 
Acheson was an incorrigible snob and he may have viewed 
Robert Kennedy, with his Irish, new-money background, as 
something of a presumptuous, pushy parvenu. Acheson also 
took great pride in his reputation as a foreign policy pun­
dit, and he tended to feel competitive towards others who 
also claimed an expertise. He had, for example, clashed in 
the 1950s with virtually every other prominent authority on 
international affairs, including Walter Lippmann, George 
Kennan, Dulles, and Stevenson. It would seem likely, then, 
that Acheson's competitive instincts were aroused by the 
attorney general 's tendency to dominate the ExComm 
discussions.49 

In the contest between Acheson and Robert Kennedy, it 
was the attorney general who won the day: the president 
decided to opt for the blockade. Although that decision was 
not revealed to the American public until JFK's television 
address on 22 October, he had basically made up his mind 
several days before. The support he had originally expressed 
for an air strike in the 16 October ExComm sessions was 
still evident the next morning. McCone noticed at a 9:30 
meeting with JFK that he "seemed inclined to act promptly 
if at all, without warning, targetting on MRBM's [medium-
range ballistic missiles] and possibly airfields. Stated Con­
gressional Resolution gave him all authority he needed and 
this was confirmed by Bundy, and therefore seemed inclined 
to act."50 

By 18 October, however, the president had withdrawn 
his backing for the air strike. At an 11:00 a.m. meeting with 
his advisers he was, according to McCone, "non-committal." 
His main concern with any American policy centred on 
the "reactions of our allies, NATO, South America, public 
opinion and others." A few hours later, though, in his after­
noon conversation with Acheson, he indicated a preference 
for the blockade. He did so again at a meeting of senior 
officials on the evening of 18 October. In the 19 October 
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ExComm session, one official, reflecting back upon the pre­
vious evening's White House talks, commented that the dis­
cussion had resulted in "a tentative conclusion to institute 
a blockade" and that Kennedy had been "satisfied" with this 
consensus. Paul Nitze has written of the same meeting that 
the president "listened to our differing recommendations, 
and then tentatively decided that in a televised speech he 
would reveal to the world the presence of the Soviet mis­
siles in Cuba and our intention of implementing a naval 
quarantine." So JFK had provisionally decided to blockade 
Cuba as early as 18 October.51 

According to Robert Kennedy, his brother made the de­
finitive decision in favour of the blockade two days later on 
the afternoon of Saturday, 20 October. An Oval Office meeting 
held on 21 October and a t tended by the Kennedys, 
McNamara, Taylor, and General Sweeney helped to dissi­
pate any doubt still felt by the president. During the course 
of the discussion, Sweeney acknowledged that "even under 
optimum conditions, it was not likely that all of the known 
missiles [in Cuba] would be destroyed" by an air strike. Taylor 
added that, "The best we can offer you is to destroy 90% of 
the known missiles." So although a blockade would not in 
itself remove the missiles from Cuba, an air strike would 
not be wholly successful in that respect, either. In other 
words, Soviet reprisals from the missile sites in Cuba was a 
real possibility.5 

An interesting parallel to the transformation in Kennedy's 
outlook was the evolution in Dwight Eisenhower's views during 
the early days of the missile crisis. At JFK's behest, McCone 
informed the former president on 17 October about the 
situation in Cuba without indicating how the administration 
intended to react. "Throughout the conversation," McCone 
noted, "Eisenhower seemed to lean toward (but did not 
specifically recommend) military action which would cut off 
Havana and therefore take over the heart of the govern­
ment. He thought this might be done by airborne divisions." 
Four days later, though, Eisenhower had switched his sup­
port to the blockade. Air strikes, he told McCone after an­
other briefing, were never entirely successful, and American 
military action against Cuba "would license other countries 
to resort to violent military action without notice." Had Eisen-
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hower been at the helm in the missile crisis, then, the 
American response would probably not have differed.53 

In the process by which JFK transferred his support from 
the air strike to the blockade, Robert Kennedy played the 
crucial role. As president, John Kennedy relied heavily on 
his brother for advice on the formulation of policy, as well 
as action to implement it. Bowles once observed that, "Man­
agement, in Jack Kennedy's mind consisted largely of call­
ing Bob on the telephone and saying, 'Here are ten things 
I want to get done. '" After the Bay of Pigs, the president's 
dependence on his brother increased when he decided to 
bring the attorney general into the foreign policy-making 
process. Robert Kennedy recalled that apart from himself, 
the president trusted no-one in the aftermath of the Bay of 
Pigs. So disenchanted was JFK with the CIA that he wanted 
his brother to replace Allen Dulles as director. Robert 
Kennedy dissuaded him, arguing that a Republican should 
be appointed to the position.54 

John Kennedy relied even more than usual on the attorney 
general's talents during October 1962. In later years, Robert 
Kennedy acknowledged that along with the Berlin crisis, Bay 
of Pigs, the steel dispute, and the Oxford, Mississippi inci­
dent, the episode in which the president depended upon 
him most was the missile crisis. As soon as John Kennedy 
learned on the morning of 16 October of the missiles in 
Cuba, he called his brother. Even on a day like 19 October 
when he was away on the campaign trail in Ohio and Illi­
nois, he kept abreast of the situation by speaking to Robert 
Kennedy on the phone. And the first offiicial that he con­
sulted on his return to the White House from Chicago on 
20 October was RFK. As John Kennedy went for a swim, 
Bobby sat at the side of the pool, and the two men dis­
cussed the crisis. They continued to talk as they walked to 
the Oval Room for an ExComm meeting. As Robert Kennedy 
later wrote that the president made an unequivocal com­
mitment to the blockade that afternoon, this conversation 
may have been crucial to the makirig of that commitment.55 

For the critical conversations which helped convert JFK 
from an air strike advocate to a blockade supporter, there 
is, however, very little contemporaneous documentary evi­
dence. It is clear from Acheson's recollection of his discus-
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sion with John Kennedy on 18 October, for instance, that 
there was at least one crucial meeting (or telephone con­
versation) in which Robert Kennedy convinced the presi­
dent of the cogency of the Pearl Harbor analogy. But there 
is no record of that discussion. That such conversations took 
place, however, is beyond doubt. The Director of the Office 
of Emergency Planning Edward A. McDermott recalled that 
in ExComm the president would on occasion leave the 
meeting, and walk on to the porch on the second floor of 
the White House overlooking the South Lawn. Then he: 

would stand out there alone for a few minutes and on 
another occasion, possibly on both occasions that I'm 
referring to he would be joined by Bobby, his brother. 
They would have a discussion - the President would come 
back and join the group and would indicate a particular 
decision or judgment that he made. 

As a consequence of the anomalous situation of two brothers 
(and two particularly close ones at that) holding the two 
most important positions in the administration, many key 
conversations occurred outside of ExComm and produced 
no written records. Hence, the influence exerted by RFK 
on his elder brother was probably even greater than is sug­
gested by the available evidence. Although Dean Rusk was 
secretary of state, and Robert McNamara secretary of defense, 
their importance in shaping the president's policies during 
the first week of the missile crisis paled in comparison to 
Robert Kennedy's.56 

If the arguments expounded by the attorney general con­
stituted the primary reason for the President's decision to 
transfer his support from the air strike to the blockade, the 
issue of Berlin represented a secondary factor. JFK had re­
sisted the temptation to respond to the Bay of Pigs failure 
by launching a full-scale attack on Cuba because he feared 
that Khrushchev would react by moving on Berlin. This 
appears to have been a consideration during the first week 
of the missile crisis too. When at one point in discussions 
with the Joint Chiefs, General Curtis E. LeMay argued that 
the Soviets would not retaliate to a military assault on Cuba, 
the president disagreed. The Soviets, he explained, "no more 
than we, can let these things go by without doing some-
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thing. They can't, after all their statements, permit us to 
take out their missiles, kill a lot of Russians, and then do 
nothing. If they don't take action in Cuba, they certainly 
will in Berlin." During another meeting, JFK observed that 
"if we made a move against Cuba," Khrushchev would an­
nounce that he was going to "take Berlin."57 

John Kennedy made the right decision in accepting the 
fraternal advice he received over that offered by Acheson. 
The former secretary of state's arguments were unpersuasive 
for various reasons. Their shortcomings included some con­
venient double-standards. For example, Acheson maintained 
that the Soviet Union was obliged to abide by what he re­
garded as the quasi-legal concept of the Monroe Doctrine. 
At the same time, he claimed that the Kennedy administra­
tion need not worry about whether its response to the miss­
ile deployment in Cuba contravened international law. 

More importantly, Acheson's arguments were flawed be­
cause the general concept of brinksmanship, which his pro­
posals embodied, was itself flawed. Brinksmanship was based 
on the assumption that in any confrontation Washington 
could continuously up the ante because any adversary, in­
cluding the Soviet Union, would inevitably back down before 
the United States felt compelled to do so. Yet there was no 
clear reason why that would always be the case. In addition, 
this approach depended upon being able to determine pre­
cisely the point at which the brink would be reached in 
order to avoid its traversal. But how could anyone, includ­
ing Acheson, know when that point had been reached? How 
could Acheson assume with such apparent equanimity that 
an air strike killing thousands of Soviet military personnel 
and destroying dozens of Soviet missiles would not in itself 
cross the point at which Khrushchev felt it necessary to re­
spond in kind? Obviously, the location of the brink could 
not be established with precision, especially because 
Khrushchev himself had probably not determined what for 
him constituted the brink, the point at which Soviet retali­
ation was imperative; and so if he did not know that, there 
was no way Acheson could either. 

Also unwarranted was Acheson's assumption that an air 
strike limited to the missile sites was a relatively safe option 
because it avoided the outcome that Robert Kennedy feared, 
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namely the deaths of thousands of innocent Cuban civilians. 
Only a few thousand Soviets, Acheson observed, would be 
killed. Yet in terms of the likelihood of a military response 
from Khrushchev, a strike causing the deaths of thousands 
of Soviets was presumably far more dangerous than one which 
killed Cubans. Acheson simply did not broach that issue. 
There were, moreover, far more than just a few thousand 
Soviet military personnel in Cuba in October 1962. The ac­
tual figure was around 42 000. For all these reasons, his rec­
ommendations were dangerous because they ran the risk of 
eliciting a Soviet military response, and thereby escalating 
the missile crisis into a generalised Soviet-American (possi­
bly nuclear) war.58 

The air strike was a less attractive option than the block­
ade in other ways. The quarantine had the advantage of 
supplying a period of time in which a negotiated settlement 
to the crisis could be reached, and that was what ultimately 
occurred. The air strike furnished no such temporal ben­
efit. Also the blockade would not damage America's inter­
national credibility in the way that an air strike would have 
done. Acheson argued that the United States was compelled 
to take action against the missiles in Cuba in part because 
a supine response would reduce confidence in American 
leadership throughout Western Europe and the Western 
Hemisphere. He did not recognise the likelihood that an 
air strike which ran the risk of a nuclear war, into which 
America's allies certainly in Western Europe and conceiv­
ably in Latin America might be drawn, would have eroded 
American credibility to a greater extent than if the Soviets 
had managed to install missiles in Cuba permanently. 

Robert Kennedy was a foreign policy novice in compari­
son to Dean Acheson. The subject had only engaged his 
attention to any significant degree for the year and a half 
since the Bay of Pigs. Acheson, on the other hand, had 
devoted the past quarter-century to the analysis and im­
plementation of American diplomacy. He had held all the 
important positions in the State Department: Assistant Sec­
retary of State, Under Secretary of State, and Secretary of 
State. He had been an important promoter of American 
intervention in World War II, on^ of the founding fathers 
of containment, and a leading critic of the Eisenhower-Dulles 
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foreign policy. He had written acclaimed books on diplo­
macy. In fact, his acknowledged expertise was such that in 
the early 1960s he was accorded a deference occasionally 
bordering on sycophancy by many of John Kennedy's own 
advisers, including Nitze, Rusk, and McGeorge Bundy. 

Despite his relative lack of experience, Robert Kennedy 
supplied his brother with sounder advice during the first 
week of the missile crisis than that offered by Acheson. It 
would be fair to say of the attorney general that his was not 
a great mind. He was neither a sophisticated nor a careful, 
precise thinker. The analogy between the Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor and an American strike on Cuba was clumsy. 
Acheson was right: the former was launched without caveat 
whereas the United States had issued ample warning that it 
would not tolerate Soviet missiles in Cuba. None the less, 
Robert Kennedy did possess a sort of native commonsense. 
Alexis Johnson was exactly right when he said of the at­
torney general, "his instincts were right. He might not be 
too well informed, he might fix on the wrong things, but 
he was generally sound on the big issues." Johnson reflected 
that this was "particularly true when it came to the missile 
crisis in Cuba." It was indeed this sense wedded to his de­
sire to protect his brother's reputation which together sparked 
Robert Kennedy's scepticism towards the air strike and 
prompted him to support the blockade instead.59 

The salient shortcoming of the attorney general's proposals, 
however, was their failure to conceptualise or anticipate how 
the initiation of the blockade would end the crisis. Robert 
Kennedy summarised his view of this issue during a 21 October 
meeting when he argued that after the establishment of the 
blockade, the United States would have to "play for the 
breaks." It was, therefore, a matter of Robert Kennedy feeling 
instinctively that the blockade would somehow defuse the 
crisis rather than his intellectualising how that might happen. 
But one adviser did manage to describe a path by which the 
Kennedy administration might progress from the establish­
ment of the blockade to the resolution of the crisis. He was 
America's ambassador to the United Nations in New York.60 



7 Adlai Stevenson: Hamlet 
in New York 

Harry Truman was only one of many observers who likened 
Adlai Stevenson to Hamlet. "Those who make the compari­
son," as Richard Goodwin explains, "do so as a metaphor 
of irresolution. Hamlet is the story of a man who tries to 
understand and reach for certainty before he strikes." The 
origins of the analogy lay no doubt in Stevenson's seem­
ingly timid and certainly unsuccessful bids for the presidency 
in 1952 and 1956. He seemed so much more intelligent, 
erudite, witty, imaginative, and stylish than his Republican 
rival, Dwight Eisenhower, altogether the superior candidate, 
and yet on both occasions the popular war-hero trounced 
him. It was as if the one-term governor of Illinois liked the 
smell of success, but was unwilling to do what was required 
to achieve it. Other episodes contributed to this image, es­
pecially his decision in 1956 to forfeit the right of selecting 
his vice-presidential running partner to the floor of the Demo­
cratic Convention. Critics felt such incidents demonstrated 
his indecisiveness and lack of judgement.1 

Stevenson's performance in the Cuban missile crisis has 
been used to buttress this disparaging view of his talents. 
Whereas other ExComm officials advocated either a block­
ade or military action, Stevenson, it has been alleged, de­
veloped a plan for a diplomatic settlement that was "soft." 
That harsh assessment was originally made by journalists 
Stewart Alsop and Charles Bartlett in a December 1962 Sat­
urday Evening Post article, "In Time of Crisis." Although Alsop 
and Bartlett devoted only a few paragraphs to Stevenson, 
that was all they needed to launch a brutal assault on his 
credibility; for they condemned him with what they did not 
say almost as much as with what they did. On one page 
there was a series of photographs of and information on 
"the key advisers to whom President Kennedy turned," men 
to whom he "will turn . . . again with each new challenge in 
the Cold War." Stevenson was conspicuously absent. The next 
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page had a particularly damning headline: "An opponent 
charges, 'Adlai wanted a Munich. He wanted to trade U.S. 
bases for Cuban bases.'" Also included was a full page pic­
ture of a pensive, diffident-looking Stevenson. The part of 
the actual text on the UN ambassador portrayed him as the 
successor to Neville Chamberlain. Alsop and Bartlett quoted 
a "nonadmiring official" as saying "Adlai wanted a Munich" 
in that he wished "to trade the Turkish, Italian and British 
missile bases for the Cuban bases." The article was obvi­
ously an ad hominem attack on Stevenson.2 

Since Bartlett was an intimate friend of Kennedy, there 
was immediate speculation in the press that the story had 
been authorised by the president, and, further, that it pre­
saged Stevenson's removal as UN ambassador. The autumn 
1961 dismissal of Bowles as under secretary of state had been 
preceded by a denunciatory Bartlett article that was now 
viewed as a precedent for Stevenson. Supporters of the 
ambassador, angered by the treatment of their hero, rallied 
to his defence. The fervour with which they did so left 
Kennedy bemused. "Lyndon Johnson doesn't have a cult," 
he remarked in a telephone conversation with Bartlett, "I 
don't have a cult, how does Adlai get a cult?"3 

To allay the suspicions of the press, public, and Stevenson 
himself, the president issued statements stressing both his 
continued confidence in the ambassador and his regret over 
the article. Rumours that he had sanctioned the attack per­
sisted, however, because he did not indicate his disagree­
ment with the article's disparaging description of the 
Illinoisan's performance. When asked at a 12 December press 
conference, for example, about the fact that he had not 
denied the veracity of what Alsop and Bartlett had written 
about Stevenson, Kennedy dodged the question, saying he 
was not prepared to discuss "the various positions of the 
members of the National Security Council."4 

The Alsop-Bartlett piece left its victim dispirited. "This 
latest assault," Stevenson wrote a friend, "set a new record 
for malice and falsehood." In a 5 December 1962 television 
interview, he explained to the American public that he was 
"used to assassins. I remember McCarthy, very well indeed." 
To some friends and colleagues and to Kennedy himself, 
Stevenson expressed satisfaction at the president's defence 
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of him during the uproar over the article. But to his closest 
confidants, he revealed his true feelings. He told Harlan 
Cleveland that he suspected either John or Robert Kennedy 
had leaked information to Alsop and Bartlett. Stevenson, 
Cleveland recalled, was "extremely distressed" by that 
possibility.5 

Stevenson's suspicions were well-founded. Despite John 
Kennedy's disavowal of involvement, he was in fact the cen­
tral figure in the attack on Stevenson. As early as 29 Octo­
ber 1962, a day after the resolution of the missile crisis, 
Bartlett wrote the president, saying he wished to do a piece 
with Stewart Alsop on the recent confrontation over Cuba 
for the Saturday Evening Post. He told JFK that he wanted to 
write the article "without involving you directly." The obvi­
ous implication was that the president would be involved 
indirectly. Kennedy seems to have taken little time in ap­
proving the idea, for two days later Bartlett sent him a la­
conic handwritten note: "Stewart and I are going ahead on 
that piece for The Sateve Post."6 

Sunday, 11 November, was probably the day JFK provided 
Bartlett with his account of the missile crisis. The president 
and first lady spent that weekend at Glen Ora, their rented 
estate in Middleburg, Virginia. After attending mass, they 
returned to Glen Ora before leaving for Rattlesnake Moun­
tain Farm in the company of Bartlett and his wife. JFK spent 
at least the period from 12:50 to 2:00 p.m. with Bartlett, 
easily enough time to furnish the journalist with a cursory 
description of the recent crisis. The president's appointment 
book does not make it clear, but he may well have spent 
the rest of the day with Bartlett as well. Kennedy was cer­
tainly of a mind at this time to present Bartlett with an 
unflattering view of Stevenson. At a dinner with Ben Bradlee 
only four days later, he spoke in terms which, the journalist 
noted, "did nothing to dispel the rumors that he was less 
than 100 percent behind his UN ambassador."7 

Over the years, other evidence has surfaced that conclus­
ively demonstrates Kennedy's involvement in the prepara­
tion of the Post story. Alsop has written that in general JFK 
was "a good source as well as a good friend." In specific 
reference to the piece on the missile crisis, he has disclosed 
that the president not only read the text of the article be-
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fore its publication but also made a number of changes in 
the section on Stevenson. Kennedy, according to Alsop, "cut 
out two or three sentences which reflected [Stevenson spokes­
man] Clayton [Fritchey]'s explication and justification for 
Stevenson's position on the bases. Stevenson's position was 
thus made to seem less rational than in fact it was." Alsop 
maintained that this distortion was simply a careless error 
on the part of the president, caused by fatigue. That argu­
ment seems naive. It was far more likely he did this quite 
deliberately to discredit Stevenson. Bartlett later acknowl­
edged that JFK did feel "the article was accurate. I think he 
would have stood behind every aspect of the article."8 

Not only was Kennedy interviewed for the Alsop-Bartlett 
story, not only did he actually annotate the text, he was 
himself the "nonadmiring official" who claimed "Adlai wanted 
a Munich." Stewart Alsop revealed this to Don A. Schanche 
and Clay Blair, the executive and managing editors of the 
Saturday Evening Post, before the piece went into print. When 
Blair instructed Alsop and Bartlett to check with Kennedy 
as to whether he really wished to include such an incendi­
ary quotation, the president was adamant: "I want it in."9 

Although JFK played the key role in shaping the passages 
of the article on Stevenson, Alsop and Bartlett did inter­
view many other officials, including Robert Kennedy, 
McGeorge Bundy, and Fritchey. They may also have used 
Acheson and McCone as sources. Both had clear motivations 
for assailing Stevenson. Acheson had disliked him ever since 
the 1952 presidential campaign when Stevenson sought to 
distance himself from the Truman administration by refus­
ing to defend Acheson's performance as secretary of state 
from Republican criticism. During the late 1950s, Acheson 
and Stevenson again clashed by engaging in a fierce debate 
within the Democratic Advisory Council over the future di­
rection of their party on foreign policy issues. Although it 
is true that Acheson and Stevenson were never present in 
ExComm at the same time, Acheson may well have learned 
of Stevenson's comments from other officials, possibly 
McGeorge Bundy. Acheson was close to Bundy, partly be­
cause his daughter had married Bundy's brother. Adding 
to the likelihood of Acheson's involvement in the Post article 
was his relationship with Stewart Alsop. They were friends 
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who often dined together at the Metropolitan Club. They 
also had much in common, having both grown up in 
Middletown, Connecticut, and then gone on to Groton and 
Yale. Stevenson himself, according to a January 1962 news­
paper story, suspected Acheson's involvement in the Alsop-
Bartlett article.10 

McCone's distaste for Stevenson stretched back to the 1956 
presidential campaign. When scientists from the California 
Institute of Technology (of which McCone was a trustee) 
publicly expressed support for Stevenson's idea of a nuclear 
test ban, an outraged McCone attacked them, claiming they 
had been duped by Soviet propaganda. He tried, allegedly, 
to have them dismissed. His antipathy for Stevenson was 
probably also created by philosophical differences. As an 
extreme conservative, he must have found the Illinoisan's 
quintessential liberalism repugnant. Stevenson himself seems 
to have suspected McCone's involvement in the Alsop-Bartlett 
affair. In a January 1963 letter to his friend, British econ­
omist Barbara Ward, he speculated that Alsop and Bartlett 
"got most of their untruths from jingoists at [the] CIA."11 

Why, then, had these officials, led by Kennedy himself, 
sought to discredit Stevenson? Different officials had differ­
ent reasons but for John and Robert Kennedy their main 
goal was probably to prevent any future challenge by 
Stevenson for the presidency. During the 1950s and into 
1960, they had viewed him as their principal antagonist in 
the contest for the 1960 Democratic presidential nomina­
tion. As a rival to JFK, Stevenson possessed superior liberal 
credentials, but his main point of political vulnerability was 
the notion that he was "soft" on communism. 

The Cuban missile crisis, however, changed that percep­
tion. Stevenson's scintillating performance in the United Na­
tions on 25 October won over many who had previously 
thought him too weak. Mountains of favourable mail poured 
into his office in the aftermath of the October confronta­
tion. The correspondence indicated that his dramatic show­
down with Zorin, the Soviet ambassador to the UN, had 
added a new constituency to Stevenson's traditional follow­
ing. Even the Republicans in Lake Forest, an affluent Chi­
cago suburb, who had snubbed Stevenson throughout his 
career, felt exhilarated by his showing in the Security Council. 
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As J a n e Dick, a close friend of Stevenson, noted , the Lake 
Forest Republicans "had always thought him too liberal. Then 
came this speech [on 25 Oc tobe r ] . They thought , 'At long 
last he ' s got some guts and stature. ' Suddenly he was their 
champion ." To the Kennedys, a stylish Stevenson who was 
the dar l ing of the liberal set was worrying in itself. But a 
Stevenson with bo th liberal appeal and ant i -communist cre­
dentials was even more disconcerting.1 2 

T h e possibility tha t Stevenson 's UN pe r fo rmance had 
evoked suspicions that he might once again seek the Demo­
cratic presidential nomina t ion did not escape the a t tent ion 
of con temporar ies . W. LeRoy Garth, a Stevenson suppor te r 
in California, speculated in a letter to the ambassador that, 
"Your enemies began to get jea lous and to begin to think 
of you in terms of 1964 and '68. So they decided to take 
you down a peg or two?!" Har lan Cleveland stated retro­
spectively that he could envisage Rober t Kennedy: 

having an instinct for the jugu la r on the political jeal­
ousy. It was, "Hey, now. We've got to watch this guy. He ' s 
going to become a national hero , coming out against the 
Communis ts this way. When the only real chink in his 
a r m o r has been that he 's a liberal and soft and so forth. 
H e might be a real alternative to Kennedy in 1964. And 
we be t te r cut him down to size, fellas."13 

It is unlikely the Kennedys wished to force Stevenson's 
resignation over the Alsop-Bartlett article. His ability to act 
as a critic of the pres ident ' s policies was nullified by his 
p resence within the administrat ion. As the Uni ted States 
ambassador to the UN, Stevenson felt obliged to defend 
Kennedy 's policies, especially because of his s t rong sense of 
duty and loyalty. He would certainly have represen ted far 
more of a threa t from outside the administrat ion, where he 
would be free to assail the president . Moreover, the origi­
nal premise b e h i n d Stevenson's appo in tmen t as UN ambas­
sador, that this would placate those liberals who doub ted 
Kennedy's own commitment to liberal causes, remained valid. 
But an attack on Stevenson via the Saturday Evening Post could 
destroy his credibility and wreck any plans he might con­
ceivably have to challenge JFK by running again for the Demo­
cratic presidential nominat ion in 1964. 
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Kennedy's use of Alsop and Bartlett to besmirch Stevenson's 
reputation, after he had done such yeoman service in the 
UN during the missile crisis, was cynical, vindictive, and vi­
cious. It adds weight to historian Thomas C. Reeves' charge 
that Kennedy lacked character. Nevertheless, the Post article's 
long-term influence has been significant. Stevenson was the 
only American official to articulate a carefully conceived 
alternative to the strategies of a military attack upon or a 
blockade of Cuba. Yet his performance has usually been 
treated perfunctorily by historians, and his views have often 
been distorted. He deserves a fuller and fairer evaluation.14 

Stevenson learned of the Soviet deployment of missiles in 
Cuba only a few hours after the president. On 16 October 
he took the 9:00 a.m. shuttle from New York to Washington 
to participate in a State Department press conference and 
to attend a White House luncheon for the crown prince of 
Libya. He intended to return to New York later that same 
day; but his plans would soon change. After the White House 
reception, which Kennedy also attended, the president had 
a private word with him. Upholding the pledge he had made 
after the Bay of Pigs to keep him informed of all important 
foreign policy developments, he told Stevenson about the 
situation in Cuba, showed him the U-2 photographs of the 
missile sites, and indicated that his preference was for an 
air strike. Stevenson disagreed, insisting that the president 
should "not go to an air strike until we have explored the 
possibilities of a peaceful solution." He added that Kennedy 
should keep to his schedule of campaign appearances across 
the country for the upcoming congressional elections. To 
cancel them suddenly "would give alarm." The president 
agreed and asked Stevenson to remain in Washington to 
participate in the ExComm meetings.15 

In preparation for his first of those sessions, Stevenson 
made extensive notes that represented his preliminary ideas 
on how the United States should react to the missile de­
ployment in Cuba. Like his ExComm colleagues, he viewed 
the missiles as a grave threat that had to be removed, but 
he believed that the best way to proceed was to dispatch 
private emissaries to Castro and Khrushchev. The emissaries 
would present the evidence proving the presence of miss­
iles in Cuba, and then issue an ultimatum: Unless the miss-
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iles were withdrawn promptly, the United States would take 
military action to destroy them.16 

Stevenson wanted JFK to convene an OAS meeting per­
haps the day after the ultimatum in order to inform the 
Latin American governments about the installation of missiles 
in Cuba and of Kennedy's proposed response. The presi­
dent also needed to think about briefing Britain, France, 
West Germany, and then the rest of NATO. The notification 
of the NATO powers troubled Stevenson: "Will such notice 
start [a] long wrangle and delay our action dangerously? If 
[there is] no such notice, will [our] allies desert us?" 

Stevenson discussed the need for two presidential addresses 
in his notes. Kennedy should use the first to state the facts 
about the missiles in Cuba and to reassure the public that 
American intelligence was continuously monitoring the situ­
ation. He should also say cryptically that "further steps are 
being taken" to uphold his September pledge to take action 
if nuclear weapons were put in Cuba. If the ultimatums failed 
to induce Khrushchev and Castro to withdraw the missiles, 
Kennedy should make a second statement. This, Stevenson 
implied, should warn of imminent military action. An air 
strike limited to the missile sites could be executed 
immediately after that address. Alternatively, the second 
speech could simply condemn the Soviet missile deployment 
in Cuba and "leave [the] time of further [American] action 
in doubt."18 

The views articulated by Stevenson in these notes ran 
counter to the image presented in the Alsop-Bartlett article. 
His basic position was that Khrushchev and Castro must 
remove the missiles from Cuba or else a limited air strike 
on the island would probably have to be carried out. 
McGeorge Bundy has written that Stevenson's support for a 
diplomatic approach in the missile crisis was made within 
"the context of explicit support for military action if necess­
ary." On 17 October that was certainly the case.19 

Stevenson's notes, however, did illustrate other aspects of 
his thinking, ones which would soon come to set his ideas 
apart from those of his colleagues. Perhaps most significantly, 
he displayed a willingness to examine the crisis from the 
Soviet and Cuban as well as the American viewpoint. In dis­
cussing Castro, for instance, he asked "why is he a danger 
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to [the] US, if [the] US which has far more missiles is not 
a danger to him?" If the United States felt justified in as­
sailing bases in Cuba, then an "attack on NATO bases [by 
the Soviet Union is] equally justified." Kennedy, in addi­
tion, had to "be prepared for [the] argument that if we 
have [a] base in Turkey, etc., they have [the] right to have 
[a] base in Cuba."20 

The more Stevenson contemplated the dangers of the situ­
ation, the more willing he became to consider concessions 
as an inducement to Khrushchev to remove the missiles. 
His thinking evolved rapidly, and later that same day he 
furnished the president with a policy memorandum. The 
differences between these ideas and the ones he expressed 
in his notes were significant.21 

Stevenson reiterated his plan to dispatch emissaries to 
Castro and Khrushchev, and once again discussed the need 
for JFK to make an early public statement. This time, how­
ever, he made a proposal that had not been present in his 
earlier notes. "The national security must come first," he 
acknowledged. "But the means adopted have such incalculable 
consequences that I feel you should have made it clear that the 
existence of nuclear missile bases anywhere is NEGOTIABLE be­
fore we start anything" — an obvious reference to the American 
missile sites in Turkey and Italy. But Stevenson added that 
"we can't negotiate with a gun at our head" and "if they 
won't remove the missiles [from Cuba] and restore the status 
quo ante we will have to do it ourselves." The gist of his 
argument was that the United States should still give notice 
to Moscow and Havana that a military strike on Cuba would 
take place if the missiles were not withdrawn. To make 
Klirushchev and Castro more willing to remove them, though, 
Kennedy should promise to negotiate the dismantlement of 
American missile sites in Turkey and Italy, once the weapons 
in Cuba had been withdrawn. The mutual cession of bases 
could form part of a general disarmament treaty.22 

The ambassador displayed far greater concern in that 
memorandum than in his earlier notes over the possibility 
that the missile crisis might result in a devastating nuclear 
conflict. "To start or risk starting a nuclear war is bound to 
be divisive at best," he warned, "and the judgments of his­
tory seldom coincide with the tempers of the moment." Ac-
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cordingly, he now placed greater emphasis on the essential­
ity of negotiation: "it should be clear as a pikestaff that the 
U.S. was, is and will be ready to negotiate the elimination 
of bases and anything else." After condemning the Soviet 
decision to emplace missiles in Cuba and insisting that 
Kennedy must not accept that deployment, he added at the 
end of his memorandum an important maxim: "blackmail 
and intimidation never, negotiation and sanity always"2* 

The president was not receptive to those arguments. Ac­
cording to Sorensen, Stevenson's memorandum "annoyed" 
JFK. Withdrawing the Jupiter missiles from Turkey, Kennedy 
feared, might fracture the NATO alliance because it would 
indicate that the United States was prepared to betray Eu­
ropean interests in order to protect its own. JFK also thought 
that the ambassador's proposals were too defensive. Instead 
of offering concessions, Kennedy felt, as Sorensen recalled, 
that "we should be indicting the Soviet Union for its du­
plicity and its threat to world peace."24 

At 4:00 p.m. on Wednesday, 17 October, Stevenson took 
the air shuttle to New York to attend the general debate at 
the United Nations the next day. He returned to Washing­
ton on 19 October. By then the consensus in support of 
the blockade had emerged largely as a result of the efforts 
of Robert Kennedy and McNamara. Stevenson's thinking, 
though, had developed beyond the notion of just imposing 
a blockade. He was convinced that the best way to end the 
crisis was to establish a quarantine and simultaneously to 
offer the Soviets a quid pro quo.25 

Rejoining ExComm after his two day hiatus, Stevenson 
entered George Ball's State Department conference room 
at around 6:30 p.m. on 19 October. A long meeting was 
drawing to a close, with Robert Kennedy once again pro­
moting the blockade. When Rusk asked Stevenson if he had 
any opinions, he replied, 'Yes, most emphatic views." But 
he stated, in probable reference to the attorney general's 
ardent support for the quarantine, that given "the course 
the discussion was taking he didn't think if was necessary to 
express them" at that point. Asked whether he espoused 
the blockade, he said that he did. He thought it important, 
however, to "look beyond the particular immediate action 
of blockade; we need to develop a plan for solution of the 
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problem - elements for negotiation designed to settle the 
current crisis in a stable and satisfactory way and enable us 
to move forward on wider problems." He added that he was 
"working on some ideas for a settlement."26 

Stevenson articulated those ideas on Saturday, 20 Octo­
ber, in both a memorandum to JFK and that afternoon's 
ExComm meeting. In the memorandum he described a 
"Political Program" to be announced by the president and 
developed by himself in the UN Security Council at the same 
time as the imposition of the blockade. Such an approach 
would convince the international community, which might 
otherwise view the quarantine as needlessly provocative, that 
the United States was intent on reaching a peaceful settle­
ment. To that end, Stevenson called for a Soviet-American 
dialogue "to find, through negotiation, [a] permanent solu­
tion to the problem." Specifically, he suggested the intro­
duction in the Security Council of a resolution calling for 
the immediate dispatch of UN observation teams to the missile 
sites in Cuba, Italy, and Turkey. Those teams "would insure 
that no surprise attack could be mounted in any of these 
countries pending a permanent solution to the problem of 
foreign missile bases."27 

In devising that "permanent solution," Stevenson argued 
for the removal of all Soviet missiles and military personnel 
from Cuba in exchange for the simultaneous withdrawal of 
American bases from Guantanamo, Turkey, and Italy. The 
reciprocal disengagements would be considered within the 
framework of "nuclear and general disarmament." The United 
States, along with the other nations of the Western Hemi­
sphere, should assuage Soviet fears of an impending attack 
on Cuba by agreeing "to guarantee the territorial integrity" 
of the island. The UN could send an emergency force to 
Cuba to reassure Khrushchev and Castro that no invasion 
would take place.28 

Stevenson reiterated and amplified those ideas at what 
proved to be the most acrimonious ExComm session of the 
entire missile crisis period. For much of that meeting, the 
ambassador remained taciturn as the consensus in favour 
of the blockade solidified. Then, as the discussion seemed 
to be winding down, he spoke. As in his memorandum, he 
proposed that Kennedy couple the announcement of the 
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blockade with the introduction in the Security Council of a 
resolution on the missiles in Cuba. Stevenson also recom­
mended that the United States obtain prior support for the 
blockade from the OAS. His arguments on the need to block­
ade Cuba and on the utility of working through interna­
tional organisations elicited general agreement from ExComm 
officials. Indeed, JFK did make effective use of the Security 
Council and the OAS later on in the missile crisis.29 

The response of Stevenson's colleagues was far more critical, 
however, when he described the concessions that should be 
offered to persuade Khrushchev to withdraw militarily from 
Cuba. Stevenson stated that Kennedy must be willing to 
remove the missiles from Turkey and Italy, evacuate the 
Guantanamo base, and arrange for a noninvasion pledge 
among the nations of the Western Hemisphere with regard 
to Cuba. Dillon, McCone, and former Secretary of Defense 
Robert A. Lovett were furious. As Ball put it, they "intem-
perately upbraided Stevenson." Robert Kennedy recorded 
in his notes for the meeting that, "We had a rather strong 
argument with him." And JFK himself, according to the NSC 
minutes, "sharply rejected the thought of surrendering our 
[Cuban] base. . . . He felt that such action would convey to 
the world that we had been frightened into abandoning our 
position." The president conceded that he might have to 
remove the missiles from Turkey and Italy if the Soviets raised 
the issue, but he was only prepared to do this "in the fu­
ture." Stevenson repeated that Kennedy would have to ac­
cept a quid pro quo if the crisis was to be resolved, contending 
that "the present situation required that we offer to give up 
such bases in order to induce the Russians to remove the 
strategic missiles." Stevenson soldiered on, but to no avail. 
He was able to convince neither Kennedy nor any other 
officials of the need for a quick diplomatic solution to the 
crisis before it escalated into military conflict.30 

What was so striking about this ExComm meeting was the 
extent to which Stevenson was ostracised. This was due not 
only to the hostility of those officials who were there; it was 
a reflection of who was not there as well. Those liberal 
Democrats who might have lent support to Stevenson, such 
as Bowles, Goodwin, Schlesinger, and Mennen Williams, were 
absent. Kennedy's general view of liberals - that they helped 
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the progressive image of his administration but were usually 
naive and impractical - probably dictated his decision not 
to include those aides in the ExComm sessions, or not even 
to consider doing so. The result was that Stevenson had to 
make his case in ExComm alone, and, consequently, his 
arguments did not acquire the sort of legitimacy they would 
have enjoyed had they been embraced by others. 

Stevenson's lonely struggle continued on the evening of 
20 October, when he attended a party thrown by veteran 
Democrat James Rowe. Speaking to Ken O'Donnell, an un­
repentant Stevenson insisted the course now preferred in 
ExComm was not the best. "I know that most of those fel­
lows will probably consider me a coward for the rest of my 
life for what I said today," he told O'Donnell. "But perhaps 
we need a coward in the room when we are talking about a 
nuclear war."31 

Meanwhile, JFK and his advisers, especially Robert Kennedy, 
took steps to keep Stevenson on a tight rein at the United 
Nations. At the end of the 20 October ExComm meeting, 
the attorney general walked out on to the Truman Balcony 
with O'Donnell and the president. As O'Donnell recalls, 
Robert Kennedy was "furious." He felt Stevenson's perform­
ance in ExComm showed that he was "not strong enough 
or tough enough to be representing us at the UN at a time 
like this." To make sure the ambassador did not deviate 
from administration policy in the UN, he suggested that a 
Republican, either John McCloy or Herman Phleger, be sent 
to New York to accompany him. Robert Lovett, who talked 
with Stevenson that weekend, was also troubled by his ideas 
on Cuba. He advised the president to dispatch McCloy to 
New York to keep an eye on the ambassador. Kennedy con­
sidered the possiblity of sending Lovett himself, but opted 
instead for McCloy. He also asked Schlesinger to help pre­
pare the addresses Stevenson would have to make at the 
UN. As Schlesinger was heading for his plane to New York, 
Robert Kennedy took him aside. "We're counting on you to 
watch things in New York," he explained. "That fellow is 
ready to give everything away."32 

For Stevenson, the events of 20 October were undoubt­
edly traumatic. He had frankly presented what he believed 
to be the safest way of defusing the crisis, and his colleagues 
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had responded by launching an unrestrained attack on him. 
According to Elie Abel, "The bitter aftertaste of that Satur­
day afternoon in the Oval Room stayed with him until his 
death." In the short-term, the browbeating that Stevenson 
received dented his confidence. On the next day, Sunday, 
21 October, he produced a memorandum that described 
another "political program" to be presented by JFK at the 
same time that he announced the blockade. Many of the 
ideas the ambassador had expressed the day before were 
again present, but there were also significant changes. Those 
modifications were concessions that a subdued Stevenson 
made in order to placate his ExComm critics.33 

The ambassador did reiterate his belief that there should 
be reciprocal Soviet-American concessions. The United States, 
in exchange for the removal of the Soviet military threat 
from Cuba, should both evacuate the Guantanamo base and 
pledge not to invade Cuba. But he now dropped the pro­
posal that the bases in Turkey and Italy should be dismantled. 
That "would divert attention from the Cuban threat to the 
general problem of foreign bases." Stevenson also advocated 
the "neutralisation" of Cuba. He first mentioned that con­
cept in ExComm on 19 October, without fully explaining 
its meaning. He had probably used it to make the point 
that Cuba would become militarily neutral after the Soviets 
removed their missiles and troops and the United States 
evacuated Guantanamo. But in his 21 October memoran­
dum he employed the concept of neutralisation in a broader 
sense in order to express the hope that the removal of So­
viet support for the Cuban leader would spark the "early 
overthrow" of the Castro government.34 

Despite the inclusion of these obvious sops to hardline 
sentiment, John Kennedy still found Stevenson's suggestions 
unpalatable. The president would use his speech before the 
nation to alert the American people to the missile threat in 
Cuba and to announce the blockade. But he would not 
present any programme of mutual Soviet-American conces­
sions, as his UN ambassador desired. 

The reasons for Kennedy's rejection of Stevenson's ad­
vice on Cuba can be found in their differing approaches to 
foreign policy. Stevenson placed less emphasis on the use 
of military force and more stress on compromise through 
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negotiat ion. Kennedy, on the o the r hand , always believed 
that the foundat ion of a sound foreign policy was the pos­
session of immense military power and the willingness to 
use it. His reading of history, especially of the a p p e a s e m e n t 
of Adolf Hit ler in the late 1930s, convinced h im of the 
impor tance of toughness ra ther than compromise in deal­
ing with crisis situations. 

Ano the r possible factor beh ind Kennedy 's dismissal of 
Stevenson's r ecommenda t ions on Cuba was that on a per­
sonal level he detested his UN ambassador. More precisely, 
JFK's at t i tude towards Stevenson was a melange of compet i ­
tiveness and con tempt . T h e sense of rivalry was roo ted in 
Kennedy 's own natural competit iveness, his par t icular de­
sire to win the 1960 Democrat ic presidential nomina t ion , 
and his unde r s t and ing that the Illinoisan was his pr incipal 
rival in the quest for that nomina t ion . As JFK won pr imary 
after primary in 1960, with an apparent ly supine Stevenson 
on the sidelines, the spectre that haun ted him was the possi­
bility that the Democrat ic National Convent ion - despite 
his success in the pr imaries - would still bestow the nomi­
nat ion on Stevenson, as it had in 1952 and 1956. T o avert 
that scenario, Kennedy tried t h roughou t the late spr ing and 
s u m m e r of 1960 to persuade Stevenson to suppor t his can­
didacy in public . JFK indicated that he would in r e tu rn 
appo in t him secretary of state, should he be elected presi­
dent . Stevenson refused the offer, in par t because he still 
hoped , despite his professions of disinterest, to ga rne r the 
Democrat ic nomina t ion himself. But he also decl ined be­
cause he did no t consider Kennedy a worthy candidate . "My 
difficulty," he told Barbara Ward at the t ime of the Wiscon­
sin primary, "is that I d o n ' t think h e ' d be a good pres ident . 
I do not feel that he ' s the right man for the j o b ; I th ink 
he 's too young . . . and I canno t in conscience throw my 

suppor t to someone whom I do no t really think is u p to 
it."-£ 

Kennedy, as Ar thur Krock detec ted in a 24 May 1960 tele­
p h o n e c o n v e r s a t i o n , b e c a m e i n c r e a s i n g l y i r r i t a t e d by 
Stevenson's tactics. T h e day after the Oregon primary, he 
exp loded in a private mee t ing with the twice president ial 
candida te . "Look," he told Stevenson, "I have the votes for 
the nomina t ion and if you d o n ' t give me your suppor t , I'll 
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have to shit all over you." T h e former governor was livid. "I 
should have told the son-of-a-bitch off," he later confided 
in George Ball, "but, frankly, I was shocked and confused 
by that Irish gut ter talk." Despite that barrage, Stevenson 
would no t oblige JFK. At the Democrat ic Convent ion in Los 
Angeles, Stevenson not only refused to make the nominat­
ing speech for Kennedy, he also tried at the last m o m e n t to 
secure the nomina t ion for himself. Tha t last endeavour in­
c luded an unsuccessful a t tempt to persuade the Illinois del­
e g a t i o n to t r ans fe r its votes from JFK to h imse l f - a 
pe r fo rmance that he igh tened Kennedy's anger.3 6 

T h e Kennedy-Stevenson rivalry also related to the enthusi­
astic suppor t the Illinoisan received from the liberal set and 
Kennedy's desire to transfer that allegiance to himself. Many 
liberals viewed JFK with skepticism. The issue of McCarthyism 
was generally viewed as the key test of a Democra t ' s com­
mi tmen t to liberalism, and Kennedy's record was suspect. 
Not only did he fail to vote in the 1954 Senate decision to 
censure McCarthy (a l though Kennedy was in hospital, he 
could easily have registered his vote), he was in fact a personal 
friend of the Wisconsin senator . Mary Pitcairn Keating, who 
knew both men , recalled that Kennedy was "fascinated by 
J o e M c C a r t h y . " W h e r e a s K e n n e d y ' s l i b e r a l i s m was 
questionable, Stevenson's credentials were impeccable. Indeed, 
to many Democrats , he was the authent ic heir to Franklin 
Roosevelt.37 

Kennedy had tried to wrest that mant le from Stevenson 
dur ing the late 1950s and into 1960 - with some success. 
Such liberals as Mennen Williams, Chester Bowles, and Arthur 
Schlesinger, all of whom had been fervent Stevenson sup­
porters , came ou t in favour of the Kennedy candidacy. But 
JFK suffered constant reminders of the suppor t Stevenson 
still enjoyed in liberal quarters . Bowles, for instance, told 
h im he would only become his foreign policy adviser in the 
1960 campaign after he had made sure Stevenson did not 
in tend to run again for president . Even after winning the 
Democra t ic nomina t ion , Kennedy had to listen to the likes 
of Eleanor Roosevelt lecture him on the necessity of work­
ing in close collaborat ion with Stevenson (and Bowles) and 
of demons t r a t ing ideological soundness by quo t ing from 
Stevenson in his speeches.3 8 
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Kennedy's hostility towards Stevenson, therefore, was in­
tensified by the particular need he felt to redirect liberal 
sentiment away from Stevenson and towards his own candi­
dacy, as well as by the general contest for the 1960 Demo­
cratic nomination. After the election he felt compelled to 
include Stevenson in his administration in order to placate 
liberal opinion, but at the same time did not wish to ap­
point his rival to an important office such as secretary of 
state or defense. He solved that conundrum by giving 
Stevenson what was generally viewed as the ceremonial and 
relatively powerless position of United Nations ambassador. 
Throughout JFK's presidency, Stevenson remained, as one 
Kennedy confidant noted, "a man whose popularity with lib­
eral Democrats Kennedy resented."39 

Contempt, as well as competitiveness, characterised JFK's 
view of Stevenson. As a result of Stevenson's defeats at the 
hands of Eisenhower in 1952 and 1956, John and Robert 
Kennedy regarded him as a loser. Bobby had worked on 
Stevenson's staff during his 1956 bid for the presidency, and 
was shocked by what he felt to be an appallingly disorgan­
ised campaign. Disgusted by its ineptness, he voted for Eisen­
hower on election day. In fact, the Kennedys came to associate 
Stevenson with a particular group of liberals who, in their 
opinion, placed inordinate emphasis on the articulation of 
high principles and insufficient stress on success. For these 
liberals, Robert Kennedy argued, "action or success makes 
them suspicious, and they almost lose interest. That's why 
so many of them think that Adlai Stevenson is the "Second 
Coming." He never quite arrives there; he never quite ac­
complishes anything."40 

Not only did the Kennedys regard Stevenson as a loser, 
they also thought of him as effeminate. Stories of Stevenson's 
homosexuality had circulated during the 1950s. FBI chief J. 
Edgar Hoover, around whom similar rumours swirled, was 
chiefly responsible for propagating those canards. Hoover 
was determined to prevent Stevenson's election as president, 
and so in the 1952 campaign he disseminated information 
on Stevenson's sexual propensities to Nixon and McCarthy, 
as well as the press. After the 1960 election, the president­
elect requested security checks on all the people that he 
intended to appoint to senior positions in his administra-
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tion. The FBI director's December 1960 report on Stevenson 
included the allegation that he was part of an elite New 
York gay group in which he went by the name of "Adelaide."41 

Although few took these charges seriously, Kennedy did. 
Even before becoming president, he had privately said of 
Stevenson, "He must be a switcher." George Smathers re­
called conversations with JFK in which, "We sometimes talked 
about the fact that he [Stevenson] just wasn't masculine 
enough for Jack Kennedy." Robert Kennedy once commented 
that to he and his brother, Stevenson's manoeuvres at the 
1960 Democratic convention seemed to be "the actions of 
an old woman." The irony was that after JFK's assassination 
Stevenson tried to court Jackie Kennedy. The important point, 
though, is that the Kennedys' perception of Stevenson as 
effeminate probably increased their disrespect for him.42 

For all these reasons, JFK detested Stevenson. Robert 
Kennedy later revealed the depth of that antipathy, recalling 
that his brother "didn't like Adlai Stevenson. [Stevenson] 
used to drive him out of his mind." The president used to 
"hate to have him around," and he would "talk about him 
frequently - what a pain in the ass he was." Kennedy's con­
tempt for Stevenson probably influenced his reaction to the 
advice offered by the ambassador during the missile crisis. 
Of course, JFK was far too shrewd a politician to reject 
Stevenson's sviggestions on Cuba simply because he loathed 
him. Still, his perception of Stevenson as effeminate, a loser, 
and an overly-principled liberal probably served to reinforce 
his belief that the ambassador's recommendations were "soft."43 

Yet perhaps Kennedy should not have dismissed Stevenson's 
proposals so quickly. The essentials of the final settlement 
to the missile crisis - Soviet removal of the missiles in Cuba 
in return for an American noninvasion pledge and with­
drawal of the Jupiters from Turkey - had all been advo­
cated by Stevenson on 20 October, and, among ExComm 
officials, by him alone. Had Kennedy implemented some form 
of the ambassador's programme, it may have been possible 
to resolve the crisis several days before 28 October. 

There were two important differences between Stevenson's 
proposed settlement and the one that ended the confronta­
tion over Cuba. The abandonment of Guantanamo was a 
concession that Kennedy did not ultimately have to make, 
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and the trade of missiles in Cuba for Jupiters in Turkey, a 
clandestine component of the final settlement, was a public 
part of the Stevenson plan. The Guantanamo idea was an 
example of Stevenson's proclivity to analyse problems in 
excessively theoretical terms. He was probably thinking here 
about the concept of neutralisation. If Kennedy was to ar­
gue that the Soviets had to withdraw militarily from Cuba 
because the island should be neutral, and not a military 
base for the superpowers, then the United States, strictly 
speaking, should evacuate Guantanamo. In terms of practi­
cal politics, however, the proposal was naive. To cede 
Guantanamo under the pressure of the Soviet missile de­
ployment in Cuba would have left Kennedy vulnerable to 
the charge of appeasement. The Stevenson plan and the 
one that finally defused the crisis were, nevertheless, very 
similar. Though not entirely satisfied with Stevenson's rec­
ommendations, the president could have adapted them to 
suit his own tastes. The Guantanamo proposal could have 
been discarded, and the Jupiter swap recast as a secret quid 
pro quo. By refining Stevenson's ideas, Kennedy might have 
produced a settlement acceptable to both Khrushchev and 
American public opinion, thereby securing an early resolu­
tion to the crisis.44 

The distaste of ExComm officials like Dillon, Lovett, 
McCone, and Paul Nitze for Stevenson's proposals probably 
derived from the simple fact that they involved concessions. 
To men conscious of the lesson of the 1930s - that dictators 
must never be propitiated - the notion of yielding anything 
to a Soviet leader was repugnant. Nitze later acknowledged 
that the reason he was "outraged" at the 20 October meet­
ing was because Stevenson's ideas represented an "attempt 
at total appeasement."45 

It was obvious, however, that the sine qua non of a settle­
ment for both Khrushchev and Kennedy was that they emerge 
from the crisis with their credibility intact. Each had to walk 
away with something tangible. Hence, the situation had to 
be examined to some extent, from the Soviet point of view. 
Stevenson's proposed settlement had that virtue, albeit too 
abundantly. Moreover, it was dangerously anachronistic to 
conceptualise the missile crisis, as officials like Nitze did, in 
terms of the late 1930s. That analogy was not sound be-
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cause the necessity of avoiding conflict between the great 
powers was far greater in the nuclear age, when mutual 
annihilation was possible, than in the pre-nuclear epoch. 
As one pundit observed: 

Translating the old rule [of making no concessions and 
being prepared to take military action] into nuclear terms 
would mean that Americans are ready to destroy their 
country if they feel that its security is threatened. A prin­
ciple well-established in the world of 1940 became a com­
plete non-sequitur in the world of 1962.46 

For some ExComm officials, like the Kennedys themselves, 
it was not so much the idea of concessions that was unac­
ceptable, but more the notion that the president should 
proffer them as part of his initial response. JFK and RFK 
both thought they might ultimately have to offer induce­
ments to the Soviets to end the crisis, but those induce­
ments should come only after they had first demonstrated 
an uncompromising determination to eject the missiles from 
the island. "We will have to make a deal in the end," the 
attorney general told Schlesinger, "but we must stand firm 
now." The president made the same observation during the 
20 October ExComm meeting. Khrushchev, the Kennedys 
implied, would only be willing to suffer the embarrassment 
of withdrawing the weapons from Cuba after being confronted 
with an American posture of unflappable resolution.47 

Stevenson, however, made the implicit and perhaps com­
pelling point that the president needed to strive for a quick 
settlement because the crisis could result in war through 
either escalation or accident. In the end, both scenarios might 
have materialised. By the time Kennedy and Khrushchev struck 
a deal on 28 October, the United States was possibly within 
twenty-four or forty-eight hours of initiating military action 
against Cuba. Accidents did nearly derail Soviet-American 
efforts to defuse the crisis. The 27 October downing of an 
American U-2 over Cuba by a Soviet surface-to-air missile 
and the unintentional entry on the same day of another 
United States reconnaissance plane into Soviet airspace 
showed how easily events might spiral out of control. Neither 
incident occurred at the behest of Kennedy or Khrushchev, 
but both heightened the suspicion of each towards the other, 
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thereby exacerbating the crisis. Stevenson geared his sug­
gestions towards reaching an early settlement before acci­
dents or escalation produced a superpower war. 

ExComm officials may also have found the ambassador's 
recommendations unsatisfactory because they thought there 
was nothing, with the blockade as yet unestablished, com­
pelling the Soviet premier to accept the quid pro quo Stevenson 
described. They may have overlooked, as historians often 
do, that he never suggested a diplomatic trade as an alterna­
tive independent of the blockade and military options. He 
always maintained that the quarantine and diplomatic alterna­
tives should be pursued simultaneously. Under the Stevenson 
plan, Klirushchev would be mulling over the quid pro quo 
with the knowledge that a blockade was being established 
around Cuba and that subsequent military action would 
probably be initiated should he reject the trade. The Illinoisan 
understood only too well that the Soviet leader would not 
decide capriciously to remove the missiles from the island 
unless he was subject to the sort of coercive pressure that a 
blockade would apply. Even if Khrushchev rejected Stevenson's 
diplomatic solution, the blockade would be in place and no 
tactical disadvantage incurred. A negotiated settlement could 
still be reached at a later point in the crisis.48 

Although John and Robert Kennedy and the other ExComm 
officials raised what on first appearance might seem like 
reasonable objections to Stevenson's plan, their criticisms 
were not generally cogent. For the ambassador to examine 
the crisis from the Soviet as well as the American viewpoint, 
and to construct a settlement that involved some conces­
sions to Khrushchev was not naive; it was realistic. His plan 
was far more shrewd, sensible, and carefully crafted than 
his colleagues and historians have recognised. There is, there­
fore, a need for a fairer appraisal of Stevenson's role dur­
ing the first week of the missile crisis, one not based on the 
uncharitable evaluation made originally by President Kennedy 
through the proxies of Alsop and Bartlett. In fact, when 
the sagacity of Stevenson's recommendations are considered 
alongside his sparkling performance at the UN Security 
Council meeting on 25 October, it might well be concluded 
that the former governor of Illinois was the unsung hero of 
the missile crisis. 



8 Denouement 

In the days from 22 to 28 October, the public phase of the 
confrontation over Cuba, John Kennedy handled the miss­
ile crisis with increasing dexterity. Initially determined to 
force Khrushchev to withdraw the missiles from Cuba with­
out offering any concessions, he became - from 25 October 
onwards - more flexible, conciliatory, and conscious of the 
need to avoid a military engagement in the Caribbean. The 
increasing maturity that JFK displayed was particularly evident 
on 27 October, the critical day of the crisis. 

Monday, 22 October, was a frenetic day for Kennedy. At 
3:00 p.m., four hours before he was scheduled to address 
the nation, he talked to his ExComm advisers in the White 
House Cabinet Room. Emphasising the importance of unity 
in dealing with the public, JFK stated that, "Everyone should 
sing one song." He proceeded to enumerate the reasons 
which should be given, in explaining the necessity for the 
quarantine, to those who pointed out that the United States 
had been vulnerable for some years to an ICBM attack from 
the Soviet Union anyway. He mentioned the pledges he had 
made in September to take action if offensive missiles were 
placed in Cuba. "We have to carry out commitments," 
Kennedy averred, "which we had made publicly at that time." 
Also to be stressed was the unprecedented nature of the 
build-up in Cuba, with this being the first time Khrushchev 
had deployed missiles outside Soviet territory, and the United 
States had to demonstrate its unwillingness to accept that 
departure from previous Soviet policy. Another important 
factor, Kennedy added, was the danger that a failure on his 
part to respond would damage the United States position 
throughout Latin America because it would then appear as 
though "the Soviets were increasing their world position while 
ours was decreasing."1 

JFK and his advisers continued to consider their response 
to public queries about various aspects of the Cuban situa­
tion during the rest of the meeting. They framed answers 
to potential questions about the administration's failure to 
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react more quickly to the missile deployment, why evidence 
proving the existence of offensive missiles on the island had 
taken so long to garner, and whether an invasion of Cuba 
was being prepared. As well as eliciting ideas on how best 
to handle the press and mould public opinion, Kennedy 
posed two questions, asking his advisers to provide answers 
by the following day: First, how should he respond if the 
Soviets shot down an American intelligence-gathering U-2 
plane with a SAM? Second, and the really crucial question, 
"If the missile development in Cuba continues [after the 
establishment of the quarantine], what is our next course 
of action?"2 

Perhaps the most important aspect of Kennedy's comments 
during this ExComm session was the reference to the pub­
lic promises he had made on Cuba in September, a factor 
which JFK would continue to highlight during the next few 
days. To a large extent, the emphasis he placed on his Sep­
tember commitments determined his basic position from the 
time he announced the blockade to 25 October. In Sep­
tember he had told the American public he would remove 
any surface-to-surface missiles placed in Cuba, and he had 
not qualified this by saying he might have to compromise 
in order to make that happen. Kennedy's awareness of this 
was the factor which probably convinced him, at the start 
of the second week of the missile crisis, of his political need 
to have Khrushchev back down and remove the missiles 
without offering any concessions in return. McGeorge Bundy 
has argued that JFK's determination to remove the missiles 
was "necessarily based on his respect for American public 
opinion," and his concomitant perception that the public 
would never accept missiles in Cuba. Kennedy's declara­
tions in September making clear his own refusal to tolerate 
nuclear weapons in Cuba made his awareness of the role 
played by American public opinion during the crisis even 
more acute.3 

After the ExComm meeting and two hours prior to his 
television address, Kennedy briefed a group of stunned con­
gressional leaders about the situation in Cuba and the quar­
antine that would be imposed. One senator audibly groaned 
and, as Rusk recalls, "fell over on the table with his head in 
his hands and stayed there for a while." "Thank God I am 



Denouement 187 

not the president of the United States!" declared another. 
Some of the most distinguished took exception to the block­
ade. Both William Fulbright and Georgia Senator Richard 
B. Russell felt it would be inadequate and argued that mili­
tary action was appropriate. "The President had warned them 
[the Soviets] in September," Russell said, "and no further 
warning was necessary." In diametric opposition to the mod­
eration he had displayed in opposing the Bay of Pigs plan, 
Fulbright now called for the use of force. He suggested that 
a quick attack on the Soviet bases in Cuba would be less 
threatening to Khrushchev than a blockade enforced against 
his ships. Kennedy disagreed with Fulbright, claiming that 
"an attack on these bases, which we knew were manned by 
Soviet personnel, would involve large numbers of Soviet 
casualties and this would be more provocative than a con­
frontation with a Soviet ship." The meeting ended only twenty-
five minutes before his address to the nation. If his equanimity 
had been unsettled by the general lack of support offered 
by the leadership on Capitol Hill, Kennedy would show no 
signs of it.4 

While JFK was listening to the congressional reaction, Dean 
Rusk went to speak to Dobrynin at the State Department. 
After handing the Soviet ambassador a copy of the presi­
dent's speech as well as a letter from Kennedy to Khrushchev, 
Rusk bitterly observed that "it was incomprehensible to him 
how leaders in Moscow could make such [a] gross error of 
judgment as to what [the] US can accept." Dobrynin, in a 
state of shock because Khrushchev had not informed him 
about the missiles in Cuba, returned the complaint, pre­
dicting that the blockade would "very strongly aggravate [the] 
international situation." He also expressed his surprise at 
Kennedy's failure to broach the question of missiles in Cuba 
with Gromyko during their 18 October meeting. Rusk, 
Dobrynin would later recall, was "clearly in a state of nerv­
ous tension [during the conversation] although he was do­
ing his best to conceal it."5 

In Moscow Ambassador Kohler delivered the private mes­
sage from Kennedy to Khrushchev at the Kremlin, thereby 
initiating a frenetic correspondence between the two lead­
ers over the next few days. Kennedy expressed concern in 
his 22 October letter that Moscow "would not correctly 
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understand the will and determination of the United States 
in any given situation." He also reminded Klirushchev of 
the point he had made at the Vienna summit that the pur­
pose of American policy was to prevent any Soviet-induced 
modifications in the international balance of power, includ­
ing changes in the status of Berlin. Recounting the events 
of the past few weeks, Kennedy recalled the promises he 
had made on Cuba in September as part of that policy. He 
also mentioned the congressional resolution passed in sup­
port of those commitments. As a thinly veiled warning to 
Khrushchev, he made clear that the initiation of the quar­
antine represented only "the minimum [pressure] necessary 
to remove the threat to the security of the nations in this 
hemisphere." The implication was that Soviet failure to re­
move the "offensive" missiles would necessitate additional 
American action.6 

Kennedy revealed to the American public - and the world 
- the true nature of the Soviet build-up in Cuba in his tele­
vision address at 7:00 p.m. After describing the categories 
and range of the missiles on the island, he indicated yet 
again the importance he attached to the upholding of his 
September pledges. The surface-to-surface missiles, he de­
clared, not only contravened the 1947 Rio Pact, the West­
ern Hemisphere's tradition of preventing extra-continental 
penetration of its own domains, the recent congressional 
resolution on Cuba, and the UN Charter, but also "my own 
public warnings to the Soviets on September 4 and 13." In 
discussing the promises not to put offensive missiles in Cuba 
made in a 11 September Soviet government statement and 
by Foreign Minister Gromyko on 18 October, Kennedy also 
charged Moscow with duplicity.7 

The president cited the example of the 1930s in explain­
ing the rationale behind his decision to respond to the Soviet 
missile deployment. That decade "taught us a clear lesson: 
aggressive conduct, if allowed to go unchecked and unchal­
lenged, ultimately leads to war." To avoid repeating the 
mistakes of appeasement, Kennedy announced a programme 
of "initial steps to be taken immediately." The most import­
ant was the imposition of a naval quarantine around Cuba 
to prevent the entry of "all offensive military equipment." 
The United States would also expand its surveillance of the 
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Soviet build-up in Cuba; regard a missile attack from Cuba 
on any nation in the Western Hemisphere as an assault on 
the United States necessitating "a full retaliatory response 
upon the Soviet Union"; reinforce Guantanamo but simul­
taneously evacuate the dependents of military personnel from 
the base; and convene meetings of the UN and the OAS. 
Kennedy called upon Khrushchev directly to remove the 
missiles from the island in order to defuse the situation. 
During the remainder of the address, he explained his de­
termination to respond to Soviet challenges at all points. 
He mentioned, in particular, his support for "the brave people 
of West Berlin." That reference was not merely a footnote 
to the main body of Kennedy's address. Much of JFK's concern 
during the next few days would centre on the possibility 
that the Soviets would respond to the American quarantine 
of Cuba by moving on West Berlin.8 

Kennedy's fears about Berlin were probably exaggerated. 
During the missile crisis, Deputy Foreign Minister Vasily V. 
Kuznetsov reminded Khrushchev that he could retaliate to 
the American blockade of Cuba by applying pressure to West 
Berlin. Oleg Troyanovsky, special assistant for international 
affairs, recalls that Kuznetsov's comment "provoked a sharp, 
and I would say violent, reaction by Khrushchev. The latter 
said in a peremptory manner that he would do without such 
advice. It prompted a conclusion that we had no intention 
to add fuel to the conflict, the more to expand its geo­
graphic boundaries."9 

No American could have been more exhilirated by 
Kennedy's speech than Kenneth Keating. There had always 
been the suspicion throughout the fall that the senator was 
little better than a charlatan who manufactured evidence 
or obtained it from unreliable Cuban emigres, and made 
charges that were utterly false. Now America knew he had 
been right all along. Keating aide Richard Nathan was with 
the senator on 22 October when Kennedy made his address. 
Keating was campaigning for congressional candidates in 
upstate New York, and he was scheduled to give a speech in 
Utica that evening. Before he started his talk, journalist James 
Reston called to apologise. The New York Times had not taken 
his claims seriously, and it was now clear that they should 
have. Arranging for Nathan to give the speech in his place, 
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Keating immediately flew to New York City to appear on 
national television. Nathan recalls that Keating was "very 
excited."10 

Kennedy's public acknowledgement that there were offens­
ive missiles in Cuba, however, was a double-edged sword 
for Keating. On the one hand, it was a personal vindica­
tion. His allegations throughout the fall had been proven 
accurate. On the other, Kennedy's address immediately 
marginalised him. For the public, the issue of Keating, his 
sources and motives, the veracity of his charges, was no longer 
important. The question of whether JFK and Khrushchev 
could avert nuclear war over Cuba had obviously superseded 
it. In this way, 22 October represented the high point of 
Keating's campaign on Cuba and signified its end. 

The initial Soviet response to Kennedy's address was to 
disregard the quarantine, press ahead with the military build­
up in Cuba, and prepare for a protracted crisis. Defense 
Minister Malinovsky announced on 23 October that a de­
cision had been made to increase "the combat readiness 
and vigilance of all [Soviet] troops." The demobilisation of 
various types of outmoded military equipment was suspended, 
and all furloughs for Soviet personnel were postponed. On 
the same day Marshal Andrei A. Grechko, commander in 
chief of the Warsaw Pact, called a meeting of officers from 
the various Eastern European countries. Grechko instructed 
them to heighten the military readiness of their forces. 
Moreover, twenty-seven Soviet bloc ships, according to Ameri­
can intelligence, continued en route for Cuba. Of those, 
probably as many as nineteen carried equipment connected 
with the military build-up on the island. Most ominous was 
the exchange on the evening of 23 October between Soviet 
military attache Vladimir Dubovik and a group of reporters 
during a party at the Soviet embassy in Washington. Dubovik 
told the journalists that the commanders of the ships head­
ing for Cuba were under orders to disregard the blockade 
and remain on course for the Caribbean island. "I have fought 
in three wars already," he brazenly added, "and I am look­
ing forward to fighting in the next."11 

Klirushchev himself showed no signs of flinching. In a 
letter received in Washington just before midday, he told 
Kennedy that the establishment of a blockade was "aggres-
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sive" and a "threat to peace." He reiterated his contention 
that the missiles deployed in Cuba, "regardless of the classi­
fication to which they may belong, are intended solely for 
defensive purposes." Offering no concessions, Klirushchev 
instead called on Kennedy to revoke his recent decisions, 
which, he indicated, could have "catastrophic consequences 
for world peace." To demonstrate his unflappability under 
pressure, Khrushchev nonchalantly attended the theatre on 
23 October with a group of high-ranking officials' that in­
cluded Leonid Brezhnev and Alexei N. Kosygin.12 

As with Khrushchev's letter, Kennedy's reply, dispatched 
only seven hours later, made no atjtempt to formulate a settle­
ment to the crisis and was simply based on the assumption 
that the Soviets must back down first. The president argued 
that the origins of the cur ren t confrontat ion lay in 
Khrushchev's surreptitious installation of offensive missiles 
in Cuba, and he advised the Soviet leader to respect the 
blockade. Revealing his fears over escalation, he did suggest, 
however, that "we both show prudence and do nothing to 
allow events to make the situation more difficult to control 
than it already is."13 

The issue of how the United States should react to a Soviet 
attack on a U-2 plane flying over Cuba, raised by JFK the 
previous day, was settled during the two ExComm meetings 
on 23 October. Eight aircraft would be ordered to strike 
the particular site from which the Soviet SAM had shot down 
the U-2. If the president was unavailable and the evidence 
indicating such an assault on an American plane was indis­
putable, McNamara would be responsible for authorising 
retaliatory action. Should the Soviets continue to use their 
SAMs to attack U-2s after the United States had responded 
in this way, then Kennedy would approve a broader strike 
aimed at destroying all SAMs in Cuba.14 

No attempt was made, though, to even broach the second 
question that Kennedy had asked ExComm on 22 October 
about the appropriate American response to a Soviet decision 
to ignore the blockade and to continue work on the missile 
sites in Cuba? The assumption or hope was that Moscow would 
simply yield under the pressure from the blockade (and 
possibly its extension to include petroleum, oil, and lubri­
cants (POL)) without requesting any concessions in return.15 
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Discussion centred instead on such issues as the mechan­
ics of initiating the quarantine, the steps being taken to 
advance military preparations, and future reconnaissance mis­
sions over Cuba. The wording for Proclamation 3504, de­
claring the establishment of the blockade, was approved and 
issued later that day. Kennedy reviewed and authorised an 
Executive Order extending the tours of duty for various 
military personnel. Preparations for invasion, McNamara 
announced, were being expedited. Six low-level reconnais­
sance flights designed to obtain updated information 
about activity at the missile sites were scheduled. Attention 
was also paid to Berlin. During the morning ExComm meet­
ing, Kennedy showed concern over the possibility that 
Khrushchev would retaliate to the blockade around Cuba 
by taking similar action against Berlin. He asked McCone 
to analyse and compare the effects of the quarantine on 
Cuba with a possible Soviet blockade of Berlin, and he 
suggested that Paul Nitze be appointed head of an ExComm 
subcommittee on Berlin.16 

Much of the discussion on 23 October, as on the previ­
ous day, focused on ways of selling the blockade to the press 
and the American people. During the ExComm session in 
the morning, there was a debate on how best to brief journal­
ists and members of Congress. Various officials were instructed 
to examine the matter further. JFK himself worked indefati-
gably outside of ExComm to win the support of Henry R. 
Luce, head of the Time Inc. empire. In the morning, the 
president phoned Luce, who was at Chicago airport, and 
invited him to the White House. Later in the afternoon, 
Kennedy briefed the media tycoon, and also Otto Fuerbringer, 
managing editor of Time, about the ongoing crisis. He then 
had McNamara and McCone show Luce aerial reconnaissance 
photographs at the Pentagon. Obligingly, Luce devoted several 
pages of the next edition of Time to the presentation of 
many of those photographs in order, as Luce recalled, "to 
explain the whole situation."17 

Several other episodes of note took place on 23 October. 
In the afternoon, American officials talked to a group of 
Western European ambassadors. The meeting demonstrated 
that a negotiated removal of the Jupiters in Turkey for the 
missiles in Cuba was not what the Kennedy administration 
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had in mind at this point. When the French ambassador 
mentioned the unfortunate comparison that many would 
make between the weapons in Turkey and Italy and the 
missiles in Cuba, American officials tried to explain why the 
analogy was not sound rather than exploring whether such 
a trade, even as a last resort, was feasible.18 

An OAS meeting, opening in the morning and reconven­
ing in the afternoon, produced promising results for Kennedy. 
Rusk introduced a resolution calling for "the immediate dis­
mantling and withdrawal from Cuba of all missiles and other 
weapons of offensive capability," and also asked OAS mem­
bers to take any military steps that would help to remove 
the missiles. Despite some initial hesitation from the Brazil­
ian and Mexican delegates, the secretary of state managed 
to secure unanimous approval for the resolution.19 

A meeting between Robert Kennedy and Dobrynin, ar­
ranged by RFK at his brother's behest, took place at 9:30 
p.m. in the ambassador's office on the third floor of the 
Soviet embassy. During their discussion, Bobby emphasised 
American anger at the Soviets for the deceitful manner in 
which they had installed missiles in Cuba. Referring to 
Moscow's promises that no offensive weapons would be de­
ployed, he explained it was on the basis of those assurances 
that his brother had told the American people no action 
against Cuba was required. Now the president "had been 
deceived, and that had devastating implications for the peace 
of the world." When Dobrynin denied the presence of miss­
iles in Cuba, Robert Kennedy advised him to phone Mos­
cow so he could get the facts straight. As the attorney general 
departed, he asked whether Soviet ships were still under 
orders to ignore the quarantine and continue on to Cuba. 
His government, Dobrynin replied, had not briefed him on 
this but he did know that a month earlier an order had 
been given to Soviet vessels to disregard any blockade that 
the United States established. Bobby Kennedy reported im­
mediately on his conversation to JFK and David Ormsby Gore. 
According to the British ambassador, the attorney general 
said he had left Dobrynin "looking ashen."20 

By 23 October, the Kennedy administration had succeeded 
in lining up NATO allies, as well as the OAS, behind the 
blockade of Cuba. While Ambassadors Bruce and Dowling 
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briefed Macmillan and Adenauer respectively on 22 Octo­
ber, Dean Acheson was making his most valuable contribu­
tion to the American cause during the missile crisis by gaining 
the support of the habitually intractable de Gaulle. After 
meeting that morning in Paris with the American mission 
to NATO, Acheson went to the Elysee Palace for talks with 
the French leader. To avoid attracting attention from the 
press, the French made arrangements to escort Acheson 
surreptitiously into the Elysee through a back door rather 
than the main entrance.21 

Acheson entered de Gaulle's office at exactly 5:00 p.m., 
accompanied by a French interpreter and Cecil Lyon, the 
US charge d'affaires in Paris. The CIA's Sherman Kent re­
mained outside with photographic evidence of the missiles 
in Cuba. The French leader rose from his desk to shake 
hands. "Your President," he declared, "has done me great 
honor by sending so distinguished an emissary." Acheson 
simply bowed in response. Getting down to business, he 
handed de Gaulle a letter from Kennedy, as well as the 
opening portion of the president's speech to be delivered 
later that evening. The Frenchman, after reading both com­
munications, said that he "would welcome further elucida­
tion." Acheson prefaced his remarks by explaining that the 
purpose of the meeting was only to inform de Gaulle on a 
decision already taken rather than to solicit his opinions 
on how to respond to the missiles in Cuba. According to 
Lyon's record of the meeting, he then: 

outlined [the] background of [the] present situation in 
Cuba, [the] reason for [the] President's proposed action, 
going into considerable detail, emphasizing that maximum 
build-up had occurred within [the] past week, and saying 
that he had Mr. Sherman Kent with him who was pre­
pared to brief President De Gaulle in more detail. 

De Gaulle said that he did not need to see Kent's photo­
graphs for the time being. "A great nation like yours would 
not act if there were any doubt about the evidence, and, 
therefore, I accept what you tell me as a fact without any 
proof of any sort needed."22 

The two elder statesmen then discussed Khrushchev's prob­
able reaction to the quarantine, and agreed that he would 
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probably not force the blockade. When de Gaulle asked how 
Khrushchev might retaliate, Acheson said by moving on Berlin 
or perhaps Turkey, although he considered both those sce­
narios unlikely. De Gaulle went on to pose the really diffi­
cult question: How would Kennedy get the missiles out of 
Cuba if Khrushchev decided not to respond at all to the 
quarantine? No one had supplied Acheson with an answer 
to that query in the briefing he had received at the State 
Department before leaving Washington; so, extemporising, 
he explained that, "We will immediately tighten this block­
ade and the next thing we would do is to stop tankers -
and this will bring Cuba to a standstill in no time at all." 
"That's very good," de Gaulle interjected. "If we have to go 
further," Acheson added, "why, of course, we'll go further."23 

De Gaulle thanked Acheson for the briefing. Although 
"this had been done after [the] decision had been made," 
he "nevertheless [sic] appreciated being informed," and he 
asked Acheson to convey his gratitude to Kennedy. De Gaulle 
went on to stress the importance of close contact between 
the French and American governments in the days ahead. 
The two elder statesmen then called for Sherman Kent, who 
proceeded to spread the greatly enlarged CIA photographs 
across de Gaulle's desk. The French leader, impressed by 
the detail of photographs taken from an altitude of 65 000 
feet, revealed his military expertise by asking several ger­
mane questions. 'You could see the soldier really taking over 
at this point," Acheson recalled.24 

Their talk ended cordially. A strong sense of mutual re­
spect had suffused the meeting, and, at its cjose, de Gaulle 
gave Acheson what he had wanted - his backing. "You may 
tell your President," he stated, "that France will support him 
in every way in this crisis." Walking Acheson to the door, 
de Gaulle, who now broke into English for the first time, 
said, "It would be a pleasure to me if these things were all 
done through you." Acheson, who liked his ego stroked as 
much as anyone and more than most, was no doubt flattered. 
In a letter written six weeks after that meeting, he returned 
the compliment: 

De Gaulle could not have been better. He has a magnifi­
cent inner calm and serenity which makes all the nervous 
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affectations of social talk unnecessary as well as any urge 
to make an impression or to charm. His dignity is real, 
like General [George C ] Marshall's. We could not have 
had a more satisfactory talk.25 

Although de Gaulle had impressed Acheson and assured 
him of French support, he held more reservations about 
American policy than he had indicated to the former sec­
retary of state. These he conveyed to Harold Macmillan who 
passed them on to his cabinet. On 23 October the prime 
minister explained to the cabinet that de Gaulle "was skeptical 
about the effectiveness of the Cuban blockade and considered 
that the Soviet build-up in Cuba might be designed to secure 
the withdrawal of United States bases in Europe." But de 
Gaulle acknowledged, Macmillan further reported, that the 
Kennedy administration "could not have been expected to 
ignore the Soviet threat."26 

Acheson, meanwhile, followed his session with de Gaulle 
by briefing the North Atlantic Council. For two hours, he 
spoke in defence of Kennedy's decision to blockade Cuba. 
Despite some grumblings about lack of consultation, there 
was, as one American official wrote, a "satisfactory recogni­
tion of [the] importance [of the] need for allied solidarity." 
The same observer felt that although the NATO representa­
tives "had received no authority from [their] governments 
for comment , . . . I ant icipate [ that] p e r m f a n e n t ] -
rep[resentative]s will make strong recommendations to their 
capitals in favor of holding together on this issue." As Acheson 
left the NATO Council meeting, he ran across a New York 
Times correspondent and another American journalist. Both 
were surprised to see Acheson, who was still moving around 
Paris incognito. When they said that they had heard "some­
thing hot is coming out of Washington," the veteran Demo­
crat assured them they had not been misinformed.27 

Although Acheson had laboured hard in Paris, his Euro­
pean sojourn was not yet over. Adenauer was proving diffi­
cult for Ambassador Dowling to win over, and so Kennedy 
asked Acheson, who enjoyed a personal rapport with the 
German chancellor, to head to Berlin on the morning of 
23 October to add weight to the American case there. When 
Acheson and Dowling talked to Adenauer later that same 
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day, the chancellor argued that the blockade "would be 
insufficient to check [the] Soviets." He also felt that Kennedy 
needed to "consider all possible actions for [the] elimina­
tion of [the] Castro regime and Soviet influence in Cuba, 
including rapid tightening of quarantine restrictions." Acheson 
then moved the discussion to the question of what policy 
options had been available to JFK, and explained why the 
blockade had been the preferred alternative. Adenauer, ac­
cording to Dowling, "listened most attentively, and at the 
end seemed reassured but he was obviously still convinced 
of the necessity for further firm measures at [an] early date 
to achieve our purpose." At the root of Adenauer's objec­
tions was the fear that the Soviets would use the blockade 
of Cuba as a pretext to move on West Berlin. As much as 
was possible, Acheson succeeded in persuading him that the 
blockade had been the appropriate policy choice. He later 
acknowledged, though, that Adenauer had given him "a 
terrific workout." Later in the day, a presumably weary 
Acheson met with Adenauer's defence minister, Franz Josef 
Strauss.28 

Acheson finally returned to Washington on the afternoon 
of 24 October. He spoke to Rusk immediately and Kennedy 
the next day, filling them in on the details of his talks with 
de Gaulle and Adenauer. Acheson used those meetings to 
point out that the missiles were still in Cuba, work on them 
was continuing apace, and the time when they could be 
safely destroyed was running out. The air strike, therefore, 
"remained the only method of eliminating them." JFK and 
Rusk were apparently unmoved by Acheson's plea for mili­
tary action. 

As the former secretary of state flew over the Atlantic on 
24 October, the confrontation between Kennedy and 
Klirushchev reached boiling point. Soviet ships were near-
ing the naval blockade which the United States had just 
imposed around Cuba. As the vessels approached the quar­
antine line, the Kennedy brothers talked across the table 
during that morning's ExComm meeting. "It looks really 
mean, doesn't it?" observed the president. Bobby Kennedy 
replied that JFK had been given no alternative but to take 
steps to remove the missiles. "If you hadn't acted," he added, 
"you would have been impeached." The president concurred: 
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"That's what I think - I would have been impeached."30 

Shortly after 10:00 a.m., McNamara announced that two 
Soviet ships, the Gagarin and the Komiles, were now very close 
to the quarantine line. A little later it was reported that a 
Soviet submarine had moved between those two vessels. Con­
sequently, the decision was made to enforce the blockade 
against the submarine and two ships with the help of an 
aircraft carrier and helicopters equipped with antisubmarine 
weaponry. The Essex was instructed to signal the Soviet sub­
marine to surface. If it did not, depth charges with an ex­
plosive would be used to force compliance. As the point of 
no return approached, the president's thoughts turned to 
the European theatre. "We must expect that they will close 
down Berlin," he observed, "make the final preparations for 
that."31 

As the ExComm members waited with bated breath, an 
official entered the room at 10:25 a.m. with a note for 
McCone. The CIA director read it and then announced, 
"Mr. President, we have a preliminary report which seems 
to indicate that some of the Russian ships have stopped dead 
in the water." "We're eyeball to eyeball," Rusk commented 
to Bundy, "and I think the other fellow just blinked." In a 
note which was undated but presumably written at that 
moment, Lyndon Johnson observed that Moscow "was pre­
pared to pay quite a price for time. Ships Returning." Seven 
minutes later it was confirmed that six Soviet vessels had 
either stopped or reversed course and set off back for the 
Soviet Union. Khrushchev's strategy had been one of classic 
brinksmanship. He held his nerve until the very last moment 
- and only then had he backed down.32 

Kennedy responded prudently to this promising develop­
ment. He ordered his military to avoid intercepting a Soviet 
ship for at least one hour until better information on the 
naval stand off had been obtained, and he subsequently 
decided to permit the Bucharest, a Soviet tanker, to pass 
through the blockade because it did not appear to be car­
rying any military equipment. Some administration officials 
wished to board the vessel to make clear the depth of Ameri­
can resolve. But the president refused, arguing that, "We 
don't want to push him [Khrushchev] to a precipitous ac­
tion - give him time to consider."33 
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Kennedy and Khrushchev had managed to avert a direct 
military engagement but they were no closer to ending the 
crisis. In that morning's ExComm discussion devoted to 
matters apart from the narrowly-avoided clash on the seas, 
there was no attempt to conceptualise how the crisis might 
be resolved. Instead Kennedy and his advisers focused upon 
the improvement of government communications through­
out the world, especially in the Caribbean, and also upon 
the public presentation of the administration's position. For 
instance, JFK instructed both the State Department and the 
United States Information Agency (USIA) to promote "under­
standing in Europe of the fact that any Berlin crisis would 
be fundamentally the result of Soviet ambition and press­
ure," and also to convey the idea that it would have been 
more dangerous for Berliners had the United States taken 
no action to meet Khrushchev's challenge in Cuba. Dem­
onstrating the importance he attached to the packaging of 
his blockade policy, Kennedy instructed a senior member 
of the USIA to attend every ExComm session. At a meeting 
with congressional leaders in the late afternoon, the presi­
dent again failed to explain how the crisis might be de­
fused. His assessment was that "we must now wait until the 
confrontation of the ships and . . . the next 24 hours will 
bring out important developments."34 

Khrushchev shared Kennedy's outlook on 24 October. Al­
though the Soviet leader was prepared to take steps to avoid 
a military engagement in the short-term, he was not willing 
to develop a feasible settlement to the crisis. His assump­
tion, at least at this point, was that the confrontation could 
only end once Kennedy had decided to lift the quarantine 
and accept the presence of missiles in Cuba. In a long con­
versation that day with American businessman William E. 
Knox, Khrushchev was unrepentant. The stand taken by 
Kennedy on Cuba, he argued, was related to his concerns 
about the upcoming congressional elections. Suggesting a 
youthful immaturity in Kennedy's handling of the Cuban 
situation, he mentioned JFK's age and noted that his own 
son was older than the president. Khrushchev also described 
the blockade as illegal, maintained that the military build­
up in Cuba was "defensive," and observed the double-standard 
involved in Soviet tolerance for nearby countries it did not 
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like such as Italy and Greece, and America's refusal to 
countenance the current Cuban government. Khrushchev 
took the opportunity of his talk with Knox to indulge his 
penchant for brinksmanship. If the United States should 
attack Cuba, he blustered, "Guantanamo would disappear 
the first day."35 

Khrushchev also showed no signs of accommodation in 
his 24 October message to Kennedy, although the tone of 
the letter did reveal some concern over the increasing in­
tractability of the crisis. He argued that Soviet-Cuban rela­
tions were none of America's business, charged Kennedy 
with trying to intimidate Moscow into submission, and claimed 
that the blockade was illegal. As in his conversation with 
Knox, Khrushchev accused the president of establishing the 
quarantine "because of considerations of the election cam­
paign." Most importantly, he told Kennedy that he would 
not order the captains of the Soviet ships en route for Cuba 
to observe the blockade.36 

A goverment statement, issued the same day through Tass, 
was even more dogmatic. It reiterated the argument that 
the Soviet build-up in Cuba was intended to prevent a rep­
etition of the Bay of Pigs invasion, and it warned that if 
Kennedy started a war over Cuba, the Soviet Union would 
"strike a most powerful retaliatory blow." In a letter to 
Bertrand Russell, written in response to his plea for 
compromise over Cuba, Khrushchev said he could not back 
down because that would serve only to encourage aggression. 
He did embrace, however, the idea of a Kennedy-Khrushchev 
summit to help resolve the crisis.37 

On Thursday, 25 October, Kennedy continued to avoid 
any action that might provoke a hostile Soviet response. He 
decided to follow McNamara's advice and not intercept the 
Volker Freundschaft, an East German passenger ship. To force 
the ship to comply with the quarantine, the secretary of 
defense argued, might injure innocent people unconnected 
with the Soviet build-up in Cuba. Accordingly, Kennedy gave 
orders to allow the ship to pass. He also urged his advisers 
to make sure there was no incident on the seas until they 
had learned of Khrushchev's reaction to the proposals just 
made by UN Secretary General U Thant.38 

JFK finally began to show signs on 25 October of recog-
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nising that the pressure from the blockade might not be 
sufficient to persuade Khrushchev to back down. In the 
morning, he asked his ExComm colleagues "to make 
appropriate arrangements for preparing alternative courses 
of action for discussion with him at a later meeting." Dur­
ing a late afternoon session, Kennedy sat with a folder con­
taining drafts of the "Airstrike," "Political Path," and 
"Progressive Economic Blockade" alternatives that had been 
prepared by administration officials. The political option 
explored the value of negotiations with the Soviets under 
UN auspices or with Klirushchev at a summit. The economic 
alternative involved the extension of the blockade to cover 
POL.39 

There was still, however, a paucity of discussion in the 25 
October ExComm meetings of those alternatives and of how 
the crisis might be defused should the Soviets not yield to 
Kennedy's demands. There appears, for example, to have 
been no exploration of the American-bases-in-Turkey issue 
- on whether it was likely the Soviets would raise that sub­
ject and if, in the final analysis, it would be an acceptable 
quid pro quo to remove the Jupiters and the missiles from 
Cuba. That was in spite of the fact that Walter Lippmann 
had suggested just such an arrangement in his syndicated 
column on the morning of the twenty-fifth. Even Rusk, who 
was asked specifically about the negotiability of the Jupiters 
in a background press conference on 25 October, neglected 
to broach the subject in ExComm. In discussing a possible 
"political track," the secretary of state talked about negotia­
tions in the UN and the possibility of prompting another 
government to propose a denuclearised zone in Latin 
America, a plan that would include the removal of missiles 
from Cuba. But he did not mention a diplomatic deal 
involving the Jupiters.40 

In his message to Khrushchev on 25 October, Kennedy, 
as with all the correspondence between the two leaders since 
the announcement of the blockade, simply defended his 
position, condemned his adversary's, and introduced no terms 
of settlement to the crisis. What the letter did demonstrate 
was the extent to which Kennedy still felt compelled to re­
move the missiles from Cuba not only or even primarily 
because of the strategic threat they posed, but also in order 
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to uphold his pre-crisis public pledges. Retracing the devel­
opments of the last two months, the president observed that 
in response to reports of a military build-up in Cuba, he 
made clear in September the unacceptability of an offen­
sive missile deployment on that island. Khrushchev had re­
assured him both in public and private that no such weapons 
would be installed. By deploying surface-to-surface missiles, 
the Soviet leader had deceived the United States. Hence, 
Kennedy contended, it was Khrushchev and not he "who 
[had] issued the first challenge." JFK ended the message by 
urging his Soviet counterpart to take the steps needed to 
end the crisis.41 

Behind the scenes, however, Kennedy was acting in a rather 
more conciliatory vein by 25 October, making arrangements 
for a possible modus vivendi with Klirushchev. Enlisting the 
help of Rusk, the president developed a contingency plan 
whereby Andrew Cordier of Columbia University would ask 
U Thant to propose publicly that UN commissions be sent 
to Cuba and Turkey to keep watch on Soviet and American 
missile sites. Cordier was an old friend of Rusk, and was in 
a position to contact U Thant at very short notice. Rusk 
dictated the message to Cordier over the phone and instructed 
him to deliver it to the secretary general if Kennedy gave 
the go-ahead.42 

Dean Rusk revealed the existence of the Cordier ploy in 
1987 at a conference held in Hawk's Cay, Florida, to com­
memorate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the missile crisis. 
Rusk did not attend but McGeorge Bundy read out a letter 
from him. In it, the former secretary of state claimed that 
JFK hatched the Cordier plan on 27 October and that it 
would have involved Cordier asking U Thant to call for the 
withdrawal of the Jupiters and the missiles in Cuba. Some 
historians have regarded Rusk's revelation as proof that at 
the end of the missile crisis Kennedy would have opted for 
a negotiated settlement rather than a military attack on Cuba.43 

Rusk's memory, though, was faulty, as a recently released 
document from British archives demonstrates. On 25 Octo­
ber Sir Patrick H. Dean, the permanent United Kingdom 
representative to the UN, dispatched a top secret telegram 
to the Foreign Office in which he wrote: 
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I have heard from a most reliable source that Cordier 
(lately United Nations Under-Secretary) has been in touch 
with top level persons in the United States Government 
about U Thant's statement on Cuba. Cordier says that if 
a United Nations Commission could be introduced to keep 
a watch on Russian bases in Cuba under satisfactory guaran­
tees, the United States might be prepared to consider 
allowing a similar United Nations Commission to look at 
some bases elsewhere, e.g. the United States bases in Turkey. 

This plainly refers to the Cordier ploy described by Rusk at 
Hawk's Cay. But the date of the telegram shows it was not 
devised on 27 October, as Rusk alleges, but two days before 
that. And, further, the British documentary evidence sug­
gests that the plan involved sending UN observers to Cuba 
and Turkey, and not, as Rusk also asserted, the actual with­
drawal of the missiles.44 

The Cordier ploy in itself does not indicate that at the 
denouement of the crisis Kennedy would have resisted mili­
tary action and compromised had Khrushchev not backed 
down. The plan, as Dean described it, would not have ended 
the crisis because it did not call for the removal of the missiles 
from Cuba, and it was impractical anyway as Castro would 
certainly have prevented UN observers from being stationed 
on Cuban soil, as he in fact did after the missile crisis. None 
the less, the Cordier ploy indicated that by 25 October 
Kennedy had started to recognise that a settlement of the 
crisis would require American concessions. 

The Cordier initiative was only one example of the in­
creasingly active role played by the United Nations as a fo­
rum for Soviet-American sparring over Cuba. Most famously, 
it was the arena in which Adlai Stevenson clashed with 
Ambassador Zorin. Stevenson had been busy since the emotional 
confrontation with his ExComm colleagues on 20 October. 
He had left Washington for New York by shuttle late on the 
evening of 21 October and had remained there for the rest 
of the crisis, labouring at the UN, except for a quick trip 
back to Washington on 26 October.45 

The United Nations became involved in the crisis over 
Cuba on the afternoon of 22 October. When U Thant learned 
from his military adviser that JFK was preparing an import-



204 The Cuban Missile Crisis 

ant public address on Cuba, he asked to see Stevenson. By 
the time he arrived at U Thant's office at 4:30 p.m., the 
White House had already announced that the president would 
be speaking to the nation that evening. Stevenson told U 
Thant that the speech would be on Cuba and that it would 
be tough. After watching Kennedy's address on television, 
Stevenson delivered a request to U Thant for an emergency 
meeting of the Security Council. Soviet and Cuban officials 
made the same request the next morning. The Security 
Council's first session on the crisis was scheduled for the 
late afternoon of 23 October.46 

Stevenson addressed that Security Council meeting at 
length, using a speech written by Schlesinger and other aides. 
The ambassador was nothing if not a good team player, and 
despite his private reservations about the strategy that Kennedy 
had adopted on Cuba, he faithfully adhered in public to 
the administration line; and he did so in this speech. In 
what was a classic rendition of American Cold War philos­
ophy, Stevenson surveyed the history of international rela­
tions since 1945. Whereas the Soviet Union had been 
consistently aggressive, the United States had displayed an 
unswerving loyalty to the ideals of the United Nations. As 
for the Cuban Revolution, what made it unacceptable to 
Washington was not that a revolution had taken place, not 
that Castro had carried out sweeping reforms, not that social­
ism had come to Cuba as a result, and not that the govern­
ment in Havana was a dictatorship. Rather, it was the way 
Castro had associated with the Soviet Union. "The crucial 
fact," Stevenson asserted, "is that Cuba has given the Soviet 
Union a bridgehead and staging area in this hemisphere . . . 
that it has made itself an accomplice in the communist en­
terprise of world dominion."47 

Stevenson emphasised the need to avoid 1930s-style ap­
peasement and to maintain American credibility in explain­
ing why the missiles in Cuba had to go. "If we do not stand 
firm here," he argued, "our adversaries may think that we 
will stand firm nowhere." He went on to explain that the 
American resolution before the Security Council called for 
an immediate removal of Soviet missiles monitored by UN 
observers dispatched to Cuba. Once the withdrawal had taken 
place, the blockade would end. At the end of his address, 
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Stevenson was able to report that the OAS had just passed 
a resolution demanding the dismantlement of the missiles 
in Cuba and pledging military collaboration between mem­
ber states to bring that about. Predictably, Stevenson's speech 
was followed by long, denunciatory responses from Ambas­
sador Zorin and the Cuban representative, Mario Garcfa-
Inchaustegui.48 

After the Security Council adjourned, American officials 
walked the corridors eliciting what proved to be a very mixed 
reaction from the various UN delegates. Stevenson, mean­
while, spoke to the press. He noted that Zorin had not denied 
there were missiles in Cuba and so had in effect acknowl­
edged their presence. Hence, the Soviet Union had "itself 
fully confirmed to the Security Council the urgent necess­
ity" of the blockade. Stevenson recommended that the Secu­
rity Council and the international community in general 
disregard all the protestations of innocence that the Soviets 
would undoubtedly make. The next day he concentrated 
on working the African and Asian ambassadors to the UN, 
many of whom expressed their concern over the blockade 
at that morning's Security Council meeting. Stevenson en­
couraged them to convey their fear that the quarantine would 
lead to a war on the seas to the Soviets in the hope that 
this would encourage Khrushchev to respect the blockade.49 

The climax of the UN debate on Cuba came on 25 October 
when Stevenson confronted Zorin in the Security Council. 
In his address that day, the American ambassador talked of 
the threat to peace caused by the installation of missiles in 
Cuba and the consequent need for the United States to 
respond by establishing a blockade. He added that he did 
have photographic evidence of the missiles in Cuba. In re­
sponse, Garcfa-Inchaustegui stated that the weapons on the 
island were for defensive purposes only and that their de­
ployment was justified by the unceasing American campaign 
of aggression against Cuba. Zorin, whose mental faculties 
were reputed to be fading by this point in his career, charac­
terised Stevenson's address as tentative in comparison with 
his 23 October speech. He also claimed that the only evi­
dence the United States had was "falsified information."50 

Stevenson, incensed by Zorin's accusation, insisted he did 
have proof, and went on to challenge his Soviet counter-
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part directly: "Let me ask you one simple question: Do you, 
Ambassador Zorin, deny that the USSR has placed and is 
placing medium and intermediate-range missiles and sites 
in Cuba? Yes or no? Don't wait for the translation, yes or 
no?" Zorin replied that he was "not in an American court­
room" and so would not "answer a question that is put to 
me in the fashion in which a prosecutor puts questions." 
Stevenson pointed out that the Soviet ambassador was in 
"the courtroom of world opinion" and once again pressed 
him for a direct answer. After further evasions from Zorin, 
he declared that he was ready "to wait for my answer until 
hell freezes over," a statement destined to become the most 
famous utterance of the entire missile crisis period. Stevenson 
said he was "also prepared to present the evidence in this 
room," and proceeded to do just that, revealing the intelli­
gence photographs of the missile sites that had been taken, 
and supplying the other UN representatives with interpretive 
explanations of them.51 

It was spectacular theatre. It was Stevenson at his best. 
And his assured and eloquent performance did much to 
galvanise world opinion behind the United States. Although 
this was Stevenson's most memorable contribution to the 
American cause during the second week of the missile crisis, 
it was by no means his only one. On 26 and 27 October he 
would play an equally important and generally overlooked 
behind-the-scenes role in shaping Kennedy's diplomacy. 

The United Nations also became more centrally involved 
in the crisis as a result of U Thant's energetic endeavours. 
Following pressure from around forty non-aligned UN del­
egations to intervene, he dispatched identical letters to 
Kennedy and Khrushchev on 24 October, suggesting that 
the United States suspend the quarantine and the Soviet 
Union cease weapons shipments to Cuba for two or three 
weeks in order to provide a block of time for a settlement 
to be reached. While Khrushchev responded enthusiastically 
to the proposal, Kennedy, though encouraged by Stevenson 
not to reject it out of hand, told the secretary general that 
"the existing threat was created by the secret introduction 
of offensive weapons into Cuba, and the answer lies in the 
removal of such weapons." Without endorsing U Thant's 
plan in the way Khrushchev had, JFK indicated that Stevenson 
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would discuss it with the secretary general.52 

Following this up, U Thant dashed off new messages to 
the American and Soviet leaders on 25 October. He asked 
Khrushchev to keep his ships away from the quarantine line 
for "a limited time only," and urged Kennedy to "do every­
thing possible to avoid direct confrontation with Soviet ships 
in the next few days." This, U Thant hoped, would furnish 
the time in which "the modalities of a possible agreement" 
could be discussed. Kennedy replied the same day, saying 
that he would abide by U Thant's stipulations providing 
Khrushchev did the same. On 26 October the Soviet leader 
accepted U Thant's offer but with the proviso that this ar­
rangement "must be a purely temporary one."53 

In the ExComm meeting on Friday, 26 October, JFK con­
tinued to advocate the application of pressure on the Soviets 
while avoiding action that might evoke a hostile response 
from Khrushchev. Although he authorised air reconnaissance 
missions dur ing daylight hours , he did not endorse 
McNamara's idea of using night flights to collect intelligence 
through the use of flares because he thought that might 
provoke the Soviets and Cubans. Another example of 
Kennedy's predilection for only limited pressure was his 
decision to stop and board the Marucla, the first ship to be 
intercepted in the blockade. On the one hand, this con­
veyed to Khrushchev America's determination to enforce the 
quarantine. On the other, the fact that the vessel was owned 
by Panama and registered from Lebanon meant that although 
it had departed from Riga under a Soviet charter, it was 
unlikely its interception was sufficiently challenging to make 
Khrushchev consider a stern response. At 6:51 a.m. on 26 
October an American party boarded the Marucla, did not 
find any prohibited weapons on board, and allowed the vessel 
to pass. Khrushchev ordered no retaliation to the incident.54 

As the ExComm discussion proceeded on 26 October, it 
was finally acknowledged that the blockade might not be 
enough to compel the Soviets to remove the missiles from 
Cuba. In addition to carrying out military action if the quar­
antine failed, the other clear alternative was the extension 
of the blockade to include POL. Rusk did not wish to em­
bargo POL for at least one more day, and Secretary Dillon 
preferred direct military action against the missiles rather 
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than a mere embellishment of the quarantine. But McNamara 
indicated his support for that alternative, as did Ball. The 
president also talked of the possibility of making a decision 
"to embargo fuel." In notes taken at the meeting, Lyndon 
Johnson wrote, "Tomorrow Extend Blockade P.O.L." Bundy 
accurately reflected prevailing sentiment when towards the 
end of the discussion he observed that if the negotiations 
at the UN did not provide a quick settlement, "our choice 
would be to expand the blockade or remove the missiles by 
air attack."55 

In many ways, the 26 October ExComm meeting mirrored 
the 20 October session. Stevenson, who had been preoccu­
pied in New York during recent days, took the shuttle down 
to Washington first thing in the morning. Once again he 
raised an issue on which discussion in ExComm had been 
strangely muted ever since that acrimonious 20 October 
meeting - namely, the Jupiters in Turkey. On this occasion 
Stevenson offered his colleagues what would prove to be a 
highly accurate prediction. In the negotiations for the re­
moval of missiles from Cuba, Khrushchev would "ask us for 
a new guarantee of the territorial integrity of Cuba and the 
dismantlement of U.S. strategic missiles in Turkey." The vice-
president's notes say that Stevenson also mentioned the 
American missiles in Italy.56 

As in the 20 October meeting, McCone expressed his 
complete disagreement "with Ambassador Stevenson's link­
ing of Soviet missiles in Cuba to U.S. missiles in Turkey." 
Without being specific, he went on to say that "we must 
keep up the momentum so far achieved by the quarantine." 
Kennedy, in an untypical defence of Stevenson, responded 
to McCone by arguing that "we will get the Soviet strategic 
missiles out of Cuba only by invading Cuba or by trading. 
He doubted that the quarantine alone would produce a 
withdrawal of the weapons." But after further discussion, the 
president acknowledged that "there appeared to be little 
support for Ambassador Stevenson's plan." At 1:30 p.m. 
Stevenson hurried back to New York.57 

The ambassador was not the only one of Kennedy's advisers 
to be thinking along those lines. On 26 October Averell 
Harriman, in a memorandum to Ball, argued the case for 
the Brazilian resolution in the United Nations that called 
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for the denuclearisation of Latin America, including the 
removal of the missiles from Cuba. If that failed, Harriman 
proposed a settlement in which Washington and Moscow 
agreed to consider installing missiles in other countries only 
if they were already nuclear powers. The United States, there­
fore, would have to remove its missiles from Turkey and 
Italy but could still deploy them in Britain or on the seas 
(with Polaris submarines, for example). Moscow would have 
to withdraw its nuclear weapons from Cuba. If the Soviets 
did not agree to the plan, Kennedy, Harriman added, would 
have to extend the blockade to POL.58 

Overriding the importance of all these developments on 
26 October was Khrushchev's transmission of a long letter 
to Kennedy. Received by the State Department in four por­
tions over a three-hour period beginning at 6:00 p.m., this 
message represented a departure from the previous Kennedy-
Khrushchev correspondence over the past four days. As part 
of the game of bluff and counter-bluff, the two leaders had 
assumed an assured deportment, dissembling their own fears 
about the likelihood of a nuclear war over Cuba. This mes­
sage, though, was suffused with an earnest, almost implor­
ing tone. Frankly describing his concerns over the possibility 
of a catastrophic nuclear confrontation, Khrushchev wrote 
that he had "participated in two wars and [I] know that war 
ends when it has rolled through cities and villages, every­
where sowing death and destruction."59 

More importantly, this was the first message in which one 
of the leaders did not write on the assumption that he could 
end the crisis without having to compromise. Klirushchev 
repeated the argument that the deployment in Cuba was 
defensive, motivated by a desire to prevent another Bay of 
Pigs invasion, and he implied that concern over the out­
come of the congressional elections lay behind Kennedy's 
establishment of the blockade. Nevertheless, the Soviet prem­
ier did offer a plan designed to resolve the crisis. Towards 
the end of the message, he indicated that a promise from 
Kennedy to refrain from attacking Cuba "would immediately 
change everything." The president should thus "declare that 
the United States will not invade Cuba with its forces and 
will not support any sort of forces [presumably Cuban exile 
groups] which might intend to carry out an invasion of Cuba." 
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In exchange, Khrushchev implied, the Soviet Union would 
remove its missiles from Cuba. "These thoughts," he con­
cluded, "are dictated by a sincere desire to relieve thie situ­
ation, to remove the threat of war."60 

A cable transmitted by the Soviet embassy in Washington 
to Moscow on 25 October may explain in part why Klirushchev 
sent this letter to Kennedy. The embassy reported that the 
atmosphere in Washington was very tense and that the 
American press was emphasising the predilection of various 
administration officials for an air strike on Cuba. The cable 
noted that these stories might be contrived so as to put 
extra pressure on the Soviet government, but argued that 
because Kennedy had staked his political reputation on a 
victory over Khrushchev "we cannot entirely rule out, above 
all if we take account of his entourage, the possibility of his 
making such reckless moves as a bombing raid on the Cuban 
missile bases or even an invasion of Cuba although this is 
clearly less likely." The embassy also reported that Rusk had 
stressed in a State Department press briefing the adminis­
tration's resolve to do whatever was required to remove the 
missile sites. This cable may have caused Khrushchev to feel 
that an American attack on Cuba was close at hand, and 
hence his conciliatory 26 October letter was needed in order 
to secure a quick settlement to the crisis before such an 
assault was launched.61 

What seemed to suggest that Khrushchev's offer might be 
part of a co-ordinated strategy was the approach made on 
26 October by Aleksandr S. Fomin, Soviet embassy counsel­
lor and the leading KGB official in Washington. During a 
lunch which he had arranged with ABC news correspon­
dent John Scali at the Occidental Restaurant on Pennsylvania 
Avenue, Fomin suggested the same quid pro quo that 
Khrushchev had described in his long letter. The United 
States would promise not to invade Cuba; the Soviets would 
withdraw their surface-to-surface missiles under UN super­
vision and Castro would pledge never to accept these sorts 
of weapons again. (Fomin, it should be noted, has recently 
made the unconvincing allegation that this settlement was 
proposed by Scali, not himself.) When Scali informed the 
State Department of the conversation after lunch, Rusk 
instructed the correspondent to tell Fomin that the proposal 
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sounded feasible but that it would have to be arranged quickly 
because time was running out. That answer, Scali was to 
say, came from "the highest levels." At the time the assumption 
seems to have been made in the Kennedy administration 
that Fomin's offer had been approved by Klirushchev, but 
this was not the case. Fomin, who had never actually spoken 
to Khrushchev, had made the offer on his own initiative, 
independently of the Soviet leader, with only Dobrynin having 
direct knowledge of his intention to talk to Scali.62 

An emergency ExComm meeting was convened in the late 
evening of 26 October to appraise and frame a response to 
Khrushchev's message. After much discussion, it was decided 
to refer the letter to the State Department for further analysis 
and to re-evaluate the letter in ExComm the following morn­
ing. Most striking was the administration's failure to embrace 
Khrushchev's offer immediately and to dash off a letter of 
acceptance. This suggests that the concession which the Soviet 
leader had requested - a pledge not to invade Cuba - was 
one the president and at least some of his advisers were 
reluctant to make. Kennedy's comments during the ExComm 
meeting earlier on 26 October, especially his discussion of 
the Brazilian proposal on the denuclearisation of Latin 
America, indicate that he was indeed wary of making such a 
commitment. One component of the Brazilian plan was the 
provision that each participant agree to respect the terri­
torial integrity of all Latin American nations. Having noted 
that, JFK asked "whether we could commit ourselves not to 
invade Cuba." After the Bay of Pigs, the idea that the United 
States might have to attack Cuba had persisted in the Kennedy 
administration, as evinced by the development of contingency 
plans for military action against the Caribbean island. 
Kennedy's response to Khrushchev's long letter showed that 
this was an alternative he was reluctant to abandon.63 

Dean Acheson, meanwhile, was still on the scene. He 
avoided the ExComm sessions but did spend time in the 
State Department at Rusk's request. As Khrushchev's 26 
October message came through, he drank Scotch with Rusk 
in the Secretary's seventh-floor office. Acheson was not im­
pressed by Khrushchev's letter and he thought it would be 
premature to accept the Soviet leader's offer. Khrushchev, 
he argued, would never actually go through with it, and, 
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anyway, it was important to keep the pressure on the Soviet 
premier now that he was on the retreat. "So long as we had 
the thumbscrew on Khrushchev," Acheson recalled, "we should 
have given it another turn every day."64 

The relationship between General Lansdale's Operation 
Mongoose and the administration's response to the missiles 
in Cuba was also defined on 26 October. Marshall Carter of 
the CIA had noted in a memorandum the day before that 
"Lansdale feels badly cut out of the picture and appears to 
be seeking to reconstitute the MONGOOSE Special Group 
operations during this period of impending crisis." Carter 
went on to conclude that the Mongoose bureaucracy was 
too cumbersome to handle military operations during the 
present crisis. On the morning of the twenty-sixth McCone 
reported these turf battles to ExComm officials. Kennedy 
felt that "the Lansdale organization should be used and 
suggested it might serve as a Subcommittee of the NSC 
Executive Committee." A meeting, attended by the likes of 
McNamara, McCone, Lansdale, and Robert Kennedy, con­
vened in the afternoon to solve the problem. After Lansdale 
expressed his dissatisfaction with the situation, McCone as­
sured him that the CIA still supported the objective of oust­
ing Castro but explained that in the current situation its 
primary obligation was to support the needs of the JCS and 
the military rather than those of the Mongoose planners. 
During the rest of the meeting, officials acknowledged 
Lansdale's position as head of Mongoose but at the same 
time curtailed his authority by transferring, for example, the 
planning for a post-Castro Cuban government from the 
Mongoose team to the State Department.65 

The tension generated by the missile crisis intensified on 
Saturday, 27 October. Work on the sites in Cuba was con­
tinuing apace. A CIA memorandum, describing the situa­
tion at 6:00 a.m., noted that four MRBM sites at San Cristobal 
and two at Sagua La Grande seemed to be fully operational. 
That, Maxwell Taylor later acknowledged, was a matter of 
real concern to ExComm officials. The report also revealed 
that the Cuban military were being mobilised at great speed. 
Soviet ships were still heading for Cuba, and one of those, 
the Graznyy, was approaching the interception area. More 
disturbing news arrived. In the morning, the attorney gen-
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eral received a memorandum from J. Edgar Hoover stating 
that the Soviet mission in New York was preparing to de­
stroy all of its important documentation. As Robert Kennedy 
later wrote, "there was the feeling that the nootfe was tight­
ening on all of us, on Americans, on mankind, and that the 
bridges to escape were crumbling."66 

What promoted even greater concern than all of this was 
the public message sent by Khrushchev to Kennedy via Radio 
Moscow that morning. More formal in tone than Khrushchev's 
private letter of the previous evening, it also raised the issue 
of the Jupiters in Turkey. Khrushchev pointed to the double-
standard involved in JFK's refusal to accept Soviet missiles 
in Cuba when at the same time he had missiles stationed in 
Turkey on the Soviet border. Accordingly, Khrushchev al­
tered the terms of settlement offered in his 26 October 
message. Only if Kennedy both removed the Jupiters from 
Turkey and promised not to invade Cuba would he take 
the missiles out of Cuba and promise to respect Turkey's 
territorial integrity. The mutual withdrawal of missiles would 
take place under the supervision of UN Security Council 
representatives.67 

To American policy-makers at the time, as well as future 
historians, Klirushchev's decision to send two different mes­
sages within such a short span of time was baffling. The 
traditional explanation has centred on the tension between 
the Soviet leader and the hardliners in his government, with 
the argument being that the latter acted to restrain their 
overly-accommodating leader and to frame the 27 October 
message. Various former Soviet officials have cast doubt on 
the likelihood of that hypothesis. Khrushchev, they have 
confirmed, was firmly in control of the reins of state in the 
fall of 1962. While he did listen attentively to the advice of 
senior officials, it is implausible to suggest that they could 
have coerced him in this way.68 

The differences between the two messages perhaps related 
to the role played by Soviet intelligence and the transmission 
of information from Soviet officials in Washington to Moscow. 
Khrushchev received information just prior to sending his 
26 October message, such as the 25 October telegram from 
the Soviet embassy in Washington, indicating that the United 
States was on the verge of attacking Cuba. That would have 
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encouraged him to rush off his impassioned private letter 
to JFK. By the time he composed his 27 October message, 
however, he had probably received intelligence indicating 
that the imminence of an American assault on Cuba was 
far less immediate than had previously been thought. 
Khrushchev perhaps assumed that the situation was less critical 
on 27 October than it had been the day before and that he 
could now seek to extract greater concessions from JFK.69 

To resolve the dilemma created by the differences between 
Klirushchev's 26 and 27 October correspondence, ExComm 
decided to respond to the former message and ignore the 
latter, agreeing to refrain from invading Cuba but not prom­
ising to remove the Jupiters from Turkey. In Thirteen Days, 
Robert Kennedy (and perhaps Ted Sorensen who edited the 
book) claimed that he himself had been the architect of 
this approach. According to his account, he originated the 
idea after having read with dissatisfaction a State Depart­
ment draft (probably written by Ball and Alexis Johnson) 
for a response to Khrushchev's 27 October message. The 
president then allegedly asked his brother and Sorensen (who 
endorsed the attorney general's plan) to leave the room, 
go to his office, and compose a message to Klirushchev ac­
cording to their own tastes. With a few revisions, the presi­
dent accepted the RFK-Sorensen draft and dispatched it to 
the Soviet leader.70 

A variety of evidence, however, indicates that Robert 
Kennedy did not hatch the plan to embrace Khrushchev's 
private letter of 26 October and disregard his public mes­
sage of 27 October - a strategy later dubbed the "Trollope 
ploy." The transcripts reveal that Paul Nitze was the first 
official to recommend this approach during the ExComm 
meetings. "What you do," he told JFK, "is to say that we're 
prepared only to discuss Cuba at this time. After the Cuban 
thing is settled we can thereafter be prepared to discuss 
anything." In other words, Kennedy should respond to 
Khrushchev's 26 October letter but not the one that had 
just been received. Later on, Nitze argued that "you would 
get support from the United Nations on the proposition, 
"Deal with this Cuban thing." We'll talk about other things 
later, but I think everyone else is worried that they'll be 
included in this great big trade, and it goes beyond Cuba." 
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McGeorge Bundy gave Kennedy an even more explicit 
endorsement of the Trollope ploy. "I would answer back," 
he advised JFK, "saying I would prefer to deal with your -
with your interesting proposals of last night [that is, 
Khrushchev's 26 October message]." When the president 
stated that it would be difficult to reject Khrushchev's 27 
October offer, Bundy disagreed: "I don't see why we pick 
that track when he's offered us the other track, within the 
last twenty-four hours. You think the public one is serious?" 
A little later he urged his colleagues to knock Khrushchev's 
Turkish proposals "down publicly . . . , separating the issues, 
keeping the attention on Cuba." If there were heroes on 27 
October, then, they were Paul Nitze and McGeorge Bundy, 
not Robert Kennedy.71 

Ted Sorensen, in addition to Nitze and Bundy, also ex­
pressed his support for the Trollope ploy in that morning's 
ExComm meeting before Bobby Kennedy had even started 
to contribute to the discussion. He told JFK that "between 
the two I think it is clear that practically everyone here would 
favor the private proposal."72 

Other officials from both inside and outside the ExComm 
group also responded to Klirushchev's 27 October message 
by recommending that the president ignore it and deal 
exclusively with the 26 October letter instead. Dean Rusk, 
for example, has written that, "Although most people credit 
Bobby Kennedy, actually Llewellyn Thompson came up with 
the idea of how to respond to Khrushchev's linking Ameri­
can Jupiters in Turkey to Soviet missiles in Cuba." Harlan 
Cleveland has said of the plan supposedly formulated by 
the attorney general that "he was not the only person to 
whom that occurred as a matter of fact. I was up in New 
York and telephonically transmitted a suggestion to that effect, 
also." Francis T.P. Plimpton, a Stevenson adviser at the UN, 
claimed to have devised the same scheme. When he read 
Khrushchev's 27 October message, he told other officials, 
"For Christ sakes, let's accept the first one and disregard 
the second." Plimpton also recalled that Stevenson, who was 
in New York at the time, arrived at the same conclusion. 
Robert Kennedy, Plimpton argued, had received inordinate 
credit "for an idea that certainly occurred to me, and I'm 
sure to Adlai and to a lot of other people."73 
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The idea had occurred to Stevenson, who after his brief 
trip to Washington on 26 October was now back in New 
York at the UN. On 27 October NSC adviser Michael V. 
Forrestal passed on to the president a memorandum that 
included a Stevenson draft for a public statement, and JFK 
read it out to his ExComm advisers. The statement assured 
the Soviets that the United States never had "any territorial 
designs against Cuba." Stevenson also proposed that "we do 
not consider the Turkish offer . . . as an alternative or an 
addition to the Khrushchev proposal in his letter." Stevenson 
was advising Kennedy, in effect, to respond positively to 
Khrushchev's 26 October proposals and to ignore his 27 
October message. In a draft for a letter from JFK to Klirushchev, 
transmitted by Stevenson to the ExComm group later that 
day, the ambassador recommended the same approach.74 

Robert Kennedy, for his part, did come to support the 
Trollope ploy, but not as quickly as some of his colleagues. 
By the time he made his first contribution to the ExComm 
discussions, Bundy, Nitze, Sorensen, and Stevenson had al­
ready argued the case for accepting only Khrushchev's 26 
October proposals; and when the attorney general did speak, 
he did not endorse the Trollope ploy. The United States, 
he said, should not only "give assurances that we are not 
going to invade Cuba," but should "obviously consider nego­
tiating the giving up of bases in...Turkey if we can assure 
the . . . Turks and the other European countries for whom 
these bases were emplaced that there can be some as­
surances given to them for their own security." In other words, 
Robert Kennedy was encouraging his brother to embrace 
Khrushchev's 27 October offer, not to ignore them and ac­
cept only the 26 October proposals, as Bundy et al. had rec­
ommended. Later in the ExComm session, the attorney 
general once again argued that the United States should 
"be glad" to give "assurances that we don't intend to in­
vade" Cuba, and be willing to "withdraw the bases from 
Turkey . . . and allow . . . inspection of Turkey to make sure 
we've done that." It was only later in the meeting, then, 
that Robert Kennedy started to espouse the Trollope ploy.75 

Although the attorney general did not devise this plan of 
action, he, along with Thompson, did play the crucial role 
in convincing JFK to implement it. After the Trollope ploy 
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emerged as the strategy of consensus, helped along by 
Stevenson's draft for a letter to Klirushchev embodying that 
approach, the president did not feel confident about its 
potential efficacy. Khrushchev, he maintained, would react 
by simply raising again the issue of the missiles in Turkey. 
Thompson interjected to say that he felt the Trollope ploy 
was worth trying. Robert Kennedy concurred. "It's certainly 
conceivable," he reasoned, "that you could get him back" to 
the settlement described in his 26 October letter. At that 
point JFK announced that he was in agreement with 
Thompson and RFK.76 

It is clear, then, that several officials independently con­
cluded that the best tactic was to reply to Khrushchev's 26 
October letter, promising not to invade Cuba, and disre­
garding the Jupiter issue raised in the second message. It 
was not a case of Robert Kennedy hatching a plan that had 
not occurred to other policy-makers. The recollections of 
administration officials bear this out. Ros Gilpatric remem­
bered that "there was a general agreement with this course 
of action." He could not recall Bobby Kennedy playing a 
special role. Harlan Cleveland put it another way: "a lot of 
people had thought of it. It was not that exotic a ploy. You 
answer the mail you want to answer."77 

Robert Kennedy's role in the actual drafting of JFK's 27 
October letter to Khrushchev was also not as dominant as 
he later claimed. Alexis Johnson recalls that this message 
was an amalgam of a draft composed by himself and George 
Ball and what he regarded as a "softer, less explicit" one 
written by Stevenson. The summary record and transcript 
for that day's ExComm meetings do indeed refer to a 
Stevenson draft and also a State Department version. The 
latter was presumably the one penned by Ball and Johnson. 
Rusk may also have contributed to the State Department 
draft because during an ExComm session that day he read 
out a letter which, he said, he had prepared. Of the two, it 
appears that Stevenson's draft, more than the State Depart­
ment's, formed the basis of the final message. "The Presi­
dent," recalled Johnson, "finally took a part of our draft 
and left out some of the more important points, we felt, 
together with a part of Stevenson's draft, and this finally 
formed the letter that was sent."78 
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The transcripts indicate that Kennedy and his advisers 
used both Stevenson's and the State Department's draft as 
the starting-point for their discussion on how to compose a 
reply to Khrushchev's 26 and 27 October letters. Robert 
Kennedy's contribution to the shaping of the letter to 
Khrushchev was twofold. First, he did not feel the Stevenson 
draft offered a sufficiently explicit acceptance of Khrushchev's 
26 October offer. Second, he did not wish to mention the 
missiles in Turkey, as Stevenson had. It was these fraternal 
objections which prompted the president to ask Robert 
Kennedy to leave the room and produce the final draft for 
the letter to Khrushchev. So the attorney general and 
Sorensen, as the latter recalls, did "pull together a final 
version" of the message to Khrushchev. But it was highly 
derivative of the work of State Department officials and es­
pecially Stevenson. As the president himself pointed out, 
there was "no policy difference" between what Stevenson had 
written and what Robert Kennedy was proposing. Both men 
advocated an acceptance of Khrushchev's 26 October offer. 
In addition, the first two paragraphs of the message RFK 
and Sorensen produced were largely verbatim copies of 
Stevenson's opening section. Even after Sorensen and Robert 
Kennedy had composed the final draft, Sorensen solicited 
Stevenson's approval, which was forthcoming after two minor 
changes to the text of the letter had been made.79 

That Robert Kennedy, above all other American officials, 
created the strategy which ended the missile crisis and thus 
averted nuclear war is an idea that represents another strand 
in the tapestry of Camelot mythology. The president placed 
more faith in his brother than in other advisers, and so 
Robert Kennedy's support for the Trollope ploy was import­
ant because it increased the probability JFK would accept 
that approach. None the less, the process by which that strat­
egy had been devised was plainly a collaborative one. 

In his message to Khrushchev, then, the president called 
for a resolution of the crisis "along the lines suggested in 
your letter of October 26th." A permanent withdrawal of 
the missiles from Cuba under UN supervision, the termina­
tion of the blockade, and American "assurances against an 
invasion of Cuba" would be the salient ingredients in the 
settlement. Without mentioning the Jupiters in Turkey, 
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Kennedy hinted that defusing the missile crisis in this way 
could lead to their removal. "The effect of such a settle­
ment on easing world tensions," he stated, "would enable 
us to work toward a more general arrangement regarding 
"other armaments," as proposed in your second letter which 
you made public." JFK's letter was transmitted to Moscow at 
8:05 p.m. and also released immediately to the press.80 

As the president and his advisers settled on the Trollope 
ploy as the best way of responding to Khrushchev's 26 and 
27 October letters, the next issue they had to resolve Was 
the problem of deciding on the step to be taken should 
that strategy fail. This is a crucial matter because it reflects 
directly on the question of how close to a military conflict, 
and even nuclear engagement, the superpowers were at the 
denouement of the missile crisis. If JFK intended to react 
to a Soviet rejection of the Trollope ploy by carrying out an 
air strike or invasion of Cuba, then, given the likelihood of 
Soviet retaliation to that, the probability of a superpower 
war was high. If, however, Kennedy meant to follow up a 
Soviet decision to dismiss the Trollope initiative by im­
plementing a diplomatic or other non-military strategy, then 
the chances of a Soviet-American engagement were corre­
spondingly reduced. This was a question which preoccupied 
Kennedy throughout the 27 October ExComm meetings 
because he felt certain Khrushchev would in fact refuse to 
settle the crisis on the basis of his 26 October letter, as the 
United States now insisted, and would once again raise the 
issue of the Jupiters in Turkey. "The point of the matter," 
the president explained to his ExComm colleagues, "is 
Khrushchev's going to come back and refer to his thing 
this morning on Turkey. And then we're going to be screw­
ing around for another forty-eight hours. 

Overall, Kennedy's performance during those crucial 
ExComm sessions on 27 October, particularly his thinking 
on the policy to be implemented if the Trollope ploy failed, 
was as impressive as it had been disturbing during the first 
two ExComm meetings on 16 October. Whereas McNamara 
had dominated the discussion on the opening day of the 
missile crisis, it was JFK who marshalled the deliberations 
on 27 October; and he did so with skill, asking pertinent 
questions, clarifying complex problems, and often bringing 
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his colleagues back to the central issues. Whereas several 
administration officials made more circumspect and mod­
erate policy proposals than those preferred by Kennedy 
on 16 October, the president, in contrast, strove on 27 
October to temper the excessive zeal of some of his ExComm 
advisers. 

There was a feeling, shared by many American officials 
on 27 October, that the time to attack Cuba had almost 
been reached. The JCS, Taylor reported to ExComm officials, 
recommended that "the big strike...be executed no later than 
Monday morning the 29th unless there is irrefutable evi­
dence in the meantime that offensive weapons are being 
dismantled and rendered inoperable." An invasion of Cuba, 
Taylor added, should be carried out later. "That was a sur­
prise," declared Robert Kennedy sardonically as Taylor 
finished. But outside of ExComm others agreed with the 
JCS. Acheson, for example, continued to make the case for 
an air strike limited to the missile sites. The news that a 
surface-to-air missile had shot down a U-2 plane over Cuba 
around noon and that the pilot, Major Rudolf Anderson, 
had been killed, increased the sentiment in favour of mili­
tary action incrementally. "They've fired the first shot," was 
the reaction of one adviser. Notes taken by Lyndon Johnson 
express the sense that many ExComm officials had about 
the likelihood and imminence of an American assault on 
Cuba: "regarding the peace in the Caribbean - By strike no 
later than Mon a.m. Invasion."82 

Linked to the interest policy-makers had in using force 
against Cuba was the general military build-up that took place 
in the United States during the second week of the missile 
crisis. That build-up involved readying a large number of 
fighter aircraft to carry out a strike against the missile sites 
and, secondly, transporting troops from various parts of the 
United States to Florida's southern coast in preparation for 
an invasion of Cuba. A private British report based on the 
observations of the Acting Consul in Miami conveyed the 
flavour of the situation well by comparing the atmosphere 
in Florida to "southern England before "D" Day." Military 
aircraft, it was observed, were leaving Miami's civilian air­
port at a rate of no less than one every minute on the morning 
of 26 October. The policy-making process in Washington 
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took place against this background of a heightened readi­
ness for war. 3 

What was striking about the move towards military action 
was that it occurred without the assurance that the Soviets 
had no warheads in Cuba. A 23 October CIA memorandum, 
for example, reported that, "While we are unable to con­
firm the presence of nuclear warheads, photo coverage con­
tinues to reveal the construction at several sites of buildings 
which we suspect are for nuclear storage." Hence, the CIA 
could not confirm the absence of warheads in Cuba. There 
was the possibility, therefore, that the Soviets might be able 
to respond to an American assault on Cuba with a nuclear 
attack using warheads and missiles from the island. Yet 
American officials were undeterred. Many of them ignored 
the critical question of whether warheads were present, and 
continued to believe that military action against Cuba was 
necessary.84 

Warheads, it is now clear, were on the island at that time. 
Twenty of the forty intended for Cuba had already reached 
the island. Also forty-two of the forty-eight medium-range 
ballistic missiles, although none of the thirty-two intermedi­
ate-range missiles, had been installed before the initiation 
of the blockade. Moreover, General Anatoly I. Gribkov, sta­
tioned in Cuba during October 1962, revealed at a January 
1992 Havana conference that the Soviets had managed to 
deploy a number of short-range, tactical missile launchers 
equipped with warheads. Those missiles could not reach the 
United States, intended instead for use against any invasion 
force that Kennedy dispatched. This missile arsenal was 
buttressed by 42 000 Soviet troops and around 270 000 Cuban 
soldiers and militia. Obviously, any American invasion would 
have met with redoubtable resistance from a combined Soviet-
Cuban force of over 300 000 men armed with both conven­
tional and nuclear weaponry.85 

Kennedy himself was acutely aware of the feeling in his 
administration that the time for military action against Cuba 
was approaching. At several points in the ExComm meet­
ings on 27 October he spoke of the likelihood that the United 
States would have to attack Cuba in the next few days. In 
discussing the NATO countries, he noted that, "They don't 
have any notion that we're about to do something." A few 
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minutes later in the discussion he explained what he meant 
by that: "They don't realize that in two or three days we 
may have a military strike which could bring perhaps the 
seizure of Berlin or a strike on Turkey." Following McNamara's 
advice, Kennedy agreed to intensify the pressure on the Soviets 
and to help prepare for an invasion of Cuba by calling up 
twenty-four air reserve squadrons.86 

As the ExComm deliberations continued, however, it be­
came clear that Kennedy viewed military action against Cuba 
as a last resort. "I'm not convinced yet of the invasion," he 
told his advisers. Rather, he was interested in trying two 
other approaches before considering that alternative. The 
first was the arrangement of a trade involving the Jupiters 
in Turkey. In exploring that option, Kennedy had to ignore 
the exhortations of many advisers who strongly opposed the 
removal of the Jupiters. Nitze advised the president "to say 
that we're prepared only to discuss Cuba at this time. After 
the Cuban thing is settled we can thereafter be prepared to 
discuss anything." Rusk argued that the question of missiles 
in Turkey "is a separate problem [from the Cuban issue] 
and ought to be discussed between NATO and [the] Warsaw 
Pact." Bundy felt that Khrushchev's proposal on the Jupiters 
was unacceptable because it would >give the impression that 
"we were trying to sell our allies for our interests. That would 
be the view in all of NATO."87 

Undeterred by the scepticism of his advisers, Kennedy 
proceeded to examine in depth the possibility of a quid pro 
quo involving the Jupiters. In a conversation during the 
morning with Ambassador Ormsby Gore, he stated that "from 
many points of view the removal of missiles from Turkey 
and Cuba to the accompaniment of guarantees of the in­
tegrity of the two countries had considerable merit." He made 
the same point more forcefully inside the ExComm group. 
The gist of his argument was that if the Trollope ploy failed, 
the United States should be ready to arrange the withdrawal 
of the Jupiters from Turkey. Kennedy made this case partly 
on the grounds that such a trade was equitable and partly 
because his administration had been considering the removal 
of those antiquated missiles for some time anyway, with the 
implication being that a trade would be useful in that it 
would facilitate the fulfilment of a long-held policy objec-
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tive. "In the first place," JFK explained, "we last year tried 
to get the [Jupiter] missiles out of there because they're 
not militarily useful, number 1. Number 2, it's going to -
to any man at the United Nations or any other rational man 
it will look like a very fair trade."88 

Kennedy also claimed that forfeiting the Jupiters was ac­
ceptable because it was better than starting a war by attack­
ing Cuba. Showing a genuine and appropriate concern over 
the consequences of a military engagement in the Caribbean, 
the president said that he was: 

thinking about what - what we're going to have to do in a 
day or so, which is ... sorties ..., and possibly an invasion, 
all because we wouldn't take missiles out of Turkey, and 
we all know how quickly everybody's courage goes when 
the blood starts to flow, and that's what's going to hap­
pen in NATO, when they - we start these things, and 
they [the Soviets] grab Berlin, and everybody's going to 
say, "Well that was a pretty good proposition." Let's not 
kid ourselves. . . . Today it sounds great to reject it [the 
Jupiter trade], but it's not going to, after we do some­
thing. 

Kennedy reiterated the point later on: "We can't very well 
invade Cuba with all its toil, and long as it's going to be, 
when we could have gotten them out by making a deal on 
the same missiles in Turkey. If that's part of the record I 
don't see how we'll have a very good war." For JFK, then, 
trading the Jupiters was preferable to military conflict over 
Cuba. 

The difficulty about Khrushchev's proposal on the Jupiters, 
as Kennedy saw it, was that the Soviet leader had made it in 
public. "He's put this out in a way that's caused maximum 
tension and embarrassment," groused the president. "It's not 
as if it was a private proposal, which would give us an op­
portunity to negotiate with the Turks." Openly accepting 
the Jupiter trade as offered in Khrushchev's 26 October public 
message was problematic because it would convey the un­
desirable impression to the American public, NATO, and 
the international community in general that the United States 
was acceding under pressure to Soviet demands. For that 
reason, JFK developed an alternative strategy for removing 
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the Jupiters. Assuming the Trollope ploy failed, the United 
States would attempt to coax Turkey and the other NATO 
allies into proposing the Jupiter trade themselves by explaining 
the imminence of an American attack on Cuba and how 
that might provoke Soviet reprisals in Berlin and Turkey, 
and by promising to replace the Jupiter deterrent in Turkey 
with Polaris submarines in the Mediterranean.90 

Kennedy provided the clearest description of this approach 
when crafting a telegram to Raymond Hare, his ambassa­
dor to Turkey, late in the evening on 27 October: 

We're trying to get it back on the original proposition of 
last night [i.e. Khrushchev's 26 October letter], and -
because we don't want to get into this [Jupiter] trade. If 
we're unsuccessful, then we - it's possible that we may have 
to get back on the Jupiter thing. If we do, then we would 
of course want it to come from the Turks themselves and 
NATO, rather than just the United States. We're hopeful, 
however, that that won't come. If it does,...we're prepared 
to do the Polaris.91 

Swapping the Jupiters in Turkey publicly for the missiles 
in Cuba was only one of two strategies that Kennedy would 
almost certainly have employed before approving military 
action against Cuba. The second was the extension of the 
blockade to POL in order to intensify the pressure on 
Khrushchev and perhaps increase the chances that he would 
seek a quick settlement to the crisis. In an exchange with 
Bundy, Kennedy made clear that he would "rather go the 
total blockade route, which is a lesser step then the military 
action," if Turkey and NATO were unwilling to approve the 
withdrawal of the Jupiters. When Rusk talked later about 
the need to heighten the pressure on the Soviets, Kennedy 
noted that in the, "First place we've got the POL." Whereas 
JFK was relatively isolated in his support for a public trade 
of the Jupiters if required, his interest in adding POL to 
the list of items prohibited by the blockade was shared more 
generally by his ExComm colleagues. Bundy revealed that 
"the enlargement of the blockade" had "been on my mind 
a good deal." Nitze felt that one viable alternative was "to 
make a blockade, total." Robert Kennedy asked the ques­
tion: "Tomorrow morning add POL?" It is highly probable, 
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therefore, that the president would have ordered an exten­
sion of the blockade to POL before contemplating the use 
of force against Cuba.92 

A less impressive aspect of Kennedy's handling of the crisis 
on 27 October was his continued reluctance to concede what 
Khrushchev had demanded in both his 26 and 27 October 
letters: a promise not to invade Cuba. "There are disadvan­
tages" in Khrushchev's 26 October proposals, he told his 
advisers, because they involved "a guarantee of Cuba." 
McGeorge Bundy recalls that, "The president initially re­
sisted a direct assurance against invasion, for he knew that 
influential forces favored such an invasion. The editors of 
Time among others had been pressing for it even before 
the crisis." Ultimately, Kennedy did decide to promise the 
Soviet leader that he would not attack Cuba, but the use of 
force against the Caribbean island was an option he would 
rather not have abandoned.93 

The hallmarks of Kennedy's handling of the crisis on 27 
October, none the less, were caution and temperance. Des­
perate to avoid military conflict over Cuba, he focused on a 
public trade of the Jupiters and an extension of the block­
ade as measures to be implemented before the possible use 
of force against Cuba. In addition, he decided to inform 
the Soviets privately of his intention to take the missiles out 
of Turkey in the near future. In an Oval Office meeting 
with his closest advisers, Kennedy asked his brother to offer 
this assurance to Dobrynin that evening.94 

According to Robert Kennedy, he adopted a "carrot and 
stick" approach to his talk with Dobrynin at the Justice 
Department. The stick was the suggestion that unless 
Khrushchev promptly accepted the terms just offered by JFK, 
American military action would be carried out against Cuba. 
The carrot was the promise that the missiles in both Turkey 
and Italy would be removed "within a short time after this 
crisis was over," although that concession could not be part 
of the public deal. Dobrynin recalled that RFK was "very 
nervous throughout our meeting. In any case, it was the 
first time I had seen him in such a state. He did not even 
try to argue with me over this or that point, as he usually 
did, but repeated again and again that time pressed." 
Dobrynin has also maintained that Robert Kennedy did not 



226 The Cuban Missile Crisis 

present him with an ultimatum and that he suggested the 
Jupiters could be part of a formal settlement. Dobrynin 
apparently did acquire the latter impression, as Rusk has 
revealed that the Soviet ambassador "brought back to Bobby 
Kennedy a memo of conversation recording their exchange 
on the Turkish Jupiters, implying that we had made an of­
ficial arrangement." Dobrynin was soon disabused of the 
notion. The letter was returned to him as if it had not even 
been opened.95 

Although JFK's comments in ExComm and his decision 
to dispatch Bobby Kennedy to Dobrynin showed that he was 
anxious on 27 October to avoid a military conflict, it would 
be inaccurate to describe the missile crisis as anything other 
than highly dangerous. Despite Kennedy's (and Khrushchev's) 
best efforts, the confrontation could still have resulted in 
war. For instance, ExComm officials were unaware of the 
fact that during the crisis an American test ICBM was 
launched, and, moreover, it was situated near to ICBMS that 
had actually been alerted. Soviet intelligence might have 
inferred from this that an American ICBM attack was 
underway. Also an attempt to recall a CIA team, which had 
been infiltrated into Cuba during the crisis as part of Op­
eration Mongoose, failed. The group carried out its mission, 
destroying a Cuban industrial facility on 8 November. It was 
not possible for Kennedy to micromanage the missile crisis, 
therefore, and this meant that events might still have spun 
out of control, despite his caution at key moments during 
the confrontation. 

As Saturday, 27 October, turned into Sunday, 28 October, 
the tension mounted. Many American officials continued to 
feel that military action against Cuba was virtually unavoid­
able. That sense was no doubt increased in the early morn­
ing of 28 October by a report from the CIA indicating that 
work on the missile sites in Cuba was "continuing its rapid 
pace. All 24 MRBM [medium range ballistic missiles] now 
appear to have reached full operational readiness." The 
memorandum added that three Soviet ships, in addition to 
the dry cargo vessels and tankers being tracked by American 
intelligence, were en route for Cuba. 7 

For Khrushchev, this was undoubtedly a soul-searching time. 
A number of recent developments had caused him acute 
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anxiety. The downing of the American U-2 plane over Cuba, 
for instance, had occurred at the behest of local Soviet com­
manders without his authorisation. A Khrushchev aide re­
calls that the Soviet leader was "seriously worried" by the 
incident. Certainly, it must have furnished him with a sense 
that the crisis was spiralling out of his control. He also re­
ceived a disturbing telegram from Castro on 27 October, 
written the previous night, predicting that within one to 
three days the United States would carry out an air strike 
or possibly an invasion of Cuba. If there was an American 
invasion aimed at occupying the island, advised Castro, the 
Soviet Union should "eliminate such danger forever through 
an act of clear legitimate defense, however harsh and ter­
rible the solution would be, for there is no other." In other 
words, if Kennedy invaded Cuba, the Soviets should carry 
out a nuclear strike on the United States. Oleg Troyanovsky, 
who called Khrushchev to convey the contents of Castro's 
telegram, recalls that he: 

interrupted me several times and asked me to repeat the 
most important passages. It seems to me that he was not 
so much worried by the recommendation to deliver a missile 
strike at the USA if it invaded Cuba since Fidel himself 
regarded such an invasion less probable. Khrushchev was 
disturbed by the statement of the Cuban leader that the 
latter believed that aggression in the next 24 to 72 hours 
was practically imminent, most likely an air raid "on par­
ticular targets." 

Capping the news about the U-2 incident and Castro's let­
ter, ominous intelligence information reached Khrushchev 
on 27 October, indicating that an American attack on Cuba 
was imminent. 

On the morning of 28 October Khrushchev convened a 
meeting of the Central Committee in the government man­
sion in Novo-Ogaryovo in order to decide upon the next 
step to be taken. All the senior officials, including Gromyko, 
Mikoyan, and Malinovsky, were in attendance. New devel­
opments, in addition to the sequence of troubling news he 
had received the day before, encouraged Klirushchev to seek 
an irnmediate settlement to the crisis during his delibera­
tions at Novo-Ogaryovo. The first was the receipt of an en-
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coded telegram from Dobrynin, transmitting a record of his 
previous evening's talk with Robert Kennedy. Gromyko's 
assistant Vladimir Suslov passed on the telegram by phone 
to Troyanovsky, who read it out twice to the meeting then 
in progress between Khrushchev and his advisers. Robert 
Kennedy's assertion that Khrushchev needed to accept his 
brother's 27 October offer if he wished to avoid an Ameri­
can attack on Cuba sobered Soviet officials. "The content of 
the telegramme made the atmosphere in the [meeting] 
hall even more tense," recalled Troyanovsky. "It was said 
that Kennedy's proposal had to be accepted because in the 
final count it gave Cuba what we were striving for: a guaran­
tee of non-invasion."99 

The intercession of General Semyon Ivanov also influenced 
the thinking of Khrushchev and his advisers. After taking a 
telephone call, Ivanov told his colleagues of a report that 
Kennedy was set to make another address to the American 
people at 5:00 p.m. Moscow time. Although Ivanov's infor­
mation was erroneous, Soviet policy-makers assumed it was 
not and that JFK would use the speech to announce that 
military action was to be carried out against Cuba. Disturbed 
by the array of disturbing developments during the past 
twenty-four hours - the U-2 episode, Castro's letter, intelli­
gence indicating that an American attack was close at hand, 
Robert Kennedy's ultimatum, and the news of another 
Kennedy speech - Khrushchev now decided to end the crisis 
by accepting the terms of settlement proposed by JFK in 
his 27 October message.100 

After composing his response to Kennedy's letter, Khrush­
chev instructed an offical to carry it by hand to Radio Moscow 
so that it could be broadcast immediately. In the message, 
he told Kennedy that he had just issued "a new order to 
dismantle the arms which you described as offensive, and 
to crate and return them to the Soviet Union." He said that 
he regarded "with respect and trust the statement you made 
in your message of 27 October 1962 that there would be no 
attack, no invasion of Cuba," by the United States or any 
other nations in the Western Hemisphere. That commitment, 
he explained, would ensure the fulfilment of the original 
objective behind the missile deployment: the defence of Cuba. 
Khrushchev did not mention the Jupiters in Turkey.101 
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The Soviet premier also wrote to Castro on 28 October. 
In deciding to withdraw the missiles from Cuba, Khrushchev 
had not consulted the Cuban leader. Castro, who heard about 
the settlement over the radio, felt humiliated - and angry. 
"Son of a bitch! Bastard! Asshole," were only the initial ex­
pletives in a whole series that he directed at Khrushchev on 
learning the news. Khrushchev obviously needed to justify 
his decision to the Cuban dictator, and this he did by arguing 
that the deployment of missiles had accomplished the goal 
of ensuring Cuban security. The settlement embodied in 
the Kennedy-Khrushchev messages, explained the Soviet 
leader, "allows for the question to be settled in your favor, 
to defend Cuba from an invasion and prevent war from 
breaking out." Alluding to Castro's support in his recent 
letter for a nuclear strike on the United States following an 
invasion of Cuba, Khrushchev warned that "we mustn't allow 
ourselves to be carried away by provocations," and exhorted 
Castro "to show patience." Pentagon officials,' he argued, were 
trying to undermine the proposed settlement by finding a 
pretext to attack Cuba, and so it was important for Castro 
to resist supplying them with one,102 

Khrushchev's message to Kennedy was received in Wash­
ington around 9:00 a.m. A few members of the military were 
dismayed by news of the settlement. Admiral George W. 
Anderson declared that, "We've been sold out." A belliger­
ent General LeMay argued that the United States should 
bomb Cuba on Monday, 29 October, anyway. The president, 
according to his brother, was disappointed and disturbed 
by those reactions. Others doubted whether Khrushchev's 
28 October message signified an end to the confrontation. 
Acheson, for example, kept reminding Rusk how the Korean 
Armistice talks had dragged on interminably. Even as late 
as 31 October, the former secretary of state felt, as he indi­
cated in a letter to a friend, that the crisis was "not at, or 
apparently near a solution yet." 103 

But most American officials were relieved. At the ExComm 
meeting that morning Rusk congratulated all of his colleagues 
for helping to secure this "highly advantageous resolution" 
to the crisis. Bundy interjected that "everyone knew who 
were hawks and who were doves, but that today was the 
doves' day." Kennedy, on the advice of McNamara and Rusk, 
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ordered all air reconnaissance scheduled that day to be 
postponed. He also emphasised the importance of arrang­
ing for UN surveillance of Cuba to replace that which had 
been provided hitherto by the U-2 flights. In subsequent 
negotiations, the president added, the United States should 
try to secure the removal of the IL-28 bombers from Cuba 
as well as the surface-to-surface missiles. He indicated, though, 
that the consummation of the settlement on Cuba should 
not be made dependent on Soviet withdrawal of the IL-28s. 
As for the public posture of his aides, Kennedy advised cir­
cumspection. Khrushchev's 28 October offer should be 
embraced, but, "We should point out that we were under 
no illusion that the problem of Soviet weapons in Cuba is 
solved."104 

The president also approved a message to Khrushchev wel­
coming Radio Moscow's broadcast. It was, Kennedy acknowl­
edged, "an important contribution to peace." In reiterating 
and clarifying the terms of settlement to the crisis, he added 
that, "I consider my letter to you of October twenty-seventh 
and your reply of today as firm undertakings on the part of 
both our governments which should be promptly carried 
out." Kennedy concluded by expressing the hope that a 
successful resolution of the crisis over Cuba would lead to 
tangible progress in negotiations on disarmament and a 
nuclear test ban. Apart from his letter to Khrushchev, the 
president also endorsed the Soviet leader's radio broadcast 
in a short public statement.105 

As far as American relations with its NATO allies were 
concerned, the resolution to the missile crisis came not a 
moment too soon. On Sunday morning the United States 
convened a NATO Council session to inform America's al­
lies of the probability that Kennedy would have to use force 
against Cuba. This was apparently part of JFK's strategy of 
trying to scare NATO into recommending the removal of 
the Jupiters. The meeting erupted as representatives of all 
fourteen countries protested. The discussion became so heated 
that Charles Bohlen felt compelled to arrange a meeting 
with de Gaulle to explain the American case. As Bohlen 
was preparing for the flight down to the French leader's 
country house at Colombey-les-Deux-Eglises, news arrived of 
Khrushchev's radio broadcast.106 
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The resolution of the crisis was further cemented in the 
continuing dialogue between Robert Kennedy and Ambas­
sador Dobrynin. Having received news of Khrushchev's 28 
October message from Rusk while at the Washington Armory 
horse show with his daughters, the attorney general went 
quickly to the White House. There he received a call from 
Dobrynin who requested another meeting. At 11:00 a.m. the 
two crisis-weary officials met in Robert Kennedy's office. In sharp 
contrast to the previous evening's meeting, the discussion 
was cordial. Dobrynin assured Kennedy that Khrushchev would 
withdraw the missiles from Cuba and said that the Soviet 
leader had asked him to convey his best wishes to the presi­
dent and the attorney general.107 

After his meeting with Dobrynin, a relieved Robert Kennedy 
returned to the White House. With what must have been a 
considerable sense of jubilation, the president and the at­
torney general reflected at length on the momentous re­
cent events. "This is the night I should go to the theater," 
mused John Kennedy in obvious reference to his predeces­
sor of a century before. "If you go," his brother responded, 
"I want to go with you."108 



Conclusion 

From the end of October to December 1962, the last ves­
tiges of the Cuban missile crisis dissolved. One thorny issue, 
created by Castro's refusal to permit UN officials on Cuban 
soil, was the provision of adequate inspection for the moni­
toring of the withdrawal of the missiles. That dilemma was 
resolved when Moscow agreed to discard the tarpaulins cover­
ing the weapons on the ships returning to the Soviet Union, 
thereby making it a simple matter for American U-2 planes 
to photograph the missiles on the departing vessels. The 
question of which Soviet weapons were to be regarded as 
offensive was another problem. Reversing the position he 
had taken in the ExComm meeting on 28 October, Kennedy 
began to argue that the IL-28 bombers were offensive weapons 
and so had to be removed. When Khrushchev acceded to 
that demand and forced Castro to go along with it as well, 
JFK announced on 20 November that he would end the 
naval blockade. The Soviets withdrew all their IL-28s by 6 
December. In this way, the settlement to the crisis over Cuba, 
forged by Kennedy and Khrushchev at the end of October, 
was implemented. 

John and Robert Kennedy, Nikita Khrushchev, Adlai Stevenson, 
Kenneth Keating, and Dean Acheson had all played a role 
in making the Cuban missile crisis - or at least exacerbating 
it. It was Khrushchev who made the critical decision to in­
stall nuclear weapons in Cuba, but JFK's campaign to over­
throw Castro (including, probably, Robert Kennedy's 
implementation of Operation Mongoose), helped to convince 
the Soviet leader that missiles were needed in Cuba to 
discourage an American attack. The president's policy of 
expanding America's nuclear arsenal and his decision to stress 
his country's strategic superiority in public also brought 
Khrushchev to the conclusion that he should emplace mis­
siles on the Caribbean island. Keating, along with other Re­
publicans, had in large measure caused Kennedy to promise 
the American public that he would take vigorous action to 
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resist any Soviet missile deployment in Cuba, a pledge that 
made JFK feel compelled to confront Khrushchev in mid-
October when he discovered that nuclear weapons were on 
the island. Even Stevenson had increased Cuban isolation 
and Castro's dependence on Khrushchev by laying the 
groundwork for the subsequent ejection of Cuba from the 
OAS during his trip to Latin America in the summer of 
1961. Acheson, by insisting in the ExComm meetings that 
Kennedy order an air strike on the missile sites, made the 
crisis more dangerous than it would otherwise have been. 

After the missile crisis, these six men travelled along di­
vergent but in general equally haplkss paths. A group of 
Kremlin rivals which included Leonid Brezhnev ousted 
Khrushchev from power in 1964, the same year that Keating 
lost his seat in the Senate to Robert Kennedy after a bit­
terly fought campaign. Assassins' bullets struck down John 
and Bobby Kennedy in 1963 and 1968. A heart attack on a 
London street in the summer of 1965 also cut short the life 
of Adlai Stevenson. Dean Acheson fared the best. Used by 
Presidents Johnson and Nixon as an ad hoc adviser, his repu­
tation, tarnished in the early 1950s by the Korean War and 
McCarthy's attacks, continued its rehabilitation.2 

External and internal factors coalesced to bring about the 
Cuban missile crisis - and to determine the way it played 
out. External considerations were certainly important. Among 
the probable considerations prompting Khrushchev to put 
nuclear weapons in Cuba was the belief that this would help 
close the strategic gap with the United States, undercut the 
Chinese criticism that he was failing to support revolution­
ary clients, and provide him with a bargaining chip he could 
use to extract concessions from the West in Berlin. Kennedy's 
pre-missile crisis policies towards Cuba were propelled in 
part by the standard assumptions that generally underpinned 
American policy during the Cold War: monolithism, domi­
noes, and the lessons of the 1930s. Kennedy tried to over­
throw Castro because he regarded him as Khrushchev's puppet 
and so felt his position as Cuban leader represented an 
unacceptable extension of Soviet power. He suspected that 
the Cuban Revolution, unless quashed quickly, might prove 
to be the first of a long sequence of leftist revolutions through-
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out Latin America. He believed that the failure of appease­
ment in the 1930s showed the necessity of an American com­
mitment to counter the expansion of communist influence 
anywhere and especially in America's own backyard, as with 
Cuba. 

The internal factors that were equally important in bring­
ing about the missile crisis have usually received less atten­
tion from historians. Kennedy's relationship with the liberals 
in his administration, especially Stevenson, shaped his poli­
cies towards Cuba in important ways. If JFK had been more 
receptive to their arguments before the Bay of Pigs, he would 
have rejected the plan. If he had embraced their views af­
ter it, he would not have organised such a concerted cam­
paign to overthrow Castro during the second half of 1961 
and 1962. A Cuban policy grounded in the ideas of these 
liberals would have mitigated Khrushchev's fear of an im­
minent American attack on the island, and hence reduced 
the likelihood that he would have deployed missiles in or­
der to protect Cuba. Furthermore, a decision by Kennedy 
to implement Stevenson's proposals during the first week 
of the October confrontation, offering Khrushchev a nego­
tiated settlement at the same time that the blockade was 
announced, could have brought about a prompter and thus 
safer resolution to the crisis. 

Kennedy's relationship with Republican opponents, par­
ticularly Senator Keating, also influenced his Cuban poli­
cies. Determined to refute their charges that he had responded 
weakly to the dangerous Soviet military build-up that was 
taking place in Cuba during the fall of 1962, Kennedy ex­
plained to the American public that the build-up was not a 
threat to the United States because it did not include offen­
sive weapons. In this way, JFK acknowledged that the de­
ployment of surface-to-surface nuclear missiles would represent 
an unacceptable challenge to American security, one requiring 
a swift and decisive response from his administration; and 
this in large measure was why he felt bound during the first 
week of the crisis to remove the missiles from Cuba with 
either a military strike, his initial preference, or a blockade, 
the alternative he came to prefer, rather than by means of 
the diplomatic strategy developed by Stevenson. The public 
commitments Keating and other Republicans had elicited 
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in September 1962 also ensured that Kennedy would not 
react to the news in mid-October of missiles in Cuba by 
simply tolerating the deployment and explaining that deci­
sion to the American public (which he could possibly have 
done by saying the Soviets already had the ability to strike 
the American mainland with its ICBMs and by noting that 
the United States already had in Turkey what the Soviets 
had just acquired - nuclear weapons on the border of its 
adversary). Those September public pledges helped sustain 
JFK's determination to remove the missiles from Cuba dur­
ing the second week of the crisis as well. His citation of 
them on numerous occasions indicated that they were al­
ways an important reference point for him. 

Kennedy's campaign for the presidency in 1960 may have 
contributed to the coming of the missile crisis. To bolster 
his chances of reaching the White House, JFK pointed to 
the Eisenhower administration's failure to prevent Castro's 
rise to power, and promised to make amends by overthrow­
ing the Cuban leader if elected. Kennedy, therefore, prob­
ably authorised the Bay of Pigs operation in part to make 
good on his election promise. Khrushchev's fear after the 
Bay of Pigs that Kennedy would try once again to remove 
Castro, but on the next occasion use American force di­
rectly to ensure success, was one of the key factors behind 
his decision to install missiles in Cuba. Hence, it can be 
argued that there was a nexus between the 1960 campaign 
and the missile crisis, with the former helping to bring about 
the Bay of Pigs operation, which in turn helped convince 
Khrushchev of the need for missiles to protect Cuba, which 
obviously brought about the confrontation in October 1962. 

Kennedy's conception of the relationship between public 
opinion and the foreign policy-making process also helped 
define his approach towards Castro. One of the lessons he 
drew from Britain's appeasement of Hitler in the late 1930s 
was that the public can exert an unhealthy influence over 
the pursuit of the national interest. In that case, the press­
ure applied by various interest groups had prevented Brit­
ish leaders from increasing military spending, a step made 
necessary by the threat of German aggression. In seeking to 
oust Castro, Kennedy was thus attracted to secret operations 
which could be used without triggering a public debate over 
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the merits of that approach and objective. This explains why 
so many of JFK's Cuban policies, such as Mongoose, mili­
tary contingency planning, and the assassination attempts 
he probably approved, were covert. 

Domestic concerns were among the cluster of considera­
tions that lay behind Khrushchev's decision to deploy miss­
iles in Cuba. The Soviet leader probably felt that nuclear 
weapons in the Caribbean were helpful in part because they 
would allow him to make the argument to the rest of the 
Soviet leadership that this improvement to their strategic 
position meant that it was now safe to resume his suspended 
programme of cutting troop numbers in order to release 
resources for the civilian economy. Missiles in Cuba would 
also allow Khrushchev to use again the strategy of brinks­
manship which the Kennedy administration's public asser­
tion of American nuclear superiority had undermined in 
the fall of 1961. Fundamentally, brinksmanship was a de­
vice for accomplishing foreign policy objectives through rheto­
ric rather than the application of actual resources. In other 
words, it was part of Khrushchev's overall goal of concen­
trating more on domestic than defence needs. 

Kennedy and Khrushchev were jointly responsible for the 
missile crisis. Khrushchev's decision to install medium and 
intermediate-range missiles in Cuba was an unnecessary risk. 
He could have enhanced Cuban security (and thereby 
undercut the Chinese charge that Moscow's support for leftist 
revolutions was inadequate) by deploying only troops and 
conventional weaponry on the island (and perhaps short-
range, tactical nuclear weapons as well). Faced with the 
prospect of a direct clash with Soviet forces, Kennedy, in all 
likelihood, would have jettisoned any plan to attack Cuba. 
By accelerating the Soviet ICBM programme and by high­
lighting that policy in public, Khrushchev would have been 
able to placate the Soviet military, indulge his penchant for 
brinksmanship with credibility, repair the strategic nuclear 
balance that lay so conspicuously in America's favour, and 
to accomplish all that without moving the superpowers and 
Cuba to the brink of nuclear disaster. 

Kennedy, however, was equally culpable. The sequence 
of events is important here. Wliile it was obviously Khrushchev 
who made the decision to put missiles in Cuba, he did so 
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only after Kennedy had ordered a CIA-organised invasion of 
the island, attempted to bring the Cuban economy to a stand­
still with a tight embargo on trade, arranged the diplomatic 
isolation of Cuba by working for its removal from the OAS, 
approved large-scale military manoeuvres in the Caribbean, 
and, although it is not clear whether Khrushchev knew of 
these, encouraged Operation Mongoose and contingency 
planning for an attack on Cuba, and probably approved 
various assassination attempts on Castro. That Kennedy showed 
no indication of even suspecting that these policies might 
appear threatening to Cuba's chief ally, the Soviet Union, 
was testimony to a remarkable myopia on his part. He likewise 
failed to perceive how the general increase in defence spend­
ing he carried out, his October 1961 decision to inform the 
public of America's nuclear superiority over the Soviets, and 
his tendency to emphasise this thereafter might have trou­
bled Khrushchev. In the 1960 presidential campaign, JFK 
had predicted that the Cold War would reach its summit 
during the early 1960s. His policies towards Cuba and the 
Soviet Union helped make that a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Kennedy, moreover, may have missed opportunities to 
ameliorate relations with Moscow in early 1961, and with 
Havana both at that time and in August 1961 in the wake 
of the Che Guevara-Goodwin meeting. The offers made by 
Khrushchev and Castro could have been disingenuous, and 
even if they were not, they may have turned out to be prob­
lematic for JFK. For example, even though Khrushchev was 
interested in a Soviet-American rapprochement in early 1961, 
he may not have been willing to accept the status quo in 
Berlin as part of a modus vivendi, and this was plainly an 
essential requirement for the United States. None the less, 
Kennedy should have made a greater effort to explore these 
overtures. The Soviet and Cuban leaders were motivated to 
seek an improvement in relations with the United States 
out of self-interest, the former so that he could justify his 
defence cuts, and the latter to lessen the chances of a United 
States invasion and to help Cuba's ailing economy by, for 
example, encouraging Kennedy to restore Cuban-American 
trade to its pre-1959 levels. Precisely because Khrushchev 
and Castro were motivated by selfish rather than altruistic 
considerations, their attempts to open a dialogue with JFK 
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were probably made in good faith. That their overtures were 
essentially at the private, diplomatic level also suggests that 
they were not public relations gimmicks. Despite all that, 
JFK did not respond to the offers from Moscow and Ha­
vana. Clearly, any improvement in the triangular Soviet-
Cuban-American relationship that might have emerged from 
a decision by Kennedy to take advantage of these opportu­
nities would have reduced the chances of Khrushchev offer­
ing and Castro accepting the deployment of missiles in Cuba. 

Although Kennedy and Khrushchev shared the responsibility 
for causing the missile crisis, they also deserve the credit 
for defusing it. They managed to avoid a military clash on 
the seas. Khrushchev, with the letter he sent to JFK on 26 
October, proved himself willing to be the first leader to offer 
the other concessions, and that message provided the basis 
for the final settlement. But Kennedy, ably assisted by his 
advisers, was able to dispel the confusion created by Khrushchev's 
two different offers on 26 and 27 October and to devise a 
shrewd and effective response to them. 

Too often, portrayals of Kennedy's Cuban policies, as with 
assessments of his presidency in general, have been prone 
to oversimplification and exaggeration. JFK's record on Cuba 
was neither brilliant in the way that his supporters have 
insisted nor disastrous as his detractors have claimed: it was 
mixed. Kennedy's approach towards Castro before the miss­
ile crisis was utterly misguided. He tinkered with but never 
altered the assumptions on which American Cold War poli­
cies had been based. He exaggerated the threat posed by 
Castro to the United States. He implemented policies towards 
Cuba that were excessively hostile. He failed to take advan­
tage of opportunities to improve relations with Havana and 
Moscow. He failed to listen to advisers who proposed crea­
tive alternatives to the policies he was carrying out. 

During the first week of the missile crisis, Kennedy's per­
formance was a mixture of the impressive and the discon­
certing. If it had not been for the restraining hand of his 
advisers, especially Robert Kennedy, he may well have or­
dered a military strike on Cuba. Kennedy, in addition, should 
have paid far greater heed to Stevenson, whose policy pro­
posals were on balance the most sensible and potentially 
efficacious of those devised by American officials during the 
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early days of the crisis. On the other hand, the basic de­
cision made by JFK during the first week - that a naval block­
ade should be implemented instead of the military attack 
recommended by the likes of Acheson - was sound. An air 
strike or invasion, given the likelihood that they would pro­
voke the sort of forceful Soviet response that would make 
war virtually inevitable, were unacceptably dangerous alter­
natives. 

During the second week of the crisis, Kennedy's overall 
performance was superb. He was perhaps excessively con­
cerned with the presentation of the American case to the 
public, press, and international community; and, to be sure, 
his reluctance to promise not to invade Cuba, as Khrushchev 
requested, was the most disappointing feature of his think­
ing during the last days of the confrontation. None the less, 
as the crisis progressed, he became more flexible and con­
ciliatory, more earnest in his efforts to avoid war. He re­
sisted the temptation to react forcibly to seemingly intolerable 
Soviet provocations, like the shooting down of the U-2. At 
the height of the crisis on 27 October he turned to the 
removal of the Jupiters and the extension of the blockade 
to POL as ways of avoiding the military options that some 
of his advisers wished to implement if Khrushchev rejected 
the Trollope ploy. In the end, Kennedy proved willing to 
make the concessions - the withdrawal of the Jupiters and 
the non-invasion pledge - needed to resolve the crisis. It is 
impossible to prove what JFK would have done had 
Khrushchev dismissed the Trollope initiative, demanded that 
the deal on the Jupiters be a public arrangement, and ig­
nored any decision by JFK to add POL to the quarantine. 
At the end of that hypothetical lies a frightening area of 
uncertainty. Still, the weight of evidence, particularly 
Kennedy's comments during the 27 October ExComm meet­
ings (though not the Cordier ploy), suggests that he would 
have accepted a public trade of the Jupiters before resort­
ing to military action. 

As with JFK, an evaluation of Khrushchev needs to be bal­
anced. His decision in the spring of 1962 to install nuclear 
weapons in Cuba was probably not needed to fulfill his various 
foreign, domestic, and defence policy objectives. His belief 
that American intelligence would fail to detect the missiles 
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in Cuba before the completion of the deployment was mis­
taken. Most importantly, Khrushchev should have realised 
that the Kennedy administration would not tolerate missiles 
in Cuba, that a confrontation over the issue was thus inevi­
table, and hence the decision to put nuclear weapons on 
the island was simply too dangerous a risk to take. Like JFK, 
however, Khrushchev's performance was far more impress­
ive during the crisis itself. His decision to respect and not 
challenge the blockade on 24 October, the settlement he 
offered Kennedy two days later, and his willingness on 28 
October to embrace the Trollope initiative were all crucial 
contributions to the resolution of the crisis. 

Why were Kennedy and Khrushchev so much more effective 
in extricating themselves from the missile crisis than in pre­
venting it? JFK's inability to challenge the assumptions behind 
American foreign policy during the Cold War and to think 
about the long-term consequences of his actions explain in 
part his anti-Castro policies and his unwillingness to respond 
positively to Khrushchev's initiatives. Klirushchev, with his 
de-Stalinisation drive, the military cutbacks he attempted, 
and his development of the concept of peaceful coexistence, 
showed signs of being capable of revising the premises be­
hind the foreign policy he inherited. But his risk-taking 
proclivities and impulsiveness - in other words, his general 
lack of caution - meant that he was capable of committing 
an error as egregious as installing nuclear missiles in Cuba. 

Despite these shortcomings, Kennedy and Khrushchev were 
quick on their feet, and that mental agility helped them on 
27 and 28 Ocober to stay probably two or three steps away 
from the point at which a military confrontation might have 
taken place. The other attribute that enabled them to reach 
a settlement was the genuine fear of nuclear war that they 
shared. This enlarged their willingness to offer concessions 
to end the crisis. Khrushchev, despite his use of brinksman­
ship, had expressed concern about the possibility of a nuclear 
exchange throughout his years as Soviet leader. For Kennedy, 
the crisis itself had a dramatic and educative effect on his 
thinking, creating in the midst of the confrontation the deep-
seated fear of nuclear war that he did not previously ap­
pear to possess. 

If it had not been for Kennedy's consistently hostile poli-
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cies towards Cuba and the Soviet Union and for Khrushchev's 
miscalculations in the spring of 1962, there would have been 
no missile crisis. If, however, leaders with less ability than 
Kennedy and Khrushchev had been at the helm in October 
1962, the outcome of that confrontation might not have 
been a peaceful settlement. For Kennedy and Khrushchev, 
then, the Cuban missile crisis represented both the summit 
and nadir of their foreign policies. 
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