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Searching for Missiles

FROM AUGUST 1962 the policy debate on Cuba had acquired a new focus and become
altogether more serious. For over a month the question of Castro’s overthrow had
been displaced by perplexity on the meaning of substantial deliveries of men and
equipment from the Soviet Union. These threatened to aggravate what was
already a difficult issue for an administration just months away from important
midterm elections.

At the start of 1962 opinion polls suggested that of all foreign policy issues,
Cuba was the only one where the administration got a negative rating (of 62
percent). By September the mood had hardened. Of those with an opinion about
Cuba, over 70 percent wanted action of some sort, and though few wanted war,

many were prepared for tough action, including proposals to “starve them out.”1

Raids by rebel groups against targets in Cuba were praised by the press and set as
an example for the U.S. government to emulate (though the government had to
deny any actual support for the groups). Liberal as much as conservative
columnists were encouraging an anti-Castro uprising.

The administration policy was caught by the logic of deniability. It was hoping
that the economic squeeze on Cuba, plus covert operations, might produce an
uprising, but if one failed to materialize, then at least some officials recognized
that the logical course would be to reach an accommodation with Castro. Thus
McGeorge Bundy, skeptical about covert action, asserted to John McCone that
policy toward Cuba had to be resolved. Bundy thought the choices were either
direct military action, which he considered “intolerable,” or learning “to live with

Castro, and his Cuba,” and adjust policies accordingly.2 The polls indicated just
how difficult this would be. The suspicion that Cuba was being turned into a
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Soviet base was not going to make it any easier.

KHRUSHCHEV’S PLAN

By early 1962 Moscow had come to the view that while Kennedy was not likely to
authorize an invasion of Cuba, he was impatient with the situation. In the
interview he gave to Khrushchev’s son-in-law Adzhubei on 30 January 1962, the
president had perhaps implied more than he intended. Asked why the United
States was so unfriendly to Cuba, he explained that the country had no experience
of an unfriendly country so close to its borders: “The President pointed out that
the USSR would have the same reaction if a hostile group arose in the vicinity of
its borders. In this connection, the President referred to the Soviet reaction to the

Hungarian uprising.”3 The Russians had, of course, invaded Hungary.

The KGB reported, quite accurately, on the CIA’s preoccupation with
intelligence gathering and sabotage and suspected, again accurately, that the
Americans were banking on the economic pressure on Cuba to spark some sort of
uprising. This did not point to anything specific, but Khrushchev was now anxious
on Cuba’s behalf. That a full invasion could not be ruled out was underscored by
American-Caribbean military exercises of April 1962, which involved two
ostentatious amphibious landings. In addition, he was worried that the Soviet
position in Cuba had been undermined by internecine fighting, which had led to
the dismissal from the government of Anibal Escalante, a leading communist,
following a power play that backfired. So far the Soviet Union had only
responded positively to Castro’s post–Bay of Pigs requests for assistance. Perhaps
they should do more?

The first decision, taken in April, was to meet Cuban demands for air defenses.
On 12 April the Soviet Presidium approved delivery of 180 SA-2 missiles to Cuba,
plus a battery of cruise missiles intended for coastal defense, prudent precautions
against an invasion. In May Khrushchev began to develop the thought that he
might usefully send nuclear weapons as well. He had the safety of Cuba in mind,
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but this was now bound up with the international position of the Soviet Union and

the rather irritating state of the strategic balance.4 At the time the Russians had
twenty ICBMs, feeble compared with the burgeoning American arsenal. The
United States had—on 25 April—just started an atmospheric nuclear testing
program in the Pacific. An additional Soviet force in Cuba would be a great leap
forward in closing the gap, and there were plenty of spare medium-range missiles.
Putting missiles into Cuba would add significantly to the Soviet threat to the
United States while complicating any American first-strike plans. The Strategic
Rocket Forces, assigned responsibility for the deployment in Cuba, had little
knowledge of the Caribbean but a keen sense of the strategic balance.

Khrushchev was warned by his Cuban specialists that Castro would be loath to
accept the missiles—he had publicly rejected the idea of Cuba becoming a military
base for another state in January. The Soviet leader believed it unthinkable that
fraternal assistance of such quality could be rejected. The plan was presented to
the Defense Council in Moscow on 21 May and approved on 24 May. Castro then
reluctantly agreed on the basis that he was doing a good turn for the socialist
camp by helping shift the global balance of power. The Russians insisted that they
were doing the Cubans a good turn by bolstering their defense. Castro was
reassured that he could rely on Soviet global strength to deter an American attack
if the missiles were discovered and a crisis developed. He did not, at the time,

appreciate just how weak the Soviet strategic position actually was.5

The plan was to deploy forty land-based ballistic missile launchers and sixty
missiles in five missile regiments. This was to be accompanied by a full-sized
group of Soviet forces, more than 45,000 strong, with four motorized rifle
regiments (and more than 250 armored fighting vehicles), a wing of the latest
Soviet fighter aircraft (the MiG-21), about eighty nuclear-capable cruise missiles
for coastal defense, and a regiment of forty-two Il-28 aircraft. A submarine base
with an initial deployment of eleven submarines, of which seven would have
carried submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), was also planned. The
medium-range missile—known in the West as the SS-4—had a 1,000-mile range, a
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megaton warhead, and some mobility, in that they could be moved to new sites if
necessary. The 2,000-mile-range SS-5 intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs)
required a more permanent construction if they were to be launched. The idea was
to get them in before the November congressional elections but announce them
afterward. Having been advised by the military that deception could be achieved,

secrecy was the key to Khrushchev’s plan.6 In the light of the minimal measures
taken to conceal the deliveries, he should not have been so confident.

AMERICAN SUSPICIONS

At the start of July American intelligence picked up the news that Raul Castro had
arrived in Moscow for unknown discussions. While the CIA did not believe that the
Soviet Union had sent to Cuba any guided missiles or nuclear weapons, it was
“possible that some surface-to-air missiles [SAMs] are to be delivered, but none are
believed to have arrived thus far.” The estimate at the end of July commented on
the Soviet commitment to the Castro regime but expressed doubt that the Cubans
would be provided with the capability “to undertake major independent military
operations overseas” or that “the Bloc will station in Cuba combat units of any

description.”7

Soon it became apparent that something exceptional was going on. At the end
of August a U-2 aircraft over Cuba spotted the SA-2 air defense missiles. This not
only put the U-2s themselves at risk in further flights but also implied that there
was something worth defending. To McCone the most likely answer was nuclear

missiles.8 He took the line that the Soviet Union would not let Cuba fail, and he
anticipated the insertion of conventional military aid plus ballistic missiles into

the island, justified by reference to U.S. missile bases in Turkey and Italy.9 He was
alone. His own estimators concurred with senior policy makers that Khrushchev
would not be so bold. They acknowledged that Cuba “could be used as a military
base from which to threaten the US” but saw little point to this, noting that the
provocation would carry risks. Little could be added to “the weight of attack which
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the Soviets could direct against the US.” At most the objective would probably be

“to deter an anticipated US military intervention against Castro.”10

There may have been no supposition that nuclear missiles were being taken to
Cuba, but that did not mean that the possibility was ignored. It was first
considered in a meeting in Dean Rusk’s office on 21 August. In this one meeting
most of the issues that would be obsessing policy makers two months later were
raised. Would the appropriate response be “blockades of Soviet and bloc shipping
into Cuba or alternatively a total blockade of Cuba”? Might it be better to take
direct action against missile sites in Cuba? What would be the Soviet response—a
blockade of Berlin or retaliation against U.S. missile sites in Italy and Turkey?
This was bound up with continued discussions of the prospects for Mongoose and
whether this might lead to overt intervention.

McCone gave a very doubtful response to the likely benefits of “possible
aggressive action in the fields of intelligence, sabotage and guerrilla warfare,” as
proposed by McNamara, while Bundy warned of the need for only covert actions
at this time, as overt actions would have serious international consequences. This
was in response to Robert Kennedy’s revival of a favored scheme to provoke
“action against Guantanamo which would permit us to retaliate, or involving a

third country in some way.”11

Two days later, in a meeting with the president, it was agreed that an analysis
was needed on the danger posed to the United States by, and the effect on Latin
America of, Soviet missile installations. The president raised the question of what
might be done against missile sites in Cuba: “Could we take them out by air or
would a ground offensive be necessary or alternatively could they be destroyed by

a substantial guerrilla effort”? The question was not answered.12 Again more
study was need. Intriguingly, given later events, the consequent National Security
Action Memorandum (NSAM 181) started with the only firm instruction given on
23 August: The Pentagon was asked to find a way of getting Jupiter missiles out of
Turkey. The other actions were to encourage allies to realize the importance of
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sustaining the economic squeeze on Cuba, step up Project Mongoose, analyze the
“probable military, political and psychological impact” of offensive missiles
arriving in Cuba, and examine the value of a U.S. statement saying that such a
move would be intolerable. A study was also required on potential action: “What
would be the pros and cons, for example, of pinpoint attack, general counter-force
attack, and outright invasion?” Kennedy knew he could not tolerate Soviet nuclear
missiles in Cuba, should McCone’s warnings turn out to be correct, but for the
moment he was looking to deterrence rather than preventative action.

While these meetings were going on, the CIA was collating the most recent
intelligence. Even if Cuba was not being turned into an offensive military base,
there was no doubt that this was military aid on an extensive scale. An “unusually
large number of Soviet ships” were reported to be delivering military cargoes,
with “military construction under way at several locations” and “unconfirmed
reports” that Soviet bloc personnel might now total as many as five thousand. The
best guess was that the basic objective was to establish an air defense system.
Commenting on this for Bundy, Schlesinger observed the “striking change in
Soviet policy” but still assumed that any military construction would be defensive
in function—“a launching pad directed against the U.S. would be too blatant a
provocation.” The State Department concurred that the buildup was a largely

defensive move, reflecting concerns about the threat to Cuba.13

In the White House the policy issue was whether a statement should be made
drawing a line that Moscow must not pass. Bundy suggested a position to
Kennedy. First the new activities should be described as evidence of a “Cuban sell-
out to the Soviets” but not of a new threat to the United States. Second, “the
grounds on which aggressive action or offensive capability would call us into
action” should be clarified. While he was not too bothered if, as expected, the
main Soviet interest was in air defenses, a Soviet missile base would be a matter
of “elemental national security.” Missiles could attack American population
centers with short warning time. On “military grounds alone, the establishment of
such a capability would be unacceptable.” There would also be a profound
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political and psychological effect.14

The Soviet ambassador, Anatoly Dobrynin, was warned of the concern; he
replied that Khrushchev had told him that nothing would be done to unsettle

America’s internal politics before the election.15 On 4 September Salinger issued
on Kennedy’s behalf a warning that the “gravest issues would arise” if the Soviet

Union sent a “significant offensive capability” to Cuba.16 A week later the
president stated bluntly

If at any time the Communist build-up in Cuba were to endanger or
interfere with our security in any way,...or if Cuba should ever attempt to
export its aggressive purposes by force...or become an offensive military
base of significant capacity for the Soviet Union, then this country will do

whatever must be done to protect its own security and that of its allies.17

Robert told Bolshakov that if Khrushchev wanted improved relations, he had to
understand the effect of such developments on the president’s position. The reply
came on 6 October: Only “exclusively defensive weapons” were being supplied.
No action would be taken until after the elections. Later Bolshakov rang to inform
Robert that “under no circumstances” would surface-to-surface missiles be sent to

Cuba.18

The American warnings created a quandary for Khrushchev. The missiles were
now en route. Kennedy would eventually discover that his warnings had been
ignored. It has been argued that, having decided it was too late to change course,
Khrushchev instead upped the ante. The actual response was more equivocal. Now
more aware of the risks of premature disclosure, he certainly sought to expedite
the dispatch of weaponry to Cuba. He also decided to augment the tactical nuclear
forces. In addition to eighty nuclear-armed cruise missiles with 12-kiloton war-
heads, which had been part of the original plan, Khrushchev decided to add six
Luna rocket launchers (known in the West as FROGs) with two 2-kiloton warheads
each, along with six 12-kiloton nuclear bombs for the Il-28s already en route, and
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possibly six nuclear depth charges. Later in September, perhaps to avoid more
overt provocation, he decided not to send seven missile-launching submarines and

six warships, as had been planned.19

There had been virtually no analysis of the actual role tactical nuclear
weapons could usefully play in an unfolding conflict, or of the risks of escalation.
It is probable that Khrushchev believed that they might be necessary in the event
of an attempted amphibious landing by the Americans, perhaps before the missiles
were operational, but that the wider naval deployments carried a risk of a
substantial naval battle and even of general war. Sending the tactical systems
made no sense in terms of a show of strength. There is no indication that
Khrushchev ever intended to disclose their existence. Their purpose was to prepare
for a confrontation, though he also made sure that these weapons could be used

only with Moscow’s permission.20 Initially Khrushchev wanted to send the missiles
by plane, but the Defense Ministry persuaded him that a ship would be more
prudent. They arrived at the end of September, to be followed by the first
shipments of nuclear warheads on 4 October. Work on the SS-4 sites was
accelerated.

THE ESTIMATES

On 19 September the Office of National Estimates published its considered view
on the Soviet buildup in Cuba, concluding

We believe that the USSR values its position in Cuba primarily for the
political advantages to be derived from it, and consequently that the
main purpose of the present military buildup in Cuba is to strengthen the
Communist regime there against what the Cubans and the Soviets
conceive to be a danger that the US may attempt by one means or
another to overthrow it. The Soviets evidently hope to deter any such
attempt by enhancing Castro’s defensive capabilities and by threatening
Soviet military retaliation. At the same time, they evidently recognize
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that the development of an offensive military base in Cuba might
provoke US military intervention and thus defeat their present purpose.

It saw the possibility of weapons of a more “offensive” character being
introduced, such as light bombers, submarines, and short-range missiles,
depending on whether they thought that their introduction would provoke a U.S.
military reaction. As far as the most dangerous contingency was concerned,
however, the estimate was sanguine:

The USSR could derive considerable military advantage from the
establishment of Soviet medium and intermediate range ballistic missiles
in Cuba, or from the establishment of a Soviet submarine base there. As
between these two, the establishment of a submarine base would be the
more likely. Either development, however, would be incompatible with
Soviet practice to date and with Soviet policy as we presently estimate it.
It would indicate a far greater willingness to increase the level of risk in
US-Soviet relations than the USSR has displayed thus far, and
consequently would have important policy implications with respect to

other areas and other problems in East-West relations.21

The analysts thus discounted the possibility of Moscow making an imprudent
departure from past practice. Khrushchev, they judged, would not be so foolish as
to send missiles to Cuba when the risks had just been underscored publicly by the
president. Events were to prove that this was indeed a foolish move, but foolish
moves are made and intelligence analysts are rarely able to spot them in

advance.22 McCone, the CIA director, who might have insisted on a different view,
was then on his honeymoon in France. All he could do was cable back regular
expressions of his concern, but this was concern based on a hunch, not facts. At
the time there was no hard evidence of missile deployment.

In retrospect something might have been gleaned by looking closely at some
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of the ships en route to Cuba, with exceptionally large hatches and space for
heavy loads yet apparently riding high in the water. Reconnaissance satellites
were now on reasonably regular duty over Russia but not over Cuba, and
diversion would have taken time. U-2 imagery was not a straightforward option.
U-2 flights on 29 August and 5 September were hampered by unusually poor
weather. In addition, because of some awkward incidents with U-2 flights over
Russia and China (the latter involving the loss of an aircraft), Rusk was reluctant
to risk yet more incidents over Cuba. The need to avoid flying right over the SAMs
meant that the U-2s took pictures at a slant, limiting the coverage. Robert

Kennedy was unimpressed by the caution: “What’s the matter, Dean, no guts?”23

The restricted flights of 17, 26, and 29 September did little more than undermine a
variety of reports from observers in Cuba.

During the second half of September reports started to come in from observers
that seemed to describe Soviet SS-4 medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs). Out
of thousands of reports, many of which claimed missile sightings, all but about

eight might have given the analysts pause for thought.24 A report disseminated on
18 September from an agent recruited under Mongoose warned that an area was
being cleared of people and livestock. A report received on 21 September was of a
sighting on 12 September of a convoy of twenty objects sixty-five to seventy feet
long that resembled missiles on trailers. Six days later another report came in of
the same convoy. Given that the SS-4s had not yet arrived, the sightings almost
certainly were actually of SAM trailers. Nonetheless, because of their size, these
were considered to be of sufficient interest to justify a close look at the San
Cristóbal area in Pinar del Río Province. On 1 October McNamara and the Joint
Chiefs were briefed on the fact that fifteen SA-2 SAM sites had been confirmed,
that there was some peculiar activity in Pinar del Río Province, including the
evacuation of Cubans and an influx of Soviet personnel, as well as a report of a

sighting of SS-4 missiles.25

Anxiety levels were increasing—“everyone’s antennae were already
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quivering.”26 This briefing appears to have spurred McNamara to discuss
contingency plans further with the Joint Chiefs of Staff, so it does not seem to be
wholly the case that the American government was caught completely by surprise
in the middle of the month. There were then essentially two plans: an air strike on

Cuba to eliminate the missiles and an invasion preceded by an air strike.27 The
commander in chief of the Atlantic Fleet was also told to prepare a blockade—
though this was to prevent missiles being replaced once destroyed rather than as
an alternative to their destruction. Given the potential urgency, if the reports of
missile sites did turn out to be valid, the military were told to have their plans

completed by 20 October.28 Yet the suspicions within the Pentagon were not so
firm as to be shared among the rest of the bureaucracy. McNamara told Taylor on
15 October that the president wanted “no military action within the next three

months, but he can’t be sure as he does not control events.”29

On 2 October McNamara sent around a memo providing more guidance for
military planning. In the event of Soviet weapons systems being discovered, the
threat they posed would have to be removed, but so would the Castro regime. So
long as this regime was in place such threats to U.S. national security might recur.

This latter task was the more difficult, so that was the one to plan for.30 Over the
following two weeks forces were readied to implement either of the contingency
plans in short order should it be deemed necessary. This included some

prepositioning of units.31 An amphibious exercise was due to start on 15 October
and scheduled to last for two weeks, in which twenty thousand naval personnel

and four thousand marines were to overthrow the imaginary tyrant “Ortsac.”32 It
was presumed that a missile base would prompt the most drastic and decisive
action.

Despite the worrying information and the preparation of contingency plans,
the administration still publicly denied that Cuba was being turned into an
offensive missile base. This was the result of the need to counter escalating claims
from Senator Kenneth Keating about the more menacing aspects of the Soviet
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buildup, which had culminated with an allegation on 10 October that six IRBM
sites were being constructed. As this was wrong in the detail but right in the
essentials, it remains unclear as to whether this was based on an inspired guess or
a garbled leak. Either way it had the effect of requiring administration spokesmen

to state firmly, on the basis of the best estimates at the time, that he was wrong.33

So it was that Bundy asserted on television on 14 October: “I know there is no
evidence, and I think there is no present likelihood that the Cubans and the Cuban
government and the Soviet government would in combination attempt to install a
major offensive capability.”

The intelligence community was no longer so sure. On 4 and 9 October the
interagency Committee on Overhead Reconnaissance agreed to U-2 flights over
San Cristóbal as soon as weather permitted. There was then a further delay,
because McNamara insisted that in case a U-2 was shot down in a repeat of the
1960 incident, it was better that it be flown by a uniformed air force officer than

by a civilian CIA pilot.34 Eventually, on 14 October, the first MRBM site was
photographed. The next day the National Photographic Intelligence Center
confirmed that three sites were being developed in the San Cristóbal area. Two
further U-2 missions showed another site plus an IRBM site at Guanjay, and crates

for Il-28 Beagle medium-range bombers at San Julián airfield.35 That evening the
CIA’s Ray Cline reported to McGeorge Bundy, who decided that nothing could be
done about the matter until the morning. The president was tired after a day’s
campaigning. On the morning of 16 October Kennedy was told of the discovery.

The president took it personally: “He can’t do that to me!” was his first reaction.36
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