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Blockade

THE ALTERNATIVE TO AN AIR STRIKE took time to crystallize. Early on the afternoon of
16 October, in a way that suggested prior preparation, McNamara had raised the
idea of a blockade. A previous mention had been as a supplement rather than an
alternative to an air strike, to prevent missiles arriving after the original set had
been destroyed. It was on this basis that Maxwell Taylor had stated it as a
requirement in his initial presentation, along with the reinforcement of the
American base at Guantánamo.

Now McNamara raised it as part of a search for a course of action between the
military and the purely political. This course, he thought, could take the form of a
“declaration of open surveillance; a statement that we would immediately impose

a blockade against offensive weapons entering Cuba in the future.”1 This was the
policy eventually adopted. Yet initially its potential was not recognized. It was
not until toward the end of the meeting that McNamara was able to give it
another push. He was also careful not to oversell it, stressing that it was not a
perfect solution. “Now this alternative doesn’t seem to be a very acceptable one,
but wait until you work on the others.”

The next day, Wednesday, 17 October, the potential role of the blockade
began to be clarified, but McNamara’s idea of a focus on preventing the insertion
of further offensive missiles into Cuba appeared to have been forgotten. Early on
in the discussions the blockade was considered a “more extreme action than a
limited air strike.” Vice President Johnson had termed blockade an “act of war” in
a speech as recently as 6 October in the context of fears over future Soviet action
with regard to Berlin. This reinforced the association between a blockade against

Cuba and a likely Soviet reciprocal action against Berlin.2 Blockades required
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declarations of war. Stopping, seizing, and searching a Russian ship on the high

seas might have grave consequences and seemed replete with danger.3

The sort of blockade considered in connection with Cuba before the crisis
would have been the traditional sort, designed to interrupt all incoming shipping,
to produce a “slow strangulation” and thereby—perhaps—bring down Castro’s
regime. Sorensen in his analysis of the options on 17 October still had in mind “a

total naval blockade,” much more than an intermediate option.4

The idea of a more focused operation had come up during the late August
deliberations on the possibility of Soviet missiles in Cuba. One of Robert
Kennedy’s staff at the Department of Justice had developed the concept of what
he called a “visit and search” blockade, which could be justified in international
law as a proportionate response to the development of an offensive missile base.

He revised this option when the crisis broke.5 By the afternoon of 17 October this
partial blockade was gaining advocates, led by Llewellyn Thompson.

McNamara could still see virtue in a limited blockade, with a contraband list
confined to offensive weapons. It would be possible to move on to petroleum
products later and, if necessary, to an air strike or even an invasion. “Nothing

would be lost,” he observed, “by starting at the bottom of the scale.”6 This course
still carried risks, including a blockade against Berlin or the possibility that
enforcement could lead to Soviet ships or submarines being sunk and consequent
retaliation. Nonetheless, the advantage of appearing tough but restrained at the
same time had appeal.

The merits were set out in an internal State Department paper, stressing the
formidable advantages in terms of a graduated response:

ascending political steps, at each stage of which Khrushchev and Castro
could find an “out” if they desired and by maximum consultation reduce
strain on our alliances and permits the action to be undertaken with the
maximum possibility of such allied support as can be obtained. It also
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avoids the necessity of major military action directed against Cuban soil
and could accomplish our objectives with minimum casualties on both

sides.7

Unlike with an air strike, it was thought possible to mobilize political support for
this action. The Soviet Union would obviously veto any move in the UN Security
Council and delay an attempt to take the issue to the General Assembly. The State
Department Latin Americanists were confident, however, that they could get the
two-thirds majority (fourteen votes) required by the Rio Pact Organ of
Consultation. Foreign ministers had already indicated concern over the Soviet
buildup and would respond strongly to evidence of the introduction of nuclear
missiles into the Caribbean. Edwin Martin, assistant secretary of state for inter-
American affairs, told the president that with twenty-four hours’ notice they could

get the votes.8

The decisive shift toward the blockade came on 18 October. That morning, at
eleven o’clock, Kennedy met with ExComm. Two issues were addressed. First, did
a blockade require a declaration of war? After receiving a range of replies, he
suggested that a declaration might not be necessary unless the blockade was
geared to an invasion. Others demurred. A blockade was illegal, an act of
aggression. But Ball and Thompson contended that this concern was overdone:
Moscow would appreciate the difference between a blockade coming with a

declaration of war and one coming without.9 The second issue, addressed less
clearly, was whether the blockade was to be total or just directed against missiles.
Much of the discussion still assumed a total blockade, putting a strangle-hold on

the Cuban economy and possibly, some hoped, bringing down Castro.10

McCone viewed a limited blockade in the same light that he viewed a limited
air strike. With both, “the main objective of taking Cuba away from Castro had
been lost and we have been overly consumed with the missile problem.” Disposing
of the missile sites would not necessarily rid the Western Hemisphere of Castro’s
communism. This critical dichotomy took the debate beyond tactics and into basic
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political objectives. An air strike could not be limited and so tended toward an
invasion of Cuba and Castro’s overthrow; a limited blockade encouraged a focus
on the missiles. McCone saw the focus narrowing further, with a “differentiation
in the minds of some in the policy of blockading offensive weapons as contrasted

to blockading all weapons.”11

McCone also noted that during the meeting of ExComm on the morning of 18
October, just before lunch, “McNamara seemed to be reconsidering his prior
position of advocating military action,” and that this was linked to his concern
over Soviet retaliation. Over lunch the secretary of defense and his deputy
concluded in favor of a blockade after spending two hours in their own war-
gaming, imagining moves and countermoves between the United States and the
Soviet Union. Now McNamara was set in his convictions that a blockade was the

best course.12 His substantial political weight was shifting well away from an air
strike. There would be no point in any strike other than a comprehensive one, but
this could lead inexorably to an invasion, possibly as the Americans felt obliged to
support a consequent uprising in Cuba.

At the president’s request, that afternoon his advisers split into two groups—
one to examine the blockade, possibly followed by further action, and the other a
strike of substantial proportions, with or without notice. The critics of a blockade
now got a chance to develop their case. While the Americans waited to see if it
was working, the missiles would become operational. Acheson thought this the
“glaring weakness” in the blockade approach; as he later put it, once “this

occurred Cuba would become a combination of porcupine and cobra.”13

Taylor cautioned that Khrushchev might not need to break the blockade but
could simply carry on building up the weapons in Cuba. Rather than an air strike
that could eliminate the problem expeditiously, the United States might then find
itself with a much larger problem that could be solved only through invasion, with
all that entailed. Paradoxically, from his perspective, the blockade was more likely
to “develop into a choice between invading Cuba and backing down than was the
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seemingly more violent alternative of the air attack.” This argument might have
carried more weight had his military colleagues identified any point where the
movement from a comprehensive air strike to an invasion could be broken.

TENTATIVE DECISIONS

Late on the evening of 18 October, having already had his meeting with Gromyko,
Kennedy listened to his advisers until after midnight. Some basic decisions began
to be taken.

The Soviet Union was to be held accountable for the missiles; Cuba was
seen as a pawn, a useful piece of geography for the Soviets. It was
recognized that the U.S. must act but that we have “too much self-respect
to respond by an act of aggression,” as one participant put it....

A blockade won wide approval on the ground that it permitted better
control of events and the exercise of subsequent options. The President
made a tentative decision to impose a blockade and announce it Monday

night.14

The idea was, as Kennedy put it, that “we should begin by blockading Soviets
against the shipment of additional offensive capacity, [and] that we could tighten
the blockade as the situation requires.” There would be no declaration of war—“it
would be a limited blockade for a limited purpose.” Despite this apparent
decision, Robert Kennedy indicates that the president was still not fully convinced

of this course and wanted further thought.15

McCone was sufficiently convinced of the trend of the debate to tell the United
States Intelligence Board (USIB) the next morning (Friday, 19 October) that the
most probable course of action would be “a limited blockade designed to prevent
the importation into Cuba of additional arms.” This course did not preclude very
severe Soviet reactions, and it carried the disadvantages of being protracted and
encouraging attention on the United States’ own complex of foreign bases while
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not reversing the Soviet buildup. Against this had to be put the costs of direct
military action:

the impact of current and future world opinion, the spectacle of a
powerful nation attacking by surprise a weak and insignificant neighbor,
engagement by the United States in a “surprise attack” thus giving license
to others to do the same, the undefendable position we would be in with
our allies, and finally, the price to us of extreme actions of which the

Soviets appear capable of executing.16

On Friday morning the president met with the Joint Chiefs, who were still arguing
for a surprise attack on comprehensive targets, leading to complete blockade and
invasion. They assumed that the crisis would lead to a war anyway, in which case
the Americans should fight it on the best possible terms. LeMay told the president
that a blockade would allow the missiles to be concealed, would not get Berlin off
the hook (because “they’ve got us on the run”), and would lead “right into war.
This is almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich.” The last statement was
followed by a pause. Later he told the president, “You’re in a pretty bad fix.” After
Kennedy left, General Shoup congratulated LeMay on “pulling the rug out from
under him.” The key word, according to Shoup, was escalation.

Somebody’s got to keep them from doing the goddam thing piecemeal.
That’s our problem. Go in there and friggin’ around with the missiles.
You’re screwed. Go in there and friggin’ around with the lift. You’re
screwed. You’re screwed, screwed, screwed. Some goddam thing, some
way, that they either do the son of a bitch and do it right, and quit

friggin’ around.17

Gilptaric described Kennedy afterward as “just choleric. He was just beside

himself, as close as he ever got.”18
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The president, however, still judged it politically unwise to dismiss the Joint
Chiefs’ case until it had been fully explored. As he left to do some previously

scheduled election campaigning, he asked his advisers to return to the options.19

As most participants had now made up their minds, this appears to have made for
a bad-tempered day.

Bundy was one of the few still equivocating. Having unsuccessfully explored
the diplomatic route and uneasy with the blockade, he now led the counterattack:

A blockade would not remove the missiles. Its effects were uncertain and
in any case would be slow to be felt. Something more would be needed to
get the missiles out of Cuba. This would be made more difficult by the
prior publicity of a blockade and the consequent pressures from the
United Nations for a negotiated settlement. An air strike would be quick
and would take out the bases in a clean surgical operation. He favored
decisive action with its advantages of surprise and confronting the world

with a fait accompli. 20

Acheson followed with a restatement of his support for this action, arguing for a
showdown with Khrushchev. This was not just another instance of Soviet missiles
aimed at the United States, for these “were in the hands of a madman whose
actions would be perfectly irresponsible,” and so the “usual restraints” need not
apply. Dillon and McCone both favored a quick air strike. Taylor then attacked
the notion that a blockade merely postponed an air strike. Rather, he said, it
would be a decision “to abandon the possibility of an air strike.” He urged a strike
within a few days, before the first missiles became operational.

After this onslaught, the antistrike forces regathered. Robert Kennedy
expressed himself strongly:

[I]t would be very, very difficult indeed for the President if the decision
were to be an air strike with all the memory of Pearl Harbor and with all
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the implications this would have for us in whatever world there would be
afterward. For 175 years we had not been that sort of country. A sneak
attack was not in our tradition. Thousands of Cubans would be killed
without warning, and a lot of Russians too.

The attorney general wanted the United States to show determination to get the
missiles out of Cuba, but in such a way that allowed Moscow some room to pull
back. Rusk backed this up. Any action should be followed by “a pause in which the
great powers could step back from the brink.” They needed time to “work out a
solution rather than be drawn inexorably from one action to another and escalate

into general nuclear war.”21

With the issues restated, the group split into two to produce the best cases for
the air strike option and the blockade. The air strike option was weakened by the
departure of Acheson. He had become convinced the blockade would be chosen
and had given up on the exercise, although he would later return when asked. He
was as grumpy and frustrated as ever, offering vivid descriptions of the president
as “a cow with seven stomachs, constantly ruminating and incapable of
culminating in a digested decision” and of his brother with “so many hands on his
backside he looked like a tarantula.” Without Acheson there was no powerful
advocate for an attack directed solely at the missiles, and so the air strike group
found themselves justifying a comprehensive strike, politically the hardest case to

defend.22 Sorensen provided a draft speech for a blockade announcement that
became the basis of the eventual consensus. Bundy later recalled, “No such speech

could be written for the air strike.”23

Rusk had come to see the blockade’s advantage in providing a feasible “theory
of the case,” an argument that could demonstrate the legality of any action taken
and so build international political support. He considered those such as Acheson,
who dismissed legal concerns, as mistaken. The 1956 Suez crisis, and for that
matter the Bay of Pigs, had illustrated the problems democratic states faced when
they were perceived to be acting illegally. For this reason, once the crisis went
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public, he wanted to use the Organization of American States to declare the
missiles a threat to peace, and so provide a basis for whatever action had to be

taken.24 To avoid connotations of belligerency in the word blockade, the substitute
quarantine was proposed, having been suggested, despite his impatience with

international law, by Acheson.25 Kennedy finally opted for quarantine because that
allowed for blockade to be something more serious, to be implemented later if

need be.26

It was hard to gauge the practical impact of the quarantine. Intelligence
estimates on its likely effect were of only marginal value. The first, released on 19

October,27 had been slightly off beam because it considered only a total blockade

designed to undermine Castro’s position, which was unlikely to succeed.28 The
next day, better informed by McCone, a more refined estimate observed that no
blockade could guarantee that individual aircraft and submarines would not get
through with critical military items, including nuclear warheads, or actually
“deprive the Soviets of the use of missiles already in Cuba for a nuclear strike on

the U.S.”29 Because it could not guarantee a solution of the problem, the
quarantine was scheduled to last less than a week, allowing for intensive political
activity, before it would be time for the air strike, with possible invasion and

occupation soon after.30 On 20 October the navy began to plan for a limited
blockade, as opposed to the total blockade for which they were already prepared.
The position papers were completed and provided to the White House on the same

day.31

RETALIATION

The debate had proceeded on the basis of uncertainty over likely Soviet and
Cuban responses and with a keener sense of what sort of action could be best
justified to domestic and allied opinion. The most recent Soviet statement, on 11
September 1962, had warned that an aggressor against Cuba could not expect to
stay “free from punishment.” If an attack was made, “this will be the beginning of
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the unleashing of war.”32 This was standard fare. By and large the input from the
intelligence community was reassuring rather than alarming; if anything, it
argued against blockade. The 19 October estimate acknowledged that direct
military action against Cuba would put great pressure on the Soviet Union “to
respond in ways which, if they could not save Cuba, would inflict an offsetting

injury to U.S. interests.”33 It was possible that the Soviet Union might “again
miscalculate and respond in ways which, through a series of actions and reactions,
could escalate to general war.” Yet with no actual treaty obligations to Cuba and
no acknowledgment of the missile bases, a surprise strike might offer a

pretext for treating U.S. military action against Cuba as an affair which
does not directly involve them, and thereby avoiding the risks of a strong
response. We do not believe that the USSR would attack the U.S., either
from Soviet bases or with its missiles in Cuba, even if the latter were
operational and not put out of action before they were ready for firing.

But if Moscow could not resort to general war and could not hope to prevail
locally, then it “would almost certainly consider retaliatory actions outside Cuba.”
Berlin seemed the obvious location. “They might react here with major
harassments, interruptions of access or even a blockade, with or without the
signing of a separate peace treaty.”

Whatever course of retaliation was taken, however, nothing would be done
that would risk general war. In an appendix the analysts expressed their belief
that “the Soviets are less likely to retaliate with military force outside of Cuba in
response to a speedy and effective all-out invasion than to other forms of U.S.
military action.” Because of this, “a rapid occupation of Cuba would be more
likely to make the Soviets pause in opening new theaters of conflict than limited
action or action which drags out.”

This estimate failed to address the question of reaction outside the Soviet bloc
to the spectacle of the United States launching substantial attacks against a small
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neighbor, which was the main reason for this option to fall out of favor. On the
other hand, while playing down the dangers of general war, it did encourage the
tendency, when wondering how things might escalate, to assume tit-for-tat
responses: a blockade would bring renewed pressure on Berlin; an air strike
against the missile bases in Cuba could be countered by a similar strike against the
Jupiter bases in Turkey.

Most hawks doubted a severe Soviet response. Only Acheson anticipated a
showdown with Khrushchev (as he had over Berlin). It was to be expected that the

Soviets “will react some place,” but the risk had to be accepted.34 An attack on
Cuban missiles might be followed by a Soviet attack on U.S. missiles in Turkey.
The United States would then be obliged to knock out a missile base in the Soviet
Union. At that point, it was necessary to hope that “cooler heads will prevail, and
they’ll stop and talk.”

One aspect of the situation stood out: The Soviet Union was at a severe
tactical disadvantage in the Caribbean, where the United States enjoyed air and
sea dominance. For this reason it would probably look closer to home for
countermeasures, where they would have their own options for air strikes,
blockades, or even invasions. Kennedy himself never seemed to doubt that the
almost inevitable response to most actions by the United States was some form of
equivalent pressure on Berlin. If anything, he saw Cuba as an extension of the
Berlin crisis, with a move against the city an almost inevitable consequence of
virtually any action he took. This was a major constraint. He would be blamed by
allies for precipitating a huge crisis in Europe because the United States had
suddenly found missiles in their neighborhood, a circumstance with which West
Europeans and Russians alike were already familiar. At one point Bundy became
so worried about a Soviet reprisal against Berlin for which the United States would
be blamed that he argued for waiting on Cuba until the inevitable crunch came in
Berlin. This was a minority view; others argued that allies were more likely to be
unnerved and the Soviet Union emboldened if the United States did nothing over

Cuba.35 Even more out on a limb on this matter was Robert Kennedy who, in
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successive NSC meetings, proposed handing over nuclear weapons and missiles to
West Germans, even putting them in Berlin, in order to make a point to the
Russians. As neither nuclear weapons nor missiles had ever been brought into
Berlin, one advantage of a quarantine restricted to offensive weapons was to
remove a basis for retaliatory action. Even then it was feared the Russians might

use the precedent as an excuse to review land or air traffic into Berlin.36

The president kept in touch with the Berlin situation as the crisis reached its
climax. On the morning of 22 October he received a briefing on the planned
response to any Soviet attempt to hinder the movement of food and supplies to

West Berlin.37 One of the decisions taken the next day was to set up a special
subcommittee, chaired by Paul Nitze, to look into the possible repercussions of the

crisis on Berlin.38 The intelligence community’s assessment of the impact of a
blockade on Berlin was that stocks were sufficient to last for at least six months.
The critical factor was psychological. A failure by the United States to respond
would mean that Berliners would lose all hope, while even an airlift would only
sustain morale for some time unless the United States showed itself ready to break
the blockade. They would be “suspicious of any indication from either side that the

Cuban crisis might produce an accommodation at their expense.”39

DECISIONS

At 2:30 P.M. on 20 October the National Security Council met with all the key
participants present. Although Taylor and Bundy spoke for the air strike, the two
senior cabinet members, Rusk and McNamara, gave a clear recommendation for
the blockade. Gilpatric put the case succinctly: “Essentially, Mr President, this is a
choice between limited action and unlimited action; and most of us here think that

it’s better to start with limited action.”40

Taylor was still pressing on the risk that more missiles would become
operational the longer the United States waited. He did not accept that nuclear
weapons would be used against the United States even if it used nuclear weapons
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against Cuba. Robert Kennedy came in supporting the blockade, although with a
readiness to move to air strikes soon after if there was no positive response to
American demands. The president, observing that the air strike plan as presented
was “not surgical,” saw the naval quarantine as the only “course of action
compatible with our principles. There was only a small risk that this action would
‘pull the lanyard’; at the same time it was a substantial initiative which permitted

the subsequent exercise of other options.”41

At last the basic objectives and methods of policy could be clarified. The first
priority was the removal of the missiles; the bombers were less of a problem. The
“Castro problem” also had to be kept separate from the “missile problem.” A first
step had been agreed upon, which looked moderate in comparison with the
alternatives. Rusk told the president that the quarantine was not “an

inconsequential action” and “would produce a crisis of the gravest importance.”42

The group did not look ahead with optimism:

If after several days there was a continuation of missile site construction
an airstrike might be necessary against a minimum number of targets to
eliminate the main nuclear threat. It was held unlikely that the Soviets
would retaliate, especially since the Strategic Air Command would be in a
full alert condition. If surviving Cuban missiles after an airstrike were
used against the U.S., it might be necessary to invade Cuba, but not to
use nuclear weapons against Cuba. However it might be necessary to

make a compensatory attack against the USSR.43

The planners now had a set of clear guidelines, and they could begin to prepare
the military and diplomatic moves necessary to accompany the president’s speech,
scheduled now for Monday, 22 October.

One issue had been left undecided with the quarantine. Including petroleum,
oil, and lubricants (POL) would punish and threaten Castro. It could also be
readily enforced because of the ease with which tankers could be recognized. The
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main problem was that this would mean shifting the objective toward the regime
itself rather than the missiles and would remove a later option for escalation

pressure.44 Again, the advantage of a limited blockade was that it could enforce
limited objectives; expanding the blockade would mean expanding objectives. Still
resisting any graduated approach, the Joint Chiefs wanted to include POL. Rusk
wanted to exclude it to sustain the distinction between an objective geared to
eliminating strategic missiles and one geared to overthrowing Castro. Kennedy
leaned toward Rusk’s position. For the moment the policy was to confine the

conflict to the two superpowers.45

While the blockade was narrowed down, the air strike still expanded. That
morning the president, with his brother in attendance, met with McNamara,
Taylor, and General Walter C. Sweeny Jr., commander in chief of the Tactical Air
Command. Kennedy felt that he ought to hear the full military case by the
responsible commander before deciding firmly against the air strike as the first

step.46 McNamara reported the latest intelligence picture. There was now
equipment in Cuba for approximately forty MRBM or IRBM launchers. The
location of the sites for thirty-six of these launchers was known, and of these
thirty-two appeared to have sufficient equipment on them to be included in any
air strike directed against Cuba’s missile capability. As many as forty-eight
missiles could be available, although only thirty had been located. General
Sweeny’s plan involved 100 sorties to knock out five SAM sites and three MiG
airfields, approximately 250 sorties to attack missile launchers at eight or nine
known sites, and, to ensure the destruction of the MiG and Il-28 aircraft, a further
150 sorties, making for 500 in total.

While Sweeny expressed his confidence that an air strike would be
“successful,” it was not clear whether his criteria of success were rigorous enough.
If everything went well, not all the known missiles would be destroyed, and the
known missiles might be no more than 60 percent of the total on the island.
Taylor stated, “The best we can offer you is to destroy 90 percent of the known
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missiles.” Furthermore, the initial air strikes might not have a permanent effect
and so would have to be followed up on subsequent days, and this in turn “would
inevitably lead to an invasion.” Kennedy was now convinced that the air strike
was not a serious option. The blockade might not actually remove the missiles—

but then neither necessarily would the air strike.47

According to CIA representatives, the eight to twelve missiles believed to be
operational could be got ready for firing within two and a half to four hours and
could then maintain this capability indefinitely. This would include a countdown
requiring twenty to forty minutes. The first wave of attacking U.S. aircraft would
give ten minutes of warning; the second wave, forty minutes; and the third wave,
something proportionately greater. The implication was clear: Anything missed in
the first strike would have a chance to fire before it was attacked again. By now
the president was ready at last to acknowledge that there was no limited air
option. Taylor, almost for form’s sake, requested a comprehensive strike the next

day with surprise. His request was refused.48
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