
21
Military Steps

THE PRESIDENT’S SPEECH announcing the discovery of the missiles was due to be
broadcast on the evening of 22 October 1962. It was crafted with great care.
Many audiences had to be addressed simultaneously, requiring a blend of restraint
and resolve, a sense of risk and reassurance, so that the public would get behind
the government, the Latin Americans would be supportive, the allies would
remain calm, the Russians would be despondent but not fearful, and the Cubans
would start looking for a way out.

Kennedy informed the American people that sites for Soviet missile bases had
been discovered in Cuba and that the U.S. government found this unacceptable
and was taking a number of steps to get them removed. First, there was to be a
“strict quarantine of all offensive military equipment under shipment to Cuba,”
which could be “extended, if needed, to other types of cargo and carriers.” The
necessities of life would not be denied. Second, he had directed continued close
surveillance of Cuba and had ordered “the Armed Forces to prepare for any
eventualities.” Third, the president declared that any nuclear missile launched
from Cuba against any nation in the Western Hemisphere would be taken to be
equivalent to a Soviet attack on the United States and would prompt a “full
retaliatory response upon the Soviet Union.” Fourth, dependents of U.S. personnel
at the Guantánamo base were to be evacuated and additional military units placed
on standby. Fifth and sixth, support was to be sought at the OAS and the UN.
Seventh, he called upon Khrushchev to eliminate this threat and to work with the
United States for “stable relations,” so helping to “move the world back from the
abyss of destruction.” Further Soviet threats, including any made “in response to
our actions this week,” would be met “with determination.” In this context he
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particularly singled out the possibility of a “hostile move” against “the brave
people of West Berlin.” He warned his fellow citizens that it could not be foreseen
“precisely what course it will take or what costs or casualties will be incurred.” He

warned of “months of sacrifice and self-discipline.”1 The warnings were clear: The
quarantine might only be a first step of many in a crisis that could take months to

resolve.2

The drama was accentuated by the administration’s success in achieving
political surprise. Kennedy had not wanted a public debate until he was sure of
the facts and his own position. To maintain secrecy, senior officials had used
subterfuge to hide their movements. The press secretary, Pierre Salinger, was kept
in the dark until 20 October lest he inadvertently let something slip. That day
Kennedy needed to get back from campaigning in Chicago to take the final
decisions, and dictated a press release to Salinger: “I’ve got a bad cold; 99.2
degrees temperature. The doctor says I have to go back to Washington for medical
care.” Flying back with Kennedy, Salinger observed the lack of a cold and was
told, “The minute you get back in Washington you’re going to find what it is. And

when you do, grab your balls.”3 Inevitably a number of reporters began to put the
story together, and Kennedy had to intercede with publishers to keep it quiet for

the sake of national security.4 Now, after the presidential announcement, the
press briefing was the largest Salinger had ever conducted. He was able to add to
the drama by taking aside reporters who were supposed to follow the president to
the Virginia caves in the event of war, telling them that they must stay close to the

White House.5

The most worrying initial reaction for the president had come from the
congressional leadership just before the broadcast. This warned that a policy
appearing tough outside the United States might still appear weak within. The
strong and immediate response of these men, led by Senator Russell but even
including Senator Fulbright, in favor of air strikes rather than blockade, indicated
just how far the internal discussions had moved since the president first heard the
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news six days earlier.6 During the course of a stormy meeting Kennedy read them
a supportive letter from British prime minister Harold Macmillan, confirming his
reading of European reactions.

While you know how deeply I sympathize with all your difficulty and
how much we will do to help in every way, it would only be right to tell
you that there are two aspects which give me concern. Many of us in
Europe have lived so long in close proximity to the enemy’s nuclear
weapons of the most devastating kind that we have got accustomed to it.
So European opinion would need attention. The second, which is more
worrying, is that if Khrushchev comes to a conference he will of course
try to trade his Cuban position against his ambitions in Berlin and
elsewhere. This we must avoid at all costs, as it will endanger the unity of

the Alliance.7

Acheson, meanwhile, had been explaining the policy to General de Gaulle.
Demonstrating his professionalism as a diplomat, he did not share with the French
president his own forebodings, but agreed that it was unlikely that the Russians
would attempt to force the blockade or that they would retaliate against Berlin
and Turkey. When asked what would happen if neither the blockade was
challenged nor the missiles removed, Acheson (who had not been given an official
answer) demonstrated his grasp of Kennedy’s likely preference by suggesting, “We
will immediately tighten this blockade and the next thing we would do is to stop
tankers—and this will bring Cuba to a standstill in no time at all.” De Gaulle
expressed his solidarity in the event of war but was confident that there would be

none.8

The lack of hard intelligence on why the Soviet Union had now taken such a
provocative step had left assessments of likely responses speculative. Soviet
threats tended to be lurid but imprecise. In a letter to Khrushchev the president
expressed his fears of escalation, using this in the process to exert pressure. He
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stated that he assumed that the Soviet leader understood the American will and
determination and would not therefore “deliberately plunge the world into war in
which it was crystal clear no country could win and which could only result in

catastrophic consequences to the whole world, including the aggressor.”9 Kennedy
wanted to keep the Soviet leader calm. Recalling that in Vienna Khrushchev had
objected to the word miscalculate when it was translated into Russian, Kennedy

ensured that the word was taken out of the draft of his 22 October broadcast.10

The initial Soviet response to the broadcast provided few clues. It had the
appearance of a holding action. Only defensive weapons were going into Cuba.
Moscow was willing to negotiate all matters, but the main dispute was between
the United States and Cuba. The statement railed against the blockade but gave no
indication as to whether it was to be run or whether any other military steps
might be taken, just a standard promise to “mete out an appropriate rebuff to an
aggressor.” It also stated that “as never before, statesmen must show calm and
prudence, and must not countenance the rattling of weapons,” adding that the
United States was “taking on itself a heavy responsibility for the fate of the world

and recklessly playing with fire.”11

Khrushchev, as was his wont, found a convenient American, in this case
businessman William Knox, and admitted the existence of the missiles but warned
that his submarines would retaliate if Soviet ships were sunk as a result of the
blockade. Learning little from Georgi Bolshakov (whose value was now diminished
by his unwitting part in Soviet duplicity), Robert Kennedy decided to talk directly
to the Soviet ambassador, Anatoly Dobrynin. They met at 9:30 that evening.
Kennedy was told that the instructions for ships approaching Cuba were to carry

on. He left worried.12

IMPLEMENTING THE QUARANTINE

The details of the quarantine were not worked out until 23 October and it was not
to become effective until 10:00 the next day. The stress was on minimum force.
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The rule was to disable, not sink. After being briefed on the plans, David Ormsby-
Gore, the British ambassador, suggested that Khrushchev could be given more time
by drawing the quarantine line closer to Cuba (from a radius of eight hundred
miles to five hundred miles). Over navy protests that this might give the vessels
air support, Kennedy agreed, though there never was in fact a fixed line, as the

tactics of interception had to be kept flexible.13 The Russians were not formally
informed of the general location of the quarantine line until three days later.

If the quarantine was going to be tested, the Americans were anxious that they
stop appropriate ships. McNamara observed: “It would be an unfortunate incident
if we hailed a ship that refused to stop; we then disable it and found it didn’t have

offensive weapons on it. That would be the poor way to start.”14 Later on 23
October he identified the Kimovsk as probably loaded with offensive weapons and

likely to be approached at around 11:30 A.M. or 12:00 the next day.15 This
encounter would take place out of range of any MiG-19 or MiG-21 aircraft flying
from Cuba, but there was anxiety about escorting Soviet submarines, and so a
destroyer with an antisubmarine capability was designated to conduct the
intercept.

That Wednesday morning the CIA reported “16 dry cargo ships and 6 tanker
ships” en route to Cuba, of which three “had hatches suitable for missile

handling.”16 McNamara received this information from the U.S. Navy at 9:00 that
morning, then went on to a press conference to inform reporters that the blockade
was about to be tested. Two Soviet ships—the Gagarin and the Kimovsk—were
approaching the line with a submarine between them. The U.S. carrier Essex was
ordered to move in for the interception. Helicopters would signal the submarine
by sonar to surface and identify itself. If it refused, small explosive depth charges
were to be used to force it to the surface.

ExComm began to meet at 10:00 as the quarantine officially came into effect.
The crucial first engagement was expected by noon, and McNamara described in
detail the means by which a Soviet submarine could be attacked—an opening step
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that did not fit in with Kennedy’s graduated response and which drew, for him, a

straight line into a Berlin crisis.17 The president wondered whether this had to be
the first exchange, but McNamara insisted that there was no alternative because of
the danger to American ships if the submarine was left alone. So all that could be
done was wait. In a memorable passage Robert Kennedy described the moment:

I think these few minutes were the time of greatest concern for the
President. Was the world on the brink of a holocaust? Was it our error? A
mistake? Was there something further that should have been done? Or
not done? His hand went up to his face and covered his mouth. He
opened and closed his fist. His face seemed drawn, his eyes pained,
almost gray.

His own thought was that “we were on the edge of a precipice with no way off.”18

Yet at 10:25 McCone had already received information from the Office of
Naval Intelligence that six ships in Cuban waters had either stopped or reversed
course. Kennedy’s gray moment had occurred while the CIA director was out of the
room checking the report. Fifteen minutes later he returned to confirm that these
ships had turned back. Sixteen of the Soviet ships approaching the quarantine line
had changed course or stopped dead in the water. So as to give the Gagarin and
Kimovsk time to turn, the president ordered the Essex not to intervene, though this

may have come too late for there not to have been one attempted intercept.19 This
occasioned Dean Rusk’s famous line: “We’re eyeball to eyeball and I think the

other fellow just blinked.”20

It appears that orders had gone out from Moscow by midday (EST) on 23

October to change course.21 The ship Poltava, which had carried the first set of
warheads to Cuba and was now returning with a second set of twenty, turned
back before reaching the quarantine line, along with other ships capable of
carrying offensive weapons, including Il-28 bombers. In addition to worries about
incidents at sea, Khrushchev had not wanted this equipment to fall into American
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hands.22 This critical point in favor of the blockade had not even occurred to U.S.
policy makers when considering the option. Now it gradually dawned on them, as
Rusk put it, that when it came to allowing the Americans “to capture, and seize,
and analyze, and examine their missiles and their warheads and things,” the
Russians were “going to be sensitive as a boil.” The Soviet secrets contained in
these ships were not of great interest to ExComm (at least that is what McNamara
had said on the first day of deliberations), but as Bundy later acknowledged, this
“made it harder for us to understand how much they were valued by their

owners.”23

This initial success, and relief, did not lead to complacency. Talking to Ball
that night, Kennedy commented on the “impression” that the “Russians are giving

way,” adding that it was “not quite accurate.”24 Nonetheless, this tense moment
having passed, he became reluctant to provoke an incident, resisting, for example,
a suggestion from Nitze that one of the big ships carrying missiles should be
pursued and boarded before it had a chance to rendezvous with escorting
submarines. The president, at Ball’s suggestion, decided that any ships
approaching the quarantine line were to be followed and watched carefully but no
action should be taken unless specifically instructed.

By the morning of 25 October the CIA could report that fourteen Soviet ships
had turned back. Five tankers were still progressing plus three dry cargo ships, of

which one, the Belovodsk, might have military equipment on board.25 The key
question now was what to do about the Soviet tankers. McNamara reported to
ExComm that one tanker, the Bucharest, had been intercepted that morning and
had claimed that it was carrying petroleum to Cuba. There was a recommendation
that it should be boarded, as should the next tanker coming into view, the
Groznyy, which was “carrying a deck load which might be missile field tanks.” This
potential interception was already controversial after McNamara and the chief of
naval operations, Admiral George Anderson, had clashed over the navy’s plan to
stop this ship using, if necessary, a shot into the rudder. McNamara wanted
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Anderson to understand that the objective was to send a message to Khrushchev

rather than humiliate him, lest Khrushchev “react in a nuclear spasm.”26

The decision was taken not to challenge the Bucharest, because its cargo had
been ascertained, but to prepare to board the Groznyy. There was a growing
feeling that with no problematic ships moving toward the line, the
implementation of the quarantine was becoming a “little flat,” sending mixed
signals because only the wrong sort of boat could be challenged. The feeling was
correct. Khrushchev had wanted to get at least one ship through the cordon and
the Bucharest fitted the bill. He was pleased to get it through and saw this as

evidence of an equivocal American attitude to enforcement.27 Kennedy preferred
that the first ship to be boarded should be from the third world or the Soviet bloc

but not the Soviet Union.28 This led to another argument with the navy, which

was keen to intercept a Soviet ship as soon as possible.29 Then along came an East
German passenger ship. The problem here was that any action against the ship—
shooting or ramming—could put at risk some fifteen hundred passengers. It would
seem strange to harm people on an East German ship after letting a Soviet ship go
through, especially if, as was probable, no missiles were found. The president
decided not to stop the East German ship. The ideal was a non-Soviet cargo ship.
It took until Friday morning before one was available. The Lebanese-registered
but Russian-operated Marcula had been loaded in Riga. It was boarded, inspected,
and allowed to proceed.

On the morning of 27 October a U.S. destroyer pulled alongside the Soviet
tanker, the Groznyy, carrying a cargo of ammonia. As previous tankers had been
allowed through, there was no reason for Moscow to assume that this one would
be stopped. The U.S. Navy, however, took a different view. It issued a warning
and prepared to fire a shot. On this, the most tense day of the crisis, McNamara
wanted no shots fired, and this led to yet another argument with Admiral
Anderson, who was getting increasingly exasperated with the secretary’s
micromanagement of his military operation. As the Groznyy had been warned, the
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navy’s failure to stop it would undermine the credibility of the quarantine. This
was one of the issues playing on McNamara’s mind in ExComm that day, for he
raised it a number of times.

Again, in ExComm, the doves won. At Robert Kennedy’s suggestion it was
agreed that the Groznyy be allowed to cross the line but no further ships
thereafter. In the event, the destroyers now circling the Groznyy cleared their
loaded guns by firing their shells into the sea, but sufficiently close to alarm the
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tanker’s captain, who, after communicating with Moscow, reversed course and
stayed clear of the quarantine line for a few days until the crisis was over and he

was allowed to proceed.30

THE NEXT STEP

While both sides did their best to avoid a confrontation at sea, the intelligence
reports were of feverish work in Cuba at the missile sites, some of which would
soon reach a state of readiness. The question of how to keep up the pressure on
Moscow had to be faced. When ExComm met on 25 October, the president
acknowledged that because of the continuing work on the missiles sites “we must

back up very soon the firmness we have displayed up to now.”31 He was anxious
lest the talks about to start at the United Nations drag on and inhibit further
action. There was no shift in objectives. The “basic structural purpose of this
whole enterprise” remained, as Bundy put it, getting the missiles out. “If we can

get bring Castro down in the process, dandy.”32

In search of the next step, McNamara explained that all moves thus far had
been “taken with a view to applying force gradually” in such a way as to be

“meaningful to the Russians” without forcing escalation.33 Now he proposed low-
level surveillance of Cuba. This was a gamble. He was relying on an assessment
that Cuban nationals had been told not to fire on U.S. aircraft and that Cuban
MiGs would not take off from airfields. Rather belatedly, the SAM sites were being
camouflaged, and this reduced their readiness. There was, he judged, “very little
risk of incident.” On the positive side, these flights would improve intelligence
while establishing a pattern of operation consistent with attack, thereby
confirming “that we are not only interested in stopping the flow of offensive
weapons to Cuba but also...removal of the weapons that are there.” To get extra
security, he wanted it to be announced that the F8U aircraft that would carry out

this task would be unarmed.34 This was authorized at 10:40 A.M. and flights began
that day, without any problems. That night, however, Castro denounced the
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reconnaissance flights and warned that they would not be tolerated.

Another possible step, toward which both McNamara and Kennedy were
leaning, was to add petroleum, oil, and lubricants to the embargo list. This was
the consensus view, the exception being Rusk, who saw in this step an escalation

of objectives, as it would focus attention back onto Castro.35 Estimates as to its
effectiveness ranged from that of Rostow (in charge of the committee on forward
plans), who saw the Cuban economy vulnerable to a cutoff of fuel, to the
Pentagon’s calculation that it would take up to six months before a stoppage
would have a serious effect. The basic advantage of this step was political, a
means of adding pressure without moving to drastic military action, still giving

Moscow a chance to negotiate.36 But even as George Ball sought to gain
agreement that an oil embargo would be the next step, judging the moment in
relation to progress at the UN, the hawks were arguing once again for more direct

measures.37

If the missiles were the problem, argued Dillon, who was emerging as the
main proponent of an air strike, then any confrontation should be over them

rather than at sea.38 He ticked off the advantages: the president’s pledge to see the
elimination of the offensive missiles would be implemented directly while
demonstrating general U.S. resolve; it would have greater legitimacy, because the
maintenance of the bases defled a clear resolution from the OAS and the majority
view in the Security Council; a series of confrontations carried a higher risk of
further escalation than one sharp action in “an area non-vital to the Soviets”; an
extended crisis could lead to an erosion of support in Latin America and the
promotion of unacceptable solutions. An air strike “could force Khrushchev to
react strongly and could result in some type of war,” but only if he was ready for
war on other grounds. Notably, Dillon’s group had returned to the idea of a
limited air strike, solely against offensive weapons, though if it was not successful,
then follow-up attacks, up to an invasion, might still prove necessary.

The pressure for an air strike was linked to two factors. First, the progress the
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Russians were making on the ground in Cuba. Though there was still no sign of
nuclear warheads and IRBMs, the MRBM sites were being finished and the missiles
made operational. By 27 October this had been achieved in five of the six MRBM
sites where warhead storage sites had been identified, with the sixth reaching this
status the next day. At this point the “capability would exist to launch 24 1100

n.m. missiles within six to eight hours of a decision to launch.”39 Second, civilian
scrutiny of the air force analysis revealed that the requirements for an air strike
had been overstated. For example, though the missiles were classified as being
mobile, thereby raising the number of required sorties, they were really no more
mobile than small houses. When McCone met with the president on the afternoon
of 26 October he pointed to the “higher probability of immobilizing these missiles,
all of them in the strike, than I think our thinking has tended in the last few

days.”40

Yet Kennedy kept on coming back to the likelihood of some missiles firing
during the course of an American attack of any sort. Nor would he have been
encouraged by McCone’s own sober warning about the hazards of land invasion,

even with command of the air.41 Though the hawks were getting stronger as the
crisis wore on, and this in itself must have been a factor in the president’s

thinking, he was still searching for something not too drastic.42
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