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The Denouement

JOHN KENNEDY SPENT MUCH OF THE CRISIS trying to determine the effect of a particular

course of action on Moscow.1 To do this he put himself in Khrushchev’s shoes,
supposing that the Soviet leader was cast in the same mold, responding to the
same stimuli and facing the same sort of pressures from his own hard-liners. He
never felt closer to Khrushchev than when he imagined him having to cope with a
Curtis LeMay of his own. He understood the difficulty in backing down from
public commitments. The internal debates prior to 22 October also encouraged
this sense of symmetry, as if there was a natural inclination to search at all times
for an equivalent response so as not to back down but also not up the ante. A
missile strike against Cuba gets one against Turkey; a blockade of Cuba gets a
blockade of Berlin.

Robert Kennedy describes a discussion meeting between the two brothers and
two advisers in the middle of the crisis:

Neither side wanted war over Cuba, we agreed, but it was possible that
either side could take a step that—for reasons of “security” or “pride” or
“face”—would require a response by the other side, which in turn, for the
same reasons of security, pride, or face, would bring about a counter-
response and eventually an escalation into armed conflict.... We were not
going to misjudge or miscalculate, or challenge the other side needlessly,
or precipitously push our adversaries into a course of action that was not

intended or anticipated.2

Kennedy was looking for a diplomatic outcome that was consistent with his stated
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objectives yet was one he would accept if he were Khrushchev.

KHRUSHCHEV RESPONDS

A hint of a possible compromise came from an unexpected source on 26 October.
Aleksandr Fomin, the chief KGB man in Washington, requested lunch with John
Scali, State Department correspondent for ABC. Fomin, who, as it happened, was
speaking for nobody but himself, intimated that the Soviet Union might withdraw
the missiles if the United States pledged not to invade Cuba. Scali immediately
contacted Hilsman, who in turn circulated this information to ExComm members.
Rusk told Scali to return to Fomin and say that the proposition offered “real

possibilities” but that time was of the essence. This he did that evening.3

By the time Scali was back in touch with Fomin, a more authoritative version
of what was apparently the same proposal came in a letter from Khrushchev:

[W]e, for our part, will declare that our ships bound for Cuba are not
carrying any armaments. You will declare that the United States will not
invade Cuba with its troops and will not support any other forces which
might intend to invade Cuba. Then the necessity for the presence of our

military specialists in Cuba will be obviated.4

The initial reaction was that this was too good to be true. Khrushchev had
accepted U Thant’s formula, planted by Stevenson, promising to keep his ships out
of the quarantine area while the United States refrained from intercepting them,
agreed that withdrawal of his missiles was a prerequisite for a settlement, and
refrained from raising extraneous matters, such as the Jupiters in Turkey and
Italy. Could it be, Hilsman wondered, that a “massive and rapid Cuban military
build-up” had really been ordered only for it to be bargained away for a U.S.
promise not to invade? Perhaps the offer to negotiate was not actually aimed at
agreement but buying time, holding on to this increment of extra power until the

Soviet Union was ready for some new action over Berlin.5
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The mystery then deepened as a second message, much more formal in tone,
was broadcast by Moscow. It demanded the removal of the missiles in Turkey.

We agree to remove those weapons from Cuba which you regard as
offensive weapons. We agree to do this and to state this commitment in
the United Nations. Your representatives will make a statement to the
effect that the United States, on its part, bearing in mind the anxiety and
concern of the Soviet state, will evacuate its analogous weapons from

Turkey.6

TROLLOPE AND TRADES

What had happened? Kennedy’s most recent letter to Khrushchev (on 25 October)
had done no more than repeat his complaint and had made no new offers, but he
had indicated that it had been necessary to restrain colleagues urging stronger
action. This reference plus the lack of any movement on Kennedy’s part had
unnerved the Soviet leader. Perhaps he could not keep the missiles in Cuba unless
he was ready for war. It was at this point that Khrushchev formulated the the first

letter, for which he got approval on 26 October.7 By the morning of 27 October
(eight hours ahead of U.S. time) he was feeling slightly more confident. Dire
warnings from Cuba of an imminent American strike had not materialized, the
quarantine was not being vigorously enforced, and Khrushchev could now suppose
that Kennedy was in control of his military and there was more time for
bargaining. He found it telling that the Jupiter trade had been intruded into the
discussion by the well-connected—indeed semiofficial—Lippmann. Instead of a
deal that he might present as a draw, he saw an opportunity to notch this up to a

win on points.8

The sudden introduction of the Jupiter issue was entirely mischievous in its
effects. It led to complete confusion in Washington over what the Soviet Union
was up to. A whole day was spent sorting the matter out and effectively reaching
the conclusion that could have been achieved through an immediate response to
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the first letter; during this time the situation deteriorated, and both sides became
alarmed that they might be moving over the precipice. That day’s ExComm
discussions are recalled by the participants as being among the most difficult and
tense of the crisis. This comes through in both the records of the meetings and the
transcripts, during which the participants sound fatigued and nervous.

In Washington, the natural response to the second message was to assume that
it was all part of a Soviet attempt to string the United States along. It appeared to
confirm Hilsman’s view that Moscow was attempting to keep the missiles in place
for as long as possible while generating pressure against the United States to ease
the quarantine. In terms of the proposal itself, Hilsman noted that many in
Europe would welcome any step that averted war, but it could also be seen as a
possible first step toward U.S. withdrawal from Europe and would cause numerous
problems in relations with Turkey. Garthoff saw the new message as a symptom
of weakness, reflecting Khrushchev’s inability to secure a favorable international
response and his unwillingness to “resort to direct military confrontation or
reprisal.” He also noted that the new statement evaded any commitment to
military action in the event of an air strike—the only contingencies mentioned
were a direct invasion of Cuba or an attack on the Soviet Union or any of its
allies. He therefore urged a robust stance: “The Soviets can probably still be
compelled to withdraw the missile bases if they see the only alternative will be the
destruction of them. However, even that outcome would almost certainly not
provoke even limited Soviet military escalation.”

ExComm met at 10:00 on 27 October, expecting to discuss Khrushchev’s letter
of the previous evening. Soon they were embroiled in a discussion of the new

proposal.9 Just as the specialists were wary of any compromise over the missiles
in Turkey, so were Kennedy’s senior officials. Bundy said the proposal was
unacceptable. Rusk argued that Khrushchev should be told that these missiles had
nothing to do with Cuba. McNamara noted that only the nuclear warheads were
under U.S. control—the missiles belonged to Turkey. Llewellyn Thompson, the
senior Sovietologist, criticized the assumed automaticity of a Soviet response to a
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strong American line.

Kennedy appeared uneasy from the start. He had already instructed Gilpatric

to set in motion work to draft a “scenario” for early removal of the Jupiters.10

George Ball explained the problem of handling the Turks on this matter, a point
confirmed by an immediate press statement from the Turkish government
explaining that the proposed trade was unacceptable. Because Khrushchev had
made his offer in public, the possible ploy of requesting the Turks to ask for the
removal of the Jupiters was no longer available. All that could be done was to
point out to Turkey the perils that might be faced should the crisis become more
dangerous.

All this Kennedy understood, but his political instincts also told him that many
outside observers would find a comparison between the two sets of missiles
perfectly fair. He saw no long-term role for the missiles in Turkey, and if
preserving them led to an uncompromising American stance, this could yield a
propaganda advantage to Moscow. The real choice might be between invading
Cuba and trading the missiles. He wanted to contact the Turks and explain the
situation to the North Atlantic Council (which was to meet the next day). Kennedy
felt that the objections from NATO stemmed in part from a lack of appreciation of
the seriousness of the situation, and in particular that the alternative was not just
a continuation of the quarantine but much more drastic action, made more likely
if diplomacy got bogged down by this question. After American strikes led to the
seizure of Berlin or retaliation against Turkey, the allies would say, “By God we
should have taken it.” The Russians also might not realize that a “cheap turndown
by them” would put “us in the position of then having to do something.” So a lack
of a positive response now on the Turkey question could mean that “we’ll have to
invade or make a massive strike on Cuba which may lose Berlin. That’s what
concerns me.”

That afternoon Kennedy heard from General Norstad at NATO, warning of the
awkward questions that would arise if Turkey and Cuba were treated in an
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analogous fashion and of the impact on the long-term position of the United
States. Later at 5:00, he met with General Lemnitzer, about to succeed Norstad,
who gave him the same message. Throughout the day his advisers challenged
Kennedy’s presumption that Khrushchev would resist a deal without an explicit
trade on the missiles in Turkey, and they pointed to other options, such as
expanding the blockade, before air strikes had to be contemplated.

Instead of acceding, they suggested, why not reply to the first letter and
ignore the second? This became known as the “Trollope ploy” after the Victorian
novelist’s description of young ladies mistaking a squeeze of the hand for a
proposal of marriage. A letter from Kennedy to Khrushchev could ignore the
missile trade and accept the no-invasion pledge. Eventually Thompson persuaded
him. Kennedy, gloomy, noting that his Soviet counterpart had made a public offer
from which it would be harder to back down, concluded that “we’re going to have
to take our weapons out of Turkey.” He looked to Thompson for confirmation but
was contradicted: “I don’t agree, Mr. President, I think there’s still a chance that
we can get this line going.” Kennedy appeared surprised: “He’ll back down?”
Thompson continued, “Well, because he’s already got this other proposal which he
put forward.... The important thing for Khrushchev, it seems to me, is to be able to
say ‘I saved Cuba, I stopped an invasion.’”

Even having been persuaded to ignore the second letter, Kennedy remained
skeptical as to whether the ploy would work. He wanted to see the Soviet response
before agreeing to anything.

THE U-2 LOSS

This discussion took place against the backdrop of what appeared to be a
deteriorating situation. The day before, Castro had informed the local Soviet
commanders that his troops would fire on low-level reconnaissance aircraft. As
McNamara had intended, Castro saw these flights as preparing the way for a later
attack and so threatening morale. He was less bothered by the high-altitude U-2s,
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out of range of his own air defenses, but he urged the Soviet generals to switch on
their radars to get them in their sights. Once the Cubans began firing at low-level

American aircraft, the Russians may have decided to join in.11 A U-2 was shot
down at about 10:00 A.M. on 27 October. It did not take long for this news to
reach the White House. The demeanor of American policy makers was not helped
when further news came through that yet another U-2 had strayed over Russian
territory and was being chased by Soviet fighters. This was exactly the sort of
unintended escalatory process Kennedy feared, with the risk that mistakes and
minor incidents at sensitive moments could have large consequences. “There’s
always some son-of-a-bitch who doesn’t get the word” was his rueful observation

on hearing of the stray U-2.12 These events undermined the assumption that there
was no need to panic. Perhaps in the background was the recently published
novel Fail-Safe, with its depiction of capital cities being destroyed as a

consequence of tragic failures in technical systems.13

The immediate question was how to respond to the shooting down of the U-2
over Cuba. The possibility that this might happen had been anticipated on 23
October. If this was the “result of hostile action, the recommendation will be for
immediate retaliation upon the most likely surface-to-air site involved in this

action.”14 Given this presumption, any restraint had to be decided upon at once.
The U.S. Air Force’s preparations for a strike were interrupted when the White
House called LeMay and told him to hold back until the president ordered him to

proceed. The air force chief, thwarted again, never expected the order to come.15

Yet when the matter was discussed in ExComm, it was supposed that the order
would have to be given at some point, to demonstrate a readiness to protect

American crews and to make possible further surveillance.16 Without further
surveillance the intelligence upon which the air strike and invasion options
depended would increasingly become dated, so larger-scale operations might have
to be brought forward.

This was the starting point for a grim soliloquy from McNamara, from this
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point an increasingly anxious voice in the proceedings. If surveillance aircraft
were fired upon, the United States would have to respond. As a result, there would
be losses of aircraft and “we’ll be shooting up Cuba quite a bit.” This was not a
position that could be sustained for very long. “So we must be prepared to attack
Cuba—quickly.” This led to the second proposition.

When we attack Cuba we’re going to have to attack with an all-out
attack, and that means 500 sorties at a minimum the first day, and it
means sorties every day thereafter, and I personally believe that this is
almost certain to lead to an invasion, I won’t say certain to, but almost

certain to lead to an invasion.17

The third proposition depended on the presumption of a tit-for-tat reprisal from
Khrushchev: “[I]f we do this, and leave those missiles in Turkey the Soviet Union
may, and I think probably will, attack the Turkish missiles.” This led inexorably to
the fourth and final proposition:

[I]f the Soviet Union attacks the Turkish missiles, we must respond. We
cannot allow a Soviet attack on the—on the Jupiter missiles in Turkey
without a military response by NATO... Now the minimum military
response by NATO to a Soviet attack on the Turkish Jupiter missiles
would be a response with conventional weapons by NATO forces in
Turkey, that is to say Turkish and U.S. aircraft, against Soviet warships
and/or naval bases in the Black Sea area. Now that to me is the absolute
minimum, and I would say that it is damned dangerous to—to have had a

Soviet attack on Turkey and a NATO response on the Soviet Union.18

It may be that McNamara’s objective was to make a stark case for defusing the
crisis by trading missiles. If so, Ball took the cue. Noting that “we’re talking about
a course of action which involves military action with enormous casualties and a
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great—a great risk of escalation,” he urged that the United States agree to the
missile trade. The Jupiters were obsolete, and replacement with Polaris patrols
could be presented as a strengthening of the NATO position. McCone agreed but
wanted to combine this with an ultimatum relating to further attacks on

surveillance aircraft.19

The group even began to draft letters offering the trade when Thompson once
again pulled everyone up by wondering whether there was any need for such a
step and suggesting that a show of U.S. resolution, such as stopping a ship or
taking out a SAM site, could have the desired effect. While this discussion had been
going on the president had been out of the room. When he returned it was
Thompson who briefed him on the state of the debate, and he used the
opportunity to insert his own, anti-trade gloss: “They’ve upped the price, and
they’ve upped the action. And I think that we have to bring them back by upping
our action and by getting them back to this other thing without any mention of
Turkey.” Kennedy agreed but still mused about going to war over Turkish missiles,
saying, “If that’s part of the record I don’t see how we’ll have a very good war.”

As for the U-2, he appeared ready, with McNamara, to authorize a reprisal
raid if more missiles were used against surveillance missions. Without further
attacks he preferred to stay his hand, at least until he had seen the response from
the Soviet Union on the diplomatic front. It was not clear whether the downing of
the U-2 was a one-time incident or part of a general pattern. Here he was helped
by Taylor, who explained that there was no urgency in attacking the air defenses,
because extra U-2 flights were not necessary for the moment. Having just received
some new photography of the SAM batteries, they were not yet ready to go back
with an armed reconnaissance mission.

These extra-hard, imminent decisions led to everything appearing more
urgent, including the question of whether the Turks could be persuaded to relent
in time to work out a trade on missile bases. All this appears to have convinced
Kennedy that he must bring the matter to a head. The steps he then took to do so
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are discussed below. Most of the group, however, did not know of these steps, and
even those that did could not be sure of their success. This uncertainty was evident

in the final meeting, which took place at 9:00 that evening.20 This began with
McNamara proposing calling up air reserves and preparing to mobilize private
shipping for an invasion. However, despite the somber mood, there was already
signs of a search for means of delaying the crunch.

RESOLUTION

Kennedy’s letter to Khrushchev had now been drafted. “The first thing that needs
to be done,” it stated, “is for work to cease on all offensive missile bases in Cuba
and for all weapons systems in Cuba capable of offensive use to be rendered
inoperable.” The Americans would lift the quarantine and “give assurances
against an invasion of Cuba.” Kennedy avoided mentioning the Jupiter issue
either way. He removed from the draft a sentence refuting the connection
between missiles in Cuba and NATO bases, though he did allow for a vague
reference to a more general arrangement regarding “other weapons,” as

mentioned in the second letter.21

Given all that had happened during the course of his administration, a curious
omission from the first State Department draft was a demand that Castro not take
any aggressive actions against the United States or other Latin American states.
When Edwin Martin queried Rusk over its omission the secretary assumed it must
have got lost in the constant re-drafting. Alexis Johnson explained the omission as
a result of Kennedy trying to combine a hard, explicit draft from Johnson and Ball
with a softer draft dictated to him by Stevenson over the phone. As a result,
explicit qualifications to the invasion pledge were lost, possibly to get a settlement

more quickly.22

The letter was sent directly to Moscow and released to the press. To ensure
that the message got back clearly and expeditiously to Moscow, Robert Kennedy’s
back channel with Dobrynin was employed. Rusk suggested that the opportunity
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and Robert’s status in the administration be used to convey the mood of the
ExComm discussions. It could only help if Moscow was made to understand that
matters were coming to a head. Rusk also proposed that Kennedy could promise,
but strictly off the record, that the missiles in Turkey would eventually be

removed, and this was apparently accepted as sensible without much discussion.23

Rusk recalled, twenty-five years later, that to preserve options he suggested
privately to Kennedy that he be allowed to contact Andrew Cordier, then
president of Columbia University but a former UN official, to dictate to him a
statement that could be passed to U Thant and that would ask for the Jupiters to
be removed in exchange for the Soviet missiles. This would have made the trade
easier to sell to NATO. Rusk suggests that with U.S. armed forces ready to move
into Cuba by Tuesday, this ploy probably would have been used on Monday if
there had been no diplomatic breakthrough by then. Some skepticism has been
expressed about Rusk’s recollection, but the method of getting the UN to ask for an
awkward concession had already been used, and the evidence that Cordier and

Rusk had already been in communication supports this view.24

As Kennedy was now putting the ball back into the Soviet court, there was no
need for any further deliberation at ExComm. The allies were to be informed of
the current, alarming state of play, but there was no longer pressure to nudge

NATO toward a trade when the Council met the next day.25 The ambassador to
Turkey was alerted to the possibility that a trade might become advisable and told
that it would then help if the idea came from Turkey or NATO more generally. The
British were asked to hold back on any public offer about Thor missiles.

Robert Kennedy invited Anatoly Dobrynin to his office that evening. There
were three aspects to his message. The first and most important underlined the
urgency of the situation, though he took care to deny that he was issuing an
ultimatum. No formal deadline was set by which time noncompliance would result
in definite action. There was no need, as the two sides were not that far apart and
an ultimatum would have merely raised the temperature. What Dobrynin needed
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to understand was that time was running out. Without a quick response from
Khrushchev the situation would become the more dangerous. He told Dobrynin
that “if Cubans were shooting at our planes, then we were going to shoot back.”
The missile bases “had to go and they had to go right away.” A commitment was
needed by the next day. If they were not removed, “we would remove them.” If his
country then took retaliatory action, “he should understand that before this was
over, while there might be dead Americans there would also be dead Russians.”

Second, Kennedy repeated the gravamen of the president’s letter to
Khrushchev. If the Soviets removed the weapons and (here he reinserted the lost
condition) conducted no more subversive activities in Latin America, the United
States would “agree to keep the peace in the Caribbean and not permit an
invasion from American soil.” Third, he explained that while NATO would not
formally and publicly take out the Jupiter missiles from Turkey under duress,

Moscow could be assured that they would be out within four or five months.26

Dobrynin conveyed the message as intended. He reported not an ultimatum
from Kennedy but a sequence of events getting out of control—“a chain reaction...
that will be hard to stop”—which made no attempt to deny the probability of a
Soviet response “somewhere in Europe” and even referred to U.S. generals
“itching for a fight.” He reported the core deal on offer and the promise to get the

missiles out of Turkey.27

Early on 28 October (while still late evening in Washington) Khrushchev was
reassessing the situation. His starting point was that he was in no position to fight
a war with the United States, which enjoyed local and global military superiority,
except possibly in central Europe. “Cuba was 11,000 kilometres from the Soviet
Union. Our sea and air communications were so precarious that an attack against

the United States was unthinkable.”28 The evidence from Cuba was that people
were getting agitated and even trigger-happy. He had not authorized the downing
of the U-2, yet this was now bound to alarm the Americans and perhaps lead to a
response. Further, at 1:00 in the morning a message from Castro was read to him
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by his ambassador in Cuba, who had just taken dictation from the Cuban leader.
Khrushchev took it, not unreasonably, as advocating a preemptive war. Castro
had presumed that the logical consequence of his orders to shoot at low-flying
American aircraft would be to trigger full combat within a couple of days. Aware
of the possibility of escalation to nuclear war, he urged Khrushchev not to “allow
the circumstances in which the imperialists could launch the first nuclear strike.”
The phrase lent itself to an alarmist interpretation, especially given Khrushchev’s
already anxious state of mind. Soviet intelligence was also reporting that “an
invasion would probably be unavoidable unless we came to an agreement with

the President quickly.”29

Then came the official response from Kennedy, accepting a deal on Cuba but
saying nothing about Jupiter missiles. He told a quickly convened meeting of the
Presidium that he was inclined to accept the offer, especially now that the U-2
incident had evidently raised the tension. “In order to save the world, we must
retreat.” What happened thereafter changed the urgency with which his reply was
delivered but not its content. First, as with ExComm the previous day, another
message arrived. This was a call from Gromyko’s office with the telegram from
Dobrynin. The basic message taken from this was that Kennedy did not want a
war but the situation could soon get out of control. Dobrynin’s report of generals
“itching for a fight” was turned by the Soviet leader into the prospect of a
president unsure “that the American military will not overthrow him and seize

power.”30 He later wrote to Kennedy that “my role was simpler than yours

because there were no people around me who wanted to unleash war.”31 The issue
was not wholly fantastical. Two Washington journalists, Fletcher Knebel and
Charles Bailey, had published that spring Seven Days in May, describing how a
military coup might occur in Washington, and Kennedy had not dismissed the idea
completely, although the circumstances would have to be far more extreme than

he could envisage.32

Dobrynin had said that to head all of this off, Kennedy wanted a reply within
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twenty-four hours. To add to the drama, an army general intervened with a
message saying that Kennedy would speak at 5:00 P.M. Moscow time (10:00 A.M.
in Washington). “Everyone agreed that Kennedy intended to declare war, to
launch an air attack.” While the Washington embassy was sent an urgent message
to verify this inaccurate piece of news, the Presidium decided to take no chances
and drafted a quick message back to Kennedy, broadcasting it on the radio so that
it would be heard in Washington before the president spoke. A telegram was also

sent to Castro to warn him of what was happening.33 From Moscow came the
message:

In order to eliminate as rapidly as possible the conflict which endangers
the cause of peace...the Soviet Government, in addition to earlier
instructions on the discontinuation of further work on weapons
construction sites, has given a new order to dismantle the arms which you
described as offensive, and to crate and return them to the Soviet

Union.34

Gromyko had already sent an urgent message to Dobrynin to contact Robert with
the same message. By the time they met the news had been broadcast. Robert told
him it was “a great relief... today I will be able to see my kids, for I have been

entirely absent from home.”35 His brother heard the message, like most
Americans, by listening to the morning radio.
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