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Introduction

The Cuban Missile Crisis was a six-day public confrontation in
October 1962 between the United States and the Soviet Union
over the presence of Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba. It ended
when the Soviets agreed to remove the weapons in return for a
US agreement not to invade Cuba and a secret assurance that
American missiles in Turkey would be withdrawn. The confron-
tation stemmed from the ideological rivalries of the Cold War,
which had begun soon after the Second World War and involved
each side jostling to secure military and political advantage. Along
with the ‘eyeball-to-eyeball’ antagonism between the respective
US and Soviet leaders John F. Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev,
and alongside a real threat of nuclear war, the crisis was a turning
point given that, in its wake, American and Soviet leaders adopted
more sober attitudes to East—West relations. At the same time,
the Soviets pursued a nuclear build-up out of a desire never to
find themselves compromised again by American power, and to
negotiate arms limitation from a position of strength. The crisis
accelerated the development of a more complicated, polycentric
world, with some of Washington and Moscow’s respective allies
charting a more independent path after 1962 — partly because of
a lack of consultation during the missile confrontation.

One writer suggested that the missile crisis was ‘an event whose
significance in international affairs almost defies hyperbole’.! Its
undoubted importance has meant that practically every minute of
the stand-off has been scrutinised intensely in a vast number of
publications.? Crisis participants and journalists dominated the
literature in the first few years after the missile crisis, and tended
to laud Kennedy’s response to the Soviet challenge. Famously,
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presidential aide Arthur Schlesinger described Kennedy’s leader-
ship as a ‘combination of toughness and restraint, of will, nerve
and wisdom, so brilliantly controlled, so matchlessly calibrated,
that dazzled the world’.? Thus, the cool, heroic Kennedy, exhib-
iting immaculate judgement, forced the blustering Khrushchev
to concede. Other works in this period often made for engaging
reading but ranked less well as accurate historical accounts of
the missile crisis, given the lack of primary sources, the Kennedy
administration’s tendency to ‘spin’ what went on, and the rever-
ence accorded to the President after his murder in 1963. In par-
ticular, there was little awareness at this stage that he had agreed
to remove US missiles from Turkey.

The 1970s and the 1980s saw a growing number of scholarly
publications. Graham Allison presented a narrative of events and
outlined three models of bureaucratic politics for understanding
American policy. Some of the literature criticised the US admin-
istration; James Nathan noted in 1975 that ‘the Kennedy admin-
istration’s shimmering hour — the Cuban Missile Crisis — has just
begun to have its luster tarnished by critics’.* Critics included
Thomas Paterson, who wrote in 1978 that

The president’s desire to score a victory, to recapture previous losses,
to flex his muscle accentuated the crisis and obstructed diplomacy
... Kennedy gave Khrushchev no chance to withdraw his mistake or

to save face ... He left little room for bargaining but instead issued
a public ultimatum and seemed willing to destroy . .. millions in the
process.’

The greater openness that accompanied the end of the Cold War
in the late 1980s expanded our knowledge of the missile crisis. In
particular, there were several conferences involving crisis partici-
pants from the United States, the Soviet Union and Cuba, who
were willing to share information and perspectives.® The new
knowledge led to a growing acceptance that Khrushchev placed
missiles in Cuba to defend the island from American aggression,
which had been demonstrated by the US-sponsored attack by
Cuban émigrés at the Bay of Pigs in April 1961. The conferences
brought the long-overlooked Cuban perspective more to the fore.
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This included explaining why Cuba’s radical leader, Fidel Castro,
chose to accept Soviet missiles — he wanted to protect the island
and to strengthen the international socialist camp.” Furthermore,
suspicions about the reason for the removal of the US Jupiter mis-
siles in Turkey were confirmed.

The 1990s saw increased pace in the declassification of material
from the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, the US National
Archives and the Central Intelligence Agency. The Kennedy
Library released twenty-two hours of secret recordings of missile
crisis conversations between the President and his ‘ExComm’ col-
leagues. Why Kennedy made the recordings, which began in July
1962, is uncertain, but they provide important insight into White
House policymaking and into the views of individual advisers.
Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, for instance, emerged as
a ‘hawk’ in the ExComm deliberations, in contrast to how he
appeared in his posthumously published (1969) memoir Thirteen
Days. In 1996 the US Department of State published around 900
pages of US documentation, including transcripts of the ExComm
recordings, in a volume in the long-running Foreign Relations of
the United States series.®

While there is a great deal of American documentation avail-
able, the picture is far from complete. Declassification often
proceeds at a glacial pace because of political sensitivities, secu-
rity concerns and limited resources. Most records of the US
Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Defense Department, the Strategic Air
Command and the US Air Force remain classified. The with-
held material includes information about the U-2 reconnaissance
aircraft that drifted into Soviet territory while on a routine air
monitoring mission over the Arctic on the night of 26~7 October.’
Some Soviet documents have been released since the end of the
Cold War, with many being disseminated online through the
Cold War International History Project and the National Security
Archive.'? These have illuminated, for example, differences of
opinion between the Soviet Union and Cuba over the settlement
of the missile crisis. However, the quantity of Soviet material
available remains relatively modest. This means that there is
limited knowledge of, for instance, how Soviet officials estimated
the impact of nuclear weapons in Cuba on the balance of power,
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or how changing threat perceptions during the crisis might have
influenced Khrushchev’s conduct. Policy formation in Havana is
still more obscure, as the Cuban government has proved espe-
cially parsimonious about releasing documents. To understand
Cuban attitudes, thinking and initiatives, historians have to rely
in large part on public speeches and statements — often decades
after the event — from Fidel Castro and others, and on the records
of other countries. Although the broad contours of Cuba’s role
are apparent, we cannot yet do full justice to Cuban concerns and
contributions.

Whatever the limitations of the documentary record, there are
no signs of the literature drying up. In recent years there has been
a comprehensive general account of the missile crisis;'! a growing
focus on the perspectives of countries beyond the United States,
the Soviet Union and Cuba;!? and, since the fiftieth anniversary
of the crisis, a crop of mainly specialised works.!"® This book
conveys the latest interpretations of the origins, course and after-
math of the missile crisis, drawing on the secondary literature
alongside documents from the United States, the Soviet Union,
Cuba, Britain (the US partner in the vaunted ‘special relation-
ship’) and other countries. Memoirs, including those of Robert
F. Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev, are used. Such sources are
not to be treated uncritically because, as we have noted with
the example of the former, they are often written with a view to
publication and so tend to be self-serving.'* Nonetheless, they can
provide data and personal perspectives not otherwise available.

The book explores the culpability of the Eisenhower and
Kennedy administrations for causing the crisis because of their
hostility to the Castro regime, which had gained power in the
Cuban Revolution of 1959. US policies ended up strengthen-
ing Castro by providing him with a powerful external enemy,
and by encouraging ties between Cuba and the Soviet Union.
Although the United States and the Soviet Union were the prime
movers in the missile crisis, Cuba was a proud, independent and
influential actor and not merely a superpower pawn. Early in
1962, for example, Castro exploited Soviet insecurities about
losing their partner in the Caribbean to secure greater support
from Moscow. Various longstanding myths about the crisis are
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dismissed, including the notion that on 24 October Soviet and
American vessels were ‘eyeball-to-eyeball’ along the quarantine
line that the US had established around Cuba when Khrushchev
suddenly ordered a retreat. The account emphasises the danger
of the confrontation. Kennedy estimated that the odds of nuclear
war were ‘somewhere between one out of three and even’, while
Khrushchev reflected that ‘we were on the edge of nuclear war’.1
Both leaders had their own reasons for emphasising the risks —
Kennedy to assert the magnitude of his success in facing dewn
the Soviet threat; Khrushchev to justify his decision to retreat.
Other participants played down the threat of war,'® but post-
Cold War revelations have indicated that the two leaders had
only a tenuous grip (and sometimes no grip at all) on operational
matters, which could easily have spiralled out of control with
devastating consequences.

Despite the extensive literature about the Cuban Missile
Crisis, the global ramifications of what went on remain invisible
other than in some of the more specialised texts. While placing
American, Soviet and Cuban contributions at the centre of the
discussion, this book stresses that the missile crisis was a world
event. There was the threat of global cataclysm, and numerous
countries were involved politically or militarily. The aftermath of
the crisis is also poorly explored in many of the general accounts.
It is argued in this book that the settlement of the confronta-
tion during November was complex and messy, confounding the
idea that President Kennedy had secured a firm victory, and that
the crisis left a number of international legacies that would play
themselves out over the next few years. These legacies included
intra-bloc tensions and escalating conflict in Vietnam. It is empha-
sised, too, that the confrontation over Soviet weapons in Cuba
ended formally only in 1970, when the terms of the settlement
were clarified after Soviet efforts to construct a submarine base
on the island.

Chapter 1 examines the US response to the emergence of Fidel
Castro in Cuba, and covers Soviet—American relations under
Kennedy. The second chapter considers Khrushchev’s decision to
place nuclear missiles in Cuba, and his efforts to deceive the US
government about his actions. Chapter 3 explores the discovery
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of the missiles, and the Kennedy administration’s initial delibera-
tions about how to respond. Chapter 4 examines the first part
of the confrontation, from Monday 22 to Thursday 25 October,
including military preparations and the implementation of the
quarantine. The subsequent chapter addresses the impact of the
crisis in the United Nations, Latin America, Europe and Asia.
Chapter 6 explores the most dangerous phase of the confronta-
tion, from Friday 26 to Sunday 28 October. The final two chap-
ters cover the aftermath of the crisis, with Chapter 7 addressing
the settlement until the end of 1962, and Chapter 8 exploring
the after-effects up to 1970. The Conclusion sums up the argu-
ments and suggests further avenues for research. The appendices
provide a chronology, a list of persons, biographies and a selec-
tion of documents with commentaries. The documents have been
selected to illuminate aspects of the origins, course and aftermath
of the missile crisis, and include US, Soviet, Cuban, British and
Chinese material.

It is appropriate to make a few points concerning terminol-
ogy. In_the United States the confrontation of October 1962
was known as the ‘Cuban Missile Crisis’, in the Soviet Union
as the ‘Caribbean Crisis’ or the ‘Cuba Crisis’, and in Cuba as
the ‘October Crisis’. Each term has a slightly different emphasis
and meaning. The American label implies that the Soviet Union
caused the crisis by placing nuclear missiles in Cuba. For Moscow,
though, the event was a superpower confrontation that happened
to be in the Caribbean; the absence of a reference to the missiles
avoided the question of Soviet culpability. The term ‘Caribbean
Crisis’ also played down the Cuban role. The Cubans referred to
the ‘October Crisis’ because in the early Castro years they had to
contend with a number of US invasion alarms. In the light of how
the Soviets negotiated an end to the crisis over Cuban heads, the
use of a home-grown term was also a matter of national pride.'”
This work uses the term ‘Cuban Missile Crisis’ not to privilege
or endorse the American perspective, but simply because it is the
most widely recognised label.
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