
Forty Years After 13 Days 

Robert S. McNamara 

For 

many years, I considered the Cu- 
^^*"""" 

3. The ExComm was directed to assemble 

ban missile crisis to be the best-man- _ immediately, to identify alternative re 

aged foreign policy crisis of the last The /Cf?l/ CjUBStiott foV sponses to the Soviet threat, and to debate 

half-century. I still believe that President T>vocisi0*1+ IfoviviorlM the pros and cons of each of them—with 
fy J / 1" J • J** 1 f w ̂  I' W1/ ll I' xV w if fX w Xr Tl f 1 1 1 • _i 1 1 TAT" 
Kennedy s actions during decisive mo- out the president present. We were m 

ments of the crisis helped to prevent a and for those of us structed not to bring a recommendation to 
nuclear war. But I now conclude that, how- j j • j j • him until all of his advisers agreed unani 

zuho aavtsea tiitrt 
ever astutely the crisis may have been »umv 

mously on the course of action to be taken 

managed, by the end of those extraordi- 
IVOS, HOZU Might ZVe or until it was clear that we could not agree 

nary 13 days—October 16-October 28, . 1 -f 
on a single course of action. He further in 

1962—luck also played a significant role in jOVCe TUe VCMOVat Oj structed us to take whatever time might be 

the avoidance of nuclear war by a hair's the Soviet Missiles in required to agree on the recommendation, 
breadth. , , 

We were lucky, but not only lucky. I lMDa wnnoui going No subsequent U.S. decisions in the 

believe we would not have survived those 
-f-Q updy? 

Cuban missile crisis contributed more to the 

13 days had not the president shaped and prevention of war than those first three 

directed the ways in which his senior ad- _ decisions taken by President Kennedy. They 
visers confronted the crisis. This began shaped and constrained U.S. actions during 
within minutes of the moment on Tuesday arise" should such a deployment actually the days that followed, so that there would 

morning, October 16, when McGeorge occur. The president knew he must act con- be no immediate, knee-jerk, emotional re 

Bundy, the national security adviser, in- sistent with that statement. He also knew, sponse to the news of the deployment. The 

formed the president that we had photo- however, that the initiation of military ac- president's early decisions guaranteed it. 

graphs of Soviet nuclear missile sites un- tion to remove the missiles entailed grave At the first meeting of the ExComm on 

der construction across the island of Cuba. risks to all the involved parties: the United Tuesday October 16, the majority of the 

These medium- and intermediate-range States, as well as the Soviet Union, and president's civilian and military advisers 

ballistic missiles, which had been deployed Cuba. The key question for him, and for favored an immediate air attack on Cuba 

not only secretly but also under an elabo- those of us who advised him, was there- with the objective of destroying the missile 

rate cloak of deception could, if they be- fore: how might we force removal of the sites. A vocal minority, however, put for 

came operational, deliver nuclear war- missiles without going to war? ward other alternatives, 

heads onto all major East Coast U.S. cities, Toward that end, President Kennedy By the end of the week, after several 

putting 90 million Americans at risk. made three vitally important decisions dur- days of debate, the ExComm had agreed 
We had not anticipated such an action ing the very first hour after examining the to present two alternatives to the president: 

by the Soviets. In fact, we had been told photographic evidence on the morning of the first was a naval "quarantine" of Cuba 

throughout the summer and early autumn October 16: to prevent the Soviets from delivering ad 

of 1962 by various Soviet officials, includ- ditional military equipment to Cuba; the 

ing Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, that l.Hestatedthat only a limited number of second was an air strike, which almost surely 
there were no Soviet nuclear missiles in senior officials would be informed of the would have been followed by a land and 
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and debate in advance of their discovery al- rity Adviser. There were some 15 of us— ber 21. It was to be held in the oval room 

ternative ways of dealing with the deploy- the so-called Executive Committee of the in the family quarters of the White House, 

ment. National Security Council, or I recall that meeting vividly. Perhaps 17 or 
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nized that we would have to force the So- throughout the crisis. who had served in previous administra 

viets to remove the missiles. He had issued tions, such as Dean Acheson and Jack 

a statement on September 4, indicating 2. The ExComm would be required to radi- McCloy. The president asked General Max 

that, while he did not expect any missile de- cally restrict any information given to their Taylor, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

ployment in Cuba, "the gravest issues will associates, in order to help ensure that nei- Staff, to present the case for the air strike 

ther the press, Congress, nor the general and possible invasion; and he asked me to 

Robert S. McNamara was secretary of defense public learned of the situation until the presi- present the argument against the attack 

from 1961 to 1968. dent was prepared to respond to it. and for the quarantine. 
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After the two presentations, the presi- come in from Khrushchev. The first message given to the press before we received it. This 

dent asked each of us, one-by-one, which was long and rambling and appeared to have message of Saturday morning, October 27, 

course of action we favored. The majority been written by a man under tremendous indicated that the Soviet missiles would re 

favored the attack. stress. Yet, it was also eloquent, in its depiction main in Cuba until we withdrew what 

President Kennedy then turned to Gen- of the stark choices before us. Here are some Khrushchev was now calling our "analo 

eral Walter Sweeney, head of the U.S. Air Force excerpts from that remarkable letter: gous" Jupiter missiles from Turkey. This 

Tactical Air Command, who would lead the greatly complicated the situation, just as 

air strike on Cuba, should the president or- Everyone needs peace; both capi- time appeared to be running out on mak 

der that course of action. He asked General talists, if they have not lost their ing a decision before the missile sites be 

Sweeney if he was confident that his forces reason, and still more, communists. came operational. Turkey, a NATO mem 

could destroy all the Soviet missiles being ber, strongly opposed the removal of NATO 

deployed in Cuba. The planned attack would War is our enemy and a calamity missiles stationed on its territory, as did 

have been massive: 1,080 sorties against the for all people. many other NATO countries. 

Cuban missile sites on the first day alone It seemed clear to President Kennedy, 

(more sorties, for example, than were carried If indeed war should break out, and to most of the ExComm, that we must 

out by NATO forces on any single day dur- then it would not be in our power respond to the letter that arrived second. It 

ing the 1999 conflict over Kosovo). to stop it, for such is the logic of was already public knowledge. And we had 

I could have kissed Sweeney for his war. I have participated in two received it after the Friday letter I just quoted 

reply. Sweeney told the president: "We wars and I know that war ends at length. This was an absolutely critical 

have the finest air force in the world. If we only when it has rolled through moment in the crisis. Were we simply to 

can't do the job, nobody can. But can I say cities and villages, everywhere reject Khrushchev's proposal of the missile 

there is no chance that one or two missiles sowing death and destruction. trade, we would quickly reduce the options 
and nuclear warheads might still be opera- short of war to remove the missiles, 

tional, and can still be fired, after the attack? I should like you to agree that one It was at this juncture that Llewellyn 

No, Mr. President, I can't say that." cannot give way to pressures; it is ("Tommy") Thompson, a former ambassa 

What responsible president would have necessary to control them. dor to Moscow who had vast experience with 

accepted the risk of even one nuclear warhead the Soviets, and with Khrushchev personally, 

exploding over a U.S. city, killing unprec- If people do not show wisdom, suggested that we simply ignore the letter that 

edented numbers of American citizens? Af- then in the final analysis they will contained the unacceptable deal and reply to 

ter Sweeney's reply to the president, I felt come to a clash, like blind moles, the first. This is where we come in on what 

immediately that whatever action we took and then reciprocal extermination may have been the single most important 

would begin with the quarantine. In fact, the will begin. exchange of the entire crisis on the U.S. side 

quarantine line around Cuba went into effect and, given the stakes at that supremely dan 

at 10:00 a.m. EDT on Wednesday, October 24. If you have not lost your self-con- gerous moment, one of the most important 

By Saturday, October 27, Soviet leader trol, then Mr. President we and you discussions of the entire Cold War. I am quot 

Nikita Khrushchev had still not indicated he ought not now to pull on the end ing from The Kennedy Tapes: 
would remove the missiles. The ExComm of a rope in which you have tied 

debated all that day as to what course of the knot of war, because the more President Kennedy: "We're not go 
action to take. At the time, the CIA reported the two of us pull, the tighter the ing to get these weapons out of 

that they did not believe the nuclear war- knot will be tied. And a moment Cuba, probably, anyway... I mean 

heads for the missiles had been delivered may come when that knot will be by negotiation ... I don't think 

to Cuba. As I recall, they believed that the tied so tight that even he who tied there's any doubt he's not going 
first shipment of warheads was aboard the it will not have the strength to to retreat now that he made that 

ship Poltava, a ship which was to arrive in untie it. And then it will be neces- public, Tommy. He's not going to 

Cuba within a few days. Our reconnaissance sary to cut that knot. take them out of Cuba." 

photos were showing that the missile sites 

were rapidly becoming operational. So, if And what that will mean is not for Llewellyn Thompson: "I don't agree, 
an attack were to be carried out, it seemed me to explain to you, because you Mr. President. I think there's still a 

obvious that it should be launched before yourself understand perfectly chance we can get this line going." 
the missiles became operational and before what terrible forces our countries 

the warheads arrived. Otherwise, we would possess. Let us not only relax the President Kennedy: "He'll back 

risk a Soviet counterattack against the U.S. forces pulling on the end of the down?" 

homeland, should one or more missiles rope; let us take means to untie the 

survive the air strike intact. knot. We are ready for this. Llewellyn Thompson: "The impor 
At about 4:00 p.m. EDT on October 27, tant thing for Khrushchev, it 

General Taylor reported to the president that The message ended with a proposal we seems to me, is to be able to say 'I 

the Joint Chiefs were now recommending could fully accept: if we would guarantee saved Cuba; I stopped an inva 

that an air strike be launched Monday morn- we would not invade Cuba, Khrushchev sion,' and he can get away with 

ing, October 29, to be followed by an inva- would remove the missiles from Cuba. this, if he wants to, and he's had a 

sion seven days later. The majority of the The second message, however, seemed go at this Turkey thing, and that 

president's civilian advisers shared that view. to us at the time to have been drafted by we'll discuss later." 

Late on Friday, October 26, and then again the hard-liners within Khrushchev's Polit 

early the next morning, two messages had buro. Moreover, the message had been President Kennedy: "Alright." 
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I still quake when I read those lines. ompson, a senior-level foreign service of- tire leadership in Moscow—that he put the 

On the one hand, here was the president, ficer but, in terms of rank, one of the low- question to Tommy, then and there, to vote 

with time running out, looking for a way est-ranking members of the ExComm, ad- it up or down. And Tommy proved to be 

to resolve the crisis peacefully but confused vising the president. But so great was the exactly right. I thank God we had a presi 

by the dual communications from president's belief in Tommy's expertise— dent who was determined to find a way 
Khrushchev. On the other was Tommy Th- his empathy with Khrushchev and the en- out of the crisis short of war and an adviser 

A Conversation in Havana 
Several former decision-makers met October 12 during McNamara: Yes. 

the conference in Havana to discuss the role of nuclear weap 
ons in the crisis and the extent of nuclear danger on October Kornienko: Now, how did we think you would respond to the 

27, the day before Kennedy and Khrushchev agreed to a deal deployment? I think that Khrushchev just hoped that Kennedy 

whereby the Soviets agreed to remove the missiles in Cuba; would, so to say, "swallow some missiles." Khrushchev believed 

the United States pledged publicly not to invade Cuba; and, in that Kennedy was a very clever man. Therefore, Kennedy would 

a secret agreement, the United States pledged to remove NATO probably accept Soviet missiles in Cuba, not out of weakness but 

missiles from Turkey. The conversation was remarkable for its because of prudence, 
candor regarding how poorly the Americans and Soviets had 

thought through their actions that led to the crisis. McNamara: It seems to me that Khrushchev was hoping that 

Participants in the following excerpts from the Havana con- Kennedy would accept the missile deployment in Cuba—and I 

versation are Robert McNamara, President Kennedy's secretary emphasize "hoping" because I don't think he thought it through at 

of defense; Georgy M. Kornienko, former first deputy foreign all. He was somehow counting on being able to surprise Kennedy 
minister of the U.S.S.R.; and Nikolai S. Leonov, who was chief of and the world. It was more like a fantasy than a plan. He didn't 

the KGB's Department of Cuban Affairs for 30 years. McNamara have a fallback in case they were discovered earlier, 

and Kornienko had met once, in 1991; Leonov and McNamara 

had never met. —Thomas S. Blanton and James G. Blight Leonov: Of course he had not thought it through. Why? In my 

opinion, it is because when decisions are made in almost total se 

crecy, very few people are involved in it. For a long time, only six 

A Change in the Strategic Balance? people in the Soviet leadership knew, and none of their subordi 

nates knew. Therefore, there was little analytical thinking through 
Kornienko: Mr. McNamara, you have asked, did the deploy- of those decisions, 

ment in Cuba affect the nuclear balance? Well, Khrushchev 

thought the missiles would change the nuclear balance, but not Tactical Nuclear Weapons 

significantly. Do you think it altered the balance? 

McNamara: Why did the Soviet Union deploy tactical nuclear weap 
McNamara: No, I don't. On Tuesday morning, the 16th of Oc- ons in Cuba? Here at the Havana conference, General [Anatoly] 

tober, the day we learned of the missile deployment in Cuba, Gribkov said yesterday that the tactical weapons were only for 

I said I didn't believe the missile deployment under way in Cuba deterrence. But how could they have been for deterrence when we 

changed the nuclear balance between the Soviet Union and the didn't even know they were on the island? 

United States—not one bit. But I was in a small minority who 

believed this. Kornienko: This is exactly the problem. They were planning on 

announcing about the placement of nuclear weapons in Novem 

Kornienko: You could still continue your deployment. You could ber. Then of course, it would not be secret. Then, and only then, 

easily and quickly offset anything we could do in Cuba. Isn't could the tactical nuclear weapons deter the U.S. from taking mili 

that right? tary action against Cuba. In other words, if the Americans discov 

ered the missiles before they became operational and before 

McNamara: Absolutely. It was absurd to believe that the mis- Khrushchev could make his big announcement, he would be in 

siles in Cuba affected the global nuclear balance. The impor- trouble, 

tant factor, one that certainly affected President Kennedy, 

myself, and others, was that we had been misled. He had been McNamara: I understand that General [Issa] Pliyev initially had the 

told that there were no nuclear missiles in Cuba and that none authority to use the tactical nuclear weapons, but that authority was 

would be placed there. Kennedy, acting on the Soviet reassur- withdrawn on October 27. Tell me, do you believe Pliyev would 

ances, had said on September 4 that, with regard to the Soviet have used tactical nuclear weapons in the event of an American 

reassurances, "should it be otherwise, the gravest consequences invasion, even though Moscow had rescinded permission to do so? 

will arise." Well, it was otherwise, and politically, he had no 

choice but to respond forcefully. Kornienko: It is of course impossible to say with any degree of 

certainty. But under very difficult circumstances—via your massive 

Kornienko: I agree. We keep coming back to the question of planned invasion of Cuba—it is not out of the question that he would 

Khrushchev's deceit. It seems to have been the factor that have felt it was his duty to give his troops all the weapons he had at 

blocked Kennedy from finding a way out of this without a crisis. his disposal, including the tactical nuclear weapons. 
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like Tommy, so full of empathy for our eastern Cuba that morning. Khrushchev others, at the urging of the Cubans, with 

Soviet adversary. believed, correctly, that we would inter- authority given by the field 

By Saturday, October 27, events were pret this as a deliberate escalation of the subcommander in Cuba, General Stepan 

slipping out of the control of Moscow and confrontation. In reality, the U-2 was shot Grechko, contrary to Khrushchev's orders 

Washington. For example, a U.S. U-2 re- down, as we now know from the testi- from Moscow. At about the same time, 

connaissance aircraft was shot down over mony of General Anatoly Gribkov and another U-2 on an air-sampling mission 

Leonov: I had an opportunity to talk with the commander of coastal will also participate. Then we will know the truth. [Laughter.] 

defense, which also had tactical nuclear weapons. He said, if he didn't But I think it is clear—unbelievable as it now seems—that the 

have orders from Moscow, but if he was in danger of being destroyed Soviet leadership just did not have any clear idea of what would 

by American paratroopers, then of course he would not let his weap- happen if they used nuclear weapons in Cuba against attack 

ons be destroyed. He said of course we all would have died, but that ing U.S. troops, 
is the way any commander would have responded. 

Kornienko: I just don't know what the Soviet response would 

McNamara: Exactly! have been if the U.S. had attacked Cuba and destroyed the Cu 

ban leadership, government, and many Cuban and Soviet citi 

"October 27, the Most Dangerous Day" zens. I would hope that we would not answer with a nuclear 

strike. But who knows? It is certainly possible that we would 

Leonov: During the missile crisis, the Soviet sailors and soldiers on have done so, in the situation you are asking about. Of course, 

the island were dressed in Cuban uniforms, even though they had if we had...well...I am unable to summon the words in either 

Soviet uniforms with them. On the morning of October 27, they Russian or English to describe the terrible result of such actions, 

received orders to wear their Soviet uniforms. Why? Because they 
were told they were preparing for battle, and they wished to die in Leonov: It is terrible even to think of what would have hap 
the uniforms of their own country. This is very important, it seems pened. Under such conditions an entire group of Soviet forces 

to me. Not only the Cubans were prepared to fight to the death, in Cuba would've perished, along with perhaps millions of 

but the Soviets as well. This was the situation. They believed they Cubans. Therefore, if what you describe happened, no Soviet 

were about to be destroyed, and they wished to behave honor- leader would have been able to keep his post without taking 

ably, as soldiers. Pliyev was a very good soldier, a tough soldier, as some dramatic action in response. The closest target, of course, 

he proved in the Second World War. In this situation, it is inconceiv- was in West Berlin. I think we would have seized West Berlin, 

able to me that he would have neglected to arm and fire his tactical 

nuclear weapons! Inconceivable! McNamara: And we would have responded with nuclear 

weapons... 
McNamara: Of course it may seem logical to use the tactical nuclear 

weapons, if you feel threatened and have no alternative, due to a Leonov: Yes. I remember vividly October 27, the most dan 

massive attack. Yes, from the field commander's point of view, it is gerous day. Khrushchev, as we know, received a cable from 

logical. But from the political leadership's point of view, it seems Fidel on the 27th in Moscow (the 26th in Havana), saying that 

almost insane, due to the danger of uncontrollable escalation. I mean, an American attack was imminent within 24-72 hours. Of 

where would it lead—the use of tactical nuclear weapons? To nuclear course, this was shocking. But also arriving at that time was a 

disaster, to the destruction of nations, even large nations like yours cable from [Soviet ambassador to Cuba, Aleksander] Alekseev 

and mine. to the head of the KGB which had this phrase: "Fidel said that 

the probability of attack and invasion is at least 95 percent; and 

Leonov: I must express my amazement, that I, a former KGB of- if the Americans attack and invade, you [Khrushchev] should 

ficer, should find himself in complete agreement with the former attack the U.S. and wipe them off the face of the earth!" Obvi 

American defense secretary. ously, things were spinning out of control. Such unprecedented 

messages, at such a time, meant that we had to find an exit, 

McNamara: What did the Soviets believe the U.S. response would be whatever it may be. And we found it just in time, 

to the use of Soviet tactical nuclear weapons? It seems to me that the 

Soviet leaders did not think it through in any detail. We had a similar McNamara: I conclude from this discussion that we're damn 

problem. For example, in March of 1961 I went to Germany with lucky to be here. We were so close to a nuclear catastrophe. 
Paul Nitze, who was then one of my deputies, and the chairman of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Lyman Lemnitzer. I asked the NATO Leonov: One mistake at the wrong time in October 1962, and all 

field commanders how they were going to use the tactical nuclear could have been lost. I can hardly believe we are here today, talk 

weapons under their command. They said, well, we'll use them ing about this. It is almost as if some divine intervention occurred 

against Warsaw Pact or Soviet troops if they confront us. I asked them to help us save ourselves, but with this proviso: we must never get 
what would happen then? They had no answer. They hadn't thought that close again. Next time, we would not be so lucky, as you put it. 

it through. What about Khrushchev and his colleagues? 
Thomas S. Blanton is executive director of the National Security 

Leonov: It was the same with us. I am absolutely convinced they Archive at George Washington University. James G. Blight is pro 
did not think it through. When all of us pass away, then in heaven fessor of international relations at Brown University's Watson In 

we will convene a new conference when Khrushchev and Kennedy stitute for International Studies. 
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ban leadership, government, and many Cuban and Soviet citi 

"October 27, the Most Dangerous Day" zens. I would hope that we would not answer with a nuclear 

strike. But who knows? It is certainly possible that we would 

Leonov: During the missile crisis, the Soviet sailors and soldiers on have done so, in the situation you are asking about. Of course, 

the island were dressed in Cuban uniforms, even though they had if we had...well...I am unable to summon the words in either 

Soviet uniforms with them. On the morning of October 27, they Russian or English to describe the terrible result of such actions, 

received orders to wear their Soviet uniforms. Why? Because they 
were told they were preparing for battle, and they wished to die in Leonov: It is terrible even to think of what would have hap 
the uniforms of their own country. This is very important, it seems pened. Under such conditions an entire group of Soviet forces 

to me. Not only the Cubans were prepared to fight to the death, in Cuba would've perished, along with perhaps millions of 

but the Soviets as well. This was the situation. They believed they Cubans. Therefore, if what you describe happened, no Soviet 

were about to be destroyed, and they wished to behave honor- leader would have been able to keep his post without taking 

ably, as soldiers. Pliyev was a very good soldier, a tough soldier, as some dramatic action in response. The closest target, of course, 

he proved in the Second World War. In this situation, it is inconceiv- was in West Berlin. I think we would have seized West Berlin, 

able to me that he would have neglected to arm and fire his tactical 

nuclear weapons! Inconceivable! McNamara: And we would have responded with nuclear 

weapons... 
McNamara: Of course it may seem logical to use the tactical nuclear 

weapons, if you feel threatened and have no alternative, due to a Leonov: Yes. I remember vividly October 27, the most dan 

massive attack. Yes, from the field commander's point of view, it is gerous day. Khrushchev, as we know, received a cable from 

logical. But from the political leadership's point of view, it seems Fidel on the 27th in Moscow (the 26th in Havana), saying that 

almost insane, due to the danger of uncontrollable escalation. I mean, an American attack was imminent within 24-72 hours. Of 

where would it lead—the use of tactical nuclear weapons? To nuclear course, this was shocking. But also arriving at that time was a 

disaster, to the destruction of nations, even large nations like yours cable from [Soviet ambassador to Cuba, Aleksander] Alekseev 

and mine. to the head of the KGB which had this phrase: "Fidel said that 

the probability of attack and invasion is at least 95 percent; and 

Leonov: I must express my amazement, that I, a former KGB of- if the Americans attack and invade, you [Khrushchev] should 

ficer, should find himself in complete agreement with the former attack the U.S. and wipe them off the face of the earth!" Obvi 

American defense secretary. ously, things were spinning out of control. Such unprecedented 

messages, at such a time, meant that we had to find an exit, 

McNamara: What did the Soviets believe the U.S. response would be whatever it may be. And we found it just in time, 

to the use of Soviet tactical nuclear weapons? It seems to me that the 

Soviet leaders did not think it through in any detail. We had a similar McNamara: I conclude from this discussion that we're damn 

problem. For example, in March of 1961 I went to Germany with lucky to be here. We were so close to a nuclear catastrophe. 
Paul Nitze, who was then one of my deputies, and the chairman of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Lyman Lemnitzer. I asked the NATO Leonov: One mistake at the wrong time in October 1962, and all 

field commanders how they were going to use the tactical nuclear could have been lost. I can hardly believe we are here today, talk 

weapons under their command. They said, well, we'll use them ing about this. It is almost as if some divine intervention occurred 

against Warsaw Pact or Soviet troops if they confront us. I asked them to help us save ourselves, but with this proviso: we must never get 
what would happen then? They had no answer. They hadn't thought that close again. Next time, we would not be so lucky, as you put it. 

it through. What about Khrushchev and his colleagues? 
Thomas S. Blanton is executive director of the National Security 

Leonov: It was the same with us. I am absolutely convinced they Archive at George Washington University. James G. Blight is pro 
did not think it through. When all of us pass away, then in heaven fessor of international relations at Brown University's Watson In 

we will convene a new conference when Khrushchev and Kennedy stitute for International Studies. 
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over Alaska, strayed into Soviet air space. To that end, I want to pose thirteen 7. Soviet Strategy. Had the Soviet leadership 

We worried that the Soviets might con- questions that seem to me to require fur- thought through, in advance, the answers 

elude—plausibly but wrongly—that the ther examination: to questions 2, 3,4, 5, and 6? 

U-2 was on a mission to photograph So 

viet military targets, just prior to an at- 1. Effect on the Nuclear Balance. Did the Sovi- 8. Nuclear War at Sea. Only last year, nearly 

tack on the Soviet homeland. ets believe the deployment of medium-and 40 years after the events, did I learn on a 

These events seemed dangerous at intermediate-range missiles in Cuba signifi- visit to Moscow that nuclear war at sea was 

the time. But it wasn't until nearly thirty cantly changed the military balance be- a real possibility in October 1962.1 would 

years afterward that we learned, from like to hear from the Soviet submariners 

General Gribkov's testimony at a January 
— what the conditions were like, as we chased 

1992 conference here in this room in Ha- _ 
their subs around the Atlantic. What were 

vana, that the nuclear warheads for both If the president had your standing orders, in regard both to the 
tactical and strategic nuclear weapons had 

crn-np ah pad 7nifh thp conventionally-tipped torpedoes and 

already reached Cuba before the quaran- gone aneaa Wlin Tne 
those equipped with nuclear warheads? 

tine line was established—162 nuclear fliy strike, the invasion And how close did they come actually to 
warheads in all. If the president had gone 1U h launching a nuclear-tipped torpedo at U.S. 

ahead with the air strike and invasion of forces WOlllU Have vessels that were dropping depth charges 

Cuba, the invasion forces almost surely been met by nuclear on them? 
would have been met by nuclear fire, re- . . 

quiring a nuclear response from the Jire, requiring a 9, Out of Control. Did leaders in Moscow 
United States. nuclear reSVOnSe from 

and in Havana sense (as we in Washing 
At the January 1992 Havana conference, , 

" 
ton did) that events were slipping out of 

we on the U.S. side were shocked by this the United States. control by Saturday, October 27? If so, 
information. And so during that conference, what events seemed to indicate most per 

I asked President Castro three questions: 

~~ ~~ 
suasively that the leaders were losing con 

trol of the situation? 

1. Were you aware the nuclear war- heads tween the Warsaw Pact and NATO? If so, 

were in Cuba? why? Did they not recognize that, with re- 10. Soviet and Cuban Differences. Were there 

spect to the nuclear balance, before the de- important differences between the Soviets 

2. If so, would you have recommended ployment in Cuba, the United States had a and Cubans—just before, during, and af 

their use? clear deterrent capability but not the capac- ter the crisis? I must admit that, at the time, 

ity to accomplish a "disarming first strike?" we who advised President Kennedy did 

3. If the nuclear weapons had been used, what The deployment of missiles in Cuba did not not give much thought to this possibility, 

would have been the outcome for Cuba? change this situation. But it now occurs to me that these differ 

ences may have increased the risk of the 

President Castro's answer sent a chill 2. U.S. Response. How did the Soviets and crisis spinning into a war, even a nuclear 

down my spine. He replied: Cubans believe the United States would war. 

respond to the installation of the missiles in 

Now, we started from the assump- Cuba? 11. The Withdrawal. Why did Khrushchev 

tion that if there was an invasion announce his decision to withdraw the mis 

of Cuba, nuclear war would erupt. 3. Why Deploy Tactical Nuclear Weapons ? Was siles over a public radio transmitter in Mos 

We were certain of that... we would it to deter a U.S. invasion? If so, how would cow? 

be forced to pay the price, that we these weapons act as a deterrent, when in 

would disappear.... Would I have fact we knew nothing about their presence 12. The "Two Messages." Why did we receive 

been ready to use nuclear weapons? on the island during the crisis? And when two messages from Khrushchev: on Friday, 

Yes, I would have agreed to the use did the warheads for the tactical nuclear October 26, and Saturday, October 27? Was 

of nuclear weapons.... weapons arrive in Cuba? the "Friday message" written before (or 

after) the "Saturday message"? 

And where would the conflict have 4. Use of the Tactical Nuclear Weapons. How 

ended? The answer, I believe, is: in utter did the Soviets plan to use the tactical 13. Consequences for Khrushchev. Did 

disaster, not only for Cuba, but for the So- nuclear weapons, in the event of a U.S. in- Khrushchev's decision to withdraw the 

viet Union, my own country, and the rest vasion of the island? missiles, bombers, and tactical nuclear war 

of the world as well. heads lead to his overthrow? And was he 

We must learn as much as we can about 5. The U.S. Response to Soviet Use of Tactical aware of that possibility when he made his 

nuclear danger in October 1962—about the Nuclear Weapons. What did the Soviets and decision? 

factors that led to it; about the reasons we Cubans believe the U.S. response would be? 

escaped the ultimate consequences in the The world is facing another potential 

events; about what might have happened 6. The Soviet Response. If the U.S. response war in Iraq. We have a host of potential 

but thankfully did not; and about whether, had been, to use President Castro's expres- conflicts ahead of us in the next 50 or 100 

or how, the lessons learned from the missile sion, to make Cuba "disappear," would the years. We should learn from the Cuban 

crisis might assist those of us who are inter- Soviets have attacked the U.S. mainland— missile crisis and the mistakes that many 

ested in reducing the risk of nuclear catas- or not—with nuclear weapons launched of us made to determine how to reduce the 

trophe in the 21st century. from Cuba or from the Soviet Union? risk of such wars in the future. 
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