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AUTHOR’S NOTE
Histories of the Cuban Missile Crisis have appeared in every decade since October 1962, and they have progressively uncovered more secrets and memories not only in the United States but also, at last, in Russia and Cuba. The revelations and ever more informed speculations have greatly enriched the tale and made it the most elaborately examined political episode of the past century. Yet paradoxically, all these studies have also exacerbated debate about the motivations of the Soviet and American leaders who produced, managed, and finally resolved the crisis.
I dare to add my own retelling of the tale from a distance of forty years because I have found in the growing literature much fascinating detail to enlarge my contemporary experience of the crisis and to confirm my understanding of its major elements—why the crisis occurred, how it played out, and how close the world came to nuclear war.
I write with the memories of a reporter who covered the crisis as it unfolded, for The New York Times in Washington. I also write and reflect with the experience of covering the diplomacy and politics of John F. Kennedy’s Washington, Fidel Castro’s Havana, and Nikita S. Khrushchev’s Moscow, experiences that entailed close observation of most of the principals in this story. And I have freely exploited the extensive library produced by the crisis: dozens of histories and memoirs, works of intense scholarship, and the oral testimony evoked at multiple reunions of some of the Soviet, American, and Cuban antagonists. That the record remains incomplete and at times contradictory should be neither surprising nor discouraging; human history cannot escape the complexity of human thought and deed.
The books and documents to which I am most indebted are listed in the bibliography. But gratitude and fairness require a special, upfront tribute to James G. Blight, David A. Welsh, and Bruce J. Allyn, who labored to arrange the reunions of crisis participants, to record and annotate their exchanges, and to wean important, albeit incomplete documentation from Cuban and former Soviet archives. Equally essential to any review of the crisis are the recordings of White House meetings made by President Kennedy and transcribed under the leadership of Timothy Naftali, Philip Zelikow, and Ernest May (with important supplementary corrections by Sheldon M. Stern, the former historian at the John F. Kennedy Library). Yet even that massive record requires the balance of once secret documents brought to light through the persistent work of the National Security Archive in Washington and of Timothy Naftali and Aleksandr Fursenko in Moscow. My interpretations at times differ from theirs, but their masonry of fact has left an indispensable foundation for all who follow.
—M. F.
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THE CRISIS IN MEMORY
FOR MOST AMERICANS WHO EXPERIENCED IT, OR RELIVED it in books and films, the Cuban Missile Crisis is a tale of nuclear chicken—the Cold War world recklessly flirting with suicide.
We remember a bellicose Soviet dictator, who had vowed to bury us, pointing his missiles at the American heartland from a Cuba turned hostile and communist.
We remember a glamorous president, standing desperately against the threat, risking World War III to get the missiles withdrawn.
We remember the Russians blinking on the brink, compelled to retreat by a naked display of American power, brilliantly deployed, unerringly managed.
The crisis was real enough, but for the most part, we remember it wrong.
No episode of the last century has been so elaborately documented, so often reenacted in print and on film, and so many times earnestly reexamined at extraordinary reunions of Russian, American, and Cuban veterans of the drama.1 As one of them, McGeorge Bundy, has observed, “forests have been felled to print the reflections and conclusions of participants, observers and scholars” of the crisis. And most recently, their views and recollections have been augmented by voluminous government records of the United States, some from old Soviet archives, and even a few from Cuban dossiers.
Yet over the decades, even the most attentive scholars and participants kept debating the main questions surrounding this sensational event. They failed to agree on why it happened, and they lacked the facts about how it really ended. And they have still not overcome the popular misconceptions about the motives and conduct of the two Cold War antagonists—Nikita Khrushchev, the wily old peasant ruling the Soviet empire, and John F. Kennedy, the jaunty young president leading the Western democracies. Nor have the many histories overcome the temptation to enrich the drama with alarmist claims that these two supercharged men came within hours, even minutes, of igniting an all-out nuclear war.
The fear of war during the crisis week of October 22–28, 1962, was palpable, in the Kremlin as in the White House. It was even greater among populations that could read uncensored accounts of the chilling, intimidating rhetoric with which Khrushchev and Kennedy bargained for concessions to resolve the crisis. Yet with all the information now available, it is clear that Khrushchev and Kennedy were effectively deterred by their fear of war and took great care to avoid even minor military clashes. In the end, both were ready to betray important allies, resist the counsel of chafing military commanders, and endure political humiliation to find a way out of the crisis. Their anxiety was real. But with the benefit of time and distance from the emotions of the Cold War, we can now see that their reciprocal alarm kept them well away from a nuclear showdown.
Time and distance also serve to illuminate the causes of the fateful events of 1962 that Americans call the Cuban Missile Crisis.2
As I first sensed in reporting from Moscow at the height of Khrushchev’s power, his pugnacity was born of a typically Russian insecurity. His most aggressive actions against the West tended to mask a deeply defensive purpose. The evidence now available, though still debated, shows that it was to offset a debilitating weakness, not to imperil America, that Khrushchev careered into the crisis.
And as I slowly learned in covering Kennedy’s Washington, the imperative of protecting himself politically inevitably shapes a president’s perception of the nation’s security. The cumulative record shows that Kennedy’s decision to challenge the Soviet missiles in Cuba was rooted in a need to prove himself, more even than in any threat posed by the missiles themselves. Yet in reporting the day-to-day events of the crisis, and reading the many Washington-centered accounts in later years, I never fully appreciated the extent of Kennedy’s statesmanlike restraint in steering his team to a diplomatic resolution. Though haunted by domestic critics, he nonetheless weighed every move with respect for his adversary and showed a decent regard for the opinions of other affected nations and the judgment of history.
Luck played a role in averting disaster, in preventing events from racing out of control. The crisis owed its origin to miscalculation, misinterpretation, and misjudgment. Yet the record now available shows that once they understood their predicament, two dissimilar statesmen commanding disparate societies reasoned their way back to a recognition that nothing vital, nothing truly affecting their nations’ well-being was at stake. Unlike Fidel Castro, the charismatic and dogmatic Cuban leader around whom the crisis swirled, they had no desire to sacrifice lives to a Pyrrhic cause.
Now that we can peer into the minds of both the Soviet and American leaders at a crucial junction, the story of the Cuban Missile Crisis shifts from a merely fateful dance at the nuclear brink to a truly great drama. It is a tale of intricate, psychological combat, of men beating a path from dangerous ignorance to enlightened awareness, defining their values and preserving their balance in the midst of a storm. Driven by fear of the inhuman power they had to share, they found, if only for a moment, a shared humanity and yen to survive.
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THE PALMS OF SPRING
IT ALL BEGAN WITH A RUSSIAN PLOY WORTHY OF THE HORSE at Troy, in the summer of 1962. In great haste, the rulers of a then mighty empire called the Soviet Union assembled a fleet of innocent-looking cargo ships, filled them with nuclear missiles, launchers, warheads, and other fearsome weapons, and sent them under false manifests across the seas to the newly communist island of Cuba. There, a secret army of forty thousand Soviet soldiers and technicians began furtively to erect the missiles at fortified bases, aiming them at the soft underbelly of the United States and expecting them to stand unnoticed among Cuba’s majestic palm trees. Then, come November, the missiles were to be suddenly revealed by the Soviet and Cuban leaders as they embraced on the ramparts of Havana and shouted to shocked Americans, “Now let’s negotiate—as equals!”
And they almost brought it off.
Only in mid-October, with the shipments not quite complete, did American spy planes and photo analysts detect a few of the construction sites and recognize nuclear rockets that could reach targets as far away as Washington, DC, Dallas, or the Panama Canal. These were precisely the kind of weapons that the Soviet leader, Nikita S. Khrushchev, had said he would never need to deploy outside his own country, hoping to lull his American adversaries until the missiles were armed and well defended. But his deceptions were precisely the kind of lies that the American leader, John F. Kennedy, felt he could not safely leave unpunished. And so the chairman of the USSR and the president of the USA stumbled into the scariest episode of the atomic age.
For seven portentous days in October 1962, they marched gravely toward one another, nukes drawn. It felt like High Noon in the Cold War.
ONCE HE ACQUIRED dictatorial power in the mid-1950s, Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev proved to be an adventurous leader trying to rush his people out of a Stalinist hell toward a brighter future. As he remembered years later, dictating his memoir, the idea of sending his missiles to Cuba just popped into his head one day in April 1962, while he strolled on the banks of the Black Sea with his minister of defense, Marshal Rodion Malinovsky, a comrade since the great World War II battle of Stalingrad. The bulldog-faced marshal was growling again about the American Jupiter missiles aimed at Soviet bases from neighboring Turkey, just across the water.
Well then, Khrushchev wondered, why couldn’t they do the same to the Americans—from Cuba? After sitting so long, so smugly behind their ocean moats, Americans should finally share the anxiety of living in the thermonuclear shadows that hung over all Europeans.
That neat symmetry—we Russians will do in Cuba what you Americans are doing in Turkey—made the idea especially appealing. It seemed morally justified, physically reciprocal, and eminently legal. The Americans might object, but they had no good reason to feel injured or weakened.
Khrushchev’s memoir notwithstanding, however, the missile deployment was no momentary whim. He had floated the idea weeks earlier to his closest colleague in the Soviet oligarchy, Anastas Mikoyan. And he had hinted at it in early March, while chatting with his new ambassador to Washington, Anatoly Dobrynin. After noting that the future of Germany was still the main issue in U.S.–Soviet relations, Khrushchev displayed his resentment of America’s nuclear superiority—and of those damn bases in Turkey “under the very nose of the Soviet Union.”
“It’s high time their long arms were cut shorter,” he told Dobrynin.
We now know, thanks to the recollections of his son, Sergei Khrushchev, himself once a Soviet missile engineer, that the chairman and Marshal Malinovsky faced a much greater problem that spring than a few American rockets in Turkey. They had learned, in a February council of war, that Soviet long-range nuclear weapons, the kind that could reach from Soviet territory all the way into the United States, were doomed to remain inferior to America’s for many years. The “imperialists,” as Khrushchev liked to call Americans, could outgun him ten times over.
Soviet rocket scientists had reported that their designs and tests of intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) had hit multiple snags. Two dozen prototypes were impossibly slow to rev up for firing and extremely hard to aim with accuracy. The only available fuels were so volatile that the missiles could not be kept ready for launch or counted on to elude an attack from the much more numerous American forces.
This bitter news meant that Khrushchev’s colorful boasts, over many years, that he was churning out missiles “like sausages” and that they could hit “a fly” eight thousand miles away were just so much empty bluster. In fact, the bluffing had become self-defeating. It had inspired the Americans to produce better weapons so that they no longer had to fear his blustering diplomacy. Worst of all, the missile deficit threatened Khrushchev’s desire to turn tanks and destroyers into plowshares—to shift rubles from the military budget to the production of desperately needed food and consumer goods.
The Soviet leader and his defense minister obviously needed a quick and inexpensive path around their predicament. American rockets and bombers could deliver so many nuclear warheads to Soviet targets that they could easily overwhelm Russia’s small retaliatory force. Without effective long-range missiles, Khrushchev had to rely on vulnerable, long-distance bombers that lacked America’s technology for midair refueling and could reach the United States only with suicidal missions.
Khrushchev did, however, possess hundreds of effective medium-range missiles. He had indeed turned them out like sausages, aimed them at British, French, and German cities, and invoked them often in support of his assertive European policies. Now that Cuba was available as a launching platform conveniently anchored off the Florida coast, these medium-range missiles could instantly serve an intercontinental function. For the modest cost of transporting some of the missiles to Fidel Castro’s island, Khrushchev could double the reach of the Soviet nuclear forces.
A deployment to Cuba would not come close to matching America’s firepower. Still, in these early years of the nuclear age, the threat of even a few rockets that could reliably strike American cities in minutes would achieve a crude balance of terror and serve to deter an attack on the Soviet Union. By providing a good defense for the missiles in Cuba and also basing some missile-firing submarines there, Khrushchev thought he would achieve a quick and cheap fix for an otherwise chronic weakness. In his apt metaphor, the deployment to Cuba would greatly lengthen Russia’s nuclear arms.
ALWAYS RELUCTANT TO CONFESS a weakness, Khrushchev revealed his Cuban plan to only a few associates, and he shrewdly did it more in ideological than military terms. Instead of admitting a strategic necessity, he emphasized a desire to protect Fidel Castro’s revolution against an obviously hostile United States. Kennedy had made no secret of his desire to overturn the Castro regime. After sponsoring a feeble attack by Cuban exiles a year earlier at Cuba’s Bay of Pigs, the U.S. government was sure to mount another, more effective assault. A Soviet shield for Cuba would preserve a communist outpost in the Western Hemisphere and put an end to the Chinese taunts that the Soviet Union had turned into a “paper tiger.”
Khrushchev so dominated the Soviet hierarchy in 1962 that even his wildest schemes quickly became policy. Only Anastas Mikoyan, his closest colleague in the Soviet Presidium, the nation’s board of directors, expressed some doubts about the missile venture. Mikoyan had visited Fidel Castro two years earlier, admired his revolutionary zeal as reminiscent of his own radical youth, and favored him with Soviet trade and aid. But Mikoyan also deemed himself an expert on the United States. And he did not think a narrowly elected president and America’s “ruling circles” would tolerate a Soviet nuclear fortress in their sphere of dominance. The Russians would be violating the hoary Monroe Doctrine, which Americans always invoked to justify the exclusion of European powers from their hemisphere.
Nonsense, Khrushchev retorted. That doctrine either worked both ways or not at all. America had certainly not kept out of Russia’s neighborhood—just look at the bases in Turkey. Once the Soviet missiles were installed, the Americans would learn to live with them, he predicted; when he revealed the missiles in November, after their congressional elections, the Americans “will make a fuss, make more of a fuss, and then accept.”
AN ENTIRELY DIFFERENT DOUBT about the scheme came from Aleksandr Alekseyev, a Spanish-speaking Soviet agent who had befriended Castro in Havana while masquerading as a journalist. When Khrushchev asked his advice in late April, Alekseyev predicted that the Cubans would refuse to cooperate. They prized their independence and would fear losing face among Latin revolutionaries if they let their island become a Soviet missile platform.
Where others saw obstacles, Khrushchev saw challenge. He thought he knew how to prevent a Cuban veto. In early May, he crowned Alekseyev as his next ambassador to Havana and so informed Castro in a warm, expansive letter. Khrushchev promised, finally, to send Fidel the many defensive weapons he had requested months earlier. And he planned also to send additional weapons, best left undescribed in writing, which he held out as absolutely essential for Cuba’s defense. The arms shipments would cost Cuba nothing. Moreover, all prior debts to the Soviet Union were now forgiven. Please therefore prepare to welcome Ambassador-designate Alekseyev and the “irrigation and land reclamation delegation” that was coming with him.
The real boss of this delegation turned out to be Marshal Sergei Biryuzov, the head of Soviet rocket forces, traveling in disguise as “Engineer Petrov.” And contrary to all predictions, the marshal made an easy sale.
Castro did not agree with the argument that Cuba needed nuclear missiles to defend itself. He would have been satisfied with a treaty of alliance or a few Russian troops serving as a sort of trip wire to engage the Soviets in any war with America. Indeed, Castro felt strongly, as Alekseyev had predicted, that harboring Soviet missiles would compromise his reputation for independence and tarnish his image in Latin America. He nonetheless readily accepted Khrushchev’s plan. He thought it would “buttress the defensive power” of the entire communist bloc. Fidel conferred briefly with his associates, and all were pleased to be of service to the world communist cause. Tarnished or not, they were delighted to play a prominent part in the East–West struggle. They could hardly wait to thumb their noses at the menacing Yanquis from behind Soviet nuclear rockets.
Maps in hand, Marshal Biryuzov and his “reclamation” team spent ten days surveying the island for the ports, sites, roads, and installations they would need to erect and defend the missile bases. When he returned to report that the missiles could be deployed in secret because they would be naturally camouflaged among clusters of Cuba’s palm trees, Khrushchev, as Mikoyan scornfully recalled, “naturally, believed him.” So did the rest of the Soviet leaders, who routinely smiled or frowned in concert with their leader. The most obviously eager were the Soviet military brass. When one general ventured to raise a doubt about the palm-tree disguise, Marshal Malinovsky silenced him with a swift kick to the shins.
NOW IT WAS TIME for the Russians to apply their logistic genius, the improvisation skills that served so often to overcome the cruelest climate and fiercest enemies. Despite the Soviet Union’s military prowess, the nation that I covered as a reporter in Khrushchev’s day barely deserved the reputation of superpower. It lacked elementary roads and communications, failed to grow enough food in soil that had once been the breadbasket of Europe, and left millions of people scrambling after a bar of soap or roll of toilet paper. Yet in June 1962, with startling speed, the regime assembled and equipped a fleet of eighty-five vessels that would make 150 trips to a distant shore, ferrying weapons and equipment for the construction of dozens of installations and the deployment of an entirely self-sufficient nuclear army—all the while disguising the fleet’s true mission and the nature of its deadliest cargoes.
The first disguise was a code name. They called it Operation Anadyr, after a river and territory in remote northeastern Siberia, as far from subtropical Cuba as a Russian bear could crawl. Not even the captains of the first wave of merchant ships knew their destination until they opened sealed orders well out to sea. In preparing embarkations out of seven Soviet ports, the soldiers, stevedores, and deckhands labored in fenced compounds guarded by the KGB, the Soviet secret police. To mislead gossips and spies, many of the troops were issued fleece-lined parkas, felt boots, even some skis, before they learned in midvoyage that they would be wearing civilian trousers and sport shirts in a tropical heat.
Never before had Russians attempted a deployment of such mystery and complexity. The first ships set off in early July, misrepresenting their cargoes and destination on public manifests. When foreign pilots tried to come aboard to guide some of the ships through the Turkish Straits, they were waved off, offered not the customary ladders but gifts of vodka and caviar.
Some of the vessels had to be totally refitted to house missiles that had never been shipped outside Soviet territory. The accommodations for Cuba-bound troops and technicians were even less suitable. As one Soviet general recalled, the soldiers spent twenty days at sea packed like sardines in floating steel boxes under a broiling sun. Small groups of them could come up on deck only briefly at night “for a few minutes of exercise and a gulp of fresh sea air.” Seasickness felled half the travelers. Many of their uniforms were ruined by mildew. A two-month supply of butter melted en route.
THE SOVIET BASES IN CUBA were designed to house two types of missile. In the first wave of shipments came twenty-four mobile launchers with thirty-six missiles—the R-12, which Americans designated an SS-4. It was a medium-range ballistic missile, or MRBM, capable of threatening the entire southern United States to a range of about eleven hundred miles.
Later shipments would bring sixteen fixed-site launchers with twenty-four missiles. This weapon, the R-14—called an SS-5 in the West—was an intermediate-range ballistic missile, or IRBM. Its range of twenty-two hundred miles posed a threat to all but the farthest northwest corner of the United States.
In all, the plan called for forty launchers with sixty nuclear missiles—more than doubling the number of American targets that Soviet missiles could hope to strike from their own territory. The warheads in Cuba were to have explosive yields ranging from two hundred to eight hundred kilotons, more than ten to forty times the power of the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima.
In addition, Khrushchev envisioned using Cuba as a base for seven Soviet submarines, each capable of lobbing three R-13 nuclear missiles to a range of 350 miles. For naval defense, he sent four attack submarines, each carrying one nuclear-tipped weapon among its dozen torpedoes.
Such Soviet weaponry had never been shipped into alien waters. If threatened with capture, the fleet captains were to dump their missile cargoes at sea. No Cubans were allowed anywhere near the landing docks or construction sites. And to keep the weapons out of American (and Cuban!) hands, they were to be surrounded by a potent combination of air, land, and sea forces.
To guard against air attack, the Soviets planned to ring the island with 144 antiaircraft launchers, each supplied with four non-nuclear rockets. This weapon, a SAM (surface-to-air) missile called an SA-2 in Washington, had recently proved effective in bringing down high-flying American spy planes from an altitude of seventy thousand feet.
To protect all the missile installations, the Soviet planners hastily requisitioned long lists of other weapons:

• 40 MiG-21 fighter jets, to enhance the force of 40 lesser MiGs previously given to Castro.
• 4 motorized regiments of 2,500 men each, equipped with 124 battle tanks, 240 armored personnel carriers, 36 anti-tank missiles, and 6 Luna artillery launchers capable of firing either conventional or nuclear shells.
• Naval forces that included 2 cruisers and 4 destroyers, 12 PT boats firing 24 short-range missiles, and 16 coastal cruise launchers whose 80 missiles could deliver nuclear warheads to a range of 40 miles.
• 42 IL-28 light bombers, most carrying torpedoes and mines, a few fitted to drop nuclear bombs.


And to service this elaborate expeditionary force, Soviet depots poured forth boatloads of supporting matériel, including:


• 3 hospitals of 200 beds each and an anti-epidemic detachment.
• 7 warehouses with a 3-month supply of food and fuel, plus a field bakery.
• Ammunition stores, maintenance shops, repair shops, and mobile fuel tanks.
• 20 prefab barracks and 10 wooden houses.
• 120 dump trucks, 20 bulldozers, 10 mobile cranes, 10 graders, and 10 excavators.
• 2,000 tons of cement and 6 cement mixers.
• Hundreds of tents, miles of cable and fencing, and tools and screws for every task.


Clearly, the unsung heroes of Operation Anadyr were the dozens of harbormasters who loaded these shipments at breakneck speed and launched them to arrive in the order they would be needed.
A few of the forty thousand Soviet troops and technicians were able to enjoy the voyage disguised as tourists on passenger ships. But most had to endure heaving storms and stinking heat, out of sight of the curious American planes that hovered overhead. On arrival in Cuba, the entire force was entrusted to the command of General Issa Pliyev, a cavalry veteran who had most recently earned Khrushchev’s gratitude by forcefully suppressing food riots in Novocherkassk. The general’s lack of rocket experience seemed at first to provide an extra bit of camouflage for the missile deployment. But Pliyev also lacked subtlety and tact, and he hated having to function in Cuba as “Ivan Pavlov,” a commonplace pseudonym assigned to him by some bureaucrat.
Maybe that is why at the peak of the crisis, when he was most urgently needed at his post, the prideful Pliyev could not be found, and so unwittingly hastened his country’s humiliation.
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