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    Introduction



    What became known as the Cold War between the United States of America and
    the Soviet Union lasted from just after the end of World War II in 1945
    until 1991. It was a covert war, fought mainly using spies and subterfuge,
    but occasionally involving armed conflict by proxy as combatants armed and
    supported by one superpower or the other fought each other in various parts
    of the world.



    The main reason that the tension between the superpowers never developed
    into outright war was simple: by the late 1940s, both Russia and America
    had nuclear weapons. Within ten years, both had sufficient nuclear weapons
    to destroy the other completely. Neither could afford to start a war which
    might lead to a nuclear exchange. The resulting situation was extremely
    dangerous and relied on a delicate balance to keep the peace. If one side
    gained a distinct advantage in the struggle for nuclear supremacy, it might
    believe that a nuclear war was winnable and therefore acceptable.



    In the 50 years of the Cold War, there were times when tension between the
    two superpowers became almost unbearable. Only once, however, did an
    all-out nuclear war look not only possible but likely. For two weeks in
    October of 1962, the whole world watched in horror as a confrontation
    between the United States and the Soviet Union regarding the island of Cuba
    escalated to the point that armed and nuclear conflict between the two
    seemed inevitable. It isn’t over-dramatic to say that such a war would
    almost certainly have meant the end of the civilized world and perhaps even
    the end of life on earth.



    This the story of how the Cuban Missile Crisis came about and how, at the
    very last moment, nuclear war was avoided.



Chapter One



    World War to Cold War



    “An iron curtain has descended across the Continent.”



    —Winston Churchill, March 1946



    During World War II, the United States of America and the Soviet Union were
    allies. But once the Nazis and the Japanese were defeated in 1945, the two
    superpowers became increasingly distrustful of each other. America believed
    that Russia planned to spread communism across the world. Russia believed
    that America was inherently anti-communist and wanted to see all parts of
    the world converted to capitalism. This mutual distrust was the basis for a
    covert, undeclared war between the two most powerful nations on earth that
    lasted for more than 40 years.



    Part of the reason for the hostility between Russia and America was
    philosophical. Capitalism and communism are diametrically opposed in terms
    of ideology: Communism stresses collective responsibility, ownership,
    accountability, and reward under an unelected and powerful leadership.
    Capitalism, on the other hand, is focused on individual freedom,
    initiative, and reward supported by the democratic process. This
    ideological difference led to distrust between the superpowers and an
    almost evangelical zeal for each to spread its own doctrine to other parts
    of the world.



    After the end of World War II, Russia—under the absolute control of Joseph
    Stalin, the Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist
    Party—attempted to introduce communist regimes in a number of countries
    around the world, either by direct military intervention or by supplying
    communist insurgencies with weapons and support. A series of American
    presidents attempted to block the spread of communism by providing economic
    and military aid to regimes they saw as friendly, and by backing this up
    with the threat of military intervention.



    The other reason for tension between Russia and America was a substantial
    difference in the experience of each country during World War II. America
    lost around 400,000 people during the war, and no American city was damaged
    as a result of fighting or bombing. The United States emerged from World
    War II with its cities and industry intact and with the most powerful
    economy in the world. Russia, however, lost about 24 million people, and
    most of its largest cities, industrial centers, and infrastructure were
    destroyed during the four years of fighting. Following the end of the war,
    the Soviet Union was forced to spend vast sums on reconstruction and
    rebuilding all that had been destroyed by the German invasion.



    The result was that Stalin and the leaders of the Soviet Union believed,
    not without reason, that Russia had borne the brunt of fighting against
    Nazi Germany. They felt that Russia was therefore due more of the spoils of
    war, particularly in Europe. America was concerned at the prospect of a
    Russian-controlled Europe and tried to block the spread of Russian power in
    mainland Europe. The outcome was a Europe split into east and west and
    divided by a border which quickly became known as the Iron Curtain, the
    divide between the communist-controlled east and the American-dominated
    west.



    Following the end of the war, Germany was divided into two separate
    countries: The Federal Republic of Germany (often known as West Germany)
    was within the American sphere of influence while the German Democratic
    Republic (often known as East Germany) was within the Soviet zone. By the
    mid-1950s, West Germany had joined the United Kingdom, France, Belgium,
    Portugal, Denmark, Italy, Austria, and other countries in the
    American-dominated North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) while East
    Germany joined Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Hungary, and Yugoslavia to
    become part of the Russian-dominated Warsaw Pact. It rapidly became clear
    to both sides that neither could expect to gain more territory in Europe
    without risking a major war. For this reason, both Russia and America began
    to look at other areas of the world to expand their respective ideologies.



    In 1949, the communists made a huge gain when China, one of the largest and
    most populous countries in the world, came under the control of Mao Zedong
    and reinvented itself as the Communist People’s Republic of China. Other
    countries in South East Asia seemed set to follow with large communist
    insurgencies in Korea and Vietnam and smaller uprisings in countries such
    as Malaya and Thailand. In 1949, America and other NATO countries found
    themselves drawn into open war against communist forces in North Korea
    backed by the People’s Republic of China. Later, America would become
    involved in an unsuccessful war in Vietnam against communist forces backed
    and supported by Russia.



    Although the period following World War II saw many armed conflicts between
    groups supported by Russia and America, there was no fighting directly
    between the two superpowers. Instead of overt military confrontation, the
    two conflicting ideologies fought by proxy through the support of various
    warring factions. The main reason that both the United States and the
    Soviet Union sought to avoid armed conflict with each other was the
    existence of a devastating new weapon which had emerged during World War
    II: the nuclear bomb.



Chapter Two



    Mutually Assured Destruction



    “Every man, woman and child lives under a nuclear sword of Damocles,
    hanging by the slenderest of threads, capable of being cut at any moment by
    accident or miscalculation or by madness.”



    —President John F. Kennedy



    In 1939, American President Franklin D. Roosevelt authorized the first
    research on the use of nuclear materials to make weapons. He did this
    because of reports from American intelligence agencies that Nazi scientists
    were working on a similar project. This intelligence proved to be
    misleading; although Nazi scientists were looking at various potential uses
    of uranium, there never was a concerted attempt to build a Nazi atomic
    weapon. Initially, U.S. research on the development of a nuclear weapon was
    limited to providing funding to allow two notable physicists, Enrico Fermi
    and Leo Szilard, to research at Columbia University.



    When America joined World War II after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor
    in December 1941, the development of a nuclear weapon became more urgent,
    and by December 1942, the Manhattan Project had been created with the
    express object of producing a weapon which used nuclear energy. In 1943,
    renowned physicist Dr. Robert Oppenheimer was appointed director of the
    main site of Project Manhattan at Los Alamos in New Mexico.



    At 05:30 am on July 16, 1945, in a part of the New Mexico desert which
    formed the USAAF Alamogordo Bombing and Gunnery Range, the first nuclear
    weapon was detonated. Up to that point, none of the scientists working on
    the project had been completely certain that the bomb would actually
    detonate; some predicted that it would fizzle rather than explode. As it
    would turn out, the very first nuclear bomb exploded with a force
    equivalent to twenty kilotons of TNT, produced a shock wave which was felt









Conclusion



    The world has never been closer to global nuclear war than it was during
    two weeks in October 1962. If the United States had undertaken air strikes
    or an invasion of Cuba, or if a Russian submarine captain had launched a
    nuclear torpedo against U.S. ships, or if the U.S. Navy had attacked a
    Russian freighter, it is all too easy to imagine a chain-reaction spreading
    to conclude with the launch of ICBMs by both superpowers. In any meaningful
    sense, that would have precipitated the end of the world as we know it.



    The fact that the crisis didn’t end in nuclear war is partly a testament to
    the basic common-sense of two of the main protagonists: Nikita Khrushchev
    and John F. Kennedy. Both were aware that a nuclear war would devastate
    their countries and probably the entire world and both did everything they
    could to make sure this didn’t happen. But perhaps this outcome is also a
    testament to the effectiveness of MAD—Mutually Assured Destruction. In a
    pre-nuclear age, a crisis involving Russian troops in Cuba would almost
    certainly have involved some level of armed conflict. But at a time when
    war meant almost certain destruction for everyone involved, no-one could
    afford to let fighting supplant negotiating.



    In that sense, the Cuban Missile Crisis exemplifies the Cold War between
    America and Russia. Both sides constantly maneuvered to gain the best
    advantage but, when confronted by a resolute defense, neither could afford
    to allow the situation to escalate to all-out war.


