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Epigraphs

‘And we will all go together when we go/ What a comforting fact that is to know/ Universal bereavement/ An inspiring achievement/ Yes, we will all go together when we go’

Tom Lehrer song, 1959

‘We were truly on the verge of war’

Nikita Khrushchev, 30 October 1962

‘Nobody wants to go through what we went through in Cuba very often’

John F. Kennedy, December 1962
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Introduction

Four years ago my friend Robert Harris wrote a novel entitled The Second Sleep, set in a primitive medieval community in south-west England. Only well into the book does a critical moment come, when the priest who is the principal character chances upon an ancient artefact that the reader, but not the man of God, can identify as a cellphone. Thus it becomes apparent that the action is taking place not in the remote past, but centuries into the future, when the planet has reverted to a depopulated wilderness through successive catastrophes initially precipitated by an internet collapse. Here is a glimpse of what might be residual humankind’s future following a superpower conflict, which must almost inevitably prove to be a nuclear one. Robert’s fantasy, set amid the likely irreversible consequences of doomsday, lingered in my mind as I researched and wrote this book, about events sixty years ago. More recently my narrative, which seemed of solely historical interest when I embarked upon it, has gained a shocking new immediacy and relevance, thanks to the Russian invasion and rape of Ukraine.

In the course of more than four decades of the Cold War, each side was responsible for its share of perilous lunges and blunders. In the Soviet camp, there was the failed strangulation of West Berlin in 1948–49, and the June 1950 North Korean invasion of the South. Five months on, the hubristic Gen. Douglas MacArthur led UN forces racing to North Korea’s border with China, and later advocated the use of nuclear weapons, by way of retribution for the battlefield humiliation which ‘volunteers’ from Mao Zedong’s People’s Liberation Army had inflicted upon him. Later came the 1956 Soviet suppression of the Hungarian Uprising, and the Anglo-French invasion of Egypt to regain possession of the Suez Canal. The April 1961 US-sponsored assault on Cuba rocked the freshman Kennedy administration. In 1968 Soviet troops bloodily suppressed the ‘Prague Spring’. Two years later the Gdansk shipyard strikes were likewise terminated by gunfire. The 1979–89 intervention in Afghanistan proved a disaster for the Soviet Union, vying with that generated by America’s long Vietnam agony, which became a much more profound tragedy for the peoples of Indochina.

Yet none of these events, nor others involving the two sides’ clients, matched the peril created by the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. Today some historians seek to diminish its gravity. They assert: neither side wanted nuclear war. This is true, but it seems wholly mistaken thus to suppose that the worst was unlikely to happen. At a 1992 Havana conference on the Crisis, former US defense secretary Robert McNamara expressed astonishment on hearing revelations about the arsenal at the disposal of the Soviet defenders of Cuba thirty years earlier, including tactical nuclear weapons. He told a reporter: ‘That was horrifying. It meant that had a U.S. invasion been carried out, if the missiles had not been pulled out, there was a 99 per cent probability that nuclear war would have been initiated.’ McNamara said this, of course, during his mea culpa years, following the destruction of his reputation in Vietnam. His ‘99 per cent’ guesstimate was way over the top. Nonetheless, his sense of shock was well-merited.

During October 1962, John F. Kennedy frequently cited Barbara Tuchman’s celebrated bestseller August 1914, published a few months earlier. Tuchman’s account is disputed by some modern scholars. On one point, however, her view seems incontrovertible. None of the belligerent powers wanted the big war they got. But Austria-Hungary and Germany willed a small one, to crush and dismember Serbia, and some German generals were eager to seize an opportunity to humble Russia before her rising military might became overwhelming. The players lost control of events, with consequences for Europe that proved calamitous.*

In the first days of the 1962 crisis, America’s armed forces’ chiefs of staff delivered to the White House a unanimous recommendation for bombing of Cuba, followed by invasion and occupation of the island. It is chilling today to read in the USAF archives subsequent testimony by its senior officers asserting their impenitence for having urged war; their enduring conviction that America might have secured a ‘decisive victory’; their contempt for the president and the civilians around him, who ‘chickened out’.

There were several moments during the Thirteen Days – 16–28 October – at which John F. Kennedy came under immense pressure from some of his own White House team, including national security adviser McGeorge Bundy, to yield to the hawks. ‘Ken, you will never know how much bad advice I received,’ the president later told Kenneth Galbraith. It seems rash to assume that, whatever the contrary views of the Kremlin, Russian officers on the ground in Cuba would have accepted thousands of casualties among their 43,000 troops, together with local defeat, without unleashing some of the tactical nuclear weapons under their control. There were no technological safeguards to prevent crews from firing at commanders’ discretion. Once the invaders had suffered their own heavy losses from even a small nuclear explosion, it is unlikely that the American people would have permitted Kennedy to refuse to escalate.

Details are disputed, of such episodes as that involving a Russian Foxtrot submarine six hundred miles out in the Atlantic: its captain, uncertain whether on the surface war had broken out, allegedly threatened to fire his nuclear torpedo when harassed by US warships. The fundamentals are that both sides groped through the Crisis under huge misapprehensions, and that some subordinate officers enjoyed a control over the use of weapons of mass destruction which could have unleashed a catastrophe unintended by either the Kremlin or the White House. The longer I write historical narratives, the more chilled I become by the fog of ignorance in which governments make big decisions. In the twenty-first century, the US, Russia and China understand each other little better than they did six decades ago. It is no easier for the White House to divine the intentions of the angry and half-deranged autocrat who tenants the Kremlin in 2022 than it was those of his predecessor in 1962. All three superpower governments, not to mention lesser nuclear nations, take risks that could one day prove disastrous for humanity, because somebody miscalculates, overreaches or concedes to subordinates opportunities to do so.

An important point about the Crisis is often missed: it was overwhelmingly a political issue, not a strategic one. John Lewis Gaddis has written: ‘Nuclear weapons . . . had a remarkably theatrical effect on the course of the high Cold War. They created the mood of dark foreboding that transfixed the world as the late 1950s became the early 1960s. They required statesmen to become actors: success or failure depended, or so it seemed, not upon what one was really doing, but on what one appeared to be doing.’ Rationally, and viewed over any but the shortest time-frame, the installation of Soviet nuclear weapons in Cuba did not make Americans significantly more vulnerable than they were before: both sides’ submarine-launched ballistic missiles were becoming ubiquitous realities in the oceans of the world. The issue was instead a perceptional one: the United States felt obliged to respond to the indisputably aggressive intent of the Soviets’ Cuban gesture.

If the 1950–53 Korean conflict was the bloodiest battlefield clash of the Cold War, the Missile Crisis was its most perilous episode, embracing an extraordinary cast of characters on all sides – we must obviously include the Cubans alongside the Americans and Russians. It seems to me a weakness of many accounts that they confine themselves to what took place in the pivotal Thirteen Days. I have attempted instead to frame the events of October in the context of what America then was, and the USSR, and Cuba. How else to make sense of the behaviour of the players, standard-bearers for their respective societies and products of their very different historical experiences? It was only nine years since Nikita Khrushchev had played a prominent role in the black comedy of the death of the satanic Josef Stalin; less than four months since he had beforehand authorized and afterwards endorsed the shooting of unarmed industrial protesters in Novocherkassk.

Weeks before Cuba erupted, Kennedy faced the bitterly divisive University of Mississippi riot, staged by white supremacists resisting the admission of a black student. Fidel Castro, meanwhile, had achieved his lifelong ambition to become the most famous revolutionary in the world, despite heading one of its smaller states. Some historians claim that personalities play only a minor part in determining the course of history, which is instead dominated by tides of events and ideas. After studying the Missile Crisis, it is hard to sustain this thesis as a universal truth. Three extraordinary men – Castro, Khrushchev and Kennedy – made its decisions and decided its outcome.

The US president remains a divisive figure among historians. His heroically glamorous persona hid large character flaws. Yet during his thousand days at the White House, his was a towering and inspirational role in the Cold War, contributing some of its most memorable rhetoric. A host of people who know little American history recall the line in his January 1961 inaugural speech ‘Ask not what your country can do for you – ask what you can do for your country.’ Europeans will never forget his June 1963 appearance in beleaguered West Berlin, where he won hysterical applause from a million people for asserting ‘Ich bin ein Berliner.’ His part in the Cuban Missile Crisis represents his best claim upon greatness, as this book will argue, even if it will also acknowledge the American policy blunders and failures that preceded and, indeed, followed it.

The mood of those days in the Western world is not easy to recapture. There was an instinctive disbelief in the threat of annihilation, amid soothing commonplaces that were all around us – I myself was a teenage schoolboy, preoccupied with evading the football field. Yet we saw acknowledgements of peril reflected in newspaper headlines; the ubiquity within the United States of nuclear shelters and air-raid drills; in Britain, of pathetic civil defence preparations to succour survivors of catastrophe. The historian Peter Hennessy has written wittily of his horror on discovering that the Soviet Union had earmarked five nuclear megatons for the British port of Liverpool. Had these been unleashed in 1962, he remarks, before the imminent dawning of the age of the Beatles and ‘Liverpool sound’, whatever posterity was left after the city’s vaporization might have supposed that Cliff Richard represented the creative summit of British popular music.

Graham Perry was a seventeen-year-old grammar school sixth-former in Kent. He and his fellow pupils, while waiting for their maths teacher to arrive for a lesson during the Thirteen Days, discussed the nuclear stand-off. A very pretty girl named Gillian – and remember that these were still relatively virginal teenage times – explained how, if doom beckoned, she and her friends proposed to spend their last moments on earth, with some fortunate boys. Then she added: ‘You know, if there’s one of these four-minute warnings, then it turns out to have been a false alarm, some of us girls are going to look pretty stupid.’ Wing-Commander Perry, who sent me that recollection, commented wryly that, in the course of a long subsequent career in the RAF, some of it on secondment to the USAF, ‘I never heard a more succinct or profound analysis of the implications of Mutually Assured Destruction.’

As for my own credentials to write this story, I doubt that I would have presumed to attempt it had I not lived and reported in the US for almost two years in 1967–68, and thus vividly recall the country of that decade. It may be worth something that I met many contemporary giants, including Robert Kennedy, Robert McNamara, Dean Rusk, Lyndon Johnson; I later came to know Arthur Schlesinger pretty well. Less than six years after the Missile Crisis, I sat in the White House Cabinet Room where were held most of the meetings of Excom – the Executive Committee of the National Security Council – hearing John F. Kennedy’s presidential successor expound passionately about another national trauma, Vietnam.

I also visited the War Room at USAF Strategic Air Command headquarters outside Omaha, Nebraska, surmounted by the proud sign, immortalized in Stanley Kubrick’s film Dr. Strangelove, PEACE IS OUR PROFESSION. Earlier, in 1966, within the hull of a submerged Royal Navy submarine, I heard the echoing hammer blows generated by exploding practice charges dropped by harassing warships, as had the crew of the Soviet B-59 that was hunted through the Missile Crisis by the US Navy.

Thousands of books have been written about the events of October 1962. I do not aspire to rival, for instance, Sheldon Stern’s or James Hershberg’s meticulous analyses of the Excom meetings, nor other specialists’ explorations of the nuclear balance and much else. This is a narrative for the general reader, which seeks to set the extraordinary story in the context of its times, personalities and the wider world, for a new generation outside the defence and academic communities, and indeed beyond the United States, which has always claimed proprietorship of the Crisis. I should like to hope that anybody who reads this book will understand a little more not merely about the Cuban saga, but about the Cold War as a whole.

Since countless millions of us, although not ourselves Russian, Cuban or American, would have become victims had the outcome of the Thirteen Days been different, it seems not unreasonable that we, also, should assert claims as stakeholders in its memory. I have devoted somewhat more space to the British perspective, and especially to that of Harold Macmillan, than our spectators’ role justifies. In the former prime minister’s old age, I occasionally heard him expound about the Crisis. Americans, and explicitly American historians, sometimes fail to acknowledge that while allies publicly applauded President Kennedy’s performance, during the unfolding of events they were as fearful of a possible US misjudgement as of a Soviet one.

Winston Churchill observed with wry complacency during the Second World War that its history would treat him kindly, because he himself would write it, as indeed he did. Something of the same is true of John F. Kennedy and the Cuban Missile Crisis. During daily and sometimes almost hourly White House meetings, tapes were made, of which the transcripts comprise the foremost source for historians analysing American conduct. Only two participants knew that the machines were turning – the president and his younger brother. There is no reason to believe that this significantly influenced their words and deeds, but there must have been moments when the president, especially, recalled that he was preserving for future generations a chronicle of his conduct in crisis.

In the summer of 1940, Churchill often murmured aloud in the presence of his staff Andrew Marvell’s line on King Charles I’s 1649 execution: ‘He nothing common did, or mean, upon that memorable scene.’ Churchill was, of course, consciously determined that posterity should say the same about him. It may be that John F. Kennedy, a keen student of Churchill, thought something of the same in October 1962. Meanwhile others, when the taping was revealed in 1973, felt betrayed. Dean Rusk telephoned the Kennedy Library to protest in vehement terms, about such a record having been kept without the knowledge of Cabinet members such as himself.

Some contemporary witnesses have asserted that there were disparities between what Kennedy and others said during Excom meetings, and opinions that they voiced at other times and places during those thirteen days, which went uncaptured on tape. No such asides invalidate the transcripts, which are much more credible than the written minutes of great international conferences. Pace Rusk and others, it seems fabulous that we have such a record, of a kind unprecedented in history.

All the significant American archives are today accessible, including those of the intelligence services. One among many reasons for admiring the culture of the United States is its willingness to expose past national follies and blunders, as well as triumphs, to the scrutiny of historians. The Russian sources, by contrast, are much less comprehensive; records were only very selectively available to scholars during the precious 1990s window of glasnost. The tenant of today’s Kremlin is no more willing than were his twentieth-century predecessors to come clean about bygone events, far less contemporary ones.

I must pay special tribute, as do most writers about these events, to the 1997 account by Aleksandr Fursenko and Timothy Naftali, ‘One Hell of a Gamble’, a ground-breaker because they were the first authors to enjoy opportunities to access some Moscow archives. I also admire the primary research carried out by Michael Dobbs for his 2008 One Minute to Midnight. Among more recent narratives, Serhii Plokhy’s 2021 Nuclear Folly made good use of Ukrainian sources. Ada Ferrer’s 2021 Cuba: An American History seems by far the best recent treatment of the island’s experience, probably because of the author’s background as a Cuban-American.

On Russian issues addressed in this book, as in all my recent works, I have profited from the wonderful efforts of my own researcher and translator Dr Lyuba Vinogradova, who has provided me with hundreds of pages of translated material, especially including contemporary diaries and subsequent recollections of life in the USSR of that era. She also arranged interviews in Ukraine with veterans who served in Khrushchev’s 1962 Cuban army. No Soviet diplomat’s recollections can be swallowed whole, but those of the remarkable Anatoly Dobrynin, who served for twenty-four years as the USSR’s Washington ambassador, seem to possess uncommon value – not in detailing the Crisis, but instead by telling us much about who on Moscow’s side knew what and when. Anastas Mikoyan’s memoirs likewise represent one of the least incredible accounts by a Soviet Presidium participant. The recollections of Oleg Troyanovsky, Khrushchev’s foreign policy adviser, are also invaluable.

For more than forty years, I have prided myself upon conducting primary research for my books in the countries about which I write, including France, Germany, China, Russia, Vietnam, Korea, Japan, as well as passing many long and happy sojourns in the US. In addressing this story, however, like every other working historian around the world, I have been handicapped by the closure of archives in consequence of Covid-19, and by the protracted impossibility of long-haul travel. Yet it is almost miraculous how much primary source material is these days available online, especially from the US National Security Archive and the Wilson Center in Washington. The Miller Center in Virginia is another treasure trove, not least in making it possible to listen to audio extracts from the tapes of the White House Excom meetings, matched by simultaneous screen transcripts showing which participants were saying what. My dear friend Professor Margaret MacMillan has contributed immeasurably, by flagging US resources which she knows intimately.

When I was obliged to cancel planned trips to Cuba, Alexander Correa Iglesias conducted interviews on my behalf with people on the island who recalled their experiences, not only of October 1962, but of mid-twentieth-century Cuban life and politics, which deserve to be collected and published in their own right. I suspect that those old men and women spoke more freely and vividly in Spanish to Alex than they might have done to me, through an interpreter. Cuba survives as an almost uncompromising communist society, a showcase for the ideology’s failure, longer than has done any other nation on the planet save North Korea. Today, as the last of the barbudos’ generation of revolutionaries fade from power, mass protests in the streets of Havana have shown the craving for change. The fact that the revolutionaries have sustained their grip for so long is at least partially due to the dogged hostility of the United States, still frustrated and even embittered by the Castro brothers’ sixty-year defiance.

The abiding cause for gratitude about the Missile Crisis is, of course, that we are here to read and write about it. Today, in the wake of Russia’s monstrous new acts of aggression, the story possesses a shocking immediacy. It shows the perils of great powers venturing to the edge of an abyss from which in 1962 they mercifully drew back. The world cannot be assured that we shall always be so fortunate as to see national leaders display comparable wisdom.

MAX HASTINGS

Chilton Foliat, West Berkshire

June 2022




A Timeline of Significant Global Events during the Cold War Era

1945

4–11 February Stalin’s hegemony over Eastern Europe is conceded by the Western allies at the Yalta Conference

8 May World War II in Europe is declared at an end by the Western allies, while the USSR set its own VE Day twenty-four hours later

17 July–2 August The post-war partition of Germany is agreed at the Potsdam Conference, during which Western leaders hear news of the 16 July successful atomic bomb test at Alamogordo. Stalin commits to declaring war on Japan

6 August USAAF drops an atomic bomb on Hiroshima

8 August USSR declares war on Japan

9 August USAAF drops an atomic bomb on Nagasaki

14 August Japan surrenders

24 October United Nations formally established in San Francisco

1946

9 February Stalin makes speech declaring the irreconcilability of communism and capitalism, appearing to reject peaceful co-existence

5 March Churchill delivers his ‘Iron Curtain’ speech at Fulton, Missouri

1 July US conducts first of twenty-three peacetime atomic bomb tests on Bikini Atoll

1947

12 March US president asserts the ‘Truman Doctrine’ in speech to Congress, declaring America’s will to resist communist expansion, immediately so in Greece

5 June Marshall Plan announced in a speech at Harvard by secretary of state George Marshall, offering massive US financial aid – $13 billion – to devastated Europe. USSR rejects Eastern Europe’s proposed share of the money, announces alternative Molotov Plan

15 August India achieves independence, and is partitioned through the creation of Muslim East & West Pakistan

2 September US convenes conference which proclaims the ‘Rio Pact’, a hemispheric security zone

1948

25 February Communists seize control of the Czech government. Foreign minister Jan Masaryk is found dead two weeks later

17 March Brussels Pact declares the intent of European governments to resist communism

14 May State of Israel proclaimed

24 June Stalin imposes Berlin Blockade, which persists for eleven months, during which the city is fuelled and fed by massive round-the-clock Western allied airlift

Yugoslavia withdraws from Soviet bloc, following which Tito conducts wholesale purges of Stalinists & accepts US economic aid

1949

4 April Creation of NATO ratified

12 April Berlin Blockade lifted by Moscow

23 May German Federal Republic established by Western allies, with Bonn as its capital

29 August USSR tests its first atomic bomb

1 October Mao Zedong emerges as victor of Chinese Civil War, and proclaims People’s Republic of China. Defeated Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek retires to Formosa – modern Taiwan – where he announces his own rival government, protected by the US Navy

7 October Moscow creates German Democratic Republic in its Eastern occupation zone

1950

30 January Truman approves development of US H-Bomb

February Wisconsin senator Joseph McCarthy launches witch-hunt against ‘communists in high places’ inside the US, forcing the introduction of loyalty tests for government servants

24 June Soviet-armed North Korea invades the South with Stalin’s blessing. American and small British forces intervene to preserve the South, and during a Soviet boycott of the United Nations Security Council the Americans successfully carry a vote mandating the US to become prime movers in a UN effort to reverse North Korean aggression

November/December Chinese ‘volunteers’ – eventually 2.3 million served – enter North Korea to save its polity from Gen. Douglas MacArthur’s advancing army. They inflict battlefield humiliation on US/UN forces before their offensive is checked in the midst of the peninsula

1951

18 February Greece and Turkey accepted as members of NATO

11 April Truman sacks MacArthur as US/UN supreme commander in Korea, for appearing to urge the use of nuclear weapons against China

1952

3 October Britain tests its first atomic bomb

1 November US tests first thermonuclear weapon

4 November Eisenhower elected US president

1953

5 March Stalin dies

17–24 June Strikes and protests across East Germany involving some 230,000 workers, some of them former Nazis, are suppressed by Soviet troops and tanks, with scores of fatalities, at least forty executions and thousands imprisoned

27 July Armistice signed at Panmunjom, ending the war in Korea, close to original North/South partition line. Acute tensions between the two states persist into the twenty-first century, with forces confronting each other across the Armistice line

12 August Soviets test their first thermonuclear bomb

1954

1 March US tests first H-Bomb on Bikini Atoll

7 May French forces suffer crushing defeat by Ho Chi Minh’s communist forces at Dienbienphu, ensuring France’s loss of its war against Indochinese nationalists

July Vietnam, largest element of the former French Indochina, is partitioned at the 17th Parallel, under terms of Geneva Agreement

September–December China’s PLA bombards off shore islands of Quemoy & Matsu, held by Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists

1955

14 May The Warsaw Pact, a military alliance of the armed forces of the Soviet empire, is formed. Red Army withdraws from Austria, as do Western occupation forces. Austria becomes neutral

September Khrushchev prevails following two-year Kremlin power struggle, becoming Soviet leader, First Secretary of the Communist Party

22 November USSR tests its first H-Bomb

1956

14–25 February USSR’s XXth Communist Party Congress marks start of deStalinization

29 June USSR commits tanks to Poznań, Poland, to suppress workers’ demonstrations

October–November Hungarian Uprising against Soviet rule suppressed by Soviet forces

29 October Suez Crisis, which began on 26 July with President Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal, dramatically escalates with an Israeli invasion of Egypt, secretly arranged by the British and French governments to justify their own 5 November amphibious assault on Egypt, abruptly aborted at the insistence of US President Dwight Eisenhower. Anglo-French forces withdraw in December

1957

25 March Treaty of Rome establishes European Economic Community and European Atomic Energy Community

26 August Vostok rocket launches the Soviet Union’s first ICBM

4 October Sputnik satellite launched into orbit

3 November Sputnik II launched, carrying the first living creature to enter space from earth – the dog Laika, which dies during the flight

8 November British test their own first thermonuclear weapon

1958

1 June Gen. Charles de Gaulle reassumes power in France

21 July NASA initiates Mercury space project, using an Atlas rocket

August Quemoy & Matsu blockaded by Chinese

November Khrushchev demands the withdrawal of Western troops from their sectors of Berlin

1959

January Fidel Castro assumes power in Cuba, following the flight of Fulgencio Batista

June USSR revokes Sino-Soviet nuclear cooperation agreement

15–27 September Khrushchev visits United States

1960

13 February In the Sahara France detonates its first atomic device, in pursuit of creating an independent national nuclear ‘force de frappe’

1 May Soviet SAM missiles shoot down a US U-2 spyplane in Soviet airspace

5 May Khrushchev announces the capture of U-2 pilot Gary Powers

15/16 May Abortive Paris summit meeting of Khrushchev, Eisenhower, Macmillan, de Gaulle

US Navy launches the first of forty-one Polaris nuclear-missile submarines

8 November John F. Kennedy defeats Richard Nixon to become US presidentelect

19 December Castro declares commitment to alignment with the USSR and communism

1961

12 April Yuri Gagarin becomes world’s first spaceman

17 April CIA launches the Bay of Pigs invasion by Cuban exiles

21–26 April Failed French generals’ putsch against de Gaulle in Algiers

5 May First US manned space flight

4 June Vienna summit meeting between Kennedy and Khrushchev

12–13 August The East German border is sealed, and on the 17th construction of Berlin Wall begins

1962

US involvement in Vietnam deepens

18 March At Evian, France signs Algerian ceasefire, as a preliminary to conceding independence

April Khrushchev conceives Operation Anadyr, the USSR’s nuclear missile deployment in Cuba

June USSR’s Presidium formally endorses Operation Anadyr. In Novocherkassk troops kill twenty-six unarmed protesters

July First shipments of Anadyr personnel and weapons sail for Cuba

14 October U-2 sortie over Cuba secures the first photographs of the missile sites on the island

16 October US president informed about the missiles

22 October Kennedy addresses American people on TV, revealing discovery of the missiles

23 October US naval blockade of Cuba implemented

28 October Khrushchev writes to Kennedy, his letter broadcast by Radio Moscow, undertaking to remove the missiles

20 November USSR also agrees to remove nuclear-capable IL-28 bombers from Cuba, and in response US naval blockade is lifted

21 December Bilateral US/UK summit in Nassau concludes agreement to provide Polaris missiles for British nuclear deterrent

1963

25 July After only twelve days of negotiations, US, USSR and UK agree a partial atmospheric nuclear test ban treaty

2 November In Saigon President Ngo Dinh Diem is murdered by South Vietnamese generals during a US-sponsored coup

22 November John F. Kennedy assassinated in Dallas

1964

August Gulf of Tonkin incident and subsequent congressional resolution signals escalation of the US commitment in Vietnam

13/14 October Khrushchev removed from power in the Kremlin, replaced by a collective leadership dominated by Leonid Brezhnev

16 October China explodes its first nuclear device

1965

30 April US Marines and Airborne forces land in Dominican Republic to prevent threatened communist takeover, perceived in Washington as a replay of the Cuban Revolution

July Announcement of deployment of 200,000 US troops in Vietnam, followed by start of B-52 bombing of the North

August India and Pakistan fight a short war over Kashmir, which ends in September

1 October An alleged pro-communist coup takes place in Indonesia, reversed by the army

1967

Massive anti-Vietnam war protests worldwide, especially in the US

5–10 June Israel secures a devastating victory over Egypt, Syria and Jordan in the Six-Day War

9 October Che Guevara, aged thirty-nine, executed by the Bolivian Army

1968

January Britain announces decision to withdraw by 1971 all its armed forces deployed east of Suez

23 January North Koreans seize spy ship USS Pueblo. It remains disputed whether the vessel was in international waters, as the US claimed. Its eighty-two surviving crew members – one had been killed – are held prisoner for eleven months

31 January Vietnamese communists launch devastating Tet offensive, which stuns America, despite eventual US military victory

31 March President Lyndon Johnson announces on nationwide TV that he will not seek re-election

6 June Senator Robert Kennedy assassinated in Los Angeles

20/21 August Soviet forces crush the ‘Prague Spring’ revolt against Soviet rule in Czechoslovakia

5 November Richard Nixon elected US president

1969

28 April De Gaulle resigns French presidency

20 July Apollo 11 lands on the moon, a decisive American triumph in the ‘space race’ with the USSR

1970

28 April Nixon launches US-South Vietnamese offensive in Cambodia

December Normalization of diplomatic relations between Poland and West Germany

1971

3–16 December Indo-Pakistan war: West Pakistan becomes state of Bangla Desh

1972

21–28 February President Nixon visits China

26 May SALT I arms limitation treaty between US and USSR signed in Moscow during summit between Nixon and Brezhnev

21 December East and West Germany recognize each other’s sovereignty and statehood, as part of Chancellor Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik – moves towards détente

1973

1 January Britain, Ireland and Denmark join the EEC

27 January US-communist ceasefire in Vietnam, following signing of Paris Peace Agreement by Kissinger and Le Duc Tho

11 September US-sponsored army coup overthrows communist government of Chile, whose leader Salvador Allende is killed during assault on presidential palace

6–25 October Egypt and Syria attack Israel. A ceasefire is brokered by the US after Israel belatedly achieves overwhelming victory. The US supplants USSR as the dominant foreign influence upon Egypt’s governance

1974

18 May India explodes a nuclear device

20 July Following a Greek coup in Cyprus on the 15th, Turkey invades the island, which is thereafter partitioned

8 August Richard Nixon resigns as US president following Watergate. Replaced by Gerald Ford

1975

30 April Saigon falls to communist forces, completing defeat of US-backed forces in South Vietnam; country reunified under Hanoi rule

1976

Soviet and Cuban forces help to install a communist government in Angola

9 September Death of Mao Zedong

2 November Jimmy Carter elected US president

1979

1 January China and US establish formal diplomatic relations

17 January The Shah of Iran, a prominent American client, flees Tehran after overthrow of his regime by Islamists led by the Ayatollah Khomeini

17 February China invades Vietnam, in retaliation for Vietnam’s overthrow of the Chinese-backed Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia. Clashes continue until 16 March

4 May Margaret Thatcher becomes British prime minister

18 June SALT II arms limitation agreement signed

4 November Fifty-two US embassy staff in Tehran seized to initiate the ‘Hostage Crisis’, which continued for 444 days

12 December NATO decision to deploy 572 US cruise and Pershing missiles in Europe, in response to Soviet SS-20 deployment

25 December Soviet forces enter Afghanistan to support Kremlin puppet regime in Kabul installed by coup, initiating ten-year civil war

1980

1 January China and the US establish formal diplomatic relations

3 January US Senate suspends SALT II agreement, in response to invasion of Afghanistan

24 April Eagle Claw, a military operation to rescue the Iranian embassy hostages, fails disastrously, inflicting crippling damage upon the credibility of both the Carter presidency and the US military

4 May President Josip Broz Tito of Yugoslavia dies

14 August Polish shipyard workers strike and the Solidarity trade union is created, with Lech Wałęsa as its leader, immediately a popular hero

4 November Ronald Reagan elected US president

1982

2 April Argentina invades and occupies Falkland Islands

6 June Israel invades Lebanon

14 June Argentine forces in the Falklands surrender

10 November USSR’s leader Leonid Brezhnev dies, replaced by Yuri Andropov

1983

23 March President Reagan announces ‘Star Wars’ Strategic Defense Initiative, a technological fantasy which nonetheless terrifies the Soviets, who believe that it threatens to destroy the ‘Balance of Terror’ and render the USSR newly vulnerable to an American nuclear First Strike

25 October US forces invade the former British island colony of Grenada to evict its left-wing government, without consulting British prime minister Margaret Thatcher

1985

March Mikhail Gorbachev becomes leader of the Soviet Union, succeeding Konstantin Chernenko. He initiates a programme of openness – glasnost – and reorganization – perestroika

19/20 November Reagan and First Secretary Gorbachev hold their first bilateral summit in Geneva, which ends inconclusively

1986

26 April Chernobyl nuclear plant explodes, the worst nuclear accident in history

11/12 October Reagan and Gorbachev conduct historic summit meeting in Reykjavik, at which they agree to remove intermediate nuclear missiles from Europe. This proves a critical landmark in the ebbing of the Cold War

1987

October Reagan and Gorbachev agree to remove medium- and short-range missiles from Europe

8/10 December The US and Soviet leaders stage a third bilateral summit meeting in Washington DC. Disarmament talks collapse at the last minute, but pave the way for the so-called INF Treaty on arms reduction

1988

8 November Vice-President George H.W. Bush elected US president

1989

January Soviet forces withdraw from Afghanistan

4 June Poland becomes independent, following Solidarity’s overwhelming election victory

23 October Hungary declares itself an independent republic

9 November Berlin Wall is demolished and East Germans gain unrestricted access to the West

December Communist governments are removed in Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria and Romania

1990

March Lithuania secures independence from Russia

29 May Boris Yeltsin elected president of Russia

2 August Iraq invades Kuwait

3 October Germany reunified

22 November Margaret Thatcher resigns as Britain’s prime minister

1991

16 January US-led coalition launches air campaign against Iraq

15 February Coalition ground forces begin assault on Kuwait

28 February President George Bush announces conclusion of major combat operations, liberation of Kuwait

25 June Yugoslavia begins to break up

26 December Dissolution of the Soviet Union marks the conclusion of the Cold War




Principal Participants in the Missile Crisis

IN THE US

John F. Kennedy (1917–63) President of the United States

Lyndon Johnson (1908–73) Vice-President of the US

Dean Rusk (1909–94) Secretary of State

Robert McNamara (1916–2009) Secretary of Defense

Robert F. Kennedy (1925–68) Attorney-General of the US

Gen. Maxwell Taylor (1901–87) Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff

Gen. Curtis LeMay (1906–90) Chief of Staff of the USAF

Adm. George Anderson (1906–92) Chief of Naval Operations

John McCone (1902–91) Director of the CIA

Theodore Sorensen (1928–2010) President’s political adviser, speechwriter and Special Counsel

Llewellyn Thompson (1904–72) Ambassador at Large for Soviet Affairs, former ambassador in Moscow

George Ball (1909–94) Under-Secretary of State

US Intelligence Agencies in 1962

The Central Intelligence Agency or CIA, established in 1947, was the principal civilian covert foreign information-gathering arm of the US government, also responsible for intelligence analysis and paramilitary activities abroad, its director appointed by and reporting to the president, in his capacity as chairman of the National Security Council, established in 1947. The CIA’s 1962 budget was double that of the State Department. Its ONE cell – the Office of National Estimates – was responsible for making the Agency’s strategic judgements; this should not be confused with the Office of Net Assessment, the ONA, created in 1973 as a branch of the Defense Department because the latter so often disagreed with ONE’s judgements.

The National Security Agency or NSA, established in 1952 on foundations laid in World War II by the US Army’s Arlington Hall codebreakers, reported to the Secretary of Defense, and addressed SIGINT – electronic eavesdropping, cipher-making and breaking. The Defense Intelligence Agency or DIA, created in 1961 and centred on the Pentagon, gathered information directly relevant to the activities of US armed forces, each of which had its own intelligence centre, reporting to its respective service chief of staff. The National Intelligence Board was founded in 1957 as an advisory group with a membership across the intelligence community, including representatives of the FBI, the US’s domestic intelligence-gathering as well as federal law enforcement body. The National Photographic Interpretation Center or NPIC was started in 1961, to provide services both to the CIA and the defence intelligence services.

There was considerable tension, confusion and rivalry between these organizations, and especially between the CIA and Department of Defense, but working relationships were somehow sustained.

IN THE SOVIET UNION

Members of the ruling Presidium of the Communist Party (sometimes known as the politburo) who attended some or all of the key meetings during the Crisis:

Nikita Khrushchev (1894–1971) Premier, First Secretary of the Communist Party and Chairman of the Council of Ministers

Frol Kozlov (1908–65) Second Secretary of the Communist Party

Anastas Mikoyan (1895–1978) First Deputy Chairman of the Council of Ministers

Leonid Brezhnev (1906–82) an NK protégé who was Party General Secretary

Aleksei Kosygin (1904–80) First Deputy Premier

Dmitry Polyansky (1917–2001) head of the Communist Party of the Russian Republic and later Chairman of the Council of Ministers

Mikhail Suslov (1902–82) ideologist and strong opponent of Khrushchev

Nikolai Shvernik (1888–1970) former Presidium chairman and trades union chief

Candidate member Viktor Grishin (1914–92) later Moscow CP chief

Secretaries P.N. Demichev, L.F. Ilichev, B.N. Ponomarev, A.N. Shelepin, V.V. Kuznetsov

In attendance: Andrei Gromyko (1909–89) Soviet Minister of Foreign Affairs

Gen. Rodion Malinovsky (1898–1967) Minister of Defence

Gen. Issa Pliev (1903–79) Soviet C-in-C in Cuba

Aleksandr Alekseev (1913–2001) KGB officer, 1962–68 Soviet ambassador in Cuba

Soviet Governance in 1962

The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, created in 1922, is described in the ensuing narrative variously as the USSR, Soviet Union or Russia, merely to avoid relentless repetition. It was ruled by the Communist Party, which held congresses every five years to elect a Central Committee of the three hundred most influential Party officials. This body in turn chose an executive body or cabinet of around a dozen members known as the Presidium or politburo – Russians used both words interchangeably – which exercised the real power. The Central Committee also chose ‘secretaries’ or apparatchiks as Party administrators, of whom Khrushchev was foremost. The national parliament or Supreme Soviet exercised largely ceremonial functions, and elected a Council of Ministers, of which in 1958 Khrushchev also assumed the chairmanship. Meanwhile Leonid Brezhnev, as chairman of the Supreme Soviet, was nominal head of state. Little of the above detail matters to the account that follows. Khrushchev exercised dictatorial authority for as long as he could claim to command the confidence, or at least the acquiescence, of the Party Presidium.

IN CUBA

Osvaldo Dorticós Torrado (1919–83) President

Fidel Castro (1926–2016) Prime Minister & First Secretary of the United Party for the Socialist Revolution of Cuba

Raúl Castro (1931–) Minister of Defence

Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara (1928–67) Minister of Industries

Raúl Roa García (1909–82) Foreign Minister

Emilio Aragones (1928–2007) close associate of Guevara and later Organizing Secretary of the Cuban Communist Party

José Abrantes Fernandez (1935–91) Chief of State Security, later Interior Minister




Time Zones and Spellings

Timings are inescapably confusing, but can only be ascribed to events in the locations in which they took place. Much of the action happened in the eastern United States, here recorded by EDT or Eastern Daylight (saving) Time. Cuba then set its clocks one hour ahead of this to CST or year-round Cuban Standard Time; London was five hours ahead of Washington; Moscow seven hours ahead. This changed at 2 a.m. on 28 October, when the US set back its clocks by one hour, increasing the time difference between Moscow and America’s East Coast to eight hours.

In quoting both American documents and spoken words, I retain American spellings: thus, for instance, ‘defense’ and ‘center’.




Prologue

Operation Zapata 17–19 April 1961

Just before midnight on 16 April 1961, five rustbucket transport vessels dropped anchor two thousand yards off the coast of Cuba, to launch one of the most disastrous military operations in history. Would-be liberators aboard the ships, clad in camouflage-pattern fatigues and now donning web equipment and taking up weapons, were surprised to find the shoreline showing lights: American briefers had told them they would land at a deserted resort area. They went ahead anyway. Frogmen scrambled clumsily down into rubber boats, then set forth to place guidance beacons for the assault force to follow. Against orders, their American instructors accompanied the teams as they laid the markers. They opened fire upon a jeep moving up the beach, causing the shore lights to vanish. Wild shooting followed, from both attackers afloat and local militia among the palms and mangroves. Back on a transport José Pérez ‘Pepe’ San Romain, one of the operation’s Cuban commanders, urged on by Central Intelligence Agency touchline coaches, set about landing his men. He was a twenty-nine-year-old former army officer imprisoned by the old Havana regime, liberated in January 1959 by the victorious revolutionaries. He had later broken with Fidel Castro; was again briefly imprisoned; then fled to the United States. His claims on command at Playa Giron, designated ‘Blue Beach’, were that he was one of only a small minority of the invaders who knew something about soldiering, albeit nothing about war.

San Romain was sufficiently realistic about the prospects to hand to an American for safe-keeping $10,000 in US currency and $25,000 in forged Cuban pesos that he had been given as a cash float to pay local people once a beachhead was established. When his own boat touched the shore, he made a suitably theatrical gesture by kissing the sand. San Romain’s arrival was smoother than that of most of the invaders. CIA planners had failed to notice off shore coral reefs, on which several craft stranded. As exile officer Erneido Oliva and his staff jumped down from their transport into a light aluminium boat, one landed on top of its helmsman, knocking him into the sea. The boat drifted away bearing seven men, none of whom knew how to start the outboard motor. They bobbed in limbo for forty-five minutes, watching spectacular pyrotechnics on the beach and listening to explosions and bursts of fire, until rescued and towed in by a launch. Most of the outboard motors proved unserviceable, so that by 5.30 a.m. on 17 April the landing schedule was wildly awry, with one infantry battalion still stuck on a transport, together with the ammunition for the entire force.

The invaders had been assured by their American mentors that they could expect to land unopposed; that it would take Fidel Castro seventy-two hours to deploy regular troops to meet them. As it was, thoroughly alerted militia were firing furiously, and heavy metal was on its way to support them. The liberators had also been told that the Cuban air force would be neutralized by their own attacking planes, disguised as Havana’s. In reality, the renegade fliers failed to inflict decisive damage, though killing and wounding sufficient people to present Castro with a propaganda coup. One aircraft, damaged apparently by Cuban flak, caused a sensation by forced-landing at Miami International Airport, where the authorities asserted that it was flown by Castro defectors.

When the Havana regime’s planes started to attack the invasion flotilla soon after 7 a.m., consequences were catastrophic. The Houston was hit by a rocket that passed through the hull without exploding, but made a hole big enough to cause the captain to feel obliged to beach his vessel two hours later. A Hawker Sea Fury, originally sold to the Batista regime by the British, hit the Rio Escondido, which promptly blew up. This one ship carried the expedition’s entire stores of fuel, medical supplies, communications equipment, rations and ammunition. Meanwhile inland, a force of exile paratroops descended into a chaos matching that on the beaches. Many landed amid swamps, and almost all found themselves lost.

Within a few hours it became apparent that the exiles were doomed, their deaths or surrender delayed only by the sluggishness of the defenders. The shooting, confined to a few thousand yards of sand, mangrove and palms within sight of the sea, continued for three days. It was intended by its American planners to precipitate a mass uprising by the oppressed Cuban people, eager to throw off the shackles of Castro. Instead, exile prisoners found themselves taunted by furious cries from crowds of local people, who spat in their faces: ‘Paredon! Paredon! Paredon!’ – ‘The Wall! The Wall! The Wall!’ Cubans were baying for blood, and not that of Fidel: this was local shorthand for a demand for the ‘liberators” execution.

The surviving transport ships off shore sailed away to save themselves, leaving the rump of the invaders to their fate. The world learned to know the invasion place as the Bay of Pigs, Bahia de Cochinos. The Cuban people, however, sought to endow the event with a title more resonant and grandiose, and chose instead another local place-name Playa Giron, which is how to this day the attack is known and celebrated on the island. President John F. Kennedy, commander-in-chief of the planet’s most powerful nation, had granted to Fidel Castro, commander-in-chief of one of the weakest, a priceless victory, which strengthened the Cuban’s bizarrely inflated status, his superstar celebrity.

To understand the Missile Crisis that came almost eighteen months later, it is essential to set the events of October 1962 in the context of those of April 1961. The Bay of Pigs invasion, codenamed by the CIA Operation Zapata, had been conceived more than a year earlier. President Dwight Eisenhower, exasperated by Castro’s relentless taunting of himself and the United States, authorized the Central Intelligence Agency to raise and train an expeditionary force to overthrow him, recruited from among Cuban exiles in Florida. One of the first of these to come forward was twenty-eight-year-old Manuel Artime, a devout Catholic reared by Jesuits; short and stocky, with a rasping voice that impressed by its harshness. After he was interviewed by CIA agents, one of them told him: ‘OK, Artime, you are our friend and we are going to be very close friends of yours.’ He was flown to Mexico City and thereafter to a succession of training camps, first in the Panama Canal Zone, later in Guatemala. Another CIA man, German-born Gerard Droller, who masqueraded as a steel tycoon under the pseudonym ‘Frank Bender’, told an exile political representative in New York: ‘Remember Manolo, I am not a member of the US government, I have nothing to do with the US government, I am only working for a powerful company that wants to fight communism.’ ‘Bender’s’ credibility was not enhanced by the fact that he spoke no Spanish.

At first the Americans planned to create a guerrilla force. Soon, however, they acknowledged that only a conventional invasion could aspire to topple the two-year-old Havana regime. Five thousand men should be enough, the Agency’s chiefs figured: they recalled how few insurgents had accompanied Castro, when he broke forth from the mountains after Christmas 1958, to overthrow President Fulgencio Batista.

Another early recruit to Zapata was Erneido Oliva, a twentynine-year-old Cuban army officer. In the summer of 1960, he was contacted in Havana by friends: ‘They said there was going to be an invasion. They were organizing troops in a camp in Latin America, with a recruiting office in the US, and they wanted me to join.’ He was also black, which was then a thing not much more comfortable to be in Cuba than in the US. He flew to Miami, leaving behind a wife and baby daughter; signed up with the counter-revolution. The Americans contracted to pay each recruit $175 a month, plus $50 for a wife and $25 for each further dependant.

The Cuban exile community in America was riven by faction, especially between former Castro and ex-Batista soldiers. Some urged Oliva not to join the invasion force, because Fidel had become too strong to overthrow. The freshly-minted dictator never ceased to bait his vast neighbour: in September 1960, he recognized Red China and denounced the United States as ‘a vulture . . . feeding on humanity’. CIA recruits continued to be shipped south from Miami in batches of forty or fifty. By 4 November that year, the training camp in Guatemala held 430 men. It was designated a brigade, 2506 – the serial number of a man who died in training – with Pepe San Romain as its commander. Two weeks later, John F. Kennedy was briefed about the exile invasion plan by CIA chief Allen Dulles. The president-elect, following his narrow victory over Richard Nixon, was conscious that he needed some conservative friends to burnish his anti-communist credentials. He wanted action, and decided that the CIA’s paramilitaries were the people to deliver it to him. The Agency’s prestige had been much enhanced, in the eyes of Washington policy-makers, by its 1954 success in organizing the overthrow of Guatemala’s radical President Jacobo Arbenz, at the behest of the United Fruit Company. That coup had been made relatively easy by Arbenz’s lack of popular support. Subsequent regime changes proved tougher to manage, and frequently went awry.

Kennedy took over the Cuban project as a going concern. He said publicly: ‘We must attempt to strengthen the non-Batista democratic forces in exile, and in Cuba itself, who offer eventual hope of overthrowing Castro. Thus far these fighters for freedom have had virtually no support from our government.’ The CIA operation was among the worst-kept secrets in the hemisphere. As early as October 1960, a Guatemalan newspaper revealed both the American training camp in its jungle and the intention to invade Cuba. The New York Times, The Nation and other publications followed up on the story. On New Year’s Day 1961, Castro spoke publicly in Havana about the prospect that his people would soon face US attack. Two days later, Eisenhower, in one of the last significant acts of his presidency, broke off diplomatic relations with Cuba, which had been growing progressively more rancorous and confrontational.

Publicity about the invasion project triggered a late rush of recruits in Miami. In Guatemala and Cuba, however, chaos descended upon the counter-revolutionaries’ activities. A succession of infiltration groups, bound for the island, found themselves stranded: one party had to swim ashore naked, after their boat capsized. Following internecine disputes at the camp in Guatemala, Pepe San Romain resigned as brigade commander, appointing Oliva to succeed him. This upheaval caused half the trainees to demand to quit. With difficulty, order was restored. San Romain was reinstated. The principal mutineers were taken into custody and isolated.

In Washington, Dulles and his deputy Richard Bissell, who was directly responsible for the exile operation, urged the new president to move fast to authorize invasion. Bissell, regarded as one of the Agency’s most brilliant senior officers and midwife of the U-2 spyplane project, said in old age: ‘My philosophy . . . was that the ends justified the means and I wasn’t going to be held back.’ Evan Thomas, a historian of the CIA, writes that Bissell ‘personified American hubris in the post-war era’. Success was assured, he and Dulles told the president, if they went soon. Delay, however, would be fatal, because of a flood of Warsaw Pact weaponry reaching Castro, following his embrace of Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev: May would be too late. If Kennedy swung the other way – pulled the rug from under the whole undertaking – he was warned that he would face ferocious hostile publicity. Conservatives on Capitol Hill and in the country would punish him for his debility. The wrath of more than a hundred thousand Cuban exiles in Miami would be reinforced by that of their American supporters.

The clincher was that the joint chiefs of staff – the US armed forces’ top brass – came out in favour of the operation. Just as America’s military leaders viewed with professional contempt the communist insurgents of South-East Asia, they likewise despised Castro’s army. Following an inspection of San Romain’s men by Pentagon officers, on 10 March 1961 the military reported enthusiastically upon the exiles’ state of readiness. An officer told Washington that Brigade 2506 was ‘raring to go, absolutely fit for battle’.

A generation earlier, Winston Churchill had rejected the targeted killing of national leaders, even of Adolf Hitler, as a tool of democratic governments’ war-making. Yet in the years before President John F. Kennedy was himself assassinated, he endorsed or at least acquiesced in American efforts to contrive the removal and/or liquidation of several national leaders, those of Cuba, South Vietnam and the Congolese Republic foremost among them. Arthur Schlesinger, historian standard-bearer for the memory of the Kennedy brothers, sternly rejected the charge that they were complicit in plans for Castro’s killing. It is impossible, however, to accept his protestations of their innocence.

The earliest known CIA plot against the Havana regime involved an offer, during Eisenhower’s presidency, of $10,000 to the pilot of a plane scheduled to carry Fidel’s brother Raúl from Prague to Havana, to arrange a fatal ‘accident’ during the flight. The money was to be paid on successful completion of the mission, and the pilot was also promised a college education for his two sons, if he himself failed to survive. Nothing came of the plan, or others even more far-fetched.

As for the Bay of Pigs, McGeorge Bundy, Kennedy’s national security adviser, said long afterwards: ‘We all felt that the Castro regime had hardened into a very tight dictatorship, that there really had been an extinction of free choice, that it was not wrong to let a group of Cubans have a test, and that the national thinking in Cuba as a whole was genuinely unenthusiastic about Castro. We reached that decision on less than perfect evidence. There was a fairly general view, which may sound funny now, not only in the administration but in the country as a whole, that any time you had a Communist takeover in a country, most people in that country really wouldn’t like it and would be in favor of liberation.’ The Cuba Study Group dominated by Robert Kennedy and Gen. Max Taylor agreed: ‘There can be no long-term living with Castro as a neighbour.’ Senator Mike Mansfield was one of the few influential voices on the Hill who urged caution in both US rhetoric and conduct towards the Havana regime.

The Kennedy administration might have saved itself grief by heeding the wise counsel of a Latin American leader who liked Cuba’s leadership no more than did the White House. In January 1961 President Arturo Frondizi of Argentina told a visiting US delegation: ‘The elimination of Castro will not solve the fundamental question. What is required is an attack on the conditions that produced him. If he is eliminated and these conditions are left unchanged, new Castros will arise all over the continent.’

The CIA initially intended a landing in March 1961 at a site near the town of Trinidad, on the south-east coast. Under scrutiny, however, the planners decided that this location was too prominent and exposed; somewhere ‘more discreet’ was urged, not least by the president, so that the invaders would have time to get established, before the defenders awoke to their arrival. A night H-Hour was substituted for a dawn one. During a series of Washington meetings at the State Department and the CIA’s headquarters, it was agreed that Brigade 2506 would seize and hold a bridgehead until the Cuban exiles’ ‘Revolutionary Council’ declared itself a ‘government in arms’ and could utilize the airstrip abutting the landing zone. Pepe San Romain afterwards asserted that he was told that if the invasion got into trouble, American ground and air forces would intervene.

The president chaired an 11 March 1961 White House meeting to formalize authorization. This was attended by many of the luminaries of America’s governing establishment: Mac Bundy, Dean Rusk, Robert McNamara, Paul Nitze, Richard Goodwin, Arthur Schlesinger, Senator William Fulbright. In Schlesinger’s words, ‘we all listened transfixed’ to Richard Bissell’s exposition of the Bay of Pigs plan. Schlesinger was instructed to prepare a draft presidential statement, to be used once the invasion had taken place, to explain to the world that ‘our objection isn’t to the Cuban Revolution; it is to the fact that Castro has turned it over to the communists’. Schlesinger wrote, for Kennedy’s delivery: ‘The people of Cuba remain our brothers. We acknowledge past omissions and errors in our relationship to them. The United States . . . expresses a profound determination to assure future democratic governments in Cuba full and positive support in their efforts to help the Cuban people achieve freedom, democracy and social justice.’ The historian discussed with the president a series of recent New York Herald Tribune articles by Joseph Newman, newly returned from a visit to the island, testifying to the continuing strength of pro-Castro popular sentiment.

He later admitted that Kennedy’s final decision to go ahead was driven by hubris, ‘an enormous confidence in his own luck. Everything had broken right for him since 1956 . . . Everyone around him thought he had the Midas touch and could not lose.’ They were told of an intelligence report which stated that ‘the Cuban air force is entirely disorganized and lacks experienced pilots and specialists trained in maintenance and communications . . . The planes are for the most part obsolete and inoperative . . . The combat efficiency of the Air Force is almost non-existent.’ The president went around the table asking: did anybody oppose the scheme? On that occasion Fulbright was the only man to express vociferous opposition to the plan, though Arthur Schlesinger afterwards penned two memoranda for Bundy, expressing deep misgivings, which were also read by Kennedy. These went unheeded . . . until afterwards.

By way of preparing the ground for what was to follow, on 3 April the State Department issued a statement, asserting its considered judgement that ‘the Castro regime in Cuba offers a clear and present danger . . . to the whole hope of spreading political liberty, economic development and social progress through all the republics of the hemisphere . . . The present situation in Cuba confronts the Western hemisphere and the inter-American system with a grave and urgent challenge . . . What began as a movement to enlarge Cuban democracy has been perverted . . . into a mechanism for the destruction of free institutions in Cuba, for the seizure by international communism of a base and bridgehead to the Americas.’

Exile leader José Miró Cardona, who had been Castro’s first prime minister, issued a gaudily-worded call to arms: ‘Cubans! We must conquer or we shall die choked by slavery. In the name of God we assure you all that after the victory we shall have peace, human solidarity, general wellbeing and absolute respect for the dignity of Cubans without exception. Duty calls us to the war against the executioners of our brethren. Cubans! To Victory! For Democracy! For the Constitution! For Liberty!’

At a presidential press conference held in the State Department auditorium on 12 April, the first question concerned Cuba. JFK ruled out any role for US armed forces in an assault on Castro’s regime, saying: ‘The basic issue is not one between the United States and Cuba. It is between the Cubans themselves.’ The Jornal do Brasil in Rio applauded such a public assurance of non-intervention: ‘All this is very good because it shows the US is beginning to understand Latin American psychology.’ Robert Kennedy never afterwards owned up to a bullying intervention of his own: at a Washington meeting, the attorney-general asserted that the president had made his decision to support the exile invasion; thus he, RFK,* wished to hear no further voice raised against it.

It is astonishing that the CIA, the US military and some senior diplomats persuaded themselves that a Cuban exile force which numbered not even the five thousand originally planned, but instead a mere fifteen hundred men, could overthrow the Castro regime. Former secretary of state Dean Acheson made a withering comment later: ‘You don’t have to call in Price Waterhouse to discover that fifteen hundred Cubans aren’t as good as twenty-five thousand Cubans [at Castro’s immediate disposal].’ Yet the cultural conceit that contributed so much to America’s later catastrophe in Indochina also influenced thinking in April 1961. The government and people of the US despised alike Castro and his armed forces.

Moreover, even after the president explicitly ordered that no Americans were to participate in the landing, few of its CIA sponsors took him at his word. They believed – as the exiles certainly did – that once they established a fighting presence ashore, however precarious, the mighty United States would never allow the enterprise to fail. Throughout Zapata, a US naval force lingered off shore just outside Cuban waters, anticipating an order that never came, to intervene with air and firepower. Once the shooting started, believed those in the conspiracy, Washington would throw to the winds its previous caution and commit whatever American forces seemed necessary. Pepe San Romain said: ‘Most of the Cubans were there because they knew the whole operation was going to be conducted by the Americans . . . They did not trust me or anyone else. They just trusted the Americans.’

San Romain addressed his exultant troops before they left their bases on 10 April. Many sang songs, including Cuba’s traditional national anthem. Oliva said: ‘It was a great spectacle, very touching. Playing music, the charanga, singing, people saying vivas.’ On 13 April, the Miami Herald carried a banner headline, reporting that the exile force was on the move towards action. At Puerto Cabezas in Nicaragua, the men boarded aged cargo vessels chartered by the CIA. The loading of weapons and stores was delayed by rickety, protesting winches and derricks. Although the Americans provided purpose-built landing craft to carry a handful of M-41 tanks and some vehicles, the infantrymen would go ashore from open boats. Meanwhile at the air base, exiles who were to attack Castro’s airfields and his headquarters at Columbia, outside Havana, saw that their twin-engined B-26 Invaders had been adorned with Castro’s Cuban wing markings. In the early hours of 15 April, the pilots were briefed on their targets.

Luis Somoza, Nicaragua’s dictator, as usual face-powdered to indulge his peculiar vanity, came down to the dock to bid farewell to the amphibious Cubans. He shouted: ‘Bring me a couple of hairs from Castro’s beard.’ The
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