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FOREWORD

BY MICHAEL DOBBS

Shortly after noon on October 23, 1962, a US Navy commander named William B. Ecker took off from NAS Key West and headed south toward the island of Cuba. He was accompanied by his wingman, Lt Christopher Bruce Wilhelmy, in an identical RF-8A Crusader. Their mission was to take high-quality, low-level photographs that could be used to prove to the world that the Soviet Union had deployed medium- and intermediate-range nuclear weapons in Cuba, in violation of promises made to President John F. Kennedy by Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev.

The photographs that Ecker shot that day – showing Soviet soldiers working frantically on a nuclear bunker, and missile equipment lined up in neat rows – provided dramatic evidence of Soviet duplicity. Over the next few days Ecker’s Light Photographic Squadron (VFP) 62 brought back some of the most important intelligence collected by the United States during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Ecker was summoned to Washington, D.C. to brief the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), but was not permitted to grant press interviews. He and other US Navy reconnaissance pilots remained largely unsung heroes. Their role in resolving the most dangerous crisis of the Cold War only became known decades later following the declassification of top secret government documents.

Ecker returned to Cuba in October 2002 with an American delegation led by former defense secretary Robert McNamara. In Havana, they met with Cuban leader Fidel Castro and retired Soviet generals, reminiscing about the Thirteen Days when the world came closer than ever before – or since – to nuclear destruction. When the conference was over, the participants were taken to see what was left of the San Cristobal nuclear missile site that Ecker had photographed four decades before. A journalist asked Ecker – then 78, and living in retirement in Florida – what it was like to be back.

“I don’t know,” he replied in his usual gruff, no-nonsense manner. “I was only here for about two or three seconds the last time.”

William Boyce Ecker passed away in November 2009 at the age of 85, but he has left behind a book (co-authored by Kenneth Jack) that will serve as a living memorial to the exploits of a remarkable band of brothers. In an age when intelligence is routinely scooped up by satellites and unmanned drones, it is easy to forget the vital contribution of a handful of brave pilots in gathering the intelligence that gave America the edge in the longest war in its history.

As the name implies, the Cold War was largely an intelligence war. Spies and code-crackers played a role but the most useful, actionable intelligence, particularly during the Cuban Missile Crisis, was usually that gathered by reconnaissance pilots like Ecker. Operating long before the invention of automated GPS systems, the pilots had to rely on primitive (at least by today’s standards) navigation techniques, using maps and compasses as their primary guides. Flying over the treetops at near-sonic speed, they used visual aids like bridges, railroads, and rivers to reach their targets. They had to operate a battery of cumbersome cameras while keeping an eye out for “suspicious activity,” such as construction sites, military vehicles, or other unusual goings on. In order to take useful pictures, they had to keep their platforms steady and level for the all-important few seconds when they were actually over the target. They had little time to worry about the risk of mechanical failure or getting shot down, which was more or less continuous from the moment they arrived over enemy territory.

This book tells the story of the Cuban Missile Crisis from the vantage point of the pilots who risked their lives to bring back the intelligence required by Kennedy for each stage of his high-stakes poker game with Khrushchev. Ken Jack has succeeded in weaving the dramatic accounts of Ecker and the other VFP-62 pilots into a much larger narrative. He has shown how the photographs helped shape the president’s actions and decisions during the crisis, in addition to winning the propaganda war with Khrushchev.

JFK had first learned about the deployment of Soviet missiles on Cuba from high-level imagery shot by US Air Force U-2 pilots, but he came to depend on the lower-level photographs to keep abreast of day-to-day developments. The photographs taken by VFP-62 revealed just how close the Soviets were to completing work on the missile sites. They also exposed overnight exercises of the missile equipment. Although there were no nighttime reconnaissance flights over the missile sites, intelligence analysts were able to identify nighttime activity from tracks left in the rain-soaked mud the following morning. Armed with this intelligence, the president was able to figure out how much time he had left before ordering the destruction of the missile sites and/or an invasion of the island.

VFP-62 pilot Lt Gerald Coffee veered off course to take the first photographs of nuclear-capable short-range FROG missiles in Cuba on October 25. This was a particularly ominous development, as it demonstrated that the Soviets might be preparing to use nuclear weapons to destroy American beachheads in the event of a US invasion of Cuba. Once it was known that the Soviets had probably deployed tactical nuclear weapons in Cuba, in addition to the medium- and intermediate-range missiles capable of reaching American cities, US generals began demanding similar weapons of their own. The consequences of a US invasion are alarming to contemplate – a limited nuclear exchange on the island of Cuba could have escalated very quickly to an all-out nuclear war.

The photographs taken by Ecker and his men were pored over by analysts from the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and formed part of the president’s daily intelligence brief throughout the crisis. When the crisis was over, thousands of cans of raw intelligence film ended up on dusty shelves, and were eventually transferred to a National Archives facility in Kansas. There they remained, for more than a decade, until a former CIA analyst named Dino Brugioni alerted me to their existence while I was doing research for my book, One Minute to Midnight: Kennedy, Khrushchev, and Castro on the Brink of Nuclear War.

I was stunned to discover that I was the first researcher to actually request the cans, which provided a unique day-by-day record of military activities in Cuba during the missile crisis. There was only one hitch – most of the finding aids to the cans remain “classified.” I could detect little rhyme or reason to the numbering of the cans, making the research process roughly equivalent to looking for needles in haystacks. The Archives airfreighted the cans from Kansas to Washington, D.C. for my inspection, in batches of 20.

Reeling through hundreds of cans of intelligence film, I was able to vicariously immerse myself in the experiences of the US Navy pilots who flew over Cuba during the missile crisis. The series of black-and-white negatives captured the cameras being checked at NAS Key West, the Crusaders flying low over the Florida Straits as surf splashed up against the fuselages, crossing the beaches of Cuba and heading over the mountainous spine of the island. There were intimate photographs of peaceful plazas and baseball diamonds, alongside images of missile sites and military airfields. It was as if I was suddenly peering down into the island through a miraculous time machine, long before the invention of Google Earth. The most jarring images of all were a series of shots of a landscape going suddenly haywire as the pilot detected antiaircraft fire in his rear view mirror, and banked his airplane sharply. Reeling through the five-by-five-inch negatives, I felt as if I was in the cockpit alongside the pilot, holding my breath as he escaped back over the mountains to the open sea.

Examining these images four-and-a-half decades later, I was able to resolve mysteries about the Soviet military deployment that had flummoxed the CIA. The agency was unable to respond to the president’s repeated queries about the location of Soviet nuclear warheads. This was a crucial piece of information since the missiles could not be fired until they were “mated” with the warheads. In the end, the CIA concluded that the warheads were probably stored somewhere near the port of Mariel. This turned out to be wrong. By analyzing the raw intelligence film shot by low-level American reconnaissance airplanes, and interviewing former Soviet military officers, I showed that the warheads were actually stored near a town called Bejucal, a few miles south of Havana airport. Successive Blue Moon missions photographed the Bejucal nuclear storage bunker – complete with specially configured vans waiting to transport the warheads to the missile sites – without knowing what they were photographing.

It is sobering to consider what might have happened had the CIA interpreted the intelligence correctly. There are various possibilities. If JFK had known where the warheads were stored, he might have been tempted to order a pre-emptive strike to destroy them. The mission could have been a success, strengthening Kennedy’s hand against Khrushchev. Or it could have gone badly wrong, resulting in firefights between Americans and Soviets guarding a nuclear weapons site. We will never know. What we do know is that the CIA misinterpreted the evidence collected by the reconnaissance pilots about the Bejucal bunker, leaving Kennedy in the dark. Armed with only partial intelligence on what the Soviets were doing, the president ended up displaying great restraint. That, too, is part of the Blue Moon story, told so expertly here by Kenneth Jack and the late Bill Ecker.


AUTHOR’S NOTES

Even in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks and the looming threat of more harm to come from al Qaeda, I don’t sense the same national paranoia that my generation experienced during the Cold War. The lingering horrible images of the total destruction of two Japanese cities by two relatively primitive atomic bombs were still imprinted on the American psyche, and the arms race that produced ever more powerful thermonuclear weapons made the Cold War years fraught with danger – both real and imagined. That, combined with the Korean War stalemate, the Soviet’s ruthless blockade of West Berlin and their tyranny in Eastern Europe, as well as the startling debut of a beeping Sputnik in outer space, made us anxious and fearful that the communists were powerful, evil, and wanted to dominate the world and destroy us.

Our generation lived with a fatalistic expectation that the entire world could come to an end by an exchange of megaton-thermonuclear hydrogen bombs hundreds of times more powerful than the Hiroshima and Nagasaki fission atomic bombs.

A constant reminder of this impending Armageddon was the relentless above-ground testing of those horrible weapons of mass destruction undertaken by both superpowers. And it reached into our everyday personal lives with civilian defense drills, initiated by a weekly air raid siren test, commanding teachers to close windows and blinds and students to seek shelter under desks. Many families built their own bomb shelters, stocked with beds, food, water, and emergency supplies. In truth, governmental officials held a dismal view of the fallout-shelter program but pursued it to put the public at ease. Civil defense against such weapons was useless, except for the purpose of boosting the morale of the general public.

This was the national climate on Sunday morning, October 14, 1962, when a U-2 spyplane, flown by USAF Maj Richard Heyser, crossed over western Cuba to begin a routine photo mission. Flying at 70,000ft (more than 13 miles high), its powerful camera lenses revealed that Soviet Premier Nikita S. Khrushchev had deceived us and was secretly installing medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs), with a range of up to 1,300 miles (capable of reaching Washington, D.C. and New York City), on Cuba. Our eyes in the sky revealed the construction of missile installations, which would soon be operational with nuclear-tipped missiles aimed at American cities. The ensuing struggle between the world’s two nuclear superpowers for their removal would trigger the most dangerous conflict of the Cold War – the Cuban Missile Crisis.

The Cuban Missile Crisis is commonly condensed to the thirteen days (October 16-28) when the world did not know if the confrontation would end in thermonuclear war. There is, however, an interesting historical intersection of earlier events – often not linked together – that predestined the crisis. The shoot-down of the CIA-owned U-2 over the Soviet Union in May 1960, the failed Bay of Pigs invasion in April 1961 and the Soviet-backed military build-up in Cuba between July and September 1962 would all compound the misjudgments, adventurism and ideological struggles shared
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