Why did the Cuban Missile Crisis create an overwhelming sense of fear amongst Americans?
A. Background
Relations between Cuba and the United States disintegrated rapidly after diplomatic relations were severed during the Eisenhower administration. Fidel Castro’s trade with Russia, and his announced determination to bring “socialism” to the island, tension then reached its height. More than 1,000 anti-Castro Cuban exiles who had been trained in Central America with the assistance of the U.S. invaded Cuba the Bay of Pigs in April of 1961. World opinion strongly condemned the U.S. for what seemed to be an attack on a weaker neighboring nation.
B. Bay of Pigs
In 1961 the CIA had trained Cubans to invade Cuba in the hopes of forcing Castro out of power. The CIA trained them, provided them with weapons and planned the whole operation. However, in addition to many CIA planning mistakes, Castro’s troops had surrounded the invaders. In the last hours of the invasion as Castro was capturing thousands of invaders, a New Jersey radio operator picked up a weak signal: “This is Cuba calling. We need your help. This is Cuba calling the free world. We need your help!”  The Bay of Pigs operation was a failure. Prisoners of the incident were not released until December, 1962, when a private donation of food and medical supplies was given. 

C. Off the Record Meeting on Cuba (Washington, October 16, 1962, 6:30-7:55 p.m.)

Evidence of Russian Weapons in Cuba

JFK: Uh, anything in 'em? 

Carter: Nothing on the additional film, sir. We have a much better read-out on what we had initially. There's good evidence of their back-up missiles for each of the four launchers at each of the three sites, so that there would be twice the number for a total of eight which could eventually be erected (made). This would mean a capability of from sixteen or possibly twenty-four missiles. We feel, on the basis of information that we presently have, that these are solid propellant, inertial guidance missiles with eleven-hundred-mile range…
Carter: It would appear that with this type of missile, with the solid propellant and inertial guidance system, that they could well be operational within two weeks as we look at the pictures now. And once operational, uh, they could fire on very little notice. They'll have a refire rate of from four to six hours over each launcher. 

JFK: What about the vulnerability of such a missile to a, t-, uh, bullets? 

Speaker ?: Highly vulnerable, [Mr. President?]. 

Carter: Uh, they're vulnerable. They're not nearly as vulnerable as the oxygen propellant, but they are vulnerable to ordinary rifle fire. We have no evidence whatsoever of any nuclear warhead storage near the field launchers. However, ever since last February we have been observing an unusual facility which now has automatic anti-aircraft weapon protection. 

JFK: Uh, General, how long would you say we had, uh, before these--at least to the best of your ability for the ones we now know--will be ready to fire? 

Carter: Well, our people estimate that these could be fully operational within two weeks. Uh, this would be the total complex. 

Speaker ?: This wouldn't rule out the possibility that one of them might be operational very much sooner. 

Our Response

McNamara: …We're having ready seven U-2 aircraft: two high-altitude U-2s, five lesser-altitude U-2s; six equipped with an old type film, one equipped with a new type, experimental film which hopefully will increase the resolution. We only need two aircraft flying tomorrow if the weather is good.

Rusk:…Uh, if, uh, Castro feels that an attempt by him to take the kind of action that we're suggesting to him, uh, would result in serious difficulties for him within Cuba, we at least want him to know that, uh, er, to, and to convey to him and remind him of the statement that you, Mr. President, made a year and a half ago in effect that there are two points that are non-negotiable. One is the Soviet tie and presence, and the second is aggression in Latin America. This is a, a hint, but no more than that, that, uh, we might have sympathy and help for him in case he ran into trouble trying to throw the old-line Communists and the Soviets out…
D. Options for Handling the Crisis
Option #1: A quarantine (blockade) of Cuba is clearly called for in the current missile crisis. To do nothing would be foolhardy. The Soviets put the missiles into Cuba secretly, and then lied to us in saying that they did not put missiles there. Firm action must be taken against these aggressive Soviet policies.


On the other hand, action that is too strong would also be wrong. An air strike against the missile sites would kill people, including civilians, and might lead to World War III. The air force cannot guarantee that an air strike would destroy all the missile sites. Thus the remaining missiles could be launched against the United States. Overall, an air strike is impractical because we would have to follow it with an invasion to be sure of taking out all the missile sites. Again, escalating violence would surely lead to all-out war. 

Another important factor is that an air strike would be immoral. A surprise attack by a large nation like ours against a small nation like Cuba would contradict American ideals of freedom and peace for all nations, and hurt our reputation throughout the world. 

Option #2: The best action to take with regard to the missile crisis is to continue to negotiate with the Soviets. Both a quarantine and an air strike are dangerous actions that could lead to World War III. We must ask ourselves: What is the United States losing by letting the Soviets have nuclear missiles in Cuba? The answer is that we are losing nothing. The Soviets already have nuclear missiles (ICBMs) that can reach the United States from within the Soviet Union. Moreover, the United States has missiles in Turkey on the border of the Soviet Union. Why are we getting so upset about the Soviets doing the same near our borders? 
Option #3: Soviet actions in Cuba require a firm military response, which only an air strike can deliver. To do nothing would be madness in the face of such a Soviet challenge to the United States. The placing of missiles in Cuba violates the Monroe Doctrine. We would look like cowards to the world if we let the violator go unpunished. And the prestige of the Soviets and of communism would be increased throughout the world. Every country is watching to see what action we will take.

Moreover, the missiles will be a real threat to the United States. They can reach all the major cities in our country, and they can reach them in less time than could ICBMs from the Soviet Union.


A quarantine is the wrong action because it won’t remove the missiles that are already on the island. And, since we would have to stop Soviet ships, a blockade would lead to direct confrontation with the Soviets. On the other hand, an air strike would hit the Cubans directly. Most dangerous of all, an American blockade of Cuba would likely lead to a Soviet Blockade of Berlin. This situation would quickly result in all-out war.


An air strike would be quick and effective. The m missiles would be destroyed before they became operational. The soviets are unlikely to respond with force, since we have a decided strategic nuclear edge over them. In this way, we could protect American security, avoid World War III, and show that the United States stands up to aggressive communist challenges. 

Activity 

In the chart below describe the three options suggested. Which option to you think is best? Why?

	Option #1
	Option #2
	Option #3

	
	
	


E. The Cuban Blockade
“It is no secret to anyone that the armed bands which invaded Cuba have been trained, equipped, and armed in the United States. The Soviet Union shall give any necessary assistance to the Cuban government to beat back the armed attack in Cuba.”
      – Khrushchev’s (Russian leader) Reaction to the Bay of Pigs invasion

Trade with Cuba allowed Russia to send that country long-range bombers and nuclear missiles. When these were detected by aerial reconnaissance, President Kennedy (October, 1962) ordered a complete blockade of the island and warned that any ship carrying offensive weapons would be turned back. In the face of this strong stand and unanimous western opinion supporting the U.S., Khrushchev was forced to order removal of all offensive weapons from Cuba. Troops remained, but continued pressure from JFK forced Russia to announce (March, 1963) that all would shortly be withdrawn.
