
JFK tapes show criticism 
for refusal to invade Cuba 

By Peter J. Howe 
GLOBE STAFF 

Tapes of secretly recorded 
White House conversations re-
leased yesterday show that Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy resisted 
intense pressure from his mili-
tary advisers to bomb and invade 
Cuba during the missile crisis 34 
years ago this week. 

Blasting Kennedy's patient, 
cautious approach, the Air Force 
chief, Gen. Curtis LeMay, told 
the president at a White House 
meeting on Oct. 19, 1962, "This is 
almost as bad as the appeasement 
at Munich," and declared that 
Kennedy's refusal to invade Cuba 
would certainly embolden the So-
viets to take Berlin. 

Kennedy, whose father, Am-
bassador Joseph P. Kennedy, was 
a leading supporter of England's 
1938 efforts to placate Nazi Ger-
many and avoid war, pointedly ig-
nored the remark, in one of sev-
eral moments revealed on 151/2 
hours of tapes that could reshape 
historians' accounts of a critical 
time in Kennedy's presidency. 

Smaller batches of tapes re-
leased in 1994 revealed that Ken-
nedy had spurned US congres-
sional leaders' urgings for a Cu-
ban invasion and provided 
glimpses into his agonized specu-
lations that he could trigger the 
"final failure" of nuclear war with 
the Soviets. 

The Cuban missile crisis is 
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m

only know
n as the cold-w

arrior K
ennedy's 

ultim
ate m

acho m
om

ent, a tw
o-w

eek standoff in 
w

hich K
ennedy deftly avoided nuclear holocaust 

w
hile forcing S

oviet leader N
ikita S

. K
hrushchev 

to back dow
n and rem

ove atom
ic w

arheads he had 
placed 90 m

iles off F
lorida. 

T
he tapes released yesterday considerably en-

hance a picture that has been em
erging in recent 

y
ears o

f a K
en

n
ed

y
 w

h
o

 so
u

g
h

t rep
eated

ly
 to

 
avoid confrontation and considered m

any of K
hru-

shehev's com
plaints and negotiating offers entire-

ly reasonable. 
K

ennedy is also heard agonizing over the risks 
of nuclear w

ar, calling it "a hell of an alternative" 
an

d
 p

ressin
g
 civ

il d
efen

se o
fficials to

 ex
p
lain

 
w

hether he could protect A
m

ericans and evacuate 
them

 from
 cities. 

T
hrough those days K

ennedy w
as fending off , 

strong pressure for an attack on C
uba from

 con-
gressional and m

ilitary leaders such as L
eM

ay, 
w

ho told him
, "IN

 e don't have any choice but di-
rect m

ilitary
 actio

n
 ... I see n

o
 o

th
er so

lu
tio

n
. 

T
his blockade and political action I see leading to 

w
ar," in m

uch the sam
e scenario as W

orld W
ar II. 

L
eM

ay told K
ennedy not only that he disa-

greed w
ith the president's view

 that the S
oviets 

w
ould retaliate for an invasion on C

uba by seizing 
W

est B
erlin, but also that he believed that only an 

attack on C
uba w

ould prevent the S
oviets from

 
"knocking off B

erlin." (L
eM

ay later becam
e fam

-
ous for his vow

 to bom
b the N

orth V
ietnam

ese 
"Isick into the S

tone A
ge.") 

K
ennedy L

ibrary historian S
heldon M

. S
tern 

said, "L
eM

ay w
as really sticking the knife in to 

say that. It. m
ust have been a deep, personal in-

sult" in light of K
ennedy's father's strong identifi- 

cation w
ith the N

azi appeasem
ent effort. "I w

ould 
love to know

 w
hat K

ennedy's face looked like." 
T

u
fts U

n
iv

ersity
 h

isto
ry

 p
ro

fesso
r M

artin
 

S
herw

in, w
ho has taught several classes on K

en-
n

ed
y

's p
resid

en
cy

, said
 h

e b
eliev

es K
en

n
ed

y
 

w
ould have hated to see the tapes m

ade public. 
"H

e saw
 him

self as a tough person, a w
arrior, and 

yet here he w
as in these m

eetings, playing the 
softie." 

S
o

m
e o

th
er d

etails fro
m

 th
e tap

es released
 

yesterday: 
• T

here w
as an indication that W

hite H
ouse 

K
ennedy is heard 

agonizing over the risks 
of nuclear w

ar, calling it 
`a hell of an alternative.' 
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officials had intelligence inform
ation early on indi-

cating that S
oviet forces had brought tactical nu-

clear w
eapons to C

uba that they probably w
ould 

have used to annihilate U
S

 invading forces. T
he 

presence of such w
eapons becam

e public at a 1992 
conference in C

uba. 
• K

ennedy told his brother, A
ttorney G

eneral 
R

obert F
. K

ennedy, that he believed he w
ould 

have been im
peached if he had not opposed the 

S
oviet w

eapons in C
uba, even if it w

as a hugely 
risky and politically nerve-racking m

ove. 
• K

en
n

ed
y

 rep
eated

ly
 say

in
g

 th
at K

h
ru

-
shchev's offer to rem

ove his m
issiles from

 C
uba if 

the U
nited S

tates w
ould rem

ove its Jupiter w
eap-

ons from
 T

urkey w
as "reasonable" and "a very  

fair trade." U
ltim

ately K
ennedy agreed to such a 

rem
oval as a secret condition of the deal that end-

ed the C
uban crisis. 

A
lthough the tapes released yesterday repre-

sent the last of the available recordings from
 the 

C
uban m

issile crisis period, another 200 hours 
covering A

ugust 1962 to O
ctober 1963 rem

ain to 
be released. 

S
om

e historians have criticized the K
ennedy 

L
ibrary for not m

oving m
ore quickly to release 

the tapes, but library officials have blam
ed nation-

al security agencies for long declassification re-
view

s that have only recently been stream
lined by 

a new
 law

. 
O

n the 151/2 hours of tapes released yesterday, 
a total of 32 m

inutes rem
ains secret on grounds of 

national security, alm
ost all of it in snippets of a 

few
 seconds each. 
"I think the history, of the K

ennedy adm
inis-

tratio
n

 is g
o

in
g

 to
 b

e rew
ritten

 in
 th

e n
ex

t 1
0

 
years," M

artin said. "T
here's all this inform

ation 
that's just going to pour out," potentially including 
new

 insights into discussions about C
uba, V

iet-
nam

, civil rights and plans for the 1964 cam
paign. 

A
lthough exciting to historians for their you-

are-there quality, the tapes are an im
perfect re-

cord. A
s copies of copies of recordings m

ade by 
m

icrophones in electrical outlets, they contain 
m

any incom
prehensible passages and unknow

n 
speakers. D

eterm
ining dates and participants re-

quires m
uch research. 

A
lso, they are not necessarily candid m

om
ents. 

K
ennedy controlled the recorders w

ith a button at 
his O

val O
ffice desk or C

abinet R
oom

 table, but 
R

obert K
ennedy —

 as w
ell as the president's sec-

retary and som
e S

ecret S
ervice agents —

 knew
 of 

the recording system
, 

w
h
ich

 th
e p

resid
en

t is 
thought to have installed to help com

pile his m
em

-
oirs later. 


