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A
s such, "the U

nited States chose a policy in the N
ortheast of coopera• 

tion w
ith regional elites and justified the policy in term

s of a com
m

unis-
tic threat." T

he U
nited S

tates had "contributed to the retention of 
pow

er by the traditional oligarchy" and "destroyed" a B
razilian pro-

gram
 to m

odernize the political structure of the N
ortheast.64 

T
he course of U

nited S
tates reform

 policies in H
onduras and B

razil 
pointed to a tension betw

een the A
dm

inistration's talk of m
iddle-

class revolution and its search for anti-C
om

m
unist stability. A

s A
ssis-

tant S
ecretary M

artin noted to S
chlesinger in 1963, the A

lliance for 
P

rogress contained "m
ajor flaw

s." Its "laudable social goals" encour-
aged political instability, yet their achievem

ent dem
anded an 8o per-

cent private investm
ent "w

hich cannot be attracted am
id political 

instability."65 P
resident K

ennedy recognized the problem
, noting, 

near the end of his adm
inistration, that the U

nited S
tates w

ould have 
to

 learn
 to

 liv
e in

 a "d
an

g
ero

u
s, u

n
tid

y
 w

o
rld

."66  B
u
t little in

 th
e 

P
resident's action's or his A

dm
inistration's policies indicated that the 

U
nited S

tates w
as prepared to identify w

ith progressive social revolu-
tions. T

he A
dm

inistration and the P
resident, B

ow
les concluded, 

never "had the real courage to face up to the im
plications" of the 

principles of the A
lliance for P

rogress.67 
T

hat the A
lliance for P

rogress w
as a C

old W
ar policy w

as never a 
subject of dispute. B

ut, in S
chlesinger's w

ords, "answ
ering C

astro 
w

as a byproduct, not the purpose, of the A
lliance." W

hat presum
-

ably distinguished the L
atin A

m
erican policy of John F

. K
ennedy 

w
as th

e b
elief th

at th
e k

ey
 to

 stab
ility

 an
d
 an

ti-co
m

m
u
n
ism

 w
as 

dem
ocracy, econom

ic grow
th and developm

ent, and social change. 
T

he A
lliance for P

rogress, as one observer put it, w
as "enlightened 

anti-com
m

unism
."68  A

n exam
ination of the course of inter-A

m
eri- 

can relations betw
een 1961 and 1963 points, how

ever, to the need to 
separate the P

resident's w
ords from

 his decisions and his A
dm

inistra- 
tion's deeds. T

hrough its recognition policy, internal security initia- 
tives, and m

ilitary and econom
ic aid program

s, the A
dm

inistration 
dem

onstrably bolstered regim
es and groups that w

ere undem
ocratic, 

conservative, and frequently repressive. T
he short-term

 security that 
anti-C

om
m

unist elites could provide w
as purchased at the expense 

of long-term
 political and social dem

ocracy. 	
•
 

Fixation w
ith C

uba: 
The Bay of Pigs, M

issile C
risis, 

and C
overt W

ar Against C
astro 
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"M
y

 G
o

d
," m

u
ttered

 R
ich

ard
 H

elm
s o

f th
e C

en
tral In

tellig
en

ce 
A

gency, "these K
ennedys keep the pressure on about C

astro."! A
n-

other C
IA

 officer heard it straight from
 the K

ennedy brothers: "G
et 

off your ass about C
uba." 2  A

b
o
u
t a y

ear after Jo
h
n
 F

. K
en

n
ed

y
's 

inauguration, a m
em

ber of C
ongress applauded "the w

ay you are 
gradually strangling C

astro and C
om

m
unism

 in C
uba." 3  In 1963 the 

P
resident still sought to "dig C

astro out of there." 4  D
efense S

ecretary 
R

obert M
cN

am
ara rem

em
bered that "w

e w
ere hysterical about C

as-
tro at the tim

e of the B
ay of P

igs and thereafter." 5  A
s som

eone said, 

C
uba w

as one of the four-letter w
ords of the 196os. 

P
resident K

ennedy spent as m
uch or m

ore tim
e on C

uba as on any 
other foreign policy problem

. C
uba stood at the center of his A

dm
inis-

tration's adm
itted greatest failure, the B

ay of P
igs, and its alleged 

greatest success, the m
issile crisis. A

 m
ultitude of governm

ent agen-
cies enlisted in the crusade against revolutionary C

uba: the C
om

-
m

erce D
epartm

ent adm
inistered trade restrictions; the S

tate D
epart-

m
ent labored to rally the O

rganization of A
m

erican S
tates and N

orth 
A

tlantic T
reaty O

rganization allies against C
uba; the F

ederal B
ureau 

of Investigation spied on pro- and anti-C
astro groups; the Im

m
igra-

tion and N
aturalization S

ervice, C
oast G

uard, and D
epartm

ent of 
H

ealth, E
ducation, and W

elfare handled the steady flow
 of exiles 

from
 the turbulent island; and the C

IA
 launched covert operations 

d
esig

n
ed

 to
 to

p
p

le th
e C

u
b

an
 g

o
v

ern
m

en
t an

d
 to

 assassin
ate its 

leader F
idel C

astro. C
ontrary to som

e K
ennedy inenioitists and schol- 

123 
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ars w
ho have claim

ed that K
ennedy w

as often trapped by a bureau-
cracy he could not control and distracted by other tim

e-consum
ing 

issues, the P
resident w

as know
ledgeable, engaged, and influential on 

m
atters C

uban.6  
r W

hy did P
resident K

ennedy and his chief advisers indulge such a 
k

y
; 1

i8:1
4/, 

,1 
fixation w

ith C
uba and direct so m

any U
nited S

tates resources to an 
u

9
'41\  4\'' 	

unrelenting cam
paign to m

onitor, harass, isolate, and ultim
ately de- 

■4/‘,  4
1). 
	

stroy H
avana's radical regim

e? O
ne answ

er springs from
 a candid 

CILL 	
rem

ark by R
obert F

. K
ennedy. L

ooking back at the early 196os, he 
W

1\141 w
ondered "if w

e did not pay a very great price for being m
ore ener- 

p
u,  

gene than w
ise about a lot of things, especially C

uba."7 T
he K

enne-

141
' dys' fam

ed eagerness for action becam
e exaggerated in the case of 

C
uba. T

hey alw
ays w

anted to get m
oving on C

uba, and C
astro dared 

Lat,  them
 to try. S

om
e E

uropeans thought that "w
e kept slapping at C

as- 

al
;

t,
 	

tro because he'd had the effrontery to thum
b his nose at us," recalled 

one A
m

erican diplom
at.8  T

he popular, intelligent, but erratic C
uban 

leader, w
hose b

a
rb

u
d

o
s (bearded ones) cam

e dow
n from

 the S
ierra 

M
A) ktiffrt

z,M
aestra M

ountains in January 1959 to overthrow
 the U

nited S
tates 

tp-vy0 ally F
ulgencio B

atista, hurled harsh w
ords at W

ashington and defi- 

p
i 	

antly challenged the K
ennedy m

odel of evolutionary, capitalist devel- 
Jo" opm

ent so evident in the A
lliance for P

rogress. A
s charism

atic figures 
.1).0( ., A

L
 charting new

 frontiers, the P
resident and Jefe M

axim
o often personal-

C 
	

ized the C
uban-A

m
erican contest. K

ennedy harbored a "deep feeling 
V

4
-  

	

3
 	

against C
astro," and the C

uban thought the A
m

erican "an intelligent 
011 

c
ti) 

and able leader of A
m

erican im
perialism

," and, after the B
ay of P

igs 
X

 
S 

invasion, he branded him
 a new

 H
itler.9 T

o K
ennedy's great annoy- 

, 	
once, C

astro could not be w
heedled or beaten. 

	

111U)  
	

K
ennedy's ardent w

ar against F
idelism

o m
ay also have stem

m
ed 

0,4
_ from

 his feeling that C
astro had double-crossed him

. A
s a senator, 

K
ennedy had initially joined m

any A
m

ericans in w
elcom

ing the C
u-

ban R
evolution as a decided advancem

ent over the "oppressive" B
a-

y1^ tista dictatorship. L
inking C

astro to the legacy of B
olivar, K

ennedy 
(014 

urged a "patient attitude" tow
ard the new

 governm
ent, w

hich he did 
'(\"
(i\k

v
n
o
t se

e
 a

s C
o
m

m
u
n
ist.10

D
enyinkrepeatedly that he w

as a C
om

m
u,  'P

A
^  

AN
L

 nist, C
astro had in fact proclaim

ed his allegiance to dem
ocracy and 

private property. B
ut in the process of legitim

izing his revolution and 
ity resisting U

nited S
tates pressure, C

astro turned m
ore and m

ore radi- 
1
11 	

cal. A
m

ericans grew
 im

patient w
ith the regim

e's highly charged anti- 
.t' 	

I Y
ankeeism

, postponem
ent of elections, jailing of critics, and national- 

'.' A
P

 
(Ark/kJ/ft ization of property. T

he C
uba olice state s stem

 rem
indectraaty of 

f\X 	
s
-
 r

•
TA

,..4", 	
M

k, W
k
a
h
 

ty-ti) '00 frA
,t. 	
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C
uba 

1
2
5
 

H
itler's and S

talin's dreaded totalitarianism
. T

he P
resident rejected 

the idea that intense U
nited S

tates hostility to the C
uban R

evolution 
m

ay have contributed to C
astro's tightening political grip and flirta-

tion w
ith the S

oviet U
nion. N

or did K
ennedy and other A

m
ericans 

w
ish to acknow

ledge the m
easurable benefits of the revolution—

im
provem

ents in education, m
edical care, and housing, and the elim

i-
nation of the island's infam

ous corruption that once had been the 
A

m
erican M

afia's dom
ain. Instead, K

ennedy officials concluded that 
C

uba's w
as a "betrayed revolution."" 	

ete. itti4; tG
s 

R
ichard N

. G
oodw

in, the young W
hite H

ouse and S
tate D

epart-
m

ent official w
ith responsibilities for L

atin A
m

erica, provided another 
explanation for the K

ennedy fixation w
ith C

uba. H
e rem

arked that 
"the entire history of the C

old W
ar, its positions and assum

ptions, 
converged upon the 'problem

 of C
uba.' "" Indeed, the C

old W
ar 

dom
inated international politics, and in the zero-sum

 accounting of the 
tim

e, a loss for "us" m
eant a gain for "them

." A
s C

uban-A
m

erican 
relations steadily deteriorated, C

uban-S
oviet relations gradually im

-
proved. N

ot only did A
m

ericans com
e to believe that a once-loyal ally 

had jilted them
 for the taw

dry em
brace of the S

oviets; they also grew
 

alarm
ed that C

astro sneered at the M
onroe D

octrine by inviting the 
S

oviet m
ilitary to the island. W

hen C
astro, in late 1961, declared him

-
self a M

arxist-L
eninist, A

m
ericans w

ho had long denounced him
 as a 

C
om

m
unist then felt vindicated. A

m
erican leaders began to speak of 

C
uban m

em
bership in the "Sino-Soviet bloc," thus providing C

om
m

u-
nists w

ith a "spearhead" to penetrate the W
estern H

em
isphere.' 3  

From
 the m

om
ent of victory, C

astro had called for C
uban-style revolu-

tions throughout L
atin A

m
erica, and H

avana had sent agents and arm
s 

to other nations to kindle radical fires. C
astro's revolutionary m

ission 
happened to coincide w

ith N
ikita K

hrushchev's alarm
ing statem

ent 
that the Soviet U

nion supported w
ars of national liberation w

orldw
ide. 

It m
attered little to A

m
ericans that the tw

o appeals appeared indepen- 
dently or that H

avana and M
oscow

 differed m
arkedly over the best 

m
ethod for prom

oting revolutionary change—
the S

oviets insisted on 
utilizing C

om
m

unist parties w
ithin political system

s, w
hereas the C

u-
bans espoused peoples' rebellions. C

uba cam
e to represent the C

old 
W

ar in the U
nited S

tates's backyard, and, as such, one senator ex-
plained, it becam

e a "target for our national frustration and annoyance 
w

ith M
oscow

 and the w
hole C

om
m

unist conspiracy." 14  
In addition to the K

ennedy style and the C
old W

ar, A
m

erican 
politics influenced the A

dm
inistration's C

uba policy. In the 196o 

d
u

; (A4/1411-" 
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presidential cam
paign, K

ennedy had seized the C
uban issue to coun-

ter R
ichard N

ixon's charge that the inexperienced D
em

ocratic candi-
date w

ould abandon Q
uem

oy and M
atsu to C

om
m

unism
 and prove 

no m
atch for the hard-nosed K

hrushchev. "In 1952 the R
epublicans 

ran on a program
 of rolling back the Iron C

urtain in E
astern E

u-
rope," K

ennedy jabbed. "T
oday the Iron C

urtain is 90 m
iles off the 

coast of the U
nited S

tates.".5 P
rivately he asked, "H

ow
 w

ould we 
have saved C

uba if w
e had [had] the pow

er"? but he nonetheless 
valued the political payback from

 his attack. "W
hat the hell," he 

inform
ed his aides, "they never told us how

 they w
ould have saved 

C
hina [in 1949]."16  H

e did recom
m

end a controversial m
ethod to 

reclaim
 C

uba for the A
m

erican system
. A

pparently unaw
are that 

P
residentlD

w
i h

t D
. E

isen
h

o
w

er h
ad

 in
itiated

 a clan
d

estin
e C

IA
 

program
 to trai C

uban exiles for an invasion of the island, candidate 

--• ,. K
ennedy

- just such a project.W
411-tlit y4,061, 

w
ilV

) 	
A

fter exploiting the C
uban issue, K

ennedy, upon becom
ing P

resi- 
v

 , d
en

t, co
u

ld
 n

o
t easily

 h
av

e retreated
. P

artisan
 p

o
litics k

ep
t h

is g
aze 

A
 fixed on the defiant leader in the C

aribbean. H
ardly a press confer-

" ence w
ent by w

ithout an insistent question about C
uba. R

epublicans 

W
O

' 

	

	
and D

em
ocracts alike peppered the W

hite H
ouse w

ith dem
ands for 

IP 
\ .. ., .( 11` a./ u tee 

action against C
astroism

. T
he vocal, burgeoning C

uban exile com
m

u- 
‘,4  

ow
\ 

W
j, t . 	

(
o
w
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m
ents the im

perial nations had used to m
aintain control and order. In 

the 195os F
rance w

as driven from
 Indochina, and G

reat B
ritain's 

position in the M
iddle E

ast receded dram
atically after the S

uez crisis, 
to cite tw

o prom
inent exam

ples. 
T

he C
uban R

evolution exem
plified this process of breaking upland 

breaking aw
ay. A

m
erican leaders reacted so hostilely to this revolu-

tion not sim
ply because C

astro and his 26th of July M
ovem

ent taunted 
them

 or because dom
estic politics and the C

old W
ar sw

ayed them
, ' but 

because C
uba, as sym

bol and reality, challenged U
nited S

tates hege- 

(1 , ror m
ony in L

atin A
m

erica. T
he specter of "another C

uba" haunted Presi-
dent K

ennedy, not just because it w
ould hurt him

 politically, but be- 

,7 ) cause "the gam
e w

ould be up through good deal of L
ati m

e rica."" 
A

m
ericans refused to accept a eyoL

uti that not only argete4B
atista 

an
d

 th
eir islan

d
 assets b

u
t also

 to
t

IC
 	

th
e
 U

n
ite

d
, 

S
tates's claim

 to political, econom
ic, and m

ilitary leadership in the, 

U
n

ited
` 
	I lA

 

hem
siphere. "T

he revolution becam
e anti-im

perialism
 and freedom

, 
the overthrow

 of the m
onoculture-m

ilitarist-dictatorship-dependence L
I.4 

structure," rem
em

bered C
arlos F

ranqui, a Fidelista w
ho later w

ent 

into exile." G
iven this fundam

ental conflict, a breakdow
n in C

uban-
A

m
erican relations w

as inevitable: C
uba sought independence and 

radical social change w
hich w

ould necessarily com
e at the expense of 

the U
nited S

tates, and the latter, not unexpectedly, defended its inter-
ests against revolutionary nationalism

. A
s C

astro put it, "the U
nited 

S
tates had to fight his revolution."" K

hrushchev, in pondering the 
A

m
erican cam

paign against C
uba, once asked: "W

hy should an ele-
phant be afraid of a m

ouse?"" T
he S

oviet leader, w
ho certainly knew

 
his ow

n nation's im
perial record in suppressing its neighbors w

hen they 
becam

e too independent-m
inded, surely knew

 that the answ
er to his 

question could be found in the A
m

erican fear that the C
uban R

evolu-
tion w

ould becom
e contagious and further dim

inish U
nited States hege-

m
ony in the W

estern H
em

isphere. 
A

fter the U
nited S

tates helped expel S
pain from

 C
uba in 1898 and 

im
posed the P

latt A
m

endm
ent on the island in 1903, A

m
ericans 

gained influence through m
ilitary interventions, occupations, threats, 

econom
ic penetration, and political m

anipulation:B
Y

 1959 A
m

eri-
cans dom

inated C
uba's oil, telephone, m

ining, and electric industries 
an

d
 p

ro
d

u
ced

 m
o

re th
an

 a th
ird

 o
f its su

g
ar. T

h
at y

ear, to
o

, th
e 

U
nited S

tates bought 74 percent of C
uba's exports and supplied 65 

percent of the island's im
ports. 24  B

ecause the U
nited S

tates had such 
trem

endous econom
ic favors to dispense (especially a quota system

 

nity in F
lorida never let the issue rest. B

usinessm
en protested that the 

C
uban governm

ent nationalized A
m

erican-ow
ned property w

orth a 
billion dollars; and they grew

 apprehensive that the practice w
ould 

becom
e attractive in the hem

isphere. T
he outgoing T

reasury S
ecre-

tary told K
ennedy that "large am

ounts of capital now
 planned for 

investm
ent in L

atin A
m

erica" w
ere being held back, because inves-

tors w
ere "w

aiting to see w
hether the U

nited S
tates can cope" w

ith 
C

astro's C
uba." G

eorge M
eany, the cantankerous head of the A

F
L

-
C

IO
, decried the com

m
unization of the C

uban labor federation),  
T

h
e Jo

in
t C

h
iefs o

f S
taff ad

v
ised

 th
e P

resid
en

t to
 in

v
ad

e C
u
b
a." 

veryone seem
ed eager to know

 w
hen K

ennedy w
ould knock C

astro 
off his perch, and m

any expected the P
resident to act before the next 

election. 
O

verarching all explanations for K
ennedy's obsession w

ith C
uba is 

a m
ajor phenom

enon of tw
entieth-century w

orld history: the steady 
erosion of the authority of im

perial pow
ers, w

hich had built system
s 

of dependent, client, and colonial governm
ents. T

he strong currents 
of decolonization, anti-im

perialism
, revolutionary nationalism

, and 
social revolution, som

etim
es in com

bination, underm
ined the instru- 
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that guaranteed C
uba sugar sales in the A

m
erican m

arket), W
ashing-

ton w
ielded political influence in H

avana. T
he U

nited S
tates also 

stationed a m
ilitary m

ission in C
uba and sent arm

s to B
atista's forces. 

T
he C

IA
 infiltrated political groups and helped B

atista organize an 
anti-C

om
m

unist police unit. 
A

fter having underestim
ated C

astro's 26th of A
d

m
in

istra
tio

n
 

M
ovem

ent and 
the depth of the nation's unrest, the E

isenhow
er A

dm
inistration tried 

to m
anipulate C

uba once again on the very eve of C
astro's victory. 

W
ith

 th
e P

resid
en

t's b
lessin

g
 an

d
 C

IA
 in

stru
ctio

n
s, W

illiam
 D

. 
P

aw
ley, ow

ner of C
uban lands and form

er A
m

bassador to B
razil, 

traveled to H
avana to press B

atista to resign in favor of a m
ilitary 

ju
n

ta in
 o

rd
er to

 p
rev

en
t th

e 2
6

th
 o

f Ju
ly

 M
o

v
em

en
t's im

m
in

en
t 

trium
ph. T

he C
uban P

resident balked at this exercise of "P
lattism

," 
and P

aw
ley's m

ission aborted.25 E
ven after this setback, the U

nited 
S

tates's continued sense of its strength in C
uba appeared in a C

IA
 

report that concluded that "no sane m
an undertaking to govern and 

reform
 C

uba w
ould have chosen to pick a fight w

ith the U
S

." B
ecause 

C
astro did not honor traditional U

nited S
tates pow

er in his nation, he 
m

ust have possessed a "psychotic personality."26  A
m

ericans, unable 
or unw

illing to acknow
ledge that the C

uban R
evolution tapped deep 

nationalistic feelings and that their ow
n interventionism

 and island 
interests m

ade the U
nited S

tates a prim
ary target, preferred to depict 

F
idel C

astro as a crazed guerrillero w
hose tem

porarily frenzied peo-
ple w

ould toss him
 out w

hen their rationality returned. 
T

he E
isenhow

er A
dm

inistration bequeathed to its successor an un-
productive tit-for-tat process of confrontation w

ith C
uba and a legacy 

of failure.27 In 1959-196o, w
ith A

m
bassador P

hilip B
onsai thinking 

that C
astro suffered "m

ental unbalance at tim
es" and E

isenhow
er 

concluding that the C
uban leader "begins to look like a m

adm
an," 

H
avana and W

ashington traded punch for punch.28  In N
ovem

ber 1959 
the P

resident decided to encourage anti-C
astro groups w

ithin C
uba to 

"check" or "replace" the revolutionary regim
e, and thus end an anti- 

A
m

ericanism
 that w

as "having serious adverse effects on the U
nited 

S
tates position in L

atin A
m

erica and corresponding advantages for 
international C

om
m

unism
."29 In M

arch of the next year E
isenhow

er 
o

rd
ered

 th
e C

IA
 to

 train
 C

u
b

an
 ex

iles fo
r an

 in
v

asio
n

 o
f th

eir 
hom

eland—
this shortly after C

uba signed a trade treaty w
ith the Soviet 

U
nion. T

he C
IA

, as w
ell, hatched assassination plots against C

astro 
and staged hit-and-run attacks along the C

uban coast. A
s C

uba under-
took land reform

 that struck at A
m

erican interests and nationalized 

‘r,,_
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A

m
erican-ow

ned industries, the U
nited S

tates suspended C
uba's 

sugar quota and forbade A
m

erican exports to the island, drastically 
cutting a once-flourishing com

m
erce. O

n January 3, 1961, fearing an 
invasion and certain that the A

m
erican em

bassy w
as a "nest of spies" 

aligned w
ith counter-revolutionaries w

ho w
ere burning cane fields and 

sabotaging buildings, C
astro heatedly dem

anded that the em
bassy 

staff be reduced to the sm
all size of the C

uban delegation in W
ashing- 

ton.3° T
he U

nited S
tates prom

ptly broke diplom
atic relations w

ith 
C

uba. 
E

isenhow
er failed to topple C

astro, but A
m

erican pressure acceler- 
ated the radicalization of the revolution and helped open the door to 1, vl L' 
the S

oviets. M
oscow

 bought sugar, supplied technicians, arm
ed the i/,,;\  

m
ilitia, and offered generous trade term

s. A
lthough the revolution's 

radicalization w
as probably inevitable,11 w

as not inexoT
able —

that 
C

uba w
ould end up in the S

oviet cam
p. H

ostile U
nited S

tates policies 
ensured that outcom

e. R
evolutionary C

uba needed outside assistance 
to survive. "R

ussia cam
e to C

astro's rescue," B
onsai has concluded, 

"only after the U
nited S

tates had taken steps designed to overthrow
 

him
."3' 

K
ennedy's foreign policy troubles have som

etim
es been explained 

as inheritances from
 E

isenhow
er that shackled the new

 P
resident 

w
ith problem

s not of his ow
n m

aking. T
o be sure, K

ennedy inherited 
the C

uban problem
 from

 E
isenhow

er. B
ut he did not sim

ply continue 
his predecessor's anti-C

astro policies. K
ennedy greatly exaggerated 

the C
uban threat, attributing to C

astro a capability to export revolu- 
tion that the C

uban leader never had and lavishing on him
 an atten- 

tion he did not deserve. C
astro w

as "an affront to our pride" and a 
"m

ischief m
aker," W

alter L
ippm

ann w
isely w

rote, but he w
as not a 

"m
ortal threat" to the U

nited S
tates. 32  A

nd because of his obsession 
w

ith C
uba, K

ennedy significantly increased the pressures against the 
upstart island. H

e thus helped generate m
ajor crises, including the 

O
ctober 1962 m

issile crisis. K
ennedy inherited the C

uban problem
—

and he m
ade it w

orse. 
T

he new
 P

resident actually m
ade his first im

portant policy choice 
on C

uba before he entered the W
hite H

ouse. O
n the day C

uban-
A

m
erican relations w

ere severed, S
ecretary of S

tate C
hi . ' 

telephoned S
ecretary-designate D

ean R
usk and a. 

reaction. R
usk talked w

ith K
ennedy and reported 

elect "w
ould not associate him

self w
ith the M

in 
i.e., he w

ould not take a position for or against 
.idos 
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tim
e. . . ."33  B

y saying nothing, K
ennedy accepted a decision that 

reduced his ow
n options for dealing w

ith C
uba. T

he U
nited 'S

tates 
lost an em

bassy w
hich had served as a first-hand listening post; now

 
W

ashington w
ould have to rely upon a fast dim

inishing num
ber of 

C
IA

 inform
ants and deep-cover agents or upon often exaggerated 

inform
ation from

 exiles. M
ost im

portant, w
ith econom

ic coercion 
having failed to bring dow

n C
astro and diplom

acy now
 im

peded, the 
rupture in relations elevated covert action—

especially an invasion by 
C

uban exiles—
as one of the few

 m
eans left to resolve the contest w

ith 
C

uba. 
T

he questions of w
hether and under w

hat conditions to approve an 
exile expedition dom

inated the P
resident's discussion of C

uba in his 
first few

 m
onths in office.34 A

lthough K
ennedy alw

ays reserved the 
authority to cancel the operation right up to the m

om
ent of depar-

ture, his choices, m
ade after m

uch deliberation, pointed in one direc-
tion: G

o. N
ational security adviser M

cG
eorge B

undy later said that 
the P

resident "really w
as looking for w

ays to m
ake it w

ork . . . and 
allow

ed him
self to be persuaded it w

ould w
ork and the risks w

ere 
acceptable."35 N

ot sim
ply a prisoner of events or of the E

isenhow
er 

legacy, K
ennedy associated so closely w

ith the covert operation that 
it becam

e identified as h
is. H

e listened to but rejected the counsel of 
doubting advisers, and he never revealed m

oral or legal qualm
s about 

violently overthrow
ing a sovereign governm

ent. H
e never requested 

a contingency plan to disband the exile brigade. In questioning aides, 
the P

resident w
orried m

ost about w
hich m

ethods w
ould deliver suc-

cess and w
hether the guiding hand of the U

nited S
tates could be 

concealed. K
ennedy sought deniability of an A

m
erican role, but 

never the dem
ise of the project. 

N
I  2 •"r‘, I 	

O
n M

arch , K
ennedy's chief advisers gathered in a critical N

a- 
A

-101,P
` i/s. 	

tional S
ecurity C

ouncil (N
S

C
) m

eeting. C
IA

 D
irector A

llen D
ulles 

1
0
.; la

.  and D
eputy D

irector for P
lans R

ichard B
issell explained plans for an 

■k- 

	

	
invasion at the tow

n of T
rinidad, on C

uba's southern coast near the 
E

scam
bray M

ountains, w
here C

IA
-backed rebels w

ere already oper-
RA,),  ‘)k 

'iv  ating. T
he P

resident criticized the plan as too m
uch like a spectacular 

rY 
A

l' 	
W

orld W
ar II am

phibious landing. H
e asked for som

ething quieter, 
vIV

A
/0. / (and he instructed planners that no A

m
erican forces w

ere to be used. 
D

ulles advised that the m
ission had to go forw

ard, because "w
e have 

a disposal problem
." G

reat em
barrassm

ent w
ould beset W

ashington 
if the exile brigade, training in G

uatem
ala, w

ere to disband and its 
m

em
bers return to the U

nited S
tates to bellow

 their anger. K
ennedy 

C
u

b
a

 1
3

1
 

requested "new
 proposals"; he ordered the C

IA
 to force bickering 

exile groups to unite behind one leader; he directed A
rthur M

. S
chle-

singer, Jr., the H
arvard historian-turned-W

hite H
ouse assistant, to 

draft a W
hite P

aper to justify an invasion; and he asked the S
tate 

D
epartm

ent to gain O
A

S
 backing for strong anti-C

astro m
easures.3 6  

O
fficials m

oved fast. T
he C

IA
 devised a plan for daw

n landings in 
the area of B

ahia de C
ochinos (B

ay of P
igs). T

he existence of an air 
strip at the tow

n of P
laya G

iron, the surrounding Z
apata sw

am
ps w

ith 
few

 access roads, and the region's sparse population m
ade this an

appealing entry site. In a M
iam

i m
otel, a C

IA
 operative bluntly 	

A
 

fo
rced

 ex
iles to

 fo
rm

 th
e C

u
b

an
 R

ev
o

lu
tio

n
ary

 C
o

u
n

cil u
n

d
er Jo

sece .  

M
iro C

ardona, a form
er foe of B

atista and a onetim
e m

em
ber of 

C
astro's governm

ent. S
chlesinger quickly produced a W

hite P
aper. 

Issued on A
pril 3, this propagandistic justification for anti-C

astroism
 „ _ 

condem
ned the C

uban radical for betraying his revolutionary prom
-

ises, delivering his island to the "S
ino-S

oviet bloc," and attem
pting to c r,., C

' 

subvert L
atin A

m
erican governm

ents. 37  A
fter several high-level m

eet- ,,,V
4 - 

ings and D
ulles's assurance that the prospects for O

peration Z
apata 

v.tl 
w

ere even greater than they had been for the successful C
IA

 plot in („I'l 
is/ 

1954 against G
uatem

ala, K
ennedy set A

pril 17 as D
-D

ay. 	
4„._ 

 
T

h
e B

ay
 o

f P
ig

s p
lan

 b
eg

an
 to

 u
n
rav

el fro
m

 th
e start,/ A

s th
e 

brigade's old, slow
 freighters, obtained from

 the U
nited F

ruit C
om

- :
 4',‘ t .

\
1
 

pany, plow
ed their w

ay to C
uba, B

-26 airplanes took to the skies " \isi„.■ 
from

 N
icaragua. O

n A
pril 15, D

-D
ay m

inus 2, the brigade pilots 
destroyed several parked planes of C

astro's m
eager air force. T

hat 	̀
4 ° y;\ 

sam
e day, as part of a pre-invasion ploy, a lone, artificially dam

aged  
B

-26 flew
 directly to M

iam
i, w

here its pilot claim
ed that he had \, ,4"'N, ' \)\'"- 

defected from
 the C

uban m
ilitary and had just bom

bed his country's 
airfields. B

ut the cover story soon cracked. S
nooping journalists no- \

v„vr.  
ticed that the nose cone of the B

-26 w
as m

etal; C
uban planes had 

plastic noses. T
hey observed too that the aircraft's guns had not been 

, 
fired. T

he A
m

erican hand w
as being exposed. T

he P
resident, still 

insistent upon hiding A
m

erican com
plicity, decided to cancel a sec- 

ond D
-D

ay air strike against the rem
nants of the C

uban air force. 
C

IA
 officials protested, because they believed the invasion force ;)'\i) 

could not succeed unless C
astro's few

 planes w
ere knocked out. A

fter 	
, 

conferring w
ith S

ecretary R
usk, K

ennedy stuck w
ith his decision. 

S
hortly after m

idnight on A
pril 17, m

ore than 1400 com
m

andos 
m

otored in sm
all boats to the beaches at B

ahia de C
ochinos. T

he 
invaders im

m
ediately tangled w

ith C
astro's m

ilitia. S
om

e com
m

andos 
0.i 'v  

i\, 
6 

,‘J" 
\,) 

\\,‘ 	
\ 	

, K\ -"\ 	
I 	

)9-, • 
\\, 



132 	
T

H
O

M
A

S
 G

. P
A

T
E

R
S

O
N

 	
C

uba 	
133 

never m
ade it, because their boats broke apart on razor-sharp coral 

reefs. In the air, C
astro's m

arauding airplanes shot dow
n tw

o brigade 
B

-26s and, in the w
ater, sank ships carrying essential com

m
unications 

equipm
ent and am

m
unition. F

ighting ferociously, the brigade none-
theless failed to establish a beachhead. W

ould.-W
ashington try to 

salvage the m
ission? K

ennedy turned dow
n C

IA
 appeals to dispatch 

planes from
 the nearby U

S
S

 E
ssex, but he did perm

it som
e jets to 

provide air cover for a new
 B

-26 attack from
 N

icaragua. M
anned this 

tim
e by A

m
erican C

IA
 pilots, the B

-26s arrived an hour after the jets 
had com

e and gone. C
uban aircraft dow

ned the B
-26s, killing four 

A
m

ericans. W
ith C

astro's boasting that the m
ercenarios had been 

foiled, the final toll w
as grim

: 114 of the exile brigade dead and 1,189 
captured. A

 pall settled over the W
hile H

ouse. • 
"H

ow
 could I have been so stupid, to let them

 go ahead?" K
ennedy 

asked an assistant.38  S
tupid or not, K

ennedy knew
 the answ

ers to his 
o
w

n
 q

u
estio

n
. F

irst, h
e d

early
 so

u
g
h
t to

 o
u
st C

astro
 an

d
 sco

re a 
victory in the C

old W
ar. S

econd, his personality and style encouraged 
action. A

lw
ays driven to w

in, K
ennedy believed "that his disapproval 

of the plan w
ould be a show

 of w
eakness inconsistent w

ith his general 
stance."39 O

ne foreign policy observer explained "how
 the P

resident 
got such bad advice from

 such good advisers": 

T
he decision on w

hich they w
ere asked to advise w

as presented as a choice 
betw

een action and inaction. . . . N
one of the P

resident's advisers w
ants it 

said
 o

f h
im

 b
y
 h

is co
lleag

u
es . . . th

at h
e . . . lo

ses h
is n

erv
e w

h
en

 th
e 

going gets hot. T
he H

arvard intellectuals are especially vulnerable, the 
m

ore so from
 being new

 on the scene. T
hey are conscious of the fact that 

the tough-m
inded m

ilitary suspect them
 of being soft-headed. T

hey have 
to show

 that they are he-m
en too, that they can act as w

ell as lecture.0
  

T
h

ird
, fear of nasty political repercussions influenced the P

resident. 
T

old to disband, brigade m
em

bers m
ight have refused to give up their 

arm
s or even have m

utineed. In any case, R
epublicans w

ould have 
scorned a w

eak-kneed A
dm

inistration.4' K
ennedy approved the op-

eration, finally, because he felt a sense of urgency. C
IA

 analysts 
advised that tim

e w
as on C

astro's side. D
elay w

ould perm
it the S

ovi-
ets to strengthen the C

uban m
ilitary, perhaps w

ith M
IG

 fighters, and 
the rainy season w

as about to begin, m
aking m

ilitary m
aneuver diffi-

cult. T
he G

uatem
alan president, facing aw

kw
ard questions about 

C
uban trainees in his country, w

as also beseeching W
ashington to 

m
ove the exiles out by late A

priI.42 

( F
ailures in intelligence, operations, decision-m

aking, and judg-
46' m

ent doom
ed the B

ay. of P
igs undertaking. A

rrogant C
IA

 architects 

0 , knew
 too little and assum

ed too m
uch about C

uba, particularly about 

,34-. 1" .  the landing site. A
lthough B

issell and D
ulles have staunchly denied 

u  that they ever told the P
resident that the invasion w

ould ignite an 

1a 
j island-w

ide rebellion against the C
astro regim

e and thus ensure the 
'
 	

fJ 
\J- 	

, 
ascendency of M

iro's provisional governm
ent, K

ennedy decision- 
m

akers nonetheless believed that the invasion w
ould stim

ulate a popu-
lar revolt against an unpopular governm

ent. B
ut the C

IA
 did not 

'pe coordinate the invasion w
ith the anti-C

astro underground in C
uba, 

because the agency feared leaks and the likely infiltration o
f o

p
p
o
si-

tion groups by C
astro's security forces. N

o rebellion erupted.4 3  K
en-

nedy and his advisers also assum
ed that, should the brigade prove 

\ 	
incapable of taking territory, it could m

elt into the m
ountains and 

becom
e a guerrilla arm

y. B
ut, because the invasion site had been 

shifted, the m
ountains now

 lay som
e 8o m

iles aw
ay, w

ith im
passable 

sw
am

ps betw
een. N

either K
ennedy nor C

IA
 advisers had explored 

this problem
. T

he guerrilla option, w
hich, like the belief in a rebel-

lion, probably led K
ennedy to suppress doubts about the operation, 

w
as actually im

possible. 
C

IA
 planners failed in other w

ays. If they overestim
ated C

uban 

C- 	
discontent w

ith C
astro, they underestim

ated the effectiveness of his 
m

ilitary. T
hey anticipated that he w

ould crack; in fact, he expertly led 
his forces at the B

ay of P
igs, w

here he had vacationed. C
IA

 analysts 
had failed to detect the coral reefs. C

IA
-issued equipm

ent m
alfunc-

tioned; crucial com
m

unications gear w
as concentrated in one ship 

that sunk; paratroopers did not drop far enough inland to cut off 
causew

ays.4 4  A
nother operational failure rem

ained a tightly held se-
cret. T

he C
IA

 had been attem
pting since 196o to kill F

idel C
astro, 

even em
ploying M

afia thugs for the task. T
he C

IA
 activated assassina-

tion plots in M
arch and A

pril. It seem
s likely that assassination w

as 
part of the general B

ay of P
igs plan. B

issell has adm
itted that he w

as 
hopeful "that C

astro w
ould be dead before the landing." 43  

t
, 

\ T
he m

ost controversigl operational question rem
ains the cancelled 

,V
) second D

-D
ay air strike. P

ost-crisis critics have com
plained that the 

\ j„.1 \ 
P

resident lost his nerve and m
ade a decision that condem

ned the 
;A, 	

v ' 
expedition to disaster.4 6  C

astro and B
issell have agreed that C

uban 
F s` 

 
, 	

air suprem
acy w

as im
portant to C

uba's trium
ph.47 B

ut w
as it deci- 

. 	
sive? 

0, 	
sv

e. A
 p

re-em
p
tiv

e strik
e o

n
 D

-D
ay

 ag
ain

st th
e C

u
b
an

 air fo
rce 

v  

w
ould not have delivered victory to the invaders. A

fter the first air 
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attack, C
astro had dispersed his planes; the brigade's B

-26s w
ould 

have encountered considerable difficulty in locating and destroying 
th

em
. A

n
d
, ev

en
 if a D

-D
ay

 assau
lt h

ad
 d

isab
led

 all o
f C

astro
's 

planes, then w
hat? L

a brigada's 1400 m
en w

ould have had to face 
v 	

O1
c
a
s
t
r
o
's

 arm
y of 25,00o and the nation's 200,000 m

ilitia. T
he com

m
an- 

, 	
d 

dos m
ost likely w

ould not have survived the overw
helm

ing pow
er of 

t/ 
the C

uban m
ilitary. 

. 	
A

 flaw
ed decision-m

aking system
 also contributed to failure. B

issell 
' IV

" ,, 	
and D

ulles w
ere too em

otionally com
m

itted to the project to see the 
shortcom

ings in their handiw
ork. C

IA
 planners w

ere less than candid 
k' l l  )vith the P

resident, for fear that he w
ould term

inate the project. O
pera- 

1 	
lion Z

apata w
as even kept a secret from

 m
any other C

IA
 professionals 

'1  responsible for intelligence analysis. H
ad they been asked to assess the 

chances for national rebellion, for exam
ple, they probably w

ould have 
T ,'-''reported negatively, pointing out C

astro's continued popular appea1.45  
A

'1,-" C
IA

 officials also contributed to the P
resident' thinking that A

m
eri-

v,t,N
A

 t  can participation could be hidden and plausibly denied. B
ut how

 could 
, 	

K
e
n

n
e
sly

e
y

er have 
 th

o
u

g
h

t th
at secrecy

 w
as p

o
ssib

le? W
ish

fu
l th

in
k

- 

\? N;\ 	
ing provides the best ainsw

er.45 "T
rying to m

ount an operation of this 
‘„\ii,d'L  1m

agnitude from
 the U

nited S
tates," a C

IA
 official w

rote later, "is 
\i-i about as covert as w

alking nude across T
im

es S
quare w

ithout attract-
i5ct ing attention."5° N

onetheless, until his decision to cancel the second 
strike, K

ennedy clung to the fiction o 
T

he Joint C
hiefs of S

taff and S
ecretary of S

tate also failed as advis-
ers. A

lthough the generals and adm
irals had serious reservations, 

they alw
ays evaluated the operation favorably. S

w
orn to secrecy, 

they did not seek close staff analysis of the C
IA

 plan. N
ot "cut in" 

until the later stages of planning, they hesitated to "pound the desk," 
because the operation w

as "not our show
."5' N

or did D
ean R

usk 
provide rigorous scrutiny or press his case against the invasion. A

 
"g

o
o

d
 so

ld
ier" w

h
o

 w
en

t alo
n

g
 w

ith
 th

e ap
p

aren
t co

n
sen

su
s, h

e 
seem

ed to believe that he sould preside over debate rather than influ-
ence it. R

usk later regretted his restraint: 

A
s a co

lo
n

el o
f in

fan
try

 [in
 th

e S
eco

n
d

 W
o

rld
 W

ar], I k
n

ew
 th

at th
is 

b
rig

ad
e d

id
n
't h

av
e th

e ch
an

ce o
f a "sn

o
w

b
all in

 h
ell." B

u
t I w

asn
't a 

colonel of infantry; I w
as sitting there in a very special cubicle. I failed 

P
resident K

ennedy by not insisting that he ask a question that he did not 
ask. H

e should have turned to our Joints C
hiefs of S

taff and said to them
: 

"N
ow

 gentlem
en, I m

ay w
ant to do this w

ith U
.S

. forces, so you tell m
e 

w
hat you w

ould need. . . ." B
y the tim

e the Joint C
hiefs had com

e in w
ith 

C
u

ba 
1135 

their sustained and prolonged bom
bing, their several divisions, a m

assive 
fleet, and their big air force, it w

ould have becom
e obvious to the P

resi-
dent that that little brigade didn't have a chance at al1.5 2  

O
ne w

onders, of course, w
hy K

ennedy him
self did not think to 'ask 

the question. R
usk also kept departm

ental intelligence and C
uban 

specialists in the dark.53 
K

ennedy encountered a good deal of dissenting opinion and he 
rejected it. S

chlesinger, for exam
ple, w

rote several m
em

oranda to 
the P

resident, arguing that tim
e w

as actually not on C
astro's side and 

that the C
uban leader, at least for the m

om
ent, rem

ained popular.5 4  
T

he skeptics included R
ichard G

oodw
in, John K

enneth G
albraith, 

C
harles E

. B
ohlen, C

hester B
ow

les, and A
dlai S

tevenson. In m
aking 

his decision, K
ennedy also bypassed C

ongress, further ensuring that 
he received lim

ited advice. O
nly S

enator J. W
illiam

 F
ulbright, F

or-
eign R

elations C
om

m
ittee chairm

an, w
as let into the inner circle, 

and, at that, only once. P
icking up rum

ors of a forthcom
ing invasion 

of C
uba, F

ulbright sent the P
resident a m

em
orandum

 that strongly 
disapproved invasion—

it w
as "of a piece w

ith the hypocrisy and cyni-
cism

 for w
hich the U

nited S
tates is constantly denouncing the S

oviet 
U

nion . . . ," he w
rote. K

ennedy thereupon invited the A
rkansas 

senator to attend an A
pril 4

 m
eeting. F

ulbright spoke forthrightly to 
the assem

bled top-level advisers, chiding them
 for exaggerating the 

C
uban threat. A

s he had told the P
resident earlier, the C

astro regim
e 

"is a thorn in the flesh; but it is not a dagger in the heart."55 N
o one in 

the room
 agreed w

ith F
ulbright. 

"M
r. P

resident, it could have been w
orse," rem

arked a S
tevenson 

assistant. H
ow

? "It m
ight have succeeded." 56  H

ad all gone w
ell w

ith 
the chain reaction of beachhead, rebellion, and C

astro's death or 
departure, the victory w

ould only have "exchanged a C
astro pest-

house for a post-C
astro asylum

." 57  T
ainted as an A

m
erican stooge, 

the head of the new
 governm

ent w
ould have struggled to w

in public 
favor. W

ell-arm
ed C

astroites, including F
idel's brother R

aul and C
he 

G
uevara, w

ould probably have initiated a protracted guerrilla w
ar 

against the A
m

erican-created regim
e. T

he S
oviets m

ight have helped 
these rebel forces, and volunteers from

 around the w
orld m

ight have 
sw

elled the resistance—
like the Spanish C

ivil W
ar of the 193os, Schle-

singer had w
arned. T

he U
nited S

tates w
ould have had to save its 

puppet governm
ent through m

ilitary aid, advisers, and m
aybe even 

troops'. T
o have sustained a successful B

ay of P
igs invasion, then, the 

r. 
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K
ennedy A

dm
inistration probably w

ould have had to undertake a 
prolonged and expensive occupation of the island.58  

A
s it w

as, d
efeat d

id
 n

o
t ch

asten
 th

e A
d
m

in
istratio

n
. W

h
ile a 

secret presidential panel investigated the disaster, K
ennedy and his 

advisers huddled. A
t the A

pril 2
0
 C

abinet m
eeting, B

ow
les found his 

colleagues "alm
ost savage." R

obert K
ennedy becam

e especially agi-
tated, and "there w

as an alm
ost frantic reaction for an action program

 
w

hich people w
ould grab onto."59 W

ith R
epublicans belittling the 

P
resident—

E
isenhow

er said the story ought to be titled "P
rofile in 

T
im

idity and Indecision" and N
ixon allow

ed that K
ennedy should 

have know
n that "w

hen you com
m

it m
axim

um
 U

.S
. prestige you 

have to com
m

it m
axim

um
 U

.S
. pow

er to back it up," K
ennedy w

as 
not sym

pathetic to B
ow

les's call for patience and caution.6° T
he U

n-
der S

ecretary w
as "yellow

-bellied," press secretary P
ierre S

alinger 
sn

o
rted

, an
d
 "w

e're g
o
in

g
 to

 g
et h

im
." W

h
ite H

o
u
se aid

e H
arris 

W
offord shot back: "W

hy don't you get those w
ho got us into this 

m
ess?"61 K

ennedy pushed B
ow

les out of the S
tate D

epartm
ent later 

in the year. 
O

n A
pril 2

0
 the beleaguered P

resident spoke out. "L
et the record 

show
," he boom

ed, "that our restraint is not inexhaustible." Indeed, 
the U

nited S
tates intended to defend the M

onroe D
octrine and carry 

on a "relentless" struggle w
ith C

om
m

unism
 in "every corner of the 

globe." In fam
iliar w

ords, K
ennedy declared that "the com

placent, 
the self-indulgent, the soft societies are about to be sw

ept aw
ay w

ith 
the debris of history. O

nly the strong . . . can possibly survive."62 
T

hat day, too, K
ennedy ordered A

m
erican m

ilitary advisers in L
aos 

to put on their uniform
s to show

 U
nited S

tates resolution in the face 
of defeat. "A

 new
 urgency" w

as injected into "K
ennedy's concern for 

co
u
n
terin

su
rg

en
cy

 . . . ," recalled
 G

en
eral M

ax
w

ell T
ay

lo
r, w

h
o
 

headed the post-crisis inquiry.63 A
lthough K

ennedy privately claim
ed 

that the C
uban failure deterred him

 from
 m

ilitary intervention in 
L

aos, the record of the A
pril 2

2
 N

S
C

 m
eeting dem

onstrates that the 
P

resident chose an activist policy of confrontation w
ith the "C

om
m

u-
nist w

orld."64
 S

u
ch

 a p
o
stu

re w
as m

o
re in

 lin
e w

ith
 th

e ad
v
ice a 

B
undy aide offered R

obert K
ennedy during the B

ay of P
igs crisis. 

W
hen the A

ttorney G
eneral grow

led that M
oscow

 w
ould now

 judge 
A

m
erica w

eak, W
alt W

. R
ostow

 com
m

ented that "w
e w

ould have 
am

ple opportunity to prove w
e w

ere not paper tigers in B
erlin, S

outh-
east A

sia, and elsew
here."65 T

his thinking also resem
bled the recom

-
m

endations of the T
aylor S

tudy G
roup, w

hich on June 13 reported 

C
u

ba 
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secretly to the P
resident that "w

e are in a life and death struggle 
w

hich w
e m

ay be losing," so henceforth all of the nation's C
old W

ar 

resources had to be m
obilized. 66  

R
obert K

ennedy told counterinsurgency specialist C
olonel E

dw
ard 

L
ansdale that the B

ay of P
igs "insult needed to be redressed rather 

quickly." 67  B
ut that redressing faced som

e heady obstacles. T
he anti-

C
astro underground lay shattered. C

uban security forces, before and 
after the landing, rounded up, jailed, killed, or converted thousands 
of anti-regim

e subversives, m
ost of w

hom
 w

ere surprised because the 
C

IA
 had not forew

arned them
 about D

-D
ay. In the U

nited S
tates the 

C
uban R

evolutionary C
ouncil splintered, as the dem

oralized and an-
gry C

uban com
m

unity descended once again into fierce factionalism
. 

C
astro trium

phantly exploited patriotic nationalism
 to strengthen his 

regim
e. 68  Instead of driving the S

oviets out of C
uba, the botched B

ay 
of P

igs operation drew
 H

avana and M
oscow

 closer together. U
nder-

standably fearing another invasion, perhaps w
ith A

m
erican troops, 

C
astro sought S

oviet m
ilitary assistance. T

he S
oviets shipped sm

all 
arm

s, m
achine guns, how

itzers, arm
ored personnel carriers, patrol 

boats, tanks, surface-to-air m
issiles, and, ultim

ately, nuclear m
issiles 

that could reach into the U
nited S

tates itself. 69  
P

ersuaded that "there can be no long-term
 living w

ith C
astro as a 

neighbor," K
ennedy officials launched a m

ulti-track program
 of co-

vert, econom
ic, diplom

atic, and propagandistic elem
ents.r E

ncour-
aged by the W

hite H
ouse, the C

IA
 created a huge operations station 

in M
iam

i called JM
W

A
V

E
 to recruit and organize C

uban exiles. In 
W

ash
in

g
to

n
, R

o
b
ert K

en
n
ed

y
 b

ecam
e a ram

ro
d
 fo

r actio
n
. A

t a 
N

ovem
ber 4 W

hite H
ouse m

eeting, the A
ttorney G

eneral m
ade his 

pitch: "stir things up on the island w
ith espionage, sabotage, general 

disorder . . . ."71 T
he P

resident him
self asked C

olonel L
ansdale to 

direct O
peration M

ongoose—
"to use our available assets . . . to help 

C
uba overthrow

 the C
om

m
unist regim

e." 7' 
O

peration M
ongoose and JM

W
A

V
E

, although failing to unseat 
C

astro, punished C
ubans. C

IA
-handled saboteurs burned cane fields 

and blew
 up factories and oil storage tanks. In a D

ecem
ber 1961 raid, 

for exam
ple, a seven-m

an team
 blasted a railroad bridge, derailed an 

approaching train, and torched a sugar w
arehouse. M

yriad exile 
groups, from

 A
lpha 66 to the R

evolutionary S
tudent D

irectorate, left 
the F

lorida K
eys to stage hit-and-run attacks along C

uba's coast. C
IA

 
agents contam

inated goods leaving E
uropean ports for C

uba, and 
they bribed E

uropean m
anufacturers to produce faulty equipm

ent for 



C
uba—

as w
hen a G

erm
an industrialist shipped off-center ball bear-

ings. B
ritish-m

ade L
eland buses w

ere sabotaged too.73 T
hese spoiling 

operations com
pelled the C

astro governm
ent to divert scarce re-

sources from
 econom

ic and social program
s to coastal defense and 

internal surveillance. T
hey also pushed C

uba tow
ard greater depen-

dence upon the S
oviet U

nion. 
T

he C
IA

 devised new
 plots to kill C

astro. P
oisonous cigars, pills, 

,\,M
aN,)''' and needles w

ere directed C
astro's w

ay, but to no avail. D
id the K

enne- 

	

e 	
dys know

 about these death schem
es? R

obert K
ennedy learned about 

f 

	

\ \i 	
them

 
them

 in m
id-1962, and his biographer claim

s that the A
ttorney G

eneral  
p
 V

 o
rd

ered
 an

 en
d
 to

 assassin
atio

n
 p

ro
jects. Jo

h
n
 K

en
n
ed

y
 said

 at th
e 

tim
e that in general he disapproved of the killing of foreign leaders.14 

V
A-1/ 	

T
he P

resident apparently never directly ordered the assassination of ).;`-' 
,A. 

C
astro—

at least no trail of docum
ents leads to the K

ennedy W
hite \ 

H
ouse. B

ut, of course, the w
ord "assassination." w

as never uttered in \ \'''A
t' 

'''
,/' 

the presence of the P
resident or com

m
itted to paper, so that he could 

be protected by the principle of plausible deniability. W
hat w

as alw
ays 

m
entioned w

as the need to rem
ove C

astro. "A
nd if killing him

 w
as one 

of the things that w
as to be done in this connection," assassination w

as 
attem

pted because "w
e felt w

e w
ere acting w

ithin the guidelines." S
o 

( bespoke B
issell's replacem

ent, R
ichard H

elm
s.75 P

resident K
ennedy 

m
ay or m

ay not have know
n about the assassination plots, but he did 

set the general guidelines. 
Intensified econom

ic coercion joined assassination and sabotage as 
m

ethods to underm
ine the C

astro governm
ent. A

m
erican officials did 

not expect the econom
ic denial program

 alone to force C
astro's fall. 

B
u
t th

ey
 d

id
 seek

 to
 in

h
ib

it th
e islan

d
's eco

n
o
m

ic d
ev

elo
p
m

en
t, 

thereby decelerating socialization, spurring C
uban discontent, and 

dim
inishing C

uba's appeal as a m
odel for L

atin A
m

erica. In F
ebruary 

1962 K
ennedy further tightened the econom

ic screw
s by banning 

m
ost im

ports of C
uban products (especially tobacco). E

l bloqueo, as 
the C

ubans called the em
bargo, hurt. C

uba w
as forced to pay higher 

freight costs, enlarge its foreign debt, and suffer innum
berable fac-

tory shut-dow
ns due to the lack of spare parts once bought in the 

U
nited S

tates. C
uba's econom

ic w
oes also stem

m
ed from

 the flight of 
technicians and m

anagers, a decline in tourism
, high w

orker absentee-
ism

, the drying up of foreign capital investm
ent, hastily conceived 

policies to diversify the econom
y, and suffocating governm

ent con-
trols. T

he overall effect on C
uba of A

m
erican econom

ic m
easures 

w
as not w

hat W
ashington intended: greater political centralization, 

m
ore state m

anagem
ent, closer ties to the S

oviet U
nion. B

y 1962, 82 
percent of C

uba's exports flow
ed to C

om
m

unist countries, and 85 
percent of its im

ports cam
e from

 them
. A

s w
ith m

ilitary defense4 so 
w

ith the econom
y: the S

oviet U
nion becam

e C
uba's lifeline. 6

  
T

he K
ennedy A

dm
inistration also lobbied the O

A
S

 to isolate 
C

uba. E
isenhow

er had grow
n frustrated w

ith the regional organiza-
tion's refusal to "do som

ething about C
astro."22 S

ecretary H
erter 

explained in M
arch 196o w

hy the O
A

S
 hesitated: "O

ur ow
n latest 

N
ational Intelligence E

stim
ate does not find C

uba to be under C
om

-
m

unist control or dom
ination, and w

e lack all of the hard evidence 
it w

hich w
ould be required to convince skeptical L

atin A
m

erican G
ov-

ernm
ents and the public opinion behind them

."7 8  B
ut after C

astro 
declared him

self a M
arxist-L

eninist in late 1961, the U
nited S

tates 
\ m

an
ag

ed
 to

 o
b

tain
 th

e v
o

tes to
 o

u
st C

u
b

a fro
m

 th
e O

A
S

, ev
en

 
though M

exico voted "nay" and A
rgentina, B

olivia, B
razil, C

hile, 
and E

cuador abstained.2 0  T
he expulsion registered loudly in H

avana, 
w

hich interpreted it as "political preparation for an invasion." 80 B
y 

the spring of 1962, m
oreover, fifteen L

atin A
m

erican states had an- 
sw

ered W
ashington's call to break relations w

ith C
uba. 

D
iplom

atic contact betw
een C

ubans and A
m

ericans also virtually 
ceased, w

ith tw
o exceptions. W

hen in M
ay 1961 C

astro offered to 
trade the B

ay of P
igs prisoners for A

m
erican farm

 tractors, the W
hite 

H
ouse encouraged a private com

m
ittee of distinguished A

m
ericans 

to negotiate w
ith C

uba. B
ut the T

ractors-for-F
reedom

 C
om

m
ittee 

could not reach term
s and disbanded. T

hen N
ew

 Y
ork law

yer Jam
es 

B
. D

onovan, w
orking closely w

ith W
ashington officials, gained C

as-
tro's trust and bargained directly w

ith him
 in H

avana. In D
ecem

ber 
1962, in exchange for food and m

edicine, C
astro released the brigade 

m
em

bers. In a celebration at M
iam

i's O
range B

ow
l, K

ennedy re-
ceived their flag. "I can assure you," an em

otional P
resident told the 

huge crow
d, "that this flag w

ill be returned to this brigade in a free 
H

av
an

a.",  
A

nother encounter took place during the A
ugust 1961 P

unta del 
E

ste conference that drafted the A
lliance for P

rogress charter. C
he 

G
uevara initiated contact w

ith R
ichard G

oodw
in by sending a box of 

C
uba's finest cigars to the W

hite H
ouse assistant. "S

ince to w
rite to 

an enem
y is difficult, I lim

it m
yself to extending m

y hand," read an 
attached note. 8 2 A

t a farew
ell party, the tw

o m
en held an intense 

conversation. C
he first thanked G

oodw
in for the B

ay of P
igs—

it had 
helped the regim

e solidify its pow
er. G

oodw
in rem

arked that the 
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C
ubans could repay the favor by attacking the A

m
erican naval base 

at G
uantanam

o. In a frank yet reasonable m
anner C

he asked for a 

m
o
d
u
s viven

d
i w

ith W
ashington and urged talks on trade, com

pensa-

tion for nationalized property, and G
uantanam

o. C
uba w

ould even 

be w
illing to discuss its ties w

ith the S
oviets ada C

uban activities in 

the hem
isphere. G

oodw
in carried the prom

ising A
ugust 17 overture 

to K
ennedy, w

ho, sm
oking one of C

he's cigars, listened to his aide's 

appeal for further exploration of the "below
 ground dialogue" w

ith 

the C
ubans. T

he P
resident rejected the suggestion: it cam

e too soon 

after the hum
iliating B

ay of P
igs, w

ould likely disturb som
e L

atin 

A
m

erican governm
ents, and w

ould legitim
ize a M

arxist govern-

m
ent.83 C

he's im
portant initiative died that abruptly—

at JF
K

's desk. 

B
y the spring of 1962 C

uba w
as losing on several fronts in its 

contest w
ith the U

nited S
tates: diplom

atic isolation in the hem
i-

sphere, ouster from
 the O

A
S

, econom
ic em

bargo, C
IA

 assistance to 

anti-C
astro rebels in C

uba, exile raids and sabotage, assassination 

plots, O
peration M

ongoose, and the successful launching of the anti-

C
uban A

lliance for P
rogress. A

fter the A
m

erican failure at the B
ay 

of P
igs and in the face of the studied A

m
erican effort to cripple the 

C
uban R

evolution, "w
ere w

e right or w
rong to fear direct invasion" 

n
ex

t? F
id

el C
astro

 later ask
ed

.84 A
lthough K

ennedy had actually 

ruled out invasion as a m
ethod to overthrow

 C
astro, in large part 

because L
atin A

m
erican opinion w

ould have been so negative and 

A
m

erican casualties w
ould have been so staggering, C

astro could 

only think the w
orst in 1962. A

fter all, som
e W

ashington politicians 

w
ere shouting for invasion and K

ennedy officials spoke frankly about 

getting rid of C
astro. 

It m
ay be plausibly argued that, had there been no exile expedi-

tion, no destructive covert activities, and no econom
ic and diplom

atic 

boycott—
had there been no concerted U

nited S
tates vendetta to 

quash the C
uban R

evolution—
there w

ould not have been an O
ctober 

m
issile crisis. T

he principal source for that frightening crisis lay in 

K
ennedy's unvarnished hostility tow

ard C
uba and in C

astro's under-

standable apprehension that U
nited S

tates invasion w
as inevitable. 

T
he origins of the m

issile crisis, then, derived largely from
 U

nited 

S
tates-C

uban tensions. T
o stress only the global dim

ension of S
oviet-

A
m

erican com
petition, as is com

m
only done, is like saying that a 

basketball gam
e can be played w

ithout a court. C
uba w

as the court. 

T
o slight the local or regional sources of the conflict is to m

iss a 

central point: N
ikita K

hrushchev w
ould never have had the opportu- 

C
u

b
a

 1
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pity to begin his dangerous m
issile gam

e if K
ennedy had not been 

attem
pting to (expunge C

astro and his revolution from
 the hem

i-

sphere. T
his interpretation does not dism

iss but incorporates the 

view
, predom

inant in the scholarly literature, that the em
placem

ent 

of nuclear m
issiles in C

uba served the Soviet strategic goal of catching 

up in the nuclear arm
s race. 8 5 T

his interpretation em
phasizes that 

both C
uba and the S

oviet U
nion calculated that their interests w

ould 

be served by putting m
edium

 and interm
ediate-range rockets on the 

island. H
avana hoped to gain deterrent pow

er to thw
art an expected 

A
m

erican invasion, and M
oscow

 hoped to enhance its deterrent 

pow
er in the C

old W
ar and save a new

 ally."' F
rom

 C
astro's perspec-

tive, the U
nited S

tates w
ould not start a local, conventional w

ar out 

of fear that it w
ould then have to risk a nuclear w

ar. 8 7 "W
e'd carried 

out the B
ay of P

igs operation, never intending to use A
m

erican m
ili-

tary force—
but the K

rem
lin didn't know

 that," D
efense S

ecretary 

R
obert M

cN
am

ara recalled. "W
e w

ere running covert operations 

against C
astro" and "people in the P

entagon w
ere even talking about 

a first strike [nuclear policy]. . . . S
o the S

oviets m
ay w

ell have be-

lieved w
e w

ere seeking C
astro's overthrow

 plus a first strike capabil-

ity. T
his m

ay have led them
 to do w

hat they did in C
uba." 88  

C
uba's eagerness for S

oviet m
ilitary assistance is w

ell docum
ented 

in the contem
porary record. C

astro and other C
uban officials m

ade 

repeated, consistent, and com
pelling statem

ents that their nation 

faced an A
m

erican onslaught. "C
uba took m

easures to defend its 

security against a system
atic policy of hostility and aggression," C

as-

tro privately explained to U
nited N

ations S
ecretary G

eneral U
 T

hant 

during the O
ctober crisis. 89 

C
ontem

porary, secret, now
 declassified U

nited S
tates docum

ents 

reveal that A
m

erican decisionm
akers knew

 that the C
uban-S

oviet 

m
ilitary linkage, w

hich included the June 1962 agreem
ent on nuclear 

m
issiles, grew

 from
 C

uba's fear of invasion. T
hey did not say so I 

publicly, of course, for such w
ould have acknow

ledged their ow
n 

responsibility for generating the fear. In S
eptem

ber 1962, C
IA

 ana-

lysts concluded that "the m
ain purpose of the present m

ilitary build-

up in C
uba is to strengthen the C

om
m

unist regim
e there against w

hat 

the C
ubans and S

oviets conceive to be a danger that the U
S

 m
ay 

attem
pt by one m

eans or another to overthrow
 it."90 In early O

ctober 

th
e D

ep
artm

en
t o

f S
tate cab

led
 its d

ip
lo

m
atic p

o
sts th

at C
astro

 

feared an A
m

erican invasion and that "the available evidence sug-

gests strongly that this crash build-up of m
ilitary and econom

ic assis- 
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tance did not represent a S
oviet initiative but rather a response to 

insistent dem
ands from

 C
astro for help."9' E

arly in the crisis, a C
IA

 
office issued a secret report that noted C

uba's num
erous "invasion 

scares" in the sum
m

er of 1962. B
ut the C

ubans "felt progressively 
m

ore secure as the w
ork [S

oviet installation of m
ilitary equipm

ent) 
advanced."92 F

inally, to cite yet another exam
ple, a post-crisis S

tate 
D

epartm
ent study indicated that w

hen S
oviet "m

ilitary equipm
ent 

began arriving in volum
e in late sum

m
er 1962 the U

S
 governm

ent 
realized that these chronic [invasion] fears played a part in C

astro's 
m

otives. "93 
W

hy did the C
ubans and S

oviets decide upon m
edium

 (M
R

B
M

) 
and interm

ediate (IR
B

M
) m

issiles, w
ith ranges of 1

,0
2
0
 and 2,20o 

nautical m
iles respectively, instead of upon a m

ilitary pact, non-
nuclear, conventional forces, or w

eapons that could satisfy A
m

erican 
tolerance for "defensive” assistance? P

erhaps the C
ubans w

ere con-
fused about the types of m

issiles they w
ould receive.94 D

uring the 
1958 M

iddle E
ast crisis, w

hen A
m

erican troops landed in L
ebanon, 

K
hrushchev and G

am
al A

bdul N
asser discussed "rockets" and "m

is-
siles" for E

gypt. N
asser betrayed considerable ignorance about the 

details of these w
eapons—

as perhaps C
astro did later.95 T

he C
ubans 

m
ay not have paid m

uch attention to m
issile type, because to them

 
m

ore pow
erful w

eapons sim
ply m

eant m
ore deterrence. O

r they m
ay 

have assum
ed that im

pressive surface-to-surface m
issiles (42 M

R
B

M
s 

arrived; the IR
B

M
s never arrived) w

ere necessary for true deterrence 
against an aggressive U

nited S
tates. O

ne thinks here of a sim
ilar 

A
m

erican assum
ption at the end of the S

econd W
orld W

ar that the 
fanatical Japanese w

ould surrender only under threat of annihilation 
from

 the atom
ic bom

b. 
O

n O
ctober 14 an A

m
erican U

-2 plane photographed m
issile sites 

in C
uba, thus providing the first "hard" evidence, as distinct from

 the 
"soft" reports of exiles, that the island w

as becom
ing a nuclear base. 

"H
e can't do that to m

e!" snapped K
ennedy w

hen he saw
 the pictures 

on the 16th.96  H
e h

ad
 w

arn
ed

 th
e S

o
v
iets th

at th
e U

n
ited

 S
tates 

w
ould not suffer "offensive" w

eapons in C
uba, although the w

arnings 
had com

e after the C
uban-S

oviet decision of early sum
m

er.92 T
he 

P
resident convened his top advisers shortly before noon on O

ctober 
16. H

is first questions focused on the firing readiness of the m
issiles 

and the probability that they carried nuclear w
arheads. T

he tentative 
answ

ers w
ere negative, although he w

as advised that the m
issiles 

could becom
e operational in a brief tim

e. D
iscussion of m

ilitary op- 

C
u
b
a
 1

4
3
 

tions (invasion? air strike?) dom
inated this first m

eeting. K
ennedy's 

im
m

ediate preference becam
e clear: "W

e're certainly going . . . to 
take out these . . . m

issiles." M
cG

eorge B
undy urged consideration 

not.only of m
ilitary plans but of a "political track" or diplom

acy. B
ut 

K
ennedy show

ed little interest in negotiations. W
hen M

cN
am

ara 
m

entioned that diplom
acy m

ight precede m
ilitary action, the P

resi-
dent im

m
ediately sw

itched the discussion to another question: H
ow

 
long w

ould it take to get air strikes organized? C
onspicuously absent 

from
 this first m

eeting w
as a serious probing of S

oviet and C
uban 

m
otivation. 95  
A

t a second m
eeting on the 16th, R

usk argued against the surprise 
air strike that G

eneral M
axw

ell T
aylor had bluntly advocated. T

he 
S

ecretary of S
tate recom

m
ended instead "a direct m

essage to C
as-

tro." A
t the close of R

usk's rem
arks, K

ennedy im
m

ediately asked: 
"C

an w
e get a little idea about w

hat the m
ilitary thing is?" B

undy 
then posed a question now

 central to the history of the m
issile crisis: 

"H
ow

 gravely does this change the strategic balance?" M
cN

am
ara, 

fo
r o

n
e, th

o
u
g
h
t "n

o
t at all," b

u
t T

ay
lo

r d
isp

u
ted

 h
im

. K
en

n
ed

y
 

him
self w

as uncertain, but he did com
plain that the m

issile em
place-

m
ent in C

uba "m
akes them

 look like they're co-equal w
ith us." A

nd, 
added T

reasury S
ecretary C

. D
ouglas D

illon, w
ho obviously knew

 
the P

resident's com
petitive personality, the presence of the m

issiles 
m

ade it appear that "w
e're scared of the C

ubans." 
T

hen the ram
bling discussion turned to K

hrushchev's m
otivation. 

T
he R

ussian leader had been cautious on B
erlin, K

ennedy said. "It's 
just as if w

e suddenly began to put a m
ajor num

ber of M
R

B
M

s in 
T

urkey," the P
resident w

ent on. "N
ow

 that'd be goddam
 danger-

ous. . . ." B
undy jum

ped in: "W
ell, w

e did, M
r. P

resident." N
ot liking 

the sound of a double standard, K
ennedy lam

ely answ
ered, "Y

eah, but 
that w

as five years ago."99 A
ctually, the A

m
erican Jupiter m

issiles in 
T

urkey, under a 1959 agreem
ent w

ith A
nkara, w

ere put into launch 
position in m

id-1961—
during the K

ennedy A
dm

inistration—
and not 

turned over to T
urkish forces until O

ctober 2
2
, 1962, the very day 

K
ennedy inform

ed M
oscow

 that it m
ust w

ithdraw
 its S

S
-4 m

issiles 
from

 C
uba.10 0  

F
or the next several days, K

ennedy's group of advisers, nam
ed the 

E
xecutive C

om
m

ittee or E
x C

om
m

, m
et frequently in tight secrecy. 

T
aylor later sum

m
arized policy options: "talk them

 .out," "squeeze 
them

 out," or "shoot them
 out."'°' In exhausting sessions m

arked by 
frank disagreem

ent and changing m
inds, E

x C
om

m
 m

em
bers w

eighed 
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the advantages and disadvantages of invasion, bom
bing, quarantine, 

and diplom
acy.102 T

he P
resident gradually m

oved w
ith a m

ajority of 
E

x C
om

m
 advisers tow

ard a quarantine or blockade of C
uba: incom

ing 
ships w

ould be stopped and inspected for m
ilitary cargo. M

cN
am

ara 
persistently argued this alternative against the generals, D

illon, C
IA

 
D

irector John M
cC

one, and D
ean A

cheson, all of w
hom

 urged an air 
strike. W

hen queried if an air strike w
ould knock out all of the know

n 
m

issiles, T
aylor replied: "T

he best w
e can offer you is to destroy 

9o%
. . . ." In other w

ords, som
e m

issiles in C
uba w

ould rem
ain in 

p
lace fo

r firin
g

 ag
ain

st th
e U

n
ited

 S
tates. R

o
b

ert K
en

n
ed

y
 also

 
w

orrried that the Soviets m
ight react unpredictably w

ith m
ilitary force, 

"w
hich could be so serious as to lead to general nuclear w

ar." In any 
case, the A

ttorney G
eneral insisted, there w

ould be no "P
earl H

arbor 
type of attack" on his brother's record.1 03 

B
y O

ctober 2
2
 the P

resident had m
ade tw

o decisions. T
he chief 

decision w
as to quarantine C

uba to prevent further m
ilitary ship-

m
ents and to im

press the S
oviets w

ith A
m

erican resolve to force the 
m

issiles out. If the S
oviets balked, other, m

ore drastic, m
easures 

w
ould be undertaken. T

he second decision w
as to inform

 the S
oviets 

o
f U

n
ited

 S
tates p

o
licy

 th
ro

u
g

h
 a telev

isio
n
 ad

d
ress rath

er th
an

 
through diplom

atic channels. E
x C

om
m

 advisers have dubiously ar-
gued that a surprise public speech w

as necessary to rally w
orld opin-

ion behind U
nited S

tates policy and to prevent K
hrushchev him

self 
from

 issuing a "blustering ultim
atum

." 104  A
t least tw

o
 E

x
 C

o
m

m
 

participants recom
m

ended that negotiations be tried first. F
orm

er 
A

m
bassador to the S

oviet U
nion C

harles B
ohlen advised that M

os-
cow

 w
ould have to retaliate against the U

nited S
tates after its techni-

cians w
ere killed by A

m
erican bom

bs. A
 stern letter to K

hrushchev 
should be "tested" as a m

ethod to gain w
ithdraw

al of the m
issiles. "I 

d
o

n
't see th

e u
rg

en
cy

 o
f m

ilitary
 actio

n
," B

o
h

len
 to

ld
 th

e P
resi-

dent.105 A
nd a grim

 A
m

bassador to the U
nited N

ations A
dlai S

teven-
son appealed to an unreceptive K

ennedy: "the existence of nuclear 
m

issile bases anyw
here is negotiable before w

e start anything." 1°6  
G

oing into the crisis, K
ennedy refused to negotiate w

ith either K
hru-

shchev or C
astro. 

K
ennedy's evening television speech on O

ctober 22 sounded fam
il-

iar them
es in A

m
erican diplom

atic history. H
e recalled the special 

U
nited S

tates relationship w
ith the W

estern H
em

isphere, and he 
rem

inded A
m

ericans that 193os lessons taught them
 to resist aggres-

sion and surrender. T
he P

resident lectured the S
oviets to reverse 

C
uba 

145 

their "deliberately provocative" decision by dism
antling their "strate-

gic" m
issiles in C

uba, and he announced the C
aribbean quarantine as 

an "initial" step. T
he U

nited S
tates Inform

ation A
gency beam

ed his 
w

ords around the w
orld in thirty-seven languages, including S

panish 
for C

uba itself. F
or the C

ubans K
ennedy had an oft-heard m

essage: 
C

astro and his clique had becom
e "puppets" of an "international 

conspiracy."107 
T

he m
issile crisis becam

e an international w
ar of nerves. M

ore than 
sixty A

m
erican ships w

ent on patrol to enforce the blockade. T
he 

S
trategic A

ir C
om

m
and w

ent on nuclear alert, m
oving upw

ard to 
D

efense C
ondition (D

E
F

C
O

N
) 2 for the first tim

e ever (the next 
level is deploym

ent for com
bat). B

-52 bom
bers, loaded w

ith nuclear 
w

eapons, stood ready, w
hile m

en and equipm
ent m

oved to the south-
eastern U

nited S
tates to prepare for an invasion (thousands of road 

m
aps of C

uba w
ere distributed).iol A

m
erican diplom

ats hastened to 
inform

 N
A

T
O

 allies; tw
o A

frican nations agreed to deny landing 
rights for Soviet aircraft, so that the Soviets w

ould have trouble resup-
plying their m

ilitary on the island; the O
A

S
 voted to endorse U

nited 
S

tates policy; and the U
nited N

ations S
ecurity C

ouncil debated. 
S

trangely, the S
oviets did not m

obilize or redeploy their huge m
ili-

tary, nor did they take m
easures to m

ake their strategic forces less 
vulnerable.'°9 T

he S
oviets also refrained from

 testing the quarantine: 
their ships turned around and w

ent hom
e. B

ut w
hat next? O

n the 
26th, K

ennedy and som
e E

x C
om

m
 m

em
bers, thinking that the S

ovi-
ets w

ere stalling, soured on the quarantine. S
entim

ent for m
ilitary 

actio
n

 stren
g

th
en

ed
.. 

K
ennedy also approved a S

tate D
epartm

ent m
essage to B

razil that 
invited its am

bassador in H
avana to talk w

ith C
astro about the "great 

jeopardy" in w
hich the S

oviet m
issiles had placed his governm

ent. 
Indeed, the C

ubans could expect to suffer "desperate hand-to-m
outh 

existence" under an expanded A
m

erican quarantine. B
ut, if the m

is-
siles and S

oviet m
ilitary personnel departed, "m

any changes in the 
relations betw

een C
uba and the O

A
S

 countries, including the U
S

, 
could flow

." F
or the first tim

e in the K
ennedy presidency, as nuclear 

w
ar threatened, W

ashington w
as suggesting an accom

m
odation of 

C
uban-A

m
erican differences. T

his overture, how
ever, m

ay have rep-
resented no m

ore than a ploy to divide M
oscow

 and H
avana, for the 

P
resident him

self "doubted that it w
ould do any good . . 

T
he "first real blink" in the crisis cam

e in the afternoon of the 26th. 
A

 S
oviet em

bassy officer, A
leksander F

om
in, called A

B
C

 correspon- 
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dent John S
cali and asked for a m

eeting. T
hey talked in a W

ashington 
restaurant, w

here S
cali w

as surprised to hear F
om

in urge him
 to carry 

a m
essage to the television journalist's high-level friends in the S

tate 
D

epartm
ent: the S

oviet U
nion w

ould w
ithdraw

 the m
issiles if the 

U
nited S

tates w
ould prom

ise not to invade C
uba. S

cali scurried to 
R

usk, w
ho sent the unusual em

issary back to F
om

in w
ith the reply 

that A
m

erican leaders w
ere interested in discussing the proposal.m

 
In the m

eantim
e, a private K

hrushchev letter arrived w
ith the sam

e 
offer, as w

ell as w
ith a pointed rem

inder for K
ennedy: the m

issiles 
w

ere in C
uba only because the U

nited S
tates had been threatening 

the island.113 
B

ut the next m
orning another letter cam

e. K
hrushchev now

 upped 
i the stakes: he w

ould trade the m
issiles in C

uba for the A
m

erican 
.'„,,),,)‘1" m

issiles in T
urkey. A

n angry K
ennedy felt boxed, because "w

e are 
rJ11- 	

now
 in the position of risking w

ar in C
uba ancL

in B
erlin over m

issiles 
in T

urkey w
hich are of little m

ilitary value."" Indeed, the P
resident 

, in early 1961 had expressed doubts about the m
ilitary efficacy of the 

Jupiters in T
urkey and had later directed the D

efense D
epartinent to 

` )).? 	
prepare a study for phasing them

 out. B
ut he had not ordered their 

rem
oval. "5  N

o
w

 th
ey

 seem
ed

 to
 stan

d
 in

 th
e w

ay
 o

f settlin
g

 th
e 

O
ctober crisis, for K

ennedy hesitated to accept a sw
ap—

first, be-
cause he did not w

ant to appear to be giving up anything in the face of 
S

oviet provocation; second, because he knew
 the proud T

urks w
ould 

be upset w
ith the appearance of being "traded off in order to appease 

an enem
y";"6  and third, because acceptance of a m

issile trade w
ould 

)c,,̀0---1 lend credence to charges that the U
nited S

tates all along had been 
applying a double standard. K

ennedy told his E
x C

om
m

 advisers that 
K

hrushchev's offer caused "em
barrassm

ent," for m
ost people w

ould 
think it "a very fair trade." Indeed, M

oscow
 had played "a very good 

card."117 S
om

e of K
ennedy's advisers had explored the issue days 

before K
hrushchev's second letter. S

tevenson had recom
m

ended a 
horse trade, and A

m
bassador W

. A
verell H

arrim
an counseled that 

A
m

erica's "rin
g
 o

f b
ases" aro

u
n
d
 th

e S
o
v
iet U

n
io

n
 h

ad
 p

ro
v
en

 
"counter-productive." T

he w
ay out of the crisis, H

arrim
an said, w

as 
to let K

hrushchev save face through an agreem
ent to w

ithdraw
 the 

Jupiters. S
uch a bargain w

ould also perm
it K

hrushchev to gain politi-
cally on his tough-m

inded m
ilitary and "sw

ing" tow
ard im

proved 
relations w

ith the U
nited S

tates." 
T

his discussion raises another question: W
hat if the S

oviets and 
C

ubans had announced in the sum
m

er of 1962 that they w
ere deploy- 

C
u
b
a
 1

4
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ing a lim
ited num

ber of m
issiles—

the sam
e num

ber as A
m

ericans had 
stationed in T

urkey (and Italy)? W
ould the U

nited S
tates have been 	

Af ,
  

able to com
pel reversal of a publicly announced decision and prevent 

em
placem

ent w
ithout having to abandon the Jupiters in T

urkey'in a ,k1 
negotiated deal? S

om
e E

x C
om

m
 advisers later suggested that, in 

such a case, W
ashington m

ight not even have sought to force w
ith- 1J' 	

' 
d
raw

al o
f th

e S
S

-4
s fro

m
 C

u
b
a." M

an
y
 p

eo
p
le ab

ro
ad

, in
clu

d
in

g
 y

l, t  
som

e E
uropean allies, w

ould have asked if the U
S

S
R

 had any less 
right than the U

nited S
tates to practice deterrence. M

oscow
 no doubt 

calculated differently—
that W

ashington w
ould attem

pt to halt ship- 
m

ents of m
issiles—

and thus tried to sneak them
 in. 

In
 th

e aftern
o

o
n

 o
f th

e 2
7

th
 m

o
re b

ad
 n

ew
s ro

ck
ed

 th
e W

h
ite 

H
ouse. A

n A
m

erican U
-2 plane overflew

 the eastern part of the 
S

oviet U
nion, probably because equipm

ent m
alfunctioned. S

oviet 
fighters scram

bled to intercept it, and A
m

erican jets from
 A

laska 
took flight to rescue the errant aircraft. A

lthough the spy plane flew
 

hom
e w

ithout having sparked a dog fight, M
oscow

 m
ight have read 

the incident as provocative. W
orse still, a U

-2 w
as shot dow

n over 
C

uba by a surface-to-air m
issile (S

A
M

). C
ubans, after having fought 

S
oviet soldiers for control of the S

A
M

 sites, m
ay have brought dow

n 
the U

-2.129 A
m

erican decisionm
akers assum

ed at the tim
e that the 

S
oviets m

anned the S
A

M
 batteries; thus the shoot-dow

n constituted 
a dangerous escalation. A

 distressed M
cN

am
ara now

 thought "inva- 
„„ ■,)_, 

sion had becom
e alm

ost inevitable. "0
1
 B

u
t K

en
n
ed

y
 h

esitated
 to

 'IN
 , 

retaliate, surely scared about taking a step in the direction of nuclear ,9
\''n',,,<\- 

w
ar. U

pon brother R
obert's advice, the P

resident decided to ignore ,''' ,;p
,;\  

K
hrushchev's second letter and answ

er the first. A
nd he dispatched 

')
 

the A
ttorney G

eneral to deliver an ultim
atum

 to S
oviet A

m
bassador 

A
natoly D

obrynin: start pulling out the m
issiles w

ithin forty-eight 
hours or "w

e w
ould rem

ove them
.""=

 A
fter D

obrynin asked about 
th

e Ju
p

iters in
 T

u
rk

ey
, R

o
b

ert K
en

n
ed

y
 p

resen
ted

 an
 im

p
o

rtan
t 

A
m

erican concession: they w
ould be dism

antled if the problem
 in 

C
uba w

ere resolved. A
s the P

resident had said in an E
x C

om
m

 m
eet-

ing, "w
e can't very w

ell invade C
uba w

ith all its toil . . . w
hen w

e 
could have gotten them

 out by m
aking a deal. on the sam

e m
issiles in 

T
urkey.""3 B

ut, should the S
oviets leak w

ord of a "deal,” R
obert 

K
ennedy told the S

oviet am
bassador, the U

nited S
tates w

ould dis-
avow

 the offer.124 Just in case this unusual style of diplom
acy failed, 

the P
resident ordered the calling up of A

ir F
orce reservists. In the last 

E
x C

om
m

 m
eeting on the 27th, M

cN
am

ara rem
inded his colleagues 
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that the U
nited S

tates had to have tw
o contingencies ready if a diplo-

m
atic settlem

ent could not be reached: a response to expected S
oviet 

action in E
urope and a governm

ent to take pow
er in C

uba after an 
A

m
erican invasion. S

om
eone rem

arked: "S
uppose w

e m
ake B

obby 
m

ayor of H
avana."125 

O
n O

ctober 28, faced w
ith an ultim

atum
, a concession, and the 

1 	
(- 	

possibility that the C
ubans w

ould shoot dow
n another U

-2 and pre- 

cipitate a S
oviet-A

m
erican conflagration, K

hrushchevcretreated: A
n 

4
 

ag
reem

en
t, alth

o
u

g
h

 n
o

t w
ritten

, w
as stru

ck
: th

e S
o

v
iet U

n
io

n
 

‘, 
A cr1 

agreed to dism
antle the M

R
B

M
s under U

nited N
ations supervision 

• 
,s wq 	

and the U
nited S

tates pledged not to invade C
uba. "E

veryone knew
 

 
AAA

 	
w

ho w
ere haw

ks and w
ho w

ere doves," B
undy told E

x C
om

m
 that 

A
 -v

 
m

orning, but "today w
as the doves' day."'26  A

 w
ary P

resident cau- 
iv\ 

; 
,c ;` 	

tioned his gleeful advisers that "this is not a tim
e for gloating," for 

v 
problem

s rem
ained: im

plem
enting supervision, pressing the S

oviets 

to rem
ove their IL

-28 bom
bers from

 the island too, and w
atching for 

Soviet m
ischief elsew

here.127 B
ut the crisis had passed—

just w
hen the 

nuclear giants seem
ed at the brink. A

lthough an em
bittered C

astro 

thw
arted a U

nited N
ations inspection system

, A
m

erican reconnais-

ance planes m
onitored the departure of the S

S
-4s. T

he IL
-28 bom

bers 
w

ere also crated and shipped back to the S
oviet U

nion.128  In A
pril 

1963 the Jupiter m
issiles cam

e dow
n in T

urkey. C
astro rem

ained 

skeptical of the no-invasion pledge. A
s he once rem

arked to U
 T

hant, 
it w

as difficult for C
ubans to believe a sim

ple A
m

erican "prom
ise not 

„ to com
m

it a crim
e."129 

John F
. K

ennedy's handling of the C
uban m

issile crisis has received 
14 

 
high grades as a success story and m

odel for crisis m
anagem

ent. B
ut it 

v  .c 
f  ;11 	

l,- w
as a n

ear m
iss. "W

e w
ere in

 lu
ck

," A
m

b
assad

o
r Jo

h
n
 K

en
n
eth

 
\\ 	

; 	
G

albraith rum
inated, "but success in a lottery is no argum

ent for 
, iotteries.",3. M

any close calls threatened to send the crisis to greater 
"
 	

levels of danger. B
esides the tw

o U
-2 incidents, there w

as the serious 
possibility that a "crackpot" exile group w

ould attem
pt to assassinate 

C
astro or raid the island.';' A

s w
ell, O

peration M
ongoose sabotage 

\, c 	
\ team

s w
ere inside C

uba during the crisis and could not be reached by 
j.ti

ii+;'‘‘ 	
their C

IA
 handlers. W

hat if this "half-assed operation," R
obert K

en- 

nedy w
orried, ignited trouble?132 O

ne of these team
s actually did 

blow
 up a C

uban factory on N
ovem

ber 8.133 T
o cite another m

ishap: 

not until O
ctober 27 did A

dm
inistration officials think to inform

 the 

S
oviets that the quarantine line w

as an arc m
easured at goo nautical 

m
iles from

 C
ape M

aisi, C
uba.'34 W

hat if a S
oviet captain inadver- 

;1■• 

C
u
b
a
 1

4
9
 

tently piloted his ship into the blockade zone? A
nd, w

hen the com
-

m
ander of the S

trategic A
ir C

om
m

and issued D
E

F
C

O
N

 2 alert in-

stru
ctio

n
s, h

e d
id

 so
 in

 th
e clear, in

stead
 o

f in
 co

d
e, b

ecau
se h

e 
w

anted to im
press the S

oviets.'35 A
lerts serve to prepare A

m
erican 

forces for w
ar, but they also carry the danger of escalation, because 

m
ovem

ent to a high category m
ight be read by an adversary as A

m
eri-

can planning for a first strike. U
nder such circum

stances, the adver-
sary

 m
ig

h
t b

e tem
p
ted

 to
 strik

e first. F
in

ally
, th

e N
av

y
's an

ti-

subm
arine w

arfare activities carried the potential of escalating the 
crisis. S

oviet subm
arines prow

led near the quarantine line, and, fol-

low
ing standing orders, N

avy ships forced several of them
 to surface. 

In one case, a N
avy com

m
ander exercised the high-risk option of 

dropping a depth charge on a S
oviet subm

arine.'3 6  A
s in so m

any of 

these exam
ples, decisionm

akers in W
ashington actually lost som

e 

control of the crisis to personnel at the operational level. 
E

x C
om

m
 m

em
bers represented considerable intellectual talent 

and experience, and the policy they urged upon the P
resident ulti-

m
ately forced the S

oviets to back dow
n. B

ut a m
ythology of gran-

deur, illusion of control, and em
bellishm

ent of perform
ance have 

obscured the history of the com
m

ittee. T
he group never functioned 

independently of the P
resident. In an exam

ple of "prom
otional lead-

ership," K
ennedy picked his advisers, directed them

 to drive the 

m
issiles out, and used his brother as a "policem

an" at m
eetings.'37 E

x 
C

om
m

 debated alternatives under "intense strain," often in a "state 

of anxiety and em
otional exhaustion." 138  A

pparently tw
o advisers 

suffered such stress that they becam
e passive and unable to perform

 

their responsibilities. 139  A
n assistant to A

dlai S
tevenson recalled that 

he had had to becom
e an E

x C
om

m
 "back-up" for the am

bassador 

because, "w
hile he could speak clearly, his m

em
ory w

asn't very 

clear. . . ." A
sked if failing health produced this condition, V

ice A
d-

m
iral C

harles W
ellborn answ

ered that the "em
otional state and ner-

vous tension that w
as involved in it [m

issile crisis] had this effect." 

S
tevenson w

as feeling "pretty frightened.".4° S
o apparently w

as D
ean 

R
usk. R

obert K
ennedy rem

em
bered that the S

ecretary of S
tate "fre-

quently could not attend our m
eetings," because "he had a virtually 

com
plete breakdow

n m
entally and physically." 1 4 1  W

e cannot deter-

m
ine how

 stress affected the advice E
x C

om
m

 gave K
ennedy, but at 

least w
e know

 that the crisis m
anagers struggled against tim

e, sleep, 

exhaustion, and them
selves, and they did not alw

ays think clear-

headedly at a tim
e w

hen the stakes w
ere very high. H

ad S
tevenson 
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S G
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and R
usk, both of w

hom
 recom

m
ended diplom

acy and com
prom

ise, 

been steadier, the option of negotiations at the start m
ight have re-

ceived a better hearing and the w
orld m

ight have been spared the 

grueling confrontation. 
C

ontem
poraries and scholars have debated K

ennedy's shunning of 

form
al, private negotiations and traditional, diplom

atic channels and 

his opting instead for a public show
dow

n through a surprise television 

speech. It does not appear that he acted this w
ay because he thought 

the S
oviets w

ould protract talks until the m
issiles had becom

e fully 

, operational—
even before his television address he knew

 that m
any of 

the m
issiles w

ere ready to fire, and E
x C

om
m

 w
orked under the as- 

■kc 
\ 

	

	
,,,/.sum

ption that the SS-4s w
ere arm

ed w
ith nuclear w

arheads.142 N
or did 

v
i km. K

ennedy initially stiff-arm
 negotiations in order to score a foreign 

policy victory just before the N
ovem

ber congressional elections. 

tics does not explain his decisions; indeed, the*nost popular political 

position m
ost likely w

ould have been an air strike and invasion to rid 

the island of both the m
issiles and C

astro.143 D
id K

ennedy initially 

reject diplom
acy because the S

oviet m
issiles intolerably altered the 

strategic balance? K
ennedy seem

s to have leaned tow
ard M

cN
am

ara's 

argum
ent that the m

issiles in C
uba did not m

ake a difference, given the 

fact that the S
oviets already possessed enough capability to inflict 

unacceptable dam
age on som

e A
m

erican cities. 
P

resident K
ennedy eschew

ed diplom
atic talks before O

ctober 22 

because his strong C
old W

ar view
s, draw

ing of lessons from
 the past, 

and personal hostility tow
ard C

astro's C
uba recom

m
ended confronta-

tion. H
is conspicuous style of boldness, toughness, and craving for 

victory also influenced him
, and he resented that K

hrushchev had 

tried to trick him
 by stating that no offensive w

eapons w
ould be 

placed in C
uba and then clandestinely sending them

. K
ennedy had 

w
arned M

oscow
 not to station such w

eapons on the island; if he did 

r  not force the S
oviets to back dow

n, he w
orried, his personal credibil- 

c, 

	

	
tw

 ity w
ould have been underm

ined. A
nd, even if the m

issiles did not 
A

"— 
A ,

L
 V

 m
arkedly change the strategic balance, the new

 m
issiles in C

uba gave 
, 41' \p

'l to
 

. A
v. the appearance of doing so. O

ne E
x C

om
m

 m
em

ber rem
arked that 

\, 	
the question is "psychological," and K

ennedy agreed that the m
atter 

c' 	
w

as as m
uch "political" as "m

ilitary."I44 K
ennedy acted so boldly, 

too, because the S
oviet m

issile deploym
ent challenged the M

onroe 

\',V
C

 D
octrine and U

nited S
tates hegem

ony in L
atin A

m
erica. F

inally, 

w
ith other tests in B

erlin and S
outheast A

sia loom
ing, the U

nited 

\,"" 
S

tates believed it had to m
ake em

phatic its determ
ination to stand 

rN
'cN

 Q,\■ 
‘,) 

‘ 
, 	

—
  

C
u
b
a
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firm
 in the C

old W
ar. R

em
em

ber, R
usk has said, "aggression feeds 

upon success."145 
P

resident K
ennedy helped precipitate the m

issile crisis by harasing 

C
uba through his m

ulti-track program
. T

hen he reacted to the crisis 

by suspending diplom
acy in favor of public confrontation. In the end, 

he frightened him
self. In order to postpone doom

sday, or at least to 

prevent a high-casualty invasion of C
uba, he m

oderated the A
m

eri-

can response and com
prom

ised. K
hrushchev w

ithdrew
 his m

istake, 

w
hile gaining w

hat A
m

bassador L
lew

ellyn T
hom

pson thought w
as 

the "im
portant thing" for the S

oviet leader: being able to say, "I 

saved C
uba. I stopped an invasion,".4 6  

K
ennedy m

ay have m
issed an opportunity to negotiate a m

ore com
-

prehensive settlem
ent. H

e and E
x C

om
m

 gave little attention to a 

proposal that B
razil had offered in the U

nited N
ations to denuclearize / 

L
atin A

m
erica. T

his proposal also sought to guarantee the territorial 

integrity of each nation in the region. H
arrim

an recom
m

ended that the 

U
nited S

tates accept the B
razilian plan, but enlarge it: the U

nited 

S
tates and the S

oviet U
nion w

ould agree not to place nuclear w
eapons 

in any nation in the w
orld other than in nuclear pow

ers. T
hus G

reat 

B
ritain could hold A

m
erican m

issiles, but T
urkey and Italy could not. 

N
or could S

oviet m
issiles be deployed in C

uba or E
astern E

urope. 

L
ooking beyond the crisis, H

arrim
an presented his schem

e `tas a first 

and im
portant step tow

ards disarm
am

ent," but K
ennedy officials only 

briefly discussed the question of denuclearization. [47 P
erhaps there 

could have been another aspect of a far-reaching agreem
ent: the 

U
nited S

tates w
ould turn G

uantanam
o over to C

uba in exchange for a 

C
uban pledge to end the S

oviets' m
ilitary presence on the island. In 

short, under this provisions, both A
m

erican and S
oviet m

ilitaries 

w
ould leave C

uba, L
atin A

m
erica w

ould becom
e off-lim

its to nuclear 

w
eapons, C

uba's territorial integrity w
ould be guaranteed, and M

os-

cow
 and W

ashington w
ould m

ake a m
odest nod tow

ard arm
s con-

tro1.148  W
ould the C

ubans have accepted such a deal? G
iven his ex-

trem
e anger w

ith M
oscow

 after the S
oviets disengaged the m

issiles, 

C
astro m

ay w
ell have grasped an opportunity to begin a process tow

ard 

im
proved relations w

ith W
ashington.'49 S

uch a bargain, of course, 

il,,, A
?, 	

w
ould have required C

uban-A
m

erican discussions. Y
et K

ennedy 

o
y t;t,l, P

' 
never seem

ed open to such talks. W
hy? B

ecause they w
ould have 

(1. A
ll" ,4,2  , legitim

ized the C
astro-C

om
m

unist governm
ent and signified a C

old 

V
„,--  is'"‘aiii..1  W

ar defeat. 
,,w

; PA'  
(N

.. ti In the end, C
astro rem

ained in pow
er, the S

oviets continued to 
As)  ‘,,..!..." 1: ,?1,
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garrison troops on the island and subsidize the C
uban econom

y, the 

U
n
ited

 S
tates p

ersisted
 in

 its cam
p
aig

n
 o

f h
arassm

en
t, an

d
 n

ew
 

S
oviet-A

m
erican contests over C

uba erupted (197o and 1979). T
he 

S
oviets, exposed as nuclear inferiors, vow

ed to catch up in the arm
s 

race. A
t the sam

e tim
e, perhaps the "jaggedjdges" of K

ennedy's 

C
old W

arriorism
 w

ere sm
oothed.■50 In the afterm

ath of the m
issile 

crisis, M
oscow

 and W
ashington installed a teletype "hot line" to facili-

tate com
m

unication. T
he nuclear w

ar scare during the m
issile crisis 

also nudged the superpow
ers to conclude the longstanding talks on a 

test ban treaty. N
egotiated by H

arrim
an in M

oscow
, the L

im
ited T

est 

B
an T

reaty, signed on July 25, 1963, w
as lim

ited, not com
prehensive 

(it banned only tests in the atm
osphere, outer space, and beneath the 

surface of the oceans). A
lthough som

e analysts have trum
peted the 

treaty as a m
ajor accom

plishm
ent because it started the superpow

ers 

o
n
 a p

ath
 to

w
ard

 arm
s co

n
tro

l, th
e ag

reem
en

t d
id

 n
o
t p

rev
en

t a 

plethora of underground nuclear detonations or slow
 the cascading 

arm
s race. It nonetheless stands as one of just a few

 successes in the 
V

 	
diplom

atic record of the K
ennedy A

dm
inistration.'s' 

A
fter the m

issile crisis, C
ubans com

plained, K
ennedy played a 

E
E

 double gam
e." T

he P
resident show

ed som
e interest in accom

m
oda- 

1 
u

■, 4" 	
' 1 tion at the sam

e tim
e that he reinvigorated anti-C

uban program
s.152 

T
he A

dm
inistration created a new

 S
tate D

epartm
ent office, the C

oor-

dinator of C
uban A

ffairs, and put m
ore econom

ic pressure on the 

island, including an unsuccessful attem
pt to block a U

nited N
ations-

' funded crop diversification project.'53 W
ashington intended by early 

1963 to "tighten the noose" around C
uba. '54  

O
peration M

ongoose had been put on hold during the O
ctober 

crisis, but raids by exiles, som
e of them

 no doubt perpetrated w
ith 

C
IA

 collaboration, and m
ost of them

 m
onitored but not stopped by 

1  A
m

erican authorities, rem
ained a m

enace.I55 In M
arch 1963, after an 

exile "action group" attacked a S
oviet ship in C

uban w
aters, K

ennedy 

speculated that such freelance raids no longer served a "useful pur-

pose." T
hey seem

ed to strengthen the "R
ussian position in C

uba and 

th
e C

o
m

m
u
n
ist co

n
tro

l o
f C

u
b
a an

d
 ju

stify
 rep

ressiv
e m

easu
res 

w
ithin C

uba. . . ."158  H
e knew

 too that som
e C

uban exiles had devel-

oped links w
ith right-w

ing political groups in the U
nited S

tates—
in 

essence the exiles had also becom
e a threat to his A

dm
inistration.157 

T
he P

resident ordered restrictions on unauthorized exile activities, 

because they had failed to deliver "any real blow
 at C

astro."158  R
epub-

licans and C
uban exile leaders denounced the decision.159 R

aiding 

C
u

ba 
553 

parties still m
anaged to slip out of the F

lorida K
eys to sabotage and 

kill in C
uba, and the A

dm
inistration itself, to m

ollify the m
ore than 

50o anti-C
astro groups, m

ay have "backed aw
ay" from

 enforcing its 

ow
n restrictions. 1 6° 
A

fter the m
issile crisis, C

astro had sought better relations w
ith 

W
ashington, and he m

ade gestures tow
ard détente. H

e sent hom
e 

thousands of S
oviet m

ilitary personnel and released som
e political 

prisoners, including a few
 A

m
ericans. H

e rem
arked in an A

pril 1963 

interview
 w

ith A
B

C
 T

elevision's L
isa H

ow
ard that the prisoner re-

lease could m
ark a beginning tow

ard rapprochem
ent.. 81  B

ut then the 

m
ercurial Jefe M

cixim
o departed for a four-w

eek trip to the S
oviet 

U
nion, w

here he patched up relations w
ith K

hrushchev and w
on 

prom
ises of m

ore foreign aid.1 8 2 W
ashington stirred against M

oscow
's 

"grandiose" reception of C
astro, the latter's "vehem

ence" in denounc-

ing the U
nited S

tates, his "tone of defiance rather than conciliation," 

and the refurbished S
oviet-C

uban alliance.' 8 3 S
oon R

obert K
ennedy 

asked the C
IA

 to "develop a list of possible actions w
hich m

ight be 

undertaken against C
uba."1 8 4 In m

id-June the N
S

C
 approved a new

 

sabotage program
. T

he C
IA

 quickly cranked up new
 dirty tricks and 

revitalized its assassination option by m
aking contact w

ith a traitor-

ous C
uban official, R

olando C
ubela S

ecades. C
ode-nam

ed A
M

/ 

L
A

S
H

, h
e p

lo
tted

 w
ith

 th
e C

IA
 to

 k
ill F

id
el C

astro
. In

 F
lo

rid
a, 

A
m

erican officials intercepted and arrested saboteurs heading for 

C
uba, but they seldom

 prosecuted and usually released them
. A

lpha 

66 and C
om

m
ando L

 raiders hit oil facilities, sugar m
ills, and indus-

trial plants.185 
In the fall of 1963 C

uba continued to seek an accom
m

odation. 

T
hrough contact w

ith a m
em

ber of S
tevenson's U

nited N
ations staff, 

W
illiam

 A
ttw

ood, the C
uban governm

ent signaled once again its 

interest in im
proving relations. T

he P
resident authorized an eager 

A
ttw

ood to w
ork up an agenda w

ith the C
ubans. X

66  In late O
ctober, 

w
hen K

ennedy m
et w

ith the F
rench journalist Jean D

aniel, the P
resi-

dent spoke in both hard-line and conciliatory tones about C
uba. 

A
w

are that D
aniel w

as journeying to H
avana to interview

 C
astro, 

K
ennedy asked the reporter to return for another W

hite H
ouse discus-

sion. C
astro later claim

ed that D
aniel carried a "private m

essage" 

from
 K

ennedy, w
ho asked about the prospects for a C

uban-A
m

erican 

dialogue.1 8 7 Y
et, on N

ovem
ber 18, K

ennedy sounded less the concilia-

tor and m
ore the w

arrior. In a tough-m
inded speech, he reiterated 

the fam
iliar charges against C

astro's "sm
all band of conspirators."08 



tion of the econom
ic em

bargo and A
m

erican respect for C
uban sover-

eignty. A
s for K

ennedy, could he have quieted the C
uban exile com

m
u-

nity, disciplined the C
IA

, and persuaded hard-line S
tate D

epartinent 
officials? W

ould he have been w
illing to w

ithstand the political back-
lash from

 his dealing w
ith "C

om
m

unist C
uba"? M

ore im
portant, did 

he w
ant to im

prove relations w
ith C

uba? W
ould he have shelved his 

intense, som
etim

es personal, three-year w
ar against C

uba and dis-
banded the m

yriad spoiling operations? W
ould he ever have accepted 

the legitim
acy of a radical revolution in the U

nited S
tates sphere of 

influence? It does not seem
 likely that either K

ennedy, had he lived, or 
C

astro could have overcom
e the roadblocks that they and their na-

tional interests had erected. 
T

he C
uban-A

m
erican confrontation w

as and is a question of the 
C

old W
ar, dom

estic A
m

erican politics, and personalities. B
ut it has 

been prim
arily a question of faltering U

nited S
tates hegem

ony in the 
hem

isphere. K
ennedy struggled to preserve that hegem

ony. In the 
end, he failed—

he did not achieve his w
ell-defined and ardently pur-

sued goals for C
uba. H

is A
dm

inistration bequeathed to successors an 
im

pressive fixation both resistant to diplom
atic opportunity and at- 

tractive to political dem
agoguery. 
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T
he P

resident, reported B
undy, sought to "encourage anti-C

astro 
elem

ents w
ithin C

uba to revolt" and to "indicate that w
e w

ould not 
perm

it another C
uba in the hem

isphere."■69 
In H

avana, m
eanw

hile, D
aniel and C

astro m
et. O

n N
ovem

ber 22, 
w

hile discussing chances for C
uban-A

m
erican détente, the new

s of 
the assassination in D

allas arrived. "E
s una m

ala noticia" ("T
his is 

bad new
s"), the stunned C

uban m
um

bled repeatedly.'i° W
hat w

ould 
becom

e of his overture? he w
ondered. In W

ashington, the new
 L

yn-
don B

. Johnson A
dm

inistration decided in fact to put the "tenuous" 
and "m

arginal" contacts "on ice."171 C
astro also w

orried that he 
w

ould be held personally responsible for K
ennedy's death, because 

is-  the alleged assassin L
ee H

arvey O
sw

ald had professed to be pro- 
tc- ,? I C

astro (he m
ay actually have been leading a covert life as an anti- 

' 
	

1 C
astro agitator). S

om
e A

m
ericans did blam

e the C
uban regim

e. S
ev- 

eral official investigations have concluded that--quban officials played 
no part in the assassination, but conspiracy theories persist. O

ne 
theory actually points an accusing finger at disgruntled antitC

astro 
.,C

uban exiles in the U
nited States.172 

,104 	
A

t the tim
e of his death, K

ennedy's C
uba policy w

as m
oving in 

V
J 

' 
"
 

opposite directions—
probing for talks but sustaining m

ulti-track pres- 
, 

sures. "H
ow

 can you figure him
 out?" C

astro had asked in late O
cto- 

J' 
y

) 	
ber 1963)73 O

n the very day that K
ennedy died, A

M
/L

A
S

H
 rendez- 

voused w
ith C

IA
 agents in P

aris, w
here he received a ball-point pen 

rigged w
ith a poisonous hyperderm

ic needle intended to produce 
C

astro's instant death.'74 B
ut A

M
/L

A
S

H
 w

as but one obstacle to 
im

proved C
uban-A

m
erican relations. F

or K
ennedy and C

astro to 
have reached détente, each w

ould have had to suppress his strong 
ideological biases. W

ould C
astro have risked a cooling of his close 

relationship w
ith the S

oviet U
nion and C

uban C
om

m
unists at a tim

e 
w

hen W
ashington still w

orked for his ouster, som
e A

m
ericans yelped 

constantly for a U
nited S

tates invasion, and the next presidential 
election m

ight send a conservative R
epublican to the W

hite H
ouse? 

W
ould C

astro have been w
illing to sever his lifeline? W

ould C
astro 

have abandoned his bonds w
ith L

atin A
m

erican revolutionaries in 
order to w

in a lifting of A
m

erican econom
ic sanctions? 

F
rom

 the K
ennedy 196os to the R

eagan io8os U
nited S

tates policy 
has consistently dem

anded tw
o C

uban concessions: an end to support 
for revolutions in the hem

isphere and an end to the S
oviet m
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