
C
halm

ers M
. R

oberts 

`A
 Sm

ell of B
urning in the A

ir 
In the tw

o fascinating retrospective articles by 
m

ost of the m
ajor living A

m
erican participants in 

the C
uban m

issile crisis of 20 years ago this m
onth, 

the m
ost am

azing statem
ent cam

e, on this page, 
from

 retired G
en. M

axw
ell D

. T
aylor: "I never 

heard an expression of fear of nuclear escalation 
on the part of any of m

y colleagues. If at any tim
e 

w
e w

ere sitting on the edge of A
rm

ageddon, as 
nonparticipants have som

etim
es alleged, w

e w
ere 

too unobservant to notice it." 
T

aylor's principal colleagues, M
essrs. R

usk, 
M

cN
am

ara, B
all, G

ilpatric, S
orensen and B

undy, 
in T

im
e m

agazine, did not directly discuss T
aylor's 

point, but they did collectively state: "A
m

erican 
nuclear superiority w

as not in our view
 a critical 

factor, for the fundam
ental and controlling reason 

that nuclear w
ar, already in 1962, w

ould have been 
an unexam

pled catastrophe for both sides; the bal-
ance of terror so eloquently described by W

inston 
C

hurchill seven years earlier w
as in full operation. 

N
o one of us ever review

ed the nuclear balance for 
com

fort in those hard w
eeks." 

G
en

. T
ay

lo
r d

escrib
es h

im
self as o

n
e o

f th
e 

"haw
ks" w

ho favored launching "an air attack 
w

ithout w
arning on all the located m

issiles and 
IL

2
8
 b

o
m

b
ers" th

at S
o
v
iet C

h
airm

an
 N

ik
ita 

K
hrushchev had secretly introduced into C

uba, all 
th

e, tim
e d

en
y
in

g
 h

e h
ad

 sen
t an

y
 "o

ffen
siv

e" 
w

eaponry. P
resident K

ennedy, how
ever, follow

ed 
the m

ore cautious course of enforcing a selective 
naval blockade, a "quarantine." T

he joint' article 
states, in

d
irectly

, th
e ratio

n
ale fo

r th
at ch

o
ice: 

w "T
he gravest risk in this crisis w

as . . . that events 
ould produce actions, reactions or m

iscalcula-
tions carrying the conflict beyond the control of 
one or the other," K

ennedy or K
hruschev, and 

"w
hen great states com

e anyw
here near the brink 

in the nuclear age, there is no room
 for gam

es of 
blind m

an's bluff." 
T

aylor, a thinking m
an's general if ever w

e have 
had one, nevertheless, seem

s to m
e to exem

plify a 
central problem

 of the nuclear age: the gap betw
een 

governm
ental insiders w

ith intim
ate know

ledge of 
the w

eapons' destructiveness and the public, w
hich 

has only a subconscious, or at least sublim
inal, fear 

of being the victim
 of nuclear w

ar. It's the old busi-
ness of not seeing the forest for' all the trees. 

S
in

ce H
iro

sh
im

a, certain
ly

 sin
ce th

e S
o

v
iet 

U
nion also achieved "the B

om
b," there have been 

in this country recurrent w
aves of public alarm

,  

even outright fear, that it m
ight be used. C

rises over 
B

erlin in E
urope and Q

uem
oy-M

atsu in A
sia, over 

an alleged "bom
ber gap" and then a "m

issile gap" 
all produced public sym

ptom
s of alarm

 or fear. In 
turn, that prodded successive presidents into arm

s 
control and reduction negotiations, just as P

resi-
dent R

eagan's public alarm
s about a current "w

in-
dow

 of vulnerability" and his tough anti-S
oviet 

rhetoric have produced both new
 negotiations and 

the w
idespread nuclear freeze m

ovem
ent. 

A
s to C

uba, m
aybe it never occurred to G

en. 
T

aylor that w
e all m

ight be incinerated, but it 
surely did to uncounted A

m
ericans and others. 

John F
oster D

ulles, back in the E
isenhow

er era, 
truculently talked of going to "the brink of w

ar," 
but it w

as the 1962 m
issile crisis that had m

illions 
holding their collective breath at w

hat seem
ed like 

the brink of A
rm

ageddon. 
In his speech m

aking the m
issile crisis public, 

K
en

n
ed

y
 in

clu
d
ed

 th
ese w

o
rd

s: "W
e w

ill n
o
t 

prem
aturely or unnecessarily risk the costs of 

w
orldw

ide nuclear w
ar in w

hich even the fruits of 
victory w

ould be ashes in our m
outh—

but neither 
w

ill w
e shrink from

 that risk at any tim
e it m

ust be 
faced." T

his w
as coupled w

ith the m
ost specific 

threat of nuclear attack on the S
oviet U

nion ever, 
before or since, stated by any A

m
erican govern-

m
ent: "It shall be the policy of this nation to re-

gard any nuclear m
issile launched from

 C
uba 

against any nation in the W
estern H

em
isphere as 

an
 attack

 b
y

 th
e S

o
v

iet U
n

io
n

 o
n

 th
e U

n
ited

 
S

tates, requiring a full retaliatory response upon 
the Soviet U

nion. [em
phasis added]." 

A
fter it w

as over, the president spoke of the dan-
gers of m

isjudgm
ents by tw

o nations "so far sepa-
rated in their beliefs." A

nd w
hen "you put the nu-

clear equation in their struggle ... one m
istake can 

m
ake this w

hole thing blow
 up." H

is brother, R
o-

bert K
ennedy, w

rote, in his posthum
ously pub-

lished "T
hirteen D

ays," of the m
om

ents before the 
first interception of a S

oviet vessel as "the tim
e of 

gravest concern for the president. W
as the w

orld on 
the brink of a holocaust? ..." 

A
n
d
 w

h
at o

f th
e R

u
ssian

s? In
 h

is m
em

o
irs 

K
hrushchev said that "w

e had installed enough 
m

issiles [in C
uba] already to destroy N

ew
 Y

ork, 
C

hicago and the other huge industrial cities, not to 
m

ention a little village like W
ashington." T

he tw
o 

m
ost pow

erful nations, he said, "had been squared 
off against each other, each w

ith his finger on the  

button." T
he A

m
ericans "w

ere no less scared than 
w

e w
ere of atom

ic w
ar." 

T
o escape "the catastrophe of therm

onuclear 
w

ar," K
hrushchev said in a m

essage to K
ennedy at 

the height of the crisis, they should jointly untie "the 
knot of w

ar." W
eeks after that had been done, 

K
hrushchev spoke the m

ost dram
atic w

ords of the 
crisis w

hen he told his S
oviet critics that there had 

been "a sm
ell of burning in the air." M

aybe G
en. 

T
aylor never got a w

hiff of it; the w
orld w

as fortu-
nate that both K

ennedy and K
hrushchev did. 

B
ut that is history; w

hat are w
e to learn from

 it 
relevant to today? 

F
or one thing, that any A

m
erican governm

ent 
tends to becom

e com
placent about the chances of 

nuclear w
ar because it is so difficult to negotiate 

w
ith the S

oviet U
nion w

hat w
e see as equitable 

agreem
ents. For another, that non-governm

ent peo-
ple, individually and collectively, m

ust- never let up 
on the pressure to force governm

ents to think and 
rethink how

 to low
er tensions, to resolve lesser dis-

putes that could grow
 into nuclear crises, to explore 

and re-explore the m
inds of our adversaries, not 

just see them
 in our ow

n im
age. M

any A
m

erican 
backers of the nuclear freeze idea, m

yself included, 
support it not because it is an end in itself (it surely 
isn't) but because it serves as an im

m
ense pressure 

point on our governm
ent to face the question of 

how
 to lessen the danger of nuclear disaster. 

W
e m

ay say, as successive A
m

erican govern-
m

ents including R
onald R

eagan's have said, that 
M

oscow
 has an unfair advantage because it has no 

public opinion to contend w
ith. B

ut the m
overs 

and shakers in the S
oviet U

nion are just as C
on-

cerned as w
e are about survival in the nuclear age, 

how
ever they m

ay try to bluff it out in public. T
he 

record of the atom
ic age is far too replete w

ith 
ignored or rejected S

oviet and/or A
m

erican prof-
fers for negotiations that, in retrospect, probably 
represent lost opportunities to find agreem

ents. 
E

ternal vigilance in today's w
orld is m

ore than 
the price of liberty; it is the price of survival. T

hose 
of us in w

hose nostrils that "sm
ell of burning" still 

lingers, for w
hom

 it w
as the vivid reality it appar-

ently w
as not for. G

en. T
aylor, m

ust never forget it. 
W

e m
ust see that our successors, though they never 

caught a w
hiff, nonetheless never cease to rem

em
-

ber that the nuclear "balance of terror" is, and w
ill 

rem
ain, the backdrop against w

hich all m
ajor inter-

national dram
as are played and replayed. 
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U
.S. plane flies over Soviet freighter taking m

issiles from
 C

uba. 


