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< or 13 days in October 1962 the world came
to the brink of full-scale nuclear war when
I the two superpowers — the USA and the
Soviet Union — stood ‘face to face’ in conflict
with each other over the smali Caribbean island
of Cuba, located some 150 kilometres off the
Florida coast. This article will help you undet-
stand what history calls the ‘Cuban Missile
Crisis’, first by providing a background explain-
ing how and why Cuba became such a dangerous
flashpoint in the superpower conflict and then by
detailing the course of events and consequences
of the crisis,

The immediate cause of the Cuban Missile Crisis
was the decision by the Soviet leader Nikita
Khrushchev to provide the Cuban government
with military supplies and, in particular, nuclear
armed missiles. At the same time, however, it is
important to understand how the roots of this pat-
ticular conflict are found in Cuban—American rela-
tions during the 1950s as well as in the wider
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context of the Cold War, which lasted from 1945 :

to 1990 and involved much of the world, directly |y :

ot indirectly.

Cuban communism

From 1952 until 1959 Cuba was ruled by a corrupt

dictator, General Batista, Because several major |}
American companies had business interests on the |-

island the US government backed him for the first

5 years of his rule. By 1957, however, Batista’s cor- |
ruption and brutality bad become increasingly bla- |}

tant and American support for his regime quickly
began to evaporate. Two years later he was over-
thrown by a Communist movement led by Fidel
Castro. Castro quickly alienated his new govern-
ment from Washington by nationalising {taking
government control of} many major Cuban indus-
tries, among them several American-owned busi-
nesses. Furthermore, Castro blamed America for
Cuba’s economic misery and soon took steps to
establish closer ties with Moscow and the Soviet
regime.

The Bay of Pigs

By 1961, then, the stage was set for some sort of
showdown between Castro and US President John
Kennedy. This took place in April of that year at
Cochinos Bay (the ‘Bay of Pigs’), on the southern
coast of Cuba, when some 1,500 Cuban exiles who
had fled to the USA following the fall of Batista
Taunched an ill-fated invasion. While the invasion
was planned and outfitted by the CIA {(Central
Intelligence Agency), a branch of the American
government, from the start it was a disaster for the
Cuban exiles and their backers. Not only were the
rebels heavily outnumbered (they operated under
false and misguided intelligence that their landing

would inspire a popular uprising against Castro)< 5
but they were badly trained and poorly equipped. =

Not surprisingly, therefore, it did not take long for
Castro’s forces to drive the attackers into the
ocean; within 3 days all but a handful of the invad-
ing force had been killed or captured.

The Bay of Pigs fiasco was a major political
disaster for Kennedy; Castro’s support among
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his people skyrocketed, the UUSA appeared to many
around the world as an aggressor nation and, most
immediately, the failed invasion drove Castro ever
closer to Khrushchev as the Cuban leader sought
Soviet protection against the USA. Moreover, the
Ideterioration in Cuban—American relations
impacted on American~Soviet relations, which
became worse; when, in June 1961, Kennedy and
Khrushchev met for a summit in Vienna the level of
political and personal tension was high. The
summit is best remembered by many who attended
(including Kennedy) for the Soviet leader’s open
hostility towards his American counterpart.

Soviet missiles on Cuba

The Cuban Missile Crisis itself was sparked in mid-
1962 when US intelligence sources reported that
Soviet ships were travelling to Cuba. The Soviets
claimed the ships were carrying defensive arms to
the island. Agents working for the CIA, however,
passed on to Washington details of large objects,
covered by tarpaulins, being unloaded at Cuban
ports. Then, on 16 October, an American U-2 spy
plane took photographs of several sites on the
island which revealed the presence of missile
launchers capable of delivering atomic weapons to
most US cities {(see Sources A and B).

The presence of Soviet missiles on Cuban soil
not only presented Kennedy with the most serious
threat to US security in that country’s history but
it also came at the height of the Cold War and at a
time when political events had not gone well for
America and its allies. For example, in 1960 the
Russians had shot down an American U-2 plane on
a spy mission over the Soviet Union. Its pilot,
Gary Powers, was captured and publicly paraded
before the world’s media as part of a humiliating
propaganda defeat for the USA. Then, a year later
{August 1961}, the Communists began building the
Rerlin Wall, effectively setting up a fortified and
guarded barrier which divided the city until the
wall was knocked down in 1989, Taken together,
these events put Kennedy under truly formidable
pressure; not only had he to find a solution to the
crisis that was favourable to his own country, but
he needed to do so in a way that did not resultin a
full-scale military (nuclear) conflict with the Soviet
Union.

Kennedy and his advisors came up with a range
of possible responses to the presence of Soviet mis-
siles on Cuka (see Source C). These ranged from
doing nothing to carrying out a full-scale American
invasion of Cuba. Each optionr carried with it
significant risks; in the end Kennedy decided to
blockade Cuba using the US Navy to stop any
more Soviet weapons being deployed on the




island. At the same time as he ordered the block-
ade to take effect, Kennedy, as commander-in-chief

of the military, placed all US armed forces on high--

est alert in preparation for possible Soviet military
counter-action.

On 22 October Kennedy appeared on television
to announce the blockade, During his speech he
raised the stakes further by declaring that the USA
would respond to ‘any nuclear missile launch
against any nation in the Western hemisphere as an
attack by the Soviet Union on the US’, which
would merit a “full retaliatory attack against the
Soviet Union'. So began the most serious phase of
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the crists and, thereby, the most dangerous week in
the history of the earth as the two leaders stood
“face to face’ over Cuba, each trying to get the other
to ‘blink’ first and back down.

Between 22 and 28 October — the day
Khrushchey defused the crisis by agreeing to
remove Soviet missiles from Cuba in return for
Kennedy agreeing to end the blockade and promis-
ing not to invade -— people around the world
watched in nervous fear, first as US warships
stopped and boarded a Soviet merchant ship and
then as news came out that a Cuban anti-aircraft
missile battery had shot down a U-2 plane over the
island. Thankfully, neither side retaliated against
the other for these acts.

With agreement reached between the two sides,

the people of the world let out a collective sigh of -

relief, unaware that Kennedy and Khrushchelv had
struck a secret personal deal to end the crisis (see
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ource E}. In return for the removal of all Soviet

‘missiles from Cuba, Kennedy agreed to remove
:some of the hundreds of US missiles in Europe that

ere targeted at the Soviet Union. Accordingly, in

.November 1962 the Soviets dismantled their
iweapons on the island and a few months later the

US government reciprocated by withdrawing mis-

- siles from Britain, Italy and Turkey.

Conclusions

There were other significant consequences of the
Cuban Missile Crisis. Both leaders were well aware
of just how close their countries had come to the
“brink of nuclear war and everything that this
‘would have meant for the global population.

Determined to do everything in their individual
and collective power to prevent or minimise a sim-
ilar clash in the future, Kennedy and Khrushchev
set up a direct telephone ‘hotline’ between the
White House and the Kremlin, their respective
seats of power, Furthermore, a Test Ban Treaty was
signed by the Soviet Union, the USA and Great
Britain, by which the three nuclear powers agreed
to halt all nuclear tests in the atmosphere.

So the immediate danger passed. Kennedy and
Khrushchev had both demonstrated tremendous
leadership and diplomatic skills; thanks to these, as
well as their concern for the future of the Earth and
its people, suffering on a scale barely comprehensi-
ble was averted. At the same time, no one in 1962
was able to forget or ignore the fact that the Cold
War was still very much ongoing. For several
months of that year world attention was focused
on events taking place on a small Caribbean island.
With ‘the bullet dodged’ over Cuba, the newest
fronts in the superpower condlict quickly opened
in 1964 in the Far East, when China detonated its
first atomic bomb, and when US combat troops
began to land in force in a previously little-heard-
of country named Vietnam.




