Cuban Missile Crisis

October marks the 45th anniversary of the Cuban Missile Crisis. 

Teaching points:

The Cold War

Differences in ideology: Batista / Castro; Kennedy / Khrushchev; East / West

Conflict resolution

The Nuclear Age - we’re still threatened by it.

Ppt 1

The Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 was the last time that the world held its breath fearing that a nuclear war could break out at any time between The USA and the Soviet Union. 

*  Can point out here that the Soviet Union / USSR was often referred to as Russia during this time.  Can also point out that the mistake is very much like that made by foreign people when they refer to The United Kingdom as England.

Ppt 2

In those days, and thankfully, since – there had only been two nuclear attacks in the world.  These were carried out at the end of the 2nd World War, when two Japanese cities, Nagasaki and Hiroshima, were bombed by America.  

Ppt 3

It is estimated that around 130 000 people, mostly civilians, were killed outright by the two blasts – with perhaps around 80 000 more dieing from cancers caused by the effects of the bombings by 1950.

Ppt 4

America’s reason for carrying out these bombings was that it wanted to bring about an immediate end to the war with Japan – and this end was realized with Japan’s unconditional surrender.  The primary reason that led to America’s confidence in meeting this aim was the fact that, at this time, America was the only country in the world with a nuclear capability.  

PPt 5

By the early 1960s, however, there were thousands of nuclear warheads – almost all of these in the hands of The United States and The Soviet Union.  As the two world powers who stood opposed to each other’s political and social principles, it was believed that any nuclear conflict between the two would surely result in full scale nuclear war.   

____________________________________________________________________

The background to the Cuban Missile Crisis, as we might expect, took time to build up before events reached a climax.  
Ppt 6

In the 1950’s the leader of Cuba – a small independent island lying some 500 miles from the coast of Florida - was a right wing dictator called Fulgencio Batista.  Known for dealing severely with opponents, few Cubans prospered under his leadership, the vast majority being extremely poor.  

With no tolerance of communists, he received American support.  The only support from within his own country came from the army, which was equipped by the Americans.  

Ppt 7

Cuba’s connection to the USA at the time came via the fact that it offered Americans a haven in which to gamble.  As gambling was illegal in all parts of America except Las Vegas at the time, Cuba and its capital, Havana, offered a closer, alternative destination for many Americans living in the south and thus it became a playground for rich Americans who spent vast amounts of money in Havana.  The majority of this money was creamed off by Batista and his henchmen.  As Batista and his friends became richer, the poor stayed very poor.  
Ppt 8

Some Cubans, however, inspired by what they had read about socialism and how the system helped the poor, acted against Batista’s regime of oppression and corruption and tried to overthrow him, although these initial attempts were unsuccessful.   

However, after first helping, and then engaging the help of the poor and downtrodden, a rebel group, led by Fidel Castro, tried again to depose the regime and this time had no trouble overthrowing Batista and his government. 
Ppt 9

Having seized power, Castro’s first undertaking was to punish, with execution, those who had abused the poor.  He then went about nationalizing all American firms in Cuba.  This meant putting the companies under the ownership of the government so that their wealth could be invested in Cuba instead of it leaving the island to profit American multi-nationals.  The money made from this mainly went to fund education and a national health system, ensuring free medical treatment for all.  
Ppt 10

Some Cubans fled to America, where they were hailed, by some, as heroes.  They told stories that outraged the American press and America reacted to this by refusing to trade with Cuba – an embargo that would have bankrupted the island if help hadn’t come from elsewhere.  

It is interesting to note that up to this time, Castro had described himself as a socialist, as opposed to a more hard-line line communist, and there is little evidence that Castro or Cuba had any intention at this time of joining forces with communist Russia 

Ppt 11

However, this trade embargo brought the two together as the Soviet Union stepped in to buy the sugar and other exports that Cuba could no longer sell to the USA. 

It would appear, then, that it was the actions of America that drove Castro into the arms of support offered by The Soviets.

Ppt 12

When the new American president, John F Kennedy, saw that communism was in action only 500 miles from its coastline, he decided to give support to the anti-Castro Cubans who had gone to Florida.  

Ppt 13

Funded by the American CIA, a group of armed Cuban exiles tried to land in Cuba at the Bay of Pigs in 1961 with the sole intention of overthrowing the Castro government. 
Ppt 14 

The invasion was a complete farce; jeeps landing without fuel; Cuban exiles firing on Cuban exiles and with no maps of the island issued.  To Castro, however, this incident showed him where America stood in relations to Cuba. On top of this, Kennedy did not apologise for America’s involvement in this event

Feeling threatened by her hugely powerful neighbour, Castro started to look for a closer relationship with Russia who could offer her protection.

Ppt 15

In Sept 1962, anti-Castro Cuban refugees reported to the CIA that there was a build-up of Soviet bases in Cuba.

On October 16th 1962, a U2 spy plane took high level photographs over Cuba and the resulting photographic prints revealed what was obviously a base for missiles. These were later identified as being missiles capable of carrying a nuclear payload.

Ppt 16

The very next day the CIA reported to the president that the missiles, numbering from 16 to 32, could cover a distance of 2000 miles in just 17 minutes and thus could kill 80 million Americans.

American Intelligence then reported that over 20 Russian ships were heading for Cuba with crates on board.  Carried, as they were, on deck in full view of US observer planes, it was easy to see that these crates contained more missiles.

Ppt 17

5 days later more photographs taken from the U2 confirmed that the bases could be fully operational in a few days.

Ppt 18

With the threat to the USA very obvious, matters were made worse on October 27th when a U2 plane was shot down by a Russian missile and the pilot killed.

Ppt 19

In total, The Soviet Union supplied Cuba with 24 intermediate range missiles and 42 medium range missiles - which had a capability of 3500 miles.  The Soviet Union also supplied 22 000 troops and technicians to accompany the missiles.

Ppt 20

The options for President Kennedy were easy to identify, if a little more difficult to decide upon.  As he had already made a huge blunder with the Bay of Pigs incident, he realized that any wrong move here could lead to disaster – not just for his political career, but for the whole world.
Kennedy’s  first option was that he could simply ignore the missiles and do nothing.  However, this would have been playing into the hands of his opponents at home and the Soviet Union would surely have seen this as a weakness which they could then exploit both now and in the future.  

On the other hand, Kennedy could have ordered a full scale military invasion of Cuba. This would have surely led to heavy US casualties – again playing into the hands of American opponents.  On top of that, Soviet casualties would have added to the problem and Kennedy was warned by aids that this would not be the best move.  

Ppt 21

Alternatively, Kennedy could have ordered an air strike on the missile bases.  Again, however, there would have been Soviet casualties and with the bases well hidden and providing such small targets, the plan could well have failed and fanned the flames for a further conflict 

Kennedy’s 4th option was that he could call on the Soviets to remove the missiles explaining the damage that their presence was doing to American / Soviet relations. 
However, as the Soviets were highly unlikely to listen to a ‘polite’ request it didn’t seem like a good strategy. 

Kennedy’s final option was that he could put a naval blockade around the island also known as quarantine, which would not allow any more Soviet ships to enter Cuba. This would still leave missiles on Cuba but the negotiations would continue in the background, while publicly Kennedy would be seen to be strong in taking some sort of action. 

It was this final choice that Kennedy opted for. 
Ppt 22

In the wake of American protests, Khruschev, the Soviet leader, sent Kennedy two letters both of which sent conflicting messages.

One letter said that the missiles would be withdrawn if Kennedy promised not to invade Cuba.

The other had a more threatening tone, claiming that as America had bases in Turkey, then why shouldn’t the USSR have bases in Cuba - especially as the people of Cuba wanted them ?  Khrushchev said that if the USA removed its missiles from Turkey then the Soviet Union would remove them from Cuba. 
These messages left Kennedy confused but, in the event, he decided to act on the first letter and offered the following: 
The Soviet Union was to remove its missiles from Cuba and the USA was to end Cuba`s quarantine and to give out a promise not to invade Cuba.

If the USSR did not respond by October 29th, then the USA would launch a military invasion of Cuba.  

That night, the world held its breath as it waited for Khrushchev’s response.

Ppt 23

The day before the deadline, on October 28th, Khruschev replied that the USSR would remove the missiles and true to his word, within 2 months they were gone. The Cuban Missile Crisis was over and the world heaved a huge sigh of relief that having been taken to the brink of a nuclear war, the two countries had decided on a peaceful resolution.  
The end result of this crisis for Kennedy was that it was seen as a huge success.  For Khrushchev however, it was seen as the incident that led to his downfall.  The one positive thing to come out of the crisis was the creation of a hot-line between Moscow and Washington to allow for easier communication between the two nations leaders at a time of crisis.

In 1963, both nations signed the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty which stated that neither power would explode nuclear bombs during testing in the atmosphere.  This treaty was proof that even when events seem to be taking a catastrophic turn, a positive outcome can result from both parties acting with common sense good faith in each other.  

Further research: 

Music 
[image: image1.jpg]


For a feel of Cuba, you can do no better than listen to the music of the Buena Vista Social Club and this album of the same name.  Also check out Company Segundo.  For a comprehensive history of the band and related projects have a look at Wikipedia.  

For those who can’t handle the thought of your teachers turning up to the same gigs as you, take a look at this… http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fohk94TTg38.  If the compiler of these notes could be half as cool as these guys – (at half their age)  I’d be feeling rather pleased with myself.
And if there’s anyone out there who thinks they don’t like the piano, take a look at…

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uf9vhH55E6w&mode=related&search=
There’s much to enjoy on You Tube, so happy hunting.
Web

As you’d expect, there is no shortage of sites dedicated to the crisis.  This one http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/october/28/newsid_2621000/2621915.stm
…is worth a look, as is 

http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/archives/colc.html
…for a look at the actual letters Khrushchev sent to Kennedy.  Otherwise, have fun trawling through.  For easy to understand detail, though, have a look at the first 2 links below.  
You Tube 
For a concise account of how the crisis developed and unraveled, this is a great film to watch.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ZYmCQu5oyk&mode=related&search=

The concluding part can be viewed by clicking on this link
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qYVZp1ZFtmU&mode=related&search=
It’s hard for the drama to translate completely but at the time, the world’s eyes and ears were fixed on this broadcast.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W50RNAbmy3M
There are so many bits of film out there so have a good scout around on You Tube and the rest of the web. 

Reading: 

13 Days:  A Memoir of the Cuban Missile Crisis by Robert F Kennedy

The Week the World Stood Still: Inside the Secret Cuban Missile Crisis (Stanford Nuclear Age Series) by Sheldon Stern 

The Kennedy Tapes: Inside the White House during the Cuban Missile Crisis, Concise Edition by Ernest R. May 

