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Conceptions and Misconceptions 
 Most dangerous point 

 
 Not just “13 Days” but over a month 
 Not just “eyeball to eyeball” but … 
 Negotiated (teams in NY) 
 Mediated by UN Secretary-General 
 Proposals, shuttle diplomacy, forum for agreement 

 
 

Note: image sources are given in the Notes page under the PPT slides 



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M19tgYuwVWc 



Background 
- Cold War 
- Space race 
- Berlin Blockade / Berlin Wall 
- Arms race, Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD) 
- US Jupiter IRBMs in Italy & Turkey in striking range of Moscow 
- Electioneering: “missile gap”  
- Bay of Pigs (April 1961)  
- Operation Mongoose (spring to 30 October 1962) 

 
 
 



Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev 

charms and threatens West  

gains new friend in Cuba  



Kennedy informed of nuclear missile base  
construction in Cuba – October 16 





Committee of the National Security Council 
 

 ExComm 



Secretary of Defense 
 

Robert McNamara 
 

Secretary of State 
 

Dean Rusk 
 

National Security Adviser 
 

McGeorge Bundy 
 



Military Chiefs 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       



Kennedy informs Thant – October 20 

Khrushchev 

Thant 



Address to the Nation  
  October 22 

CMC_Newsreel-Kennedy_3-08min_22Oct1962.mp4 





Soviet  submarines forced to surface  
(US not aware of nuclear-tipped torpedoes)  

(October 27) 

US destroyer Joseph P. Kennedy 
stops & boards and inspects Marucla 
(dry-cargo ship of Lebanese registry 
under Soviet charter) 

(October 26) 

Soviet troop encampment (40,000+) 



UN Security Council: Forum for Debate and World Opinion 



Valerian Zorin Adlai Stevenson 



U Thant, Amb. Zorin (Soviet rep. chairing Security Council) 





 
• Khrushchev: 

Soviet vessels to stay 
away from the 
interception area 

 
• Kennedy: 

withdraw quarantine 
 
• Begin talks 

 
  

Thant’s First Appeal (October 24) 
 





“We're eyeball to eyeball, and I think the other 
fellow just blinked.” 

– Secretary of State Dean Rusk 



Castro calls on the Soviets 
to launch a pre-emptive 
nuclear strike on the United 
States 

“The Soviet Union must never allow … 
Imperialists [to] launch the first nuclear strike …” 



Kennedy Requests Second Appeal  



 
• Khrushchev: 

Soviet vessels to 
stay away from the 
interception area 

 
• Kennedy: US 

vessels to do 
everything possible 
to avoid direct 
confrontation 

Thant’s Second Appeal (October 25) 



Khrushchev replies 
to first appeal: 
 
“I agree with your 
proposal which 
meets the interests 
of peace.” 
 
 – October 25 



Stephenson & Zorin,  
Security Council debate 

                              – October 25 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MSV9_J8Csts 
(go to 4:00 minutes) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MSV9_J8Csts




Khrushchev response 
to second appeal: 
 
 
“We therefore accept 
your proposal and 
have ordered the 
masters of Soviet 
vessels … to stay out 
of the interception 
area, as you 
recommend.” 
  
        – October 26 







Thant with Zorin  ( and translator)  



Vasily Kuznetsov 
 

Soviet First Deputy Minister of  
Foreign Affairs 

John J. McCloy 
 

Assistant Secretary of War (1941-45)  

High level negotiators sent to New York  



Thant quotes Cuban President Osvaldo Dorticos:   
 
“ ‘If the United States could give us assurances, by 
word and deed, that it would not commit acts of 
aggression against our country, we solemnly 
declare that there would be no need for our 
weapons and our armies ….’” 
 
“Here again I feel that on the basis of discussion 
some common ground may be found through 
which way may be traced our of the present 
impasse.”  

– Thant, in UN Security Council,    
   October 24 

 

Thant converted communist propaganda into  practical solution to crisis  
(basis of final settlement) 
 



Thant suggests: 
  
standstill on missile site construction  
in exchange for  
US pledge to not invade Cuba  

interim solution to give 
parties time to negotiate 
final settlement  



Kennedy & Rusk refer frequently to Thant’s initiatives  
as reason not to take more offensive measures 



October 27 (Black Saturday)  
SAC Alert to Defcon 2 (next to war) 



US forces Soviet submarine to surface 

(October 27) 

Soviet submarine armed with nuclear torpedo 
Second-in-command Vasili Arkhipov  
refused to launch torpedo  



Soviet SAM downs U-2 
 
 

 killing pilot, Maj. Rudolf 
Anderson 
     (Oct 27)  

 
U-2 from Alaska strays into Soviet airspace;  

   MiGs scrambled but do not catch it  
(Oct 27) 

 
 
 
 
 

Kennedy learns of  
unauthorized US military nuclear test  

(Oct 26) 



Robert Kennedy 
 
 
 
 
 
Secret talks with Soviet 
ambassador Anatoly 
Dobrynin  
 
Offers removal of US 
Jupiter missiles from 
Turkey (secret deal) 



“[We are] face to face with the danger of war and of 
nuclear catastrophe, with the possible result of 
destroying the human race . . . to save the world, 
we must retreat.” 
     – Khrushchev, October 28 
 
Washington receives the  
news of Khrushchev’s  
acceptance of the US  
proposal 
 
 
Thant announces trip to Havana to seek Castro’s 
consent for UN mission to verify the dismantling of 
missile sites 

– October 28 





(November 20) 



Shuttle diplomacy 
(US and Soviet teams in separate rooms on 38th floor of Secretariat maintaining 
contact with their capitals) 
 
Thant moves between delegations 
   

(Rikhye on left, Thant centre and Soviets on right) 



"Crisis Eases – Wary U.S. Awaits Missile Removal" 
Universal Studios, 29 October 1962 

http://walterdorn.org/media/Newsreel_CrisisEases_trim_46sec_29Oct19622.mp4




Thant travels to 
Cuba 
 
 
US lifts quarantine during 
trip 



Soviet 
general 
explains 
dismantling 
 

Thant asks when missiles completely dismantled?  
In three days (Nov. 2) 





October 31 
 
Returning to NY 









 
US ships & planes to observe close up; 

Missiles to be exposed 

Verification measures agreed  





“Bombers of November” 
 

Ilyushin 28 jet bombers (nuclear capable)  

Kennedy “instructed the US negotiating team in New York 
not to let the deal get hung up on the issue”  
(D. Coleman, The Fourteenth Day) 



After extensive negotiations, on November 19, 
Castro finally told Thant that he would agree to 
removal of IL-28 bombers 
 
Kennedy withdraws quarantine on November 20 
 
 

(Crisis not “13 days” but two months) 



Soviet ship Kasimov with IL-28 bomber fuselages in crates 



Draft Protocols 

 US does not intend to 
invade Cuba  

 provided no nuclear 
weapons or other 
offensive weapons are 
reintroduced into Cuba 

 and provided Cuba 
does not take action to 
threaten the peace of 
Western Hemisphere  

    
  – November 26 

 

 



Draft Declaration - Cuba 



Conclusions 
 
• Thant’s initiative gave Khrushchev way 

out 
 

• Kennedy’s saw importance of  
honorable alternative and  
using skilled intermediary 
 

• Thant formula saw the missile sites 
dismantled in mere days 
 

• Thant received first-hand reports of 
dismantling 
 

• Negotiated and  
MEDIATED conflict resolution 
 

• UN served as critical instrument between 
superpowers 



Stevenson:  
“the Secretary General’s intervention 
led to the diversion of the Soviet ships 
headed for Cuba and interception by 
our Navy. This was the indispensable 
first step in the peaceful resolution of 
the Cuban crisis.” 
 
U Thant unanimously elected to 
extended term November 30  
 
Joint US-Soviet letter from 
negotiating teams:  
“appreciation for your efforts in assisting 
our Governments to avert the serious 
threat to peace which recently arose in the 
Caribbean area.”  (January 7, 1963) 







Kennedy:    
“U Thant has 
put the world  
deeply in his  
debt” 
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Additional materials 

 Primary Sources used 
   See http://walterdorn.org 

 

 Publications 
How a UN Secretary-General averted doomsday  
(Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 2012, full piece; pdf);  
50 years ago: The Cuban Missile Crisis and its underappreciated hero 
(Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 2012, online op-ed) 
Unsung Mediator: U Thant and the Cuban Missile Crisis (html) (pdf)  
(J. Diplomatic History, 2009) 
 
 

http://walterdorn.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=168&catid=1&Itemid=4
http://bos.sagepub.com/content/early/2012/10/10/0096340212464363.full.pdf+html
http://thebulletin.org/web-edition/features/50-years-ago-the-cuban-missile-crisis-and-its-underappreciated-hero
http://thebulletin.org/web-edition/features/50-years-ago-the-cuban-missile-crisis-and-its-underappreciated-hero
http://walterdorn.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=144&catid=2&Itemid=4
http://www.walterdorn.org/pdf/CubanMissileCrisis-UnsungMediator_Dorn-Pauk_DiplHistory_Vol33No2_Apr2009.pdf
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