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Thirteen Days

million Americans would be dead.

The members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff were
unanimous in calling for immediate military action.
They forcefully presented their view that the blockade
would not be effective. General Curtis LeMay, Air
Force Chief of Staff, argued strongly with the President
that a military attack was essential. When the President
questioned what the response of the Russians might be,
General LeMay assured him there would be no reaction.
President Xennedy was skeptical. “They, no more than
we, can let these things go by without doing something.
They can’t, after all their statements, permit us to take
out their missiles, kill a lot of Russians, and then do
nothing, If they don't take action in Cuba, they certainly
will in Berlin,”

The President went on to say that he recognized
the validity of the arguments made by the Joint Chiefs,
the danger that more and more missiles would be placed
in Cuba, and the likelihood, if we did nothing, that the
Russians would move on Berlin and in other areas of the
world, feeling the U.S. was completely impotent. Then it
would be toa late to do anything in Cuba, for by that
time all their missiles would be operational.

General David M. Shoup, Commandant of the
Marine Corps, summed up everyone’s feelings: “You are
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“The President . . . knew he would have to act.”

in a pretty bad fix, Mr. President.” The President an-
swered quickly, “You are in it with me.” Everyone
laughed, and, with no final decision, the meeting ad-
journed.,

Later, Secretary McNamara, although he told
the President he disagreed with the Joint Chiefs and fa-
vored a blockade rather than an attack, informed him
that the necessary planes, men, and ammunition were
being deployed and that we could be ready to move
with the necessary air bombardments on Tuesday, Oc-
tober 23, if that was to be the decision. The plans called
for an initial attack, consisting of five hundred sorties,
striking all military targets, including the missile sites,
airfields, ports, and gun emplacements.

I supported McNamara’s position in favor of a
blockade. This was not from a deep conviction that it
would be a successful course of action, but a feeling that
it had more flexibility and fewer liabilities than a mili-
tary attack. Most importantly, like others, I could not
accept the idea that the United States would rain bombs
on Cuba, killing thousands and thousands of civilians in
a surprise attack. Maybe the alternatives were not very
palatable, but I simply did not see how we could accept
that course of action for our country.

Former Secretary of State Dean Acheson began
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