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Activity #4: Resolving the Crisis 
 
Directions: Read the following correspondence, which took place between Kennedy and Soviet leader 
Nikita Khrushchev between October 22 and 28, 1962.  Based on your reading, be prepared to answer the 
following in class discussion: 
 

• What did Kennedy agree to do to end the crisis? 
• What did Khrushchev agree to do to end the crisis? 
• On balance, do you think either side “won” in the end?  If so, which one, and why? 

 
 
1. From a Letter from President Kennedy to Chairman Khrushchev, October 22, 1962: 
http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/diplomacy/forrel/cuba/cuba044.htm   
 
In our discussions and exchanges on Berlin and other international questions, the one thing that has most 
concerned me has been the possibility that your Government would not correctly understand the will and 
determination of the United States in any given situation, since I have not assumed that you or any other 
sane man would, in this nuclear age, deliberately plunge the world into war which it is crystal clear no 
country could win and which could only result in catastrophic consequences to the whole world, 
including the aggressor....  
 
It was in order to avoid any incorrect assessment on the part of your Government with respect to Cuba 
that I publicly stated that if certain developments in Cuba took place, the United States would do 
whatever must be done to protect its own security and that of its allies.  
 
...Despite this, the rapid development of long-range missile bases and other offensive weapons systems 
in Cuba has proceeded. I must tell you that the United States is determined that this threat to the security 
of this hemisphere be removed. At the same time, I wish to point out that the action we are taking is the 
minimum necessary to remove the threat to the security of the nations of this hemisphere. The fact of 
this minimum response should not be taken as a basis, however, for any misjudgment on your part.  
 
I hope that your Government will refrain from any action which would widen or deepen this already 
grave crisis and that we can agree to resume the path of peaceful negotiation. 
 
 
2. From a Letter from Chairman Khrushchev to President Kennedy, October 24, 1962: 
http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/diplomacy/forrel/cuba/cuba061.htm  
 
You, Mr. President, are not declaring a quarantine, but rather are setting forth an ultimatum and 
threatening that if we do not give in to your demands you will use force. Consider what you are saying! 
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And you want to persuade me to agree to this! What would it mean to agree to these demands? It would 
mean guiding oneself in one's relations with other countries not by reason, but by submitting to 
arbitrariness. You are no longer appealing to reason, but wish to intimidate us....  
 
The Soviet Government considers that the violation of the freedom to use international waters and 
international air space is an act of aggression which pushes mankind toward the abyss of a world 
nuclear-missile war. Therefore, the Soviet Government cannot instruct the captains of Soviet vessels 
bound for Cuba to observe the orders of American naval forces blockading that Island. Our instructions 
to Soviet mariners are to observe strictly the universally accepted norms of navigation in international 
waters and not to retreat one step from them. And if the American side violates these rules, it must 
realize what responsibility will rest upon it in that case. Naturally we will not simply be bystanders with 
regard to piratical acts by American ships on the high seas. We will then be forced on our part to take 
the measures we consider necessary and adequate in order to protect our rights. We have everything 
necessary to do so. 
 
 
3. From a Telegram from the Department of State to the Embassy in the Soviet Union, October 25, 
1962: http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/diplomacy/forrel/cuba/cuba068.htm  
 
I have received your letter of October 24, and I regret very much that you still do not appear to 
understand what it is that has moved us in this matter.  
 
The sequence of events is clear. In August there were reports of important shipments of military 
equipment and technicians from the Soviet Union to Cuba. In early September I indicated very plainly 
that the United States would regard any shipment of offensive weapons as presenting the gravest issues. 
After that time, this Government received the most explicit assurance from your Government and its 
representatives, both publicly and privately, that no offensive weapons were being sent to Cuba.... 
 
In reliance on these solemn assurances I urged restraint upon those in this country who were urging 
action in this matter at that time. And then I learned beyond doubt what you have not denied--namely, 
that all these public assurances were false and that your military people had set out recently to establish 
a set of missile bases in Cuba. I ask you to recognize clearly, Mr. Chairman, that it was not I who issued 
the first challenge in this case, and that in the light of this record these activities in Cuba required the 
responses I have announced.  
 
I repeat my regret that these events should cause a deterioration in our relations. I hope that your 
Government will take the necessary action to permit a restoration of the earlier situation.  
 
 
4. From a Telegram from the Embassy in the Soviet Union to the Department of State, October 26, 
1962: http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/diplomacy/forrel/cuba/cuba084.htm 
 
You have now proclaimed piratical measures, which were employed in the Middle Ages, when ships 
proceeding in international waters were attacked, and you have called this "a quarantine" around Cuba. 
Our vessels, apparently, will soon enter the zone which your Navy is patrolling. I assure you that these 
vessels, now bound for Cuba, are carrying the most innocent peaceful cargoes. Do you really think that 
we only occupy ourselves with the carriage of so-called offensive weapons, atomic and hydrogen 
bombs? Although perhaps your military people imagine that these [cargoes] are some sort of special 
type of weapon, I assure you that they are the most ordinary peaceful products.  

Permission  is  granted  to  educators  to  reproduce th is  w orksheet  for  c lassroom use  10



 
Consequently, Mr. President, let us show good sense. I assure you that on those ships, which are bound 
for Cuba, there are no weapons at all. The weapons which were necessary for the defense of Cuba are 
already there. I do not want to say that there were not any shipments of weapons at all. No, there were 
such shipments. But now Cuba has already received the necessary means of defense. 
 
I don't know whether you can understand me and believe me. But I should like to have you believe in 
yourself and to agree that one cannot give way to passions; it is necessary to control them. And in what 
direction are events now developing? If you stop the vessels, then, as you yourself know, that would be 
piracy. If we started to do that with regard to your ships, then you would also be as indignant as we and 
the whole world now are. One cannot give another interpretation to such actions, because one cannot 
legalize lawlessness. If this were permitted, then there would be no peace, there would also be no 
peaceful coexistence. We should then be forced to put into effect the necessary measures of a defensive 
character to protect our interest in accordance with international law. Why should this be done? To what 
would all this lead? [....] 
 
If assurances were given by the President and the Government of the United States that the USA itself 
would not participate in an attack on Cuba and would restrain others from actions of this sort, if you 
would recall your fleet, this would immediately change everything. I am not speaking for Fidel Castro, 
but I think that he and the Government of Cuba, evidently, would declare demobilization and would 
appeal to the people to get down to peaceful labor. Then, too, the question of armaments would 
disappear, since, if there is no threat, then armaments are a burden for every people. Then, too, the 
question of the destruction, not only of the armaments which you call offensive, but of all other 
armaments as well, would look different.... 
 
Let us therefore show statesmanlike wisdom. I propose: we, for our part, will declare that our ships, 
bound for Cuba, are not carrying any armaments. You would declare that the United States will not 
invade Cuba with its forces and will not support any sort of forces which might intend to carry out an 
invasion of Cuba. Then the necessity for the presence of our military specialists in Cuba would 
disappear.  
 
Mr. President, I appeal to you to weigh well what the aggressive, piratical actions, which you have 
declared the USA intends to carry out in international waters, would lead to. You yourself know that any 
sensible man simply cannot agree with this, cannot recognize your right to such actions.  
 
If you did this as the first step towards the unleashing of war, well then, it is evident that nothing else is 
left to us but to accept this challenge of yours. If, however, you have not lost your self-control and 
sensibly conceive what this might lead to, then, Mr. President, we and you ought not now to pull on the 
ends of the rope in which you have tied the knot of war, because the more the two of us pull, the tighter 
that knot will be tied. And a moment may come when that knot will be tied so tight that even he who 
tied it will not have the strength to untie it, and then it will be necessary to cut that knot. And what that 
would mean is not for me to explain to you, because you yourself understand perfectly of what terrible 
forces our countries dispose.” 
 
 
5. From a Message from Chairman Khrushchev to President Kennedy, October 26, 1962: 
http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/diplomacy/forrel/cuba/cuba091.htm 
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You are disturbed over Cuba. You say that this disturbs you because it is 90 miles by sea from the coast 
of the United States of America. But Turkey adjoins us; our sentries patrol back and forth and see each 
other. Do you consider, then, that you have the right to demand security for your own country and the 
removal of the weapons you call offensive, but do not accord the same right to us? You have placed 
destructive missile weapons, which you call offensive, in Turkey, literally next to us. How then can 
recognition of our equal military capacities be reconciled with such unequal relations between our great 
states? This is irreconcilable.... 
 
I therefore make this proposal: We are willing to remove from Cuba the means which you regard as 
offensive. We are willing to carry this out and to make this pledge in the United Nations. Your 
representatives will make a declaration to the effect that the United States, for its part, considering the 
uneasiness and anxiety of the Soviet State, will remove its analogous means from Turkey. Let us reach 
agreement as to the period of time needed by you and by us to bring this about. And, after that, persons 
entrusted by the United Nations Security Council could inspect on the spot the fulfillment of the pledges 
made.... 
 
We, in making this pledge, in order to give satisfaction and hope of the peoples of Cuba and Turkey and 
to strengthen their confidence in their security, will make a statement within the framework of the 
Security Council to the effect that the Soviet Government gives a solemn promise to respect the 
inviolability of the borders and sovereignty of Turkey, not to interfere in its internal affairs, not to 
invade Turkey, not to make available our territory as a bridgehead for such an invasion, and that it 
would also restrain those who contemplate committing aggression against Turkey, either from the 
territory of the Soviet Union or from the territory of Turkey's other neighboring states.  
 
The United States Government will make a similar statement within the framework of the Security 
Council regarding Cuba. It will declare that the United States will respect the inviolability of Cuba's 
borders and its sovereignty, will pledge not to interfere in its internal affairs, not to invade Cuba itself or 
make its territory available as a bridgehead for such an invasion, and will also restrain those who might 
contemplate committing aggression against Cuba, either from the territory of the United States or from 
the territory of Cuba's other neighboring states.... 
 
 
6. From a Telegram from the Department of State to the Embassy in the Soviet Union, October 27, 
1962: http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/diplomacy/forrel/cuba/cuba095.htm  
 
I have read your letter of October 26 with great care and welcomed the statement of your desire to seek a 
prompt solution to the problem. The first thing that needs to be done, however, is for work to cease on 
offensive missile bases in Cuba and for all weapons systems in Cuba capable of offensive use to be 
rendered inoperable, under effective United Nations arrangements.  
 
Assuming this is done promptly, I have given my representatives in New York instructions that will 
permit them to work out this week and—in cooperation with the Acting Secretary General and your 
representative—an arrangement for a permanent solution to the Cuban problem along the lines 
suggested in your letter of October 26. As I read your letter, the key elements of your proposals—which 
seem generally acceptable as I understand them—are as follows:  
 
1. You would agree to remove these weapons systems from Cuba under appropriate United Nations 
observation and supervision; and undertake, with suitable safeguards, to halt the further introduction of 
such weapons systems into Cuba.  
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2. We, on our part, would agree—upon the establishment of adequate arrangements through the United 
Nations to ensure the carrying out and continuation of these commitments—(a) to remove promptly the 
quarantine measures now in effect and (b) to give assurances against an invasion of Cuba and I am 
confident that other nations of the Western Hemisphere would be prepared to do likewise. 
 
If you will give your representative similar instructions, there is no reason why we should not be able to 
complete these arrangements and announce them to the world within a couple of days. The effect of 
such a settlement on easing world tensions would enable us to work toward a more general arrangement 
regarding "other armaments", as proposed in your second letter which you made public.... 
 
But the first ingredient, let me emphasize, is the cessation of work on missile sites in Cuba and measures 
to render such weapons inoperable, under effective international guarantees. The continuation of this 
threat, or a prolonging of this discussion concerning Cuba by linking these problems to the broader 
questions of European and world security, would surely lead to an intensification of the Cuban crisis and 
a grave risk to the peace of the world. For this reason I hope we can quickly agree along the lines 
outlined in this letter and in your letter of October 26.  
 
 
7. From a Message from Chairman Khrushchev to President Kennedy, October 28, 1962: 
http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/diplomacy/forrel/cuba/cuba102.htm 
 
I regard with respect and trust the statement you made in your message of October 27, 1962, that there 
would be no attack, no invasion of Cuba, and not only on the part of the United States, but also on the 
part of other nations of the Western Hemisphere, as you said in your same message. Then the motives 
which induced us to render assistance of such a kind to Cuba disappear.  
 
It is for this reason that we instructed our officers—these means as I had already informed you earlier 
are in the hands of the Soviet officers—to take appropriate measures to discontinue construction of the 
aforementioned facilities, to dismantle them, and to return them to the Soviet Union.... 
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