This blockade and political action, I see leading into war.  I don't see any other solution.  It will lead right into war.  This is almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich.  (1)





	General Curtis LeMay was never someone to mince words.  In the above statement, made when the Joint Chiefs had their last opportunity to dissuade the ExComm from making the decision to quarantine Cuba, rather than giving equal weight to all the various options, he compared it to Munich, not the most politic way to deal with a World War II veteran who authored "Why England Slept."  Yet, LeMay's career never could be characterized as politic.  He was known as the "Diplomat" because that was precisely what he was not.  For his whole career, he was not made by his words.  Rather, he was made by his actions.  His words, however, were what made him an ineffective Chief of Staff and kept him from being effective as a decision maker in the Cuban Missile Crisis.  LeMay's career had led him in less than twenty five years from a captain to a full four-star general and commander of all forces of the US Air Force.  He served as a four-star general for thirteen years, longer at the time of his retirement than anyone else in active service.  The Cuban Missile Crisis, the greatest crisis he faced as Chief of Staff, would also prove to be in some respects his "last hurrah."  Unable to work with his civilian superior, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, unable to get along with President Kennedy, he retired in 1965, a brilliant strategist and a great Air Force commander, but not an important player in the Cuban Missile Crisis.


	General LeMay as Air Force Chief of Staff was an integral player in the early days of the ExComm, coordinating U-2 spy plane flights and developing plans for invasion.  But his tactless approach to crisis management doomed his constant pleas for military action against Cuba to be abandoned in favor of the quarantine option.  In the early days of the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Kennedy Administration favored as a whole more militant responses to the emplacement of Soviet missiles in Cuba.  The initial reaction of the President was short of invasion, but did involve an air strike, which would have been coordinated and executed by General LeMay. (2)  However, the key to why the air strike was not executed lay in the past.  President Kennedy had learned from the Bay of Pigs invasion, and refused to make a quick judgment on the Cuban missiles, whether the "strategic necessity" dictated a quick attack or not.  Kennedy and Secretary of Defense McNamara were both focused on preventing nuclear war, rather than waging it, which was LeMay's perspective. (2a)  Sources even state that Kennedy had read Barbara Tuchman's The Guns of August in the weeks preceding the Missile Crisis, and was therefore acutely aware of the dangers of escalation dangers, which could be an explanation for why he delayed on action. (3)  Fears of escalation, along with the political damage present in a "Pearl Harbor-esque sneak attack" brought the ExComm, and President Kennedy, to the consensus that the blockade was the best option.  The Joint Chiefs, LeMay central among them, disputed this, and met with the President on the morning of 19 October to discuss this with him.  The quote at the beginning of this paper is from that meeting.  Rather than swaying Kennedy, however, LeMay and the other Joint Chiefs only solidified his belief that a quarantine of Cuba was the proper action.  After the 19th of October, LeMay played a much less significant role in ExComm deliberations.  He remained important in contingency planning, especially after the U-2 shoot down on the 27th, but he was no longer called upon for advice by the President.


	General LeMay's importance in the Cuban Missile Crisis can be traced back through his military career.  In the Second World War, his rise was meteoric.  In Germany at the start of the Cold War, he was responsible for the Berlin Airlift.  He built the Strategic Air Command after this, making it into the premier nuclear war fighting force in the American arsenal.  Throughout these periods in his life, he maintained the abrupt, even sometimes tactless personal approach which highlighted his performance in the Missile Crisis.  His stellar achievements propelled him to the top of his profession, where he ran into problems with the President, and especially his Secretary of Defense.


	General LeMay's experience coming through the Army Air Corps in World War II proved to him the ultimate superiority of the strategic bomber and introduced him to nuclear weapons.  He was posted to England at the beginning of the war, and was responsible for many of the American bombing successes against Nazi Germany, including the first deep-penetration bombing of Nazi Germany.  He shined when he was transferred to the Pacific Theater in 1944.  He had altered the strategic concept of bombing, from high-altitude to high-speed low-altitude, to increase accuracy and damage.  Although daylight precision bombing was dogma in the Army Air Corps at the time, it was not working in Japan, and LeMay had to improvise in order to, if nothing else, save his job. (3a)  He was responsible for the fire bombings of Tokyo, which killed more people than the atomic blasts (4).  In addition to revolutionizing strategic bombing, LeMay helped revolutionize warfare itself.  Under his command was the 509th Bomb Group -- the squadron which dropped atomic weapons on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  LeMay did not buck the chain of command and give the order to drop the Bomb -- that came from Truman,  but he was intimately involved in the operational aspects of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki attacks.  An important facet of this is the impact on LeMay of the relative importance of atomic weapons in warfare.  In his autobiography (ghostwritten by novelist MacKinlay Kantor) LeMay states when discussing the Hiroshima and Nagasaki attacks that the peculiar stigma of nuclear weapons has "no basis in fact,"  (5)  If this statement is accurate, it demonstrates LeMay's single minded nature.  If it is literary embellishment, it builds on the "LeMay myth," the idea that whether or not General LeMay said the above, it is probable that he could have.  


	World War II was the impetus for Curtis LeMay's career.  Too young to take part in the First World War, he joined the Air Corps of the US Army, a time when military aviation in the United States was at its nadir.  By 1940, when FDR had made the decision to retool the American military into a war fighting machine, he was a captain.  From there, his career took off.   There was a trend of accelerated promotion at the beginning of World War II, as the American military swelled to include the masses of new recruits and draftees necessary to fight a two-front war when the time came. (6)  But in five years, from 1940 to 1945, LeMay advanced from captain to major general.  He was a prominent navigator, but became a commander, and from there took off.  His actions in both Europe and Asia prompted this dizzying rise.  From here, he came home a hero, and the Chief of Staff of the Army Air Corps, General Henry Arnold, met him at the airport in Washington on his return from Japan, a demonstration of LeMay's success (7).


	LeMay's experience as head of US Air Forces in Europe during the formative stages of the Cold War and the Berlin blockade shaped his views of the Soviet Union which would become key during the Cuban Missile Crisis.  LeMay had been an opponent of Communism since his childhood and had always espoused conservative political beliefs.  It was in Germany after World War II that he encountered the Soviet war machine firsthand.  It worried him.  When General LeMay came to Europe, he found a scaled-back, unprepared American force facing a potential opponent, the Red Army, entrenched in Eastern Europe and prepared to continue the inexorable march that had taken them from Stalingrad to Berlin.  LeMay's fears of Soviet expansionism were heightened by the fact that he had access to classified military information which the American public lacked, according to Thomas Coffey. (***7)  What is peculiar is that when the crisis came with the Soviets in the form of the Berlin blockade, LeMay was unworried.  He believed that if given the proper force structure, an armored column could make its way unmolested through the Soviet sector to West Berlin, without Soviet provocation. (8)  This connects to his reasoning during the Missile Crisis.  If he believed that an armored column would have been successful in 1947, with Joseph Stalin in control in the Kremlin, he may have deduced that with Khrushchev in control in 1962, a similar limited provocation such as an air strike to remove the nuclear missile sites on Cuba would go without Soviet retaliation, despite what President Kennedy might have thought. (8a)  This theory was never given a chance to succeed, however, because the decision was made to resupply Berlin.  Until he was recalled to take over the Strategic Air Command, LeMay put together and orchestrated the Berlin airlift, another success story increasing his prestige as an air force commander.  But without his theory being put to the test, he still stood by the idea that the Soviets could be pushed by superior American arms.


	The Strategic Air Command made General LeMay.  It cemented his reputation as the foremost general in the United States Air Force, and gave him the credibility necessary to succeed as Chief of Staff.  When he took over during the Berlin airlift, SAC was in bad shape.  He increased discipline, revamped the training regimens, and built a formidable strategic bombing force.  Although atomic and later nuclear weapons had not been used since Nagasaki, LeMay had used strategic bombing tactics to decimate the two Japanese cities, and he applied strategic bombing theory to nuclear bomber delivery as well.  LeMay's tenure as commander of SAC was also vital because it forced him to deal with Congress on a large scale for the first time.  LeMay had to argue for budgets and weapons allocations, and used Congress effectively to this end.  Also, the "bomber gap" led to reallocations in SAC's favor, and when combined with the newly demonstrated effectiveness honed into SAC by their commanding general, gave LeMay serious clout.  For example, when he went before the Senate for his confirmation hearing, Coffey comments that the General "heard only praise for himself." (8b)  LeMay modernized the Strategic Air Command into an all-jet bomber force and guided the introduction of ballistic missiles into the American nuclear arsenal, even though he advocated more bombers rather than more missiles.  LeMay spent nine years at SAC, leaving an indelible impression on the organization, before being tapped to become vice chief of staff of the Air Force, after which he became Chief of Staff.


	General LeMay came into the Joint Chiefs of Staff at a turbulent time, but his views were not moderated by his new responsibility.  He was brought into a Kennedy Administration shaken by the Bay of Pigs fiasco, and coming off of the disastrous Vienna summit.  Kennedy had made a conscious decision to include Republicans in his cabinet, such as Douglas Dillon at Treasury and, after the Bay of Pigs, John McCone at CIA.  But LeMay was not just a Republican.  He was a conservative in the Barry Goldwater sense of the term.  His interview with Kennedy for the position was not as fruitful as it could have been, for example.  According to Kennedy biographer Richard Reeves, Kennedy despised LeMay, even before the SAC commander and deputy chief of staff was appointed Air Force Chief of Staff. (9)  Part of this can be traced to LeMay's politics and statements, and part can be traced to Kennedy's distaste for senior military officers in general, having served as a lieutenant, junior grade, in World War II. (9a)  Reeves gives two reasons why LeMay was appointed to be Chief of Staff, despite Kennedy's personal feelings about the man.  One was political -- to ensure that the general would not be out of uniform, around the country speaking against Administration foreign policy.  The other was more pragmatic, and along the lines of why conservatives such as Dillon and McCone were on the Cabinet -- Kennedy believed that if a war began, "the general was the kind of man you wanted around." (10)  Kennedy believed in devil's advocacy and the exploration of all possible avenues after the Bay of Pigs, and LeMay served that purpose.  However, the Kennedy/LeMay relationship was too fragile to sustain the blows suffered in the conversation on the 19th of October, 1962, a principal reason why, after that, LeMay was a non-factor in the rest of the Cuban Missile Crisis.


	The greatest hurdle General LeMay faced in getting his views across to the ExComm, as well as his greatest nemesis in the federal government, was Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, LeMay's civilian superior.  McNamara came from a vastly different background from LeMay, and while the two men worked together, McNamara's management style often cut the military out of the equation, meshing well with Kennedy's distrust of the military.  Coffey's description of the LeMay/McNamara relationship was that LeMay had never before had to deal with a personality as contrary, yet as forceful, as his own, that "in McNamara he [LeMay] was dealing with a man as stubborn, strong, opinionated, and positive as himself.  Furthermore, this man was his boss and didn't intend to let him forget it." (10a)  This encapsulated the relationship.  During the Missile Crisis, McNamara did not believe in LeMay's fundamental assumption, that an American strike on Cuba would be allowed by the Soviets.  He also disagreed with LeMay and the Joint Chiefs on the issue of whether or not the emplacement of nuclear missiles in Cuba was a strategic issue, as the Chiefs saw it and called for a military response, or a political issue as McNamara viewed it, therefore able to be negotiated in some way.  Early in the crisis, Kennedy was in agreement with McNamara that the crisis was at least political as well as military.(11)  McNamara was also convincing in his argument that no air strike could eliminate all the missiles, and could even exacerbate the launch of one or more nuclear weapons, the impact of which would have been unacceptable.  To the Secretary of Defense, the missiles in Cuba were "soft," able to be used only in a first strike, and he believed that the Soviets were not mad enough to do that. (12)  LeMay was unable to rebut this -- by this time, he had lost credibility with the President.  In the end, McNamara's arguments were more convincing than LeMay's.  McNamara did not include LeMay in discussions, nor was he inclined to grant autonomy to a general seen as a maverick in some respects.


	After looking at Curtis LeMay's career up to and including the Cuban Missile Crisis, it appears as if LeMay's lack of participation was inevitable.  Was it?  Was there any way that, given General LeMay's attitude and record, he could have been a more important contributor to the ExComm during the Cuban Missile Crisis?  The answer is no.  The Kennedy/LeMay relationship, as stated earlier, was fragile, as was the relationship between LeMay and Secretary of Defense McNamara.  Not being known for his tact, General LeMay would have been hard pressed to compromise on issues which he saw as pressing to American national security, such as the emplacement of missiles in Cuba.  LeMay also had no impetus in his career so far to moderate his tone.  Through World War II, in Germany, as commander of the Strategic Air Command, LeMay had held the same hawkish beliefs, and he had never failed.  From a meteoric rise through the ranks, to commanding the Berlin airlift, to building SAC, it was for him, in simplistic terms, an unbroken string of victories, without the defeat of, for example, a Kennedy Bay of Pigs, to break through the hubris.  When he had to convince the President that he was correct, that the Cuban threat required a military response, rather than being conciliatory, he browbeat the President, which failed in its purpose.  LeMay was also convinced that in this case, he was correct.  The case of Berlin had him believing that the Soviet Union would not retaliate against an American air strike.  And having spent more than twenty years in the bomber corps of the Air Force, he believed strongly that "his boys" could do the job, and do it properly.  There is one scenario where LeMay could have been proven right.  This would have come had the decision been made on the first day to execute air strikes, as the Joint Chiefs desired.  However, to do so would be to ignore the lessons of the Bay of Pigs.  And had Kennedy ignored the lessons of the Bay of Pigs, not only would LeMay possibly not be Chief of Staff of the Air Force and have a voice in the deliberations, but also John McCone might not have been appointed Director of Central Intelligence, the pressure might not have been applied to send U-2s over Cuba, and Khrushchev, had Kennedy not learned from the Bay of Pigs, could have presented the world with his fait accompli.  Since Kennedy did learn from the Bay of Pigs, it is unlikely that LeMay's role could have been increased, given LeMay himself.


	After the Cuban Missile Crisis, LeMay was defeated.  In the celebrations, he stated that it was not a victory, and that Cuba needed to be dealt with, so upset that in meeting with Kennedy, he was banging his fist on the table. (13)  As time went on, LeMay found himself embroiled in budget battles with McNamara over weapons systems such as the TFX fighter.  He was often on the losing end; the Secretary of Defense had desired a plan to develop one new plane for both the Air Force and Navy, over the objections of both services, before LeMay took office as Chief of Staff. (14)  LeMay also lost to McNamara on the fight for the Skybolt missile system.  LeMay had lost his position where he could offer serious counsel to the Administration to McNamara.  For example, during possibly damaging congressional hearings on the TFX in 1963, hearings that made McNamara look bad, Kennedy stood by him.  While still maintaining some clout on Capitol Hill, his stance during the Cuban Missile Crisis, holding out for military action even after consensus had shifted in favor of quarantine, and even after the quarantine had proven effective, was a detriment to his performance.  Coffey stated that LeMay maintained a presence in Congress, but "in the real world, McNamara always seemed to win." (15)  Even as Vietnam became more of an American foreign policy issue after the Kennedy assassination and the Gulf of Tonkin incident, LeMay remained ineffective.  He wanted an aggressive Vietnam strategy, one which the Joint Chiefs agreed with, Kennedy, McNamara, and even Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Maxwell Taylor disagreed, preferring flexible response and gradual escalation. (16)  He retired in 1965, still a hawk, and continued as such after his retirement.


	General Curtis E. LeMay was the most hawkish of all the hawks associated with the President's ExComm.  For his entire career, he had been focused on external threats, first German and Japanese and later Soviet.  When finally faced with that fear, "eyeball to eyeball" as Dean Rusk put it, LeMay did not blink.  He did not even attempt to step back, either.  His warrior-like stance was unsurprising, given his career.  It was also ineffective.  While LeMay was a great strategist, and a warrior in wartime, in a time of crisis he did not measure up to President Kennedy's standards.  Kennedy did not like LeMay in the first place, and when LeMay reacted to the possibility of quarantine as he did, McNamara's arguments were reinforced.  LeMay's entire career took him to the office of Chief of Staff.  Yet in that office, he had nowhere to go.  In the end, his legacy was of a great air commander.  His colleagues said as much; General Delmar Wilson noted that "he accomplished wonders in the organization of SAC." (17)  But as Chief of Staff, the position in which he served during the Cuban Missile Crisis, LeMay failed.  A lack of diplomacy, an inability to accommodate others, doomed him during the Cuban Missile Crisis to a backseat, while those such as Secretary of Defense McNamara were critical.�
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