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He almost blew up the world, but Kennedy learned - so would Obama 
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M
ichael Dobbs has written a book that tells us 

. 
much about the perils 

and possibilities of a Barack Obama presidency. 

One Minute to Midnight is a fine new accounting of the Cu​ban missile crisis - the event that, perhaps more than any other, repudiates the theory that social, economic and dem​ographic forces determine the flow of history. 

Those forces are powerful. 

But at times, everything can hinge on the actions of one or 



two people. 

For 13 days in October, 1962, the planet stared at annihila​tion, partly because John F. Kennedy had performed so poorly as president. 

Kennedy moved from the Senate to the Oval Office with none of the on-the-job training a president requires. That inex​perience led him to authorize the never-had-a-chance Bay of Pigs fiasco. 

He then let Nikita Khrush​chev beat him up verbally at a Cold War summit, which left the American president so shaken that Khrushchev told his advisers he actually felt sor​ry for his outmatched rival. 

Kennedy's inexperience and weakness led the Soviet leader to take the enormous risk of es​tablishing nuclear missile sites in Cuba. Khrushchev gambled that Kennedy lacked the back​bone to go to war over them. 



He was wrong. The president was learning on the job. When aerial reconnaissance photo​graphs revealed the still-un​completed instillations, Kennedy decided he had to act. 

He rejected the advice of the hawks, led by the joint chiefs of staff, who demanded an imme​diate aerial attack. He also ig​nored the doves, such as former presidential nominee Adlai Stevenson, who urged a negotiated settlement. 

Instead, he placed a naval quarantine around the island. No vessels with military sup​plies would be allowed through. And he issued a warn​ing to the Russians: Get rid of the missiles, or the United States will do it for you. 

The more we learn about the crisis, the more we shudder at how close the world came to annihilation. Dumb luck, good and bad, can also shape the 



fate of nations. 

In 1962, Russia and the Unit​ed States were able to obliterate each other with nuclear weap-' ons, but it took up to 12 hours for a message from the Kremlin to reach the White House 

When the Americans tried to force a Soviet submarine to sur​face using depth charges, its crew had to talk the captain out of his decision to launch a nuclear-tipped torpedo in re​sponse, which would have de​stroyed the American ships and started a war. 

Anhe peak of the crisis, one U -2 spy plane was shot down over Cuba, and another acci​dentally entered Soviet air space. MiG jets intercepted, but couldn't fly high enough to shoot down the plane. 

On Saturday, Oct. 27, Kenne​dy ordered an air attack against Cuba, to commence the next Tuesday, followed by a land in- 



vasion. The Russians were planning to repel that assault with battlefield nuclear weap​ons. 

Good sense saved the situ​ation. Khrushchev realized his bluff had been called, and or​dered the missiles to be with​drawn. Kennedy, knowing that he had to give the Soviet leader something in return, secretly agreed to dismantle nuclear sites in Turkey in exchange. 

But at the worst of the crisis, the American president calcu​lated there was about a 50-per​cent chance of a nuclear ex​change between the Soviet Union and the United States. That's how close we came. 

Barack Obama, if elected, would become president with virtually no top-tier experience in government. America's ene​mies will try to exploit that weakness. There will be chal​lenges, provocations, perhaps 



even terrorist attacks. 

Mr. Obama may not respond well, at first. He will still be dis​covering which advisers he can trust; he may not yet have tak​en the full measure of his own strengths and weaknesses. 

But if he,is willing and able to learn, he will improve with time. No amount of experience can fully prepare anyone for the American presidency. To some extent, everyone learns on the job. 

During the primaries, Hillary Clinton warned that, in a time of war, America needs a leader who is ready on Day 1. There is no such leader. America needs a leader who can learn, starting on Day 1. 

In a much more dangerous time, an inexperienced presi​dent helped provoke the worst crisis of the Cold War. But he got himself out of it, which is why the rest of us are still here. 

Scroll down to next page for questions.
Questions:

1. Ibbotson says: “But at times, everything can hinge on the actions of one or two people.”
Does this mean that the “social, economic and demographic forces” to which he refers

 have no effect on history?

2. From your knowledge of the 20th century, can you think of any other occasions when everything hinged on the actions of one or two people?

3. To what extent was the peaceful resolution of the Cuban  Missile Crisis the result of “dumb luck”?

4. From your knowledge of the 20th century, can you think of any other occasions when everything hinged on “dumb luck”?

5. Does the performance of JFK and Krushchev in the Cuban Missile Crisis entitle them to the rank of Great Men?

6. How valid is the Great Man theory of history?

