CUBA LIBRE.

By Gerard J. St. John
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On Monday evening, October 22, 1962, President John F. Kennedy announced the naval quarantine of Cuba that people now call the “Cuban Missile Crisis.”  I listened intently as President Kennedy made that announcement.  But it was Tuesday morning on the island of Okinawa on the far side of the International Date Line.  The 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade was preparing its final report on Operation Lone Eagle, which had been completed a few days earlier.  My job was to draft the section that dealt with embarkation.  That afternoon, I was to report back to my regular unit, the 3rd Battalion, 3rd Marine Regiment, which the day before had begun boarding ships to serve a three-month assignment as the “Ready Battalion” of the Seventh Fleet in the Far East.


The 9th MEB was something new.  It had been a “paper organization,” existing only in outline form in the Marine Corps’ planning manuals.  The time had come to test the imaginary brigade in a combat training operation.  Troops were drawn from the 3rd Marine Division on Okinawa and the Marine Air Wing stationed in Japan.  The headquarters staff of the brigade consisted of personnel on temporary assignment from units throughout both the Division and the Air Wing.  The Third Battalion was asked to provide one of the two embarkation officers, i.e., an officer who had been trained in the intricacies of loading and unloading ships for amphibious operations.  The table of organization for the brigade called for an embarkation officer with the rank of lieutenant colonel and an assistant with a minimum rank of first lieutenant.  The battalion selected me.  The air wing sent another Gerard, Gerard (Bud) Guenther, a Marine fighter pilot who was also a first lieutenant.  Bud and I shared the responsibility for embarkation of the brigade.


Although Bud and I were in the logistics section headed by Lt. Colonel Ferguson, as a practical matter, we were responsible directly to the chief of staff Colonel Newton.  Newton was a slender, no-nonsense, ramrod tough Marine.  He had just been passed over for promotion to the rank of general and he was seething at the rejection.  In all likelihood, he would have only one more chance at becoming a general and that chance would depend greatly on his performance as chief of staff of this brigade.


Major Rouse, the division embarkation officer, proved to be an asset, supplementing our limited embarkation experience.  In addition to making many valuable suggestions, he showed us an authoritative staff-training manual that was used at an advanced school for senior officers.  It had a section dealing specifically with the duties of a brigade embarkation officer.  Rouse took us to the division library to show us where we could check out a copy of the staff manual but the library’s copy was missing from the shelf.  Rouse said that we could use his copy whenever we liked.  Bud and I, being in a state of advanced administrative panic, seized the opportunity to study Rouse’s manual.


The manual confirmed our precarious position.  The brigade’s embarkation officer needed to be a lieutenant colonel so that he would have the clout to deal with all of the troop and support commanders on an equal basis.  Gradually, it dawned on us that the only Marine on Okinawa who was qualified for our position was Major Rouse – and even he would have trouble because he was only a major.  Over the first weekend at our BOQ, Bud and I studied that manual diligently, committing to memory the definitions of the duties of the embarkation officer and the objectives of the embarkation function.  Early Monday morning, we were ushered into Colonel Newton’s office at the end of the headquarters building.  After a few innocuous comments, the colonel looked directly at us and asked whether we were familiar with the duties of the brigade embarkation officer.  I quickly responded with the definition that we had learned over the weekend.  “Well,” said the colonel, “how about the objectives of the embarkation staff?  Are you familiar with those?”  Again I responded straight from the book.  Anything that I missed, Bud supplied.  Now we knew what had become of the manual that should have been in the division library.  


We continued these Monday morning sessions for the remainder of the exercise, with Bud and I studying Major Rouse’s manual over the weekend to prepare our answers and the colonel using the library’s copy to develop his questions.  So long as we read the proper chapter, we were in good shape.  To be on the safe side, we stayed two chapters ahead of the colonel who seemed genuinely impressed by the depth of knowledge displayed by his two junior officers.  Although neither Newton nor Rouse said anything to this effect, it was likely that Newton looked to Rouse for confirmation of his impression that the brigade’s embarkation officers were doing a good job.  Rouse was not about to say or do anything that would cause the colonel to look around the division for an embarkation officer who was really qualified.


The staff planning was not too difficult because we had more than enough ships and because the operations manual was set up so that even a novice could do the job.  I should say, even two novices.  In effect, we would visualize the landing force on a highway, lined up in the order that the general wanted them to come ashore.  Then, we would back up that line onto ships so that the items that were loaded last were the ones that we would want ashore first.  Increased flexibility was achieved by “vertical loading,” that is stacking particular types of ammunition and supplies in vertical columns rather than one on top of the other.  That way, we would avoid the situation of not being able to get at needed items because they were at the bottom of a hold, covered by other supplies.  Also, we could spread out vehicles and equipment on different ships so that they could be unloaded simultaneously.  


The group commanders were experienced and knew what their units needed and in what sequence.  We simply waited for them to decide on the line-up that they wanted and then we drew up the plans for putting men and equipment aboard ship.  The need for clout arose only when the commanders ignored our timetables and when they elected to except themselves from some of the rules.  Bud and I became adept at saying, “Let me be sure that I understand the situation, commander, because Colonel Newton ordered me to explain to him each day the reason for any exceptions and I don’t want to misstate your position.”  Only one or two problems arose and those were resolved for us by Lieutenant Colonel Ferguson, the staff logistics officer who was always helpful to us.


The exercise itself, Operation Lone Eagle, was to take place on the east coast of Korea, a location that generated a host of unpleasant memories for many of the senior officers and enlisted men who had fought in the Korean War.  We would land the brigade across a wide beach and then move inland.  After a week of maneuvering, we would withdraw back over the beach to our ships and return to Okinawa.  After a few weeks of planning, we received word that the Korean aspect of the operation had been canceled.  There was concern about the likelihood of an international crisis.  Korea was too far from our home base.  With the brigade at Okinawa, we could respond to any crisis immediately without the need for a one thousand mile detour from a distant location.  That made sense to us in light of a recent landing in Thailand.  Also, we knew that there was considerable unrest in Laos and in Vietnam where we were sending advisors to assist on a limited basis.  Any one of these places was likely to erupt at any moment.  We did not know of the concerns in other parts of the world, such as the daily reconnaissance flights that were then being conducted over Cuba to determine the extent to which Russian military equipment was being moved into that country just off the coast of Florida.


Much to the relief of two first lieutenants, the Lone Eagle landing force was loaded aboard ship without serious incident.  On October 12, 1962, we loaded the equipment and supplies.  Bud stayed back at brigade headquarters.  We tried to maintain contact with two prc radios so that Bud would be in a position to update the colonel on the progress of the loading.  We might have done better with two tin cans connected with string.  I climbed to the top room of the lighthouse-like tower at the landing beach so that the radios would have a clear line of communication.  Nonetheless, I still had to yell at the top of my lungs for Bud to hear me.  On the other hand, a reporter from one of the local newspapers, who was sitting on the steps of the tower, could hear me just fine.  The following day, the Saturday edition of The Okinawa Morning Star quoted extensively from Lieutenant St.John in a front page story which reported that “loading operations ... ran so smoothly there was hardly a ripple on the waters.”  When I reached Camp Hague that morning I took a considerable amount of kidding from Colonel Ferguson about “St.John’s War.”


As Lone Eagle came to a successful end, I inquired about my return to the 3rd Battalion which was scheduled to join the Seventh Fleet in just a few days.  Bud Guenther was also anxious to get back to his airplane, having had his fill of tramping through the humid underbrush and the rice and sugar cane paddies of Okinawa.  I was surprised when I was told that I could rejoin the battalion as soon as Colonel Ferguson was satisfied with my draft of a report on embarkation.  The target date was the end of the day on Tuesday, October 23, 1962.  My battalion was scheduled to sail from Buckner Bay that evening.  I later learned that Major Rouse intervened with Colonel Newton and persuaded him to release me from the brigade early so that I could rejoin the battalion in its assignment with the Seventh Fleet.  Rouse never said a word to me.  


I completed my draft of the report on Monday, October 22, and made arrangements to sign out of the BOQ at Camp Courtney, packed my bags, and had a jeep and driver assigned to drive me to White Beach at about noon on Tuesday.  Late Monday night, we were told that President Kennedy would make an important speech the following morning, which would be Monday evening in Washington.  Early Tuesday morning, we set up several radios throughout the brigade headquarters so that we could listen to the president.  In the meanwhile, we made some of the final corrections to the draft of the embarkation report.  


The hard part of the report was assuring that all of the quantities and weights of the supplies and equipment were internally consistent both within the embarkation portion and within the general logistics report that was being drafted by Ed Densereaux.  It would be easy to fault the report if the quantities loaded aboard ship did not match the quantities unloaded or if those numbers did not match the quantities on hand less what had been expended in the operation.  Consistency was made easier by Ed’s willingness to go along with my numbers.  

Writing the narrative was a breeze but I decided to have some fun with the rest of the staff.  In making a key recommendation on which we had previously agreed, I wrote that the circumstance was “highly incongruous.”  I knew that I hit the mark when Colonel Ferguson put down his draft and walked over to a dictionary.  He thumbed through it for a few minutes and then called to Ed Densereaux.  Ed then picked up the dictionary and walked over to the Sergeant Major.  The three of them walked over to where I was sitting and said, “Do you have to use that word?”  The radio interrupted our conversation with the sound of Ruffles and Flourishes.  The President was about to speak and the office suddenly was hushed.


Kennedy spoke of the reconnaissance over Cuba and the identification of Soviet missiles being installed at various locations.  He spoke of Russian cargo ships that were then on a course toward Cuba.  There would be a quarantine of Cuba.  The Russian ships would be stopped and their cargo inspected.  If the cargo was military, the ships would be turned back.  Moreover, any attack on American ships or any attack by the Russian missiles from Cuba would be considered an attack by Russia on the United States.  Kennedy had issued orders to the armed forces and those orders were being implemented at the time he began his address to the nation.  The orders affected not only the forces in the Caribbean but also all United States forces around the globe, including those in the area patrolled by the Seventh Fleet.  Tours of duty in the Far East were extended.  There would be no troop replacements for the time being.  It was about 9:30 a.m. when the speech was concluded and the headquarters remained quiet for several seconds.  


I reached for my unsigned orders, went over to Lieutenant Colonel Ferguson and said, “Change the word to ‘ironic;’ now can you approve these orders for Colonel Newton to sign?”  Ferguson hesitated for just a moment, smiled, and then initialed the orders.  I almost ran the length of the building to the Chief’s office where a line was starting to form and a sergeant major was phoning for the colonel’s car to take him to a meeting.  Somehow, I managed to get the orders in front of the colonel and he signed them with a brief comment before turning to the line of officers that was growing longer by the second.  I wanted to rejoin my battalion before someone decided to extend my embarkation assignment with the brigade.  


Outside, the jeep driver was surprised to see me at that early hour, telling him to get to the beach in a hurry.  And hurry he did.  It was the fastest ride to Buckner Bay that I ever had.  As we pulled up to the beach, I could barely see the tops of the ships disappearing over the horizon.  As Kennedy had begun his address, the naval captain opened his orders and set sail immediately for Subic Bay in the Philippines.  I had been reassigned to the 3rd Battalion but the battalion was gone.  The driver then took me up to Camp Schwab.  The camp was a ghost town.  Only Don Stoner and a housekeeping crew of a few Marines were left.  I had no choice but to await new orders that would take me to the Philippines to rejoin the battalion.  In the meanwhile, Don and I had little recourse but to empty the giant-size bottle of Heineken beer that I kept in my BOQ room.


Years later, friends commented on their experiences during the Cuban Missile Crisis.  Marines stationed at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina returned from weekend liberty to find their bags packed and their units waiting to board ships.  Marines in Camp Pendleton, California boarded ships that took up positions in the Pacific, awaiting further assignment.  Jack McGarty was aboard ship returning to Lejeune from a Med-cruise with the Sixth Fleet when the ship and his battalion were diverted to Cuba.  Jack was the battalion embarkation officer and he was put to work on plans for an assault that would thrust eleven miles beyond the Cuba beachhead.  George Rogers, a Marine fighter pilot, found himself aboard an LST off the coast of Cuba, ready to go ashore as a forward air controller.  

Al Sheppard, was then a line officer aboard a destroyer in the Caribbean.  His ship was a few hundred yards off the Cuban coast with a detachment of Marines on deck awaiting the order to go ashore.  Marines do not usually travel on destroyers except for special missions because destroyers are trim fighting ships that do not have space for passengers.  One can only assume that the detachment aboard Al’s destroyer had a mission directly related to one of the Russian missile sites.


Tom Troestler knew what was going on before most of us.  Tom was a Marine fighter pilot stationed in Beaufort, South Carolina.  He flew fighter cover for the high altitude U-2 reconnaissance plane that photographed the Soviet missile installations one week before President Kennedy’s dramatic speech.  Tom’s squadron was on alert throughout the crisis.  On one occasion they were in their planes, fully armed, with engines running, waiting for further orders.  “That almost never happens,” said Tom.  Orders came to stand down.  On occasion, other pilots in Tom’s squadron began attack procedures against Soviet targets, only to be called off at the last minute.  Tom’s wife Carol has written of the effect that these actions had on her and their children.


These reminiscences increased my interest in the movie “Thirteen Days.” The movie is a dramatic presentation of the crisis management skills shown by President Kennedy and his brother Robert, then Attorney General of the United States, during the Cuban Missile Crisis.  The story is told largely through the medium of Kenneth O’Donnell, a long-time Kennedy confidant whose role as presidential aide is expanded for purposes of conveying the main themes of the show.  Frequent replays of nuclear explosions emphasize the ultimate stakes of the unfolding negotiations with the unseen Russian Nikita Khrushchev.  The main thrust of the movie is that a nuclear holocaust could have been precipitated by even a slight miscommunication or a slight misunderstanding of a communication between the super-powers, such communications including the movement of personnel and armaments throughout the world.


In retrospect, it now appears that the Cuban Missile Crisis brought us closer to a nuclear holocaust than any of us suspected at the time.  Contrary to the import of that October 22 speech, the Soviet build-up in Cuba was farther along than President Kennedy knew.  There was a major intelligence failure.  The weapons build-up had been going on for months.  Warnings had been ignored.  At the time of the crisis, more than half-dozen tactical nuclear weapons were in Cuba and their commanding general was authorized to use those weapons in the event of an invasion.  There is some dispute as to this latter point.  Some history sources say that such authority was never delivered to the Soviet general and others say that Premier Khrushchev rescinded the order in any event.  It does seem unlikely that Khrushchev, facing a 9 to 1 disadvantage in available nuclear weapons worldwide, would delegate to any military officer the discretion to start a nuclear war over Cuba.  Still, the tactical nuclear weapons were in-place and, fired from artillery pieces, they had the capability to destroy the amphibious landing force.


Not only was the president unaware of the nuclear capability arrayed against our forces but also some historians suggest that both Kennedy and Khrushchev were handicapped by advisors who tended to attribute motives to some of the actions that they observed.  A movement of troops, or a plane flying off-course near Siberia was described as “sending a clear message” of one type or another.  It was a negotiation in which the parties lacked essential information.  Ultimately, the crisis was resolved only after there was direct contact between Kennedy and Khrushchev.


I confess to never having thought of our troop movements in October 1962 in terms of diplomatic communications.  It took only one day for Don Stoner to find space for me in a small plane that was bound for the Cubi Point Naval Air Station at Subic Bay in the Philippines.  Subic Bay was the home base of the Seventh Fleet.  I checked into the Air Station’s BOQ and was waiting for my battalion’s contingent of ships when they arrived the following afternoon.  The battalion headquarters were aboard the USS Valley Forge, a Second World War aircraft carrier that had been converted to a helicopter carrier.  The comfort level of the helicopter carrier was in marked contrast to that of a tightly packed troop ship, and the helicopter pilots fit right in with the battalion officers.


After about a week in Subic Bay, the fleet sailed across the South China Sea to the mainland of Asia.  When we reached Hong Kong, the Valley Forge dropped anchor in the stream for the better part of a week.  We were warned about the places one could not go, particularly to the border of Red China at the far end of Kowloon and also to nearby Macao, the island Mecca of gamblers.  Not long after that cruise, the battalion was rebilleted aboard a troop ship, the APA Paul Revere.  The Valley Forge was sent to provide support off the coast of South Vietnam.   


Shortly before the battalion returned to Okinawa in late December, there was a spate of activity between Red China and the Nationalist government on Formosa.  The communists fired artillery rounds at the Nationalist islands of Quemoy and Matsu which are located just off the mainland in the Strait of Formosa.  These two islands had been the subjects of an international incident in the 1950's when it was feared that the shelling of these islands by the Peoples Republic of China was a prelude to an invasion of Formosa.  On our way back to Okinawa, the Seventh Fleet sailed right up the Strait of Formosa between the two Chinas.  Before making the run up the Strait, the covers were removed from all of the ships’ guns.


We did a lot of communicating that year.
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