CRISIS AVERTED
By Tom Cornelison

   Jacksonville is just minutes from Cuba as the nuclear missile flies, and Fidel Castro would soon be able to prove it. 

    No one in town knew about that on Oct. 16, 1962, a warm but cloudy autumn day when grownups went to work and children to school. People still went downtown for a movie, and the Center Theatre was playing “The Miracle Worker” while the Imperial advertised a “gladiators vs. gunfighters” double feature with “Damon and Pythias” on the same bill as “The Savage Guns.”

     If you stayed home you had your choice of three television stations counting “Educational TV,” known today as PBS. On the sports pages, a thriller of a World Series ended with Mickey Mantle and the New York Yankees defeating Willie Mays and the San Francisco Giants 1-0 in the seventh game, freeing news space for the upcoming Florida-Vanderbilt and Florida State-Georgia football games. Both area teams would win, the Gators 42-21, the Seminoles 18-0.
    If there was an omen of what was to come, it was the crash of an RF-8 Crusader jet from Cecil Field in a wooded area near Wesconnett. The pilot ejected safely, but the Navy could have used the plane and used it very soon.

    That morning in Washington, D.C., President John F. Kennedy was shown high-altitude aerial reconnaissance photographs taken by United States Air Force U-2 aircraft that revealed the construction of nuclear missile launching sites in Cuba. The Soviet Union, rationalizing that their missiles in Cuba were the equivalent of the U.S. nukes in Turkey and Western Europe, had been shipping SS-4 MRBMs (Mid-Range Ballistic Missiles) since Sept. 8 and were building nine sites capable of launching the weapons up to 2,400 miles.
    Kennedy, the National Security Council and the Joint Chiefs of staff considered invading Cuba and air strikes on the missile sites, but feared such actions would trigger a Soviet takeover of West Berlin. Meanwhile, the reconnaissance flights were stepped up and all backroom political channels exhausted. Finally, on Oct. 22, the President publicly announced the discovery of the sites and said the U.S. would impose a naval blockade – diplomatically called a “quarantine” -- on the island. The U.S. dispatched 180 warships and support vessels to the Caribbean and evacuated all non-military personnel from Guantanamo Naval Base in Cuba. Despite urging from Castro to adapt a hard line and publicly blustering about the blockade’s illegality, Russian premier Nikita Khrushchev ultimately agreed to turn his ships around and dismantle the sites.
   It was the closest the world has ever come to nuclear war. Jacksonville’s three Navy bases were deeply involved, and not just as logical targets. Ten Mayport ships joined the blockade. Patrol Squadron VP-7, based at Jacksonville Naval Air Station, made low-level reconnaissance flights over the incoming Russian freighters. Squadron VFP-62, based at Cecil Field, had the most dangerous job of all – violating Cuban air space to photograph the sites themselves.
    All in a day’s work for Ed Feeks, Newby Kelt and Phaon Derr. Feeks and Kelt were lieutenants in Cmdr. William Ecker’s VFP-62 squadron, which flew the supersonic RF-8 Crusader jets. Derr, a commander, was executive officer for VP-7. All rose to the rank of captain by retirement.
    Beginning on Oct. 23, VFP-62 aviators operating in two-man teams would fly their Crusaders from Cecil Field to Key West the day before a mission. The next day they would wait in a briefing room, sometimes for hours, for a call from the Pentagon giving them their target. Then they flew to Cuba as low as 50 feet and as fast as 500 mph over the water, gaining altitude over land to snap pictures of the missile sites and returning at top speed to Jacksonville where the photos were developed and sent to Washington.

   “We maintained radio silence and skimmed the waves all the way across the water to avoid radar detection, then you’d have to pop up to maybe 1,000 feet to snap the picture,” Feeks, 77, recalled. “Then you’d duck down and go like hell towards the water. Once over the water we’d make radio contact with the fighter planes that were circling overhead but, under the rules of engagement, weren’t allowed to fly over land. They would watch to make sure no one was following us.
   “Everything was hush, hush, hush. We couldn’t even tell our wives where we were going. Sure, I felt a lot of reticence, but this is what I was paid to do.”
    “The Cubans were totally unprepared day after day,” said Kelt, 78. “You would approach an airfield with all kinds of antiaircraft emplacements but most of the time they weren’t manned. Part of it was that we came in so fast, but the main thing is the Cubans were playing baseball. They’d hear us as a low rumble in the distance and you’d see jeeps running around and dust kicking up but most of the time they never made it to the guns.
    “Sometimes they did. You can feel the concussion of antiaircraft fire from quite a distance and it bumps you around, but look, nobody got hit. There were plenty of times you knew someone was shooting at you by the black bursts in your rearview mirror. We all got medals, but no one died. We’re dying off now from old age.” 
    “I don’t recall any apprehension,” said Derr. “We were given a mission. You say ‘aye-aye’ and you do it. I didn’t think about it any more than the average citizen would think about having missiles pointed at you. 

   “When we spotted the ships in the Caribbean, we had a very set pattern, flying down one side, then the other, then over the top taking the photographs. We’d get pretty close, and weren’t even armed, but I don’t recall giving the possible danger too much thought. I figured the Russians would turn around and, at the last minute, they did.”
    Derr, 83, flew a twin-prop Lockheed P-2 Neptune aircraft that also featured two back-up jet engines. The VP-7 squadron’s primary mission was antisubmarine warfare, with secondary missions that included mining and reconnaissance. Though VP-7 routinely deployed some of its planes to Key West, Derr’s flights in the missile crisis were from NAS.
     “It’s the long deployments that are hard on the wives and families,” he said. “During the missile crisis I got to go home every night.”
     New Yorker Feeks, Atlantan Kelt, and Philadelphian Derr liked Jacksonville enough to make it their home after retiring. Their city of choice did not match their stoicism.

    Newspaper reports from that week tell of a civil defense siren activated by an electrical short that brought as many as 40,000 anxious inquiries. As with approaching hurricanes, bottled water and canned goods sales were brisk. The Navy, trying to remain silent about its operations, had to deny a report that military dependents were to be evacuated as “pure rubbish.” The city quashed a rumor that was nearly the opposite, one that claimed road blocks were going up to prevent people from evacuating. Promoters of the Greater Jacksonville Fair feared the opening ceremony fireworks display might cause a panic. Schools were deluged with calls from parents who heard classes were canceled.
    Normally, that would suit this writer, a sixth grader in Mrs. Sanders’ class at Timucuan Elementary on the Westside in 1962. That week, though, school was interesting. It marked the first time in my life that world events were important.
   Our knowledge in this area was limited. As kids, we knew about the space race. Any short, fat, bald man we’d see would prompt some playground wit to say, “He looks like Khrushchev.” Castro was a kind of cartoon character with a beard and cigar. Air raid drills were boring. That was about it.

   Now, suddenly, headlines were reality. We all knew Cuba wasn’t far away. Most of our fathers were either in the military or recently out and a lot of dads might have to go to war, or at least back into uniform. Consensus among 11-year-olds was we’d kick the stuffing out of the Russians, but secretly I wasn’t too sure. I knew they were ahead in space and somehow equated that to military power.

    It wasn’t all grim. The Times-Union interviewed a man who had double dated with Castro while in college. He remembered Castro as “that crazy Socialist guy.”  The man worked for the Florida State Mental Hospital in Chattahoochee, so who could argue with his conclusion?

    In the end, sanity won, thanks largely to photographs taken at close range in unarmed planes by U.S. Navy aviators. The U-2 flights at 70,000 feet may have alerted the U.S. to the danger, but more detail was needed – not to mention intelligence for future bombing runs if war did break out.

    VP-7 photos of tarpaulin-covered missiles on the deck of a Russian freighter were printed in Time Magazine and a VFP-62 missile site photo made the cover – squadron veterans argue to this day about who took it. These were the photos U.S. Ambassador Adlai Stevenson presented to the United Nations in making the case against the Soviets, the event immortalized by the famous film clip in which Stevenson tells the stalling Russian diplomat “I am prepared to wait until hell freezes over” for an answer. Feeks said he saw one of Stevenson’s pictures at the NAS photo lab the day before.
   VFP-62’s aviators were awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross and the Navy Unit Commendation given to the squadron was the first ever conferred in peacetime. President Kennedy sent Squadron Commander Ecker a personal letter, writing their mission “contributed directly to the security of the United States in the most important and significant way.”

    By Oct. 28, 1962 we knew the world had avoided the ultimate calamity. What we didn’t know was what our own neighbors, heroes living among us, did to prevent it.
