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The Balance of Terror – The Cold War in the 1950s & 1960s

	After World War II, in the late 1940s, many dangerous events occurred that could have sent the world spiraling into an atomic World War III.  Among those were the Stalin’s decision to blockade West Berlin and the subsequent decision of President Truman to carry out the Berlin Airlift.  Although these events were dangerous, it was during the 1950s and 1960s that the Cold War really started to heat up.

The Race Into Space [image: ]

[image: ]	In 1953, Joseph Stalin died.  Nikita Khrushchev eventually emerged as leader of the Soviet Union. Khrushchev condemned Stalin’s atrocities, freed many political prisoners, and attempted to introduce changes into the Soviet Union.  But Khrushchev firmly believed that Communism would eventually triumph through peaceful competition with the West.  Despite his best efforts, Khrushchev was unable to dramatically increase Soviet economic production.  However, he achieved a stunning success when the USSR launched the first space satellite, Sputnik, in 1957.  American leaders feared that the Soviets could soon send missiles with nuclear warheads to the United States.  The U.S. started to speed up its space program and the Space Race was on.  President John F. Kennedy, in his 1961 inaugural address, challenged the U.S. scientific community to put a man on the moon by the end of the decade and in 1969, they succeeded.
As far as the Space Race goes, there were many different moments of success and failure for both superpowers.  It’s relatively hard to say who “won” – the Soviets put the first man into space in 1961 (Yuri Gagarin), but the U.S. put the first man on the moon in 1969 (Neil Armstrong).  After the end of the Cold War, the U.S. and Russia decided to work together to develop a cooperative “International Space Station” where astronauts (from U.S.) and cosmonauts (from Russia) work together on scientific projects.


[image: ][image: ]Communism in Latin America

Since the days of the Monroe Doctrine, the United States had banned foreign interference in the Western Hemisphere.  The worldwide spread of Communism posed new challenges for the United States.  Widespread poverty and political repression made Latin America ripe for the spread of Communist beliefs.
In 1959, Fidel Castro and his guerrilla fighters overthrew Cuba’s dictatorship.  Castro promised the Cuban people democracy, but once in power he nationalized businesses and executed opponents.  The United States reacted to the Cuban Revolution and the nationalization of American-owned businesses in Cuba by breaking off trade.  Castro turned to the Soviet Union for support, and transformed Cuba into a Communist state.  Castro them threatened to export Communism to other Latin American nations.  Two key events occurred in relation to Cuba that got the world the closest it’s ever been to nuclear war:
1. [image: ]The Bay of Pigs Invasion – In 1961, Cuban exiles, trained by the CIA, invaded Cuba at the Bay of Pigs to overthrow Castro.  President Kennedy, who had been in power for only 3 months, refused to supply the rebels with air support to carry out the attack.  The rebels were beaten by Castro’s forces in 3 days and the Kennedy administration was humiliated.  The failed invasion severely embarrassed the Kennedy Administration and made Castro wary of future US intervention in Cuba.

2. The Cuban Missile Crisis – In October 1962, American spy planes photographed secret missile bases in Cuba that were built by the Soviet Union.  Missiles launched from these bases could reach U.S. cities in a matter of minutes.  President John F. Kennedy took action; he ordered a naval blockade of Cuba and threatened to invade if the missiles were not withdrawn.  The world stood on the brink of nuclear war. For the next 6 days, the whole world held its breath, terrified that nuclear war was going to erupt at any second. However, it didn't and the Cuban Missile Crisis ended when the Khrushchev agreed to remove the missile bases if Kennedy promised not to invade Cuba.  Although the danger was averted, Cuba was heavily supported by the Soviet Union until the collapse of communism in 1991.
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