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AUTHOR’S NOTE
AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Very many books have already been written about the Cold War. Some were produced while it was still in progress; not surprisingly, some authors seized the opportunity to publish in the immediate aftermath of the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, albeit possibly a little prematurely, given the various turns of events that followed that historic event. These many accounts and analyses of the Cold War have included the full range of eyewitness accounts, biographies, autobiographies, and academic and strategic works at all levels of detail and from various perspectives. Several of these have been learned, informed and highly thought-provoking. Inevitably, the authors of a majority of these accounts are the international statesmen, politicians, academics and senior military commanders for whom the Cold War was ‘their war’, and whose knowledge of the ebb and flow of its actions and conflicts was based upon first-hand knowledge, personal involvement and vivid recollection. For the student or reader who seeks to know about the detail of the international relationships, strategy and politics of the Cold War era there are thus many such sources upon which he or she may draw. However, the use of these works does provoke a note of caution, as those involved in the development and implementation of such strategic and political decisions will inevitably – even if entirely unintentionally – colour their perspective of events in their own favour. To do so is human nature and the ‘top down’ recording of history has ever been such. Also, the majority of these works have not surprisingly approached the subject from the author’s particular area of interest or involvement; or (as is so with many of the Cold War analyses by academics) by a broad history of the Cold War in all its aspects. Inevitably, the latter approach, whilst usually informative and full of facts, does on occasion lose sight of the human element of a war that although ‘undeclared’ was nevertheless a conflict in which very many human beings, civilians and soldiers, sailors and airmen alike, died in combat across the world.

Wars of the Cold War does not seek to be a full military history of all aspects of the Cold War – the reader who seeks such a text will find it hard to better David Miller’s excellent functional approach to the subject in The Cold War: A Military History.1 Similarly, the detail of the strategic nuclear arms race and potentially cataclysmic ballistic missile conflict between the United States and the Soviet Union is meticulously documented and analysed in works such as that by Miller and a host of other studies2 of this complex subject. Indeed, many people identify this aspect of post-Second World War history as the true Cold War, to the exclusion of the peripheral conflicts and limited wars that occurred between 1945 and 1990. However, these lesser conflicts cannot realistically be decoupled from the strategic conflict of the superpowers. Given the existence of such works, Wars of the Cold War seeks neither to duplicate nor to compete directly with them.

The intention in Wars of the Cold War is, therefore, to document, to bring to life and to analyse the proposition that, far from being a period of relative peace, the Cold War deserves a status in the military and political history of the world every bit as important as that accorded to the two World Wars that immediately preceded it, together with the great armed conflicts of previous centuries. This proposition is based primarily upon the perception that the several actual wars, together with the ‘war in waiting’ in Central Europe, which occurred between 1945 and 1990, were but military campaigns within a wider conflict that was a war in its own right: a war that lasted for almost half a century and was in many respects a modern version of the ideological struggle that raged across Europe from 1618 to 1648, to which history has accorded the title the ‘Thirty Years’ War’. In parallel with this, the author (himself a former ‘Cold War Warrior’)3 seeks to highlight the often extraordinary dedication, professionalism and self-sacrifice of the hundreds of thousands of Cold War warriors of the armed forces on both sides of the political divide. Whether of the communist or non-communist bloc, their contribution to the needs of their countries and their unquestioning response to the direction, and sometimes the whims, of their political leaders has been consigned all too speedily to the past by many of today’s political leaders. Arguably this is especially so in Western Europe – within those countries that number themselves among the victors of the Cold War – where may be found those politicians who today appear all too eager to bask in the reflected glory of the actions of their nations’ armed forces, and so exploit the high profile, ‘quick fix’ conflicts of the ‘New World Order’ for their own political ends. While by no means universal, such actions have diminished the stature of many of today’s professional politicians and have tended to confirm that the era of the true statesmen of former times is truly at an end.

From all this it follows that Wars of the Cold War is necessarily selective, and that selectivity inevitably involves an element of personal judgement by an author who lived through the whole Cold War period and was a member of the British Army for the final twenty-five years of that conflict, and for a decade beyond. The work therefore treats the Cold War as a single conflict, whilst focusing upon the related campaigns and crises of the period. Inevitably, the clashes in Korea, Indochina and Vietnam, the Cuban missile crisis, and those members of the armed forces at the front line of the Cold War in Europe attract particular attention. Of the communist insurgencies, that which was defeated by the British in Malaya merits close attention. The failed national uprisings against Soviet rule in East Berlin, Hungary and Czechoslovakia were also key events in the Cold War. Similarly, although they were not direct clashes of arms between West and East, capitalism and communism, the Arab–Israeli conflicts, together with other Middle East wars and the importance of that region’s oil supplies, are linked inextricably to the Cold War, and are therefore dealt with as such. This treatment allows a global view to be taken of the subject. Inevitably, however, this approach precludes detailed coverage of much of the high-level political manoeuvring that formed a backdrop to these campaigns. Similarly, where it is assessed that a conflict’s linkage to the Cold War is non-existent or tenuous, its non-inclusion or only passing treatment reflects this. It follows that certain lesser conflicts – while unquestionably of historical significance in their own right – are generally not considered in the detail accorded to the more major Cold War conflicts, except where their progress or outcome bore directly on the global confrontation between East and West. Similarly, the major war that India and Pakistan fought in 1971, which resulted in the creation of Bangladesh, was only of Cold War significance inasmuch as it contributed to assessments of the effectiveness of each side’s Western or Soviet-supplied equipment in combat – albeit that both India and Pakistan were then in the process of developing their own nuclear capability (although this was at a very early stage in 1971).

Whilst this degree of selectivity may result in the omission of a conflict that another might deem important, the historical context and significance or otherwise of a given conflict or event can be no more than the personal view of the author. Accordingly, it is freely acknowledged that the responsibility for this work, and therefore for any consequent omissions, inaccuracies or misperceptions therein, rests finally and entirely with him. He therefore apologises in advance to any reader who might vainly seek an account of a favourite Cold War era campaign, crisis or conflict within its pages, but which has been omitted or afforded less than full treatment.

However, whilst obviating the need to document the course of each campaign or conflict in detail, and to omit some altogether, this selectivity also allows for an informed track back into those momentous years and a wider analysis on a case-by-case basis of the consequences and lessons of the Cold War campaigns and conflicts, and of the process of cause and effect. Then, on the premise that the most important function of history is to learn from it, Wars of the Cold War finally provides an assessment of some of the crises and conflicts that the post-Cold War world may be destined to experience in the twenty-first century.

Inevitably, an authoritative study of such a broad subject as the Cold War era involved extensive research, and the bibliography reflects this. In consequence of that, I am most grateful to all of the many authors, publishers, agents and other organisations and copyright holders who so readily agreed that I might reproduce extracts from their own works where appropriate. A number of specific acknowledgements are indicated at the bibliography. Although every reasonable effort was made to contact each one of the copyright holders involved, a very few proved to be entirely untraceable. Therefore, where such material has necessarily been included in Wars of the Cold War nonetheless, it has been fully referenced and credited on the basis of the information about the author and publisher as shown in the original source document or book, albeit that these publishing details must now be assumed realistically to be no longer current.

Finally, my particular thanks are due to Rod Dymott of Brassey’s for his continued support, advice and faith in my literary abilities. But, most importantly, I must conclude by thanking my former military colleague Ian Wilkinson for allowing me to inflict yet another draft manuscript upon him, just when the prospect of a somewhat more immediate military conflict was no doubt occupying much of his thoughts and time. The resultant text of Wars of the Cold Wars has benefited immeasurably from his informed, pragmatic and invariably constructive comments.

David Stone



INTRODUCTION

The true starting point of the Cold War might have been marked by any one of a number of historic events. Foremost among these was the famous ‘Iron Curtain’ speech by Winston Churchill at Fulton, Missouri on 5 March 1946, which illustrated so dramatically the rift that had occurred between East and West. Then again, perhaps it really all began with the dropping of the first atomic bomb on Hiroshima on 6 August 1945, when the Soviet Union had finally to come to terms with the fact that the non-communist West had won the race to harness atomic power for military purposes. However, some would argue that the seeds of the Cold War had actually been planted some three decades earlier, with the assassination of an Austrian Archduke in the obscure Balkan town of Sarajevo, which triggered the First World War, precipitated the Russian Revolution, and subsequently spawned a communist superpower in the form of the Soviet Union.

Yet whatever the start point of the Cold War may truly be, it is undeniable that its principal focus throughout was always the struggle between the Soviets and their erstwhile Western Allies in the war against Nazi Germany: the United States, Great Britain and the British Empire, and France. And, although it later diverged from the Soviet form of communism, the People’s Republic of China also became an important player in the global struggle between communism and capitalism. Thus, when these great powers, together with the forces they controlled and the ideology they espoused, finally came physically and militarily into close proximity with one another, all that followed was more or less inevitable.

Accordingly, the start point of the Cold War may actually have been during the final days of a bright but still chilly spring of 1945, in the final days of the Second World War in Europe. The very first East and West ‘confrontation’ almost certainly took place on 25 April, when a patrol from the 69th US Infantry Division, led by a Lieutenant Albert Kotzebue, encountered a lone Soviet cavalryman near Stehla, a nondescript German village situated on the west bank of the Elbe, some twenty miles to the south-east of the town of Torgau. Significantly, Kotzebue’s subsequent radio report of the incident to his command post indicated that there had been ‘no casualties’! Next, on 27 April, the first officially recorded meeting of the Americans and the Russians took place. This happened when other soldiers of 69th US Infantry Division linked up with their Soviet allies of the 1st Ukrainian Army on the River Elbe at Torgau. The first such meeting of British and Russian troops did not occur until four days later. On that day, a group of weary soldiers of the British 6th Airborne Division, then under the command of General Ridgway’s 18th US Airborne Corps, were advancing rapidly along the north coast of Germany and had just seized the Baltic port of Wismar. They were continuing to push forward out of the town when they encountered ‘two motorcycle combinations, followed by two lease-lend American scout cars containing seven ragged soldiers and one buxom female soldier armed with a tommy-gun’.4 These turned out to be the leading troops of Marshal Rokossovsky’s 2nd Byelorussian Front of the Red Army. The time was about 9 p.m. on 1 May 1945.

After almost six years of war, the ground forces of the East had finally met those of the West, communism had met capitalism, and two mighty war machines had no option but to acknowledge and come to terms with each other’s existence. That acknowledgement was speedily followed by a growing awareness at all levels of the sheer military power and fundamental differences of ideology between the two great power blocs that had emerged from the Second World War.

Following that first meeting on the Baltic coast, the natural bonhomie and genuine comradeship of the ordinary soldiers of both sides – one serving the red star, the other the white star – was modified and transformed all too rapidly by their respective armies’ political masters. The change was first manifested by an uneasy reserve, then by a mutual suspicion, and finally by an open hostility that was destined to perpetuate for almost fifty years.

Ironically, however, throughout that time the only reliably recorded and direct combat between soldiers of the Red Army and the Western Allies occurred just two days later, on the evening of 3 May 1945. This was an entirely avoidable and rather sordid little Anglo-Soviet affair, which was precipitated by the arrival of a score of very drunk Russian soldiers at Wismar’s main hospital, by then occupied by soldiers of the British 7th Parachute Battalion. The Russians’ principal interest in the hospital that night was the large number of German Red Cross sisters and female auxiliaries who had earlier taken refuge inside. The immovable determination of the paratroopers to protect the women met the irresistible force of the Russian insistence on access to the hospital, and this soon degenerated into a short firefight that left six Russian soldiers lying dead on the cobbled street of the little German seaport.5

For the next forty-five years the Soviet Union and the West were locked into an undeclared state of war; but it was a war in which the main protagonists never again engaged in open combat, face-to-face, on land.6 It was in reality a war of many wars, fought out through a host of proxy conflicts that together comprised the wider Cold War – a period of conflict that for almost half a century affected the lives and fortunes of the majority of the world’s population. And wherever the subsequent conflict moved beyond the political and diplomatic arenas, there were to be found the soldiers, sailors and airmen of both sides: ready as always to answer their country’s call to arms, and to reinforce time and again the truth of the oft-quoted statement by Major General Karl Philip Gottlieb von Clausewitz that war is indeed ‘a true political instrument, a continuation of political intercourse, carried on by other means’.7 To that axiom might be added the observation that in the modern age wars are also so often the evidence of moral weakness and professional failures on the part of politicians and diplomats inexperienced in the real implications and art of war; whose errors of judgement and responsibilities are then passed on to the military men for what may be – in some if not all cases – their less than ideal resolution by force of arms.

Now that the Cold War has finally drawn to an end, the events of those momentous years are rapidly being consigned to the past, to the texts of academics and to the political and military memoirs of those involved. Indeed, with the so-called hot wars in the Gulf in 1990–1, in the Balkans from 1995 and the plethora of low intensity military operations conducted under the auspices of the UN or NATO since 1990, the focus has increasingly relegated the Cold War to virtual irrelevance in light of the ‘new world order’ so beloved of many of today’s politicians. Even in military circles, the imperative to prepare for ‘today’s conflicts’ and the ‘sort of conflicts that we can expect in the future’ (those that primarily involve peacekeeping, peace support and peace enforcement operations, or the achievement of a satisfactory outcome primarily by the use of air power) are increasingly degrading the ability of many nations to wage war on a significant scale. And, for those politicians who postulate that this need will never arise again, it would perhaps be appropriate to remind them that if they learn no more than one lesson from history it should be that the only absolute certainty is that the future is entirely uncertain.

Typical of that uncertainty was the terrorist attack on the World Trade Centre on 11 September 2001. Although its immediate categorisation by the United States and NATO as an ‘act of war’ would probably not now bear close and objective scrutiny, it effectively brought about an albeit fairly one-sided war between the in-place Taliban government of Afghanistan and the United States, the latter nation being supported in relatively small measure by Great Britain, and by a few of its other allies. But the future course of the so-called ‘war against terrorism’ is still very uncertain, as is the precise form of the forces needed to conduct it. There is a danger, however, that the long-term committal of forces to an open-ended campaign to suit these current needs will eventually further dissipate, degrade and diminish the skills of war-fighting that were developed and honed during the Cold War years. Then, when some as yet entirely unexpected and previously unimaginable threat manifests itself, the necessary military response may not be forth-coming.

There is, therefore, a very real risk of forgetting too quickly the experience of strategic and operational deterrence and warfare gained between 1945 and 1990. The risk also exists of losing sight of the fact that the Cold War was, in many theatres of operations, far from ‘cold’ in nature. Even at the epicentre of the conflict – in Central Europe – although no combat took place (notwithstanding that the populations of East Germany, Hungary and Czechoslovakia might, with some justification, disagree with that statement!) the forces of East and West faced each other on a permanent war footing throughout the conflict: a fact that, ironically, provided the deterrent balance to ensure that a full scale ‘hot war’ never broke out. However, nobody should be under any illusion that these forces, on both sides of the Inner German Border (IGB), were other than entirely ready for immediate committal to combat. They lived with that individual and corporate commitment, and with the necessary levels of operational readiness and training to sustain it, through every day of their service. No official commemorative medal was struck by NATO or by its individual member states to mark the end of the Cold War, or to recognise military service during it. This unfortunate omission tends to diminish the contribution of hundreds of thousands of regular and conscripted servicemen and servicewomen for whom the Cold War was ‘their war’, just as the First and Second World Wars were, respectively, the wars of their grandparents and parents. The lack of any such tangible symbol of Cold War involvement inevitably gives credence to the view that this was a war that never was.

But of course such a perception would be entirely misplaced and factually very far from the truth. Those soldiers, sailors and airmen of all sides and many nations who fought in the steaming jungles of South-east Asia, in the sub-zero temperatures of Korea, in the rocky djebel of the Arabian Peninsula, at Suez and in the Sinai, in the mountains of Afghanistan, and in a score of other war zones across the world are testimony to the very real nature of this diverse war. And, while these easily recognisable and limited conflicts were being fought out to their often bloody end, the strategic bombers of the US, British and Soviet air forces played cat and mouse with each other in the skies above, while the submarines of the nuclear powers conducted their own game of hide and seek in the cold darkness deep in the world’s oceans. Then there were the missiles: thousands of nuclear-tipped rockets, poised ready to be launched from their underground silos, or from their mobile launchers. And throughout, there were the mighty armies and air forces of NATO and the Warsaw Pact which faced each other across the IGB – the Iron Curtain that Churchill had so vividly identified in March 1946.

Thus the Cold War was played out simultaneously at the strategic, operational and tactical levels. The ultimate aim of what became by default the new ‘Great Game’8 was clear to all, but the rules of the conflict were regularly modified as the war progressed and as the international situation and political agendas of the major players changed, and then changed again and again.



CHAPTER ONE

1945: THE FOUNDATIONS OF CONFLICT

The world that found itself finally at peace following the defeat of Japan in August 1945 was very different from the one that had taken the road to war in the late summer of 1939. Although the defeat of the German Axis powers and subsequently of Japan meant that the Western Allies and the Soviet Union had won the war, the new task of winning the peace would prove in different ways to be just as difficult and infinitely more complex than had been that of confronting the territorial aspirations and excesses of fascism and Japanese imperialism. Consequently, the goal of peace in the post-1945 era proved every bit as elusive as it had been throughout all of history, as the long and difficult process that began while the radioactive dust was still settling on to the debris of Hiroshima and Nagasaki was punctuated all too frequently by the many conflicts, campaigns and wars of the Cold War period.

In 1945, with the notable exception of the United States, many of the world’s countries were metaphorically, economically and physically in bits, and the task of picking up the pieces, rebuilding and rehabilitating, was indeed formidable. In much of the world – but particularly in many of the overseas territories of the European powers – new political movements and a surge of nationalism provided an early indication that this process would produce end-state situations that were very far removed from those that had existed prior to 1939. But, amid the post-war euphoria and general sense of relief of late 1945, relatively few leaders of the once-great European powers had the vision or inclination to comprehend this; or to understand the embryo new world order and the serious implications of resisting the developing international trends and political movements within it. Many in Europe also failed to understand or accept the pre-eminent position that the United States now occupied in the world. Meanwhile, on the other side of the Atlantic, a number of influential politicians and decision-makers in Washington, supported by a significant groundswell of post-war public opinion, were determined that American lives should never again be sacrificed in the defence of Europe, or to preserve what they perceived to be an outdated, undemocratic and un-American system of colonialism and imperialism.

In May 1945 the ‘Victory in Europe’ (VE) celebrations were conducted against a backdrop of destruction, economic collapse, mass migration, political unrest and a future that was anything but certain. Upon this chaotic situation were laid the foundations of the Cold War. Almost all of mainland Europe had suffered the horrors of ground warfare and foreign occupation. Of the principal nations, only Britain had escaped the ultimate trauma of invasion and occupation, although the German bombing campaign had torn the heart out of many British towns and cities. Some areas of London that escaped the massed air raids of the blitz finally succumbed to German V-1 and V-2 rocket attacks in the closing months of the war. Overseas, a British empire still existed, although a wind of change was wafting across Britain’s overseas territories and gaining strength – spurred on by a growing tide of nationalism. Meanwhile, Britain was still a nation in arms, with its economy and industry entirely geared to the war effort. Consequently, Britain emerged from the war as militarily the most powerful West European nation. But after six years at war the country was virtually bankrupt, and the post-war Labour government faced a Herculean task for which it was in many ways ill-prepared; a situation exacerbated by the sweeping programme of social and welfare reforms that the new government was determined to introduce. In order to meet its funding commitments, Britain borrowed 4.3 billion US dollars in autumn 1945, and this loan placed Britain in debt to the United States for at least the next sixty years.9

France also suffered very extensive war damage, although Paris had escaped relatively unscathed. The destruction was especially apparent in northern France, consequent upon the Allied landings in Normandy and the breakout campaign after D-Day. But whereas the physical destruction was repairable, the human damage was less easily rectified, and with the coming of peace the population of France began to come to terms with its recent past. Collaborators, informers, anti-Semitism, Vichy, and the fact of the French military defeat in 1940 all made for a divided and unhappy nation – one in which the communists (who had played an important role in the resistance movement) prospered better than anywhere else in Western Europe. France also had a pre-war overseas empire, and in 1945 the Paris government fervently desired both to retain it and to regain its former position as the major continental European power. In both these aspirations it was destined to fail, as its military defeat, followed by Vichy’s policies and performance in the war, created external perceptions of France’s post-war impotence that at first ignited and then fanned the flames of nationalism in its overseas territories. Nowhere was this more evident than in its territories in French Indochina and North Africa.

Throughout continental Western Europe the story was much the same: ruined countries, shattered lives, wrecked industries, and destroyed roads, railways and infrastructure. And everywhere new governments with new political agendas set about the monumental task of reconstruction, with varying degrees of success.

Germany had been the final focus of the war in Europe, and very many of its towns and cities had been reduced to rubble. Berlin, Dresden, Hamburg, Cologne, the Ruhr and a hundred other once-proud centres of German culture, learning and industry were almost unrecognisable under the towering piles of smashed bricks and broken concrete that had virtually obliterated their former glory and buried the bodies of thousands of their soldiers and citizens. Much of Germany’s population was traumatised, homeless and starving. The country’s industrial base had been comprehensively destroyed, and a great deal of the machinery which had survived in the zones now occupied by US, British and French forces was in any case destined to be removed to the Soviet Union as war reparations, in accordance with the agreements made by the Allies at Potsdam – although a reciprocal undertaking given by Stalin to send food from the mainly agricultural Soviet zone of occupation in eastern Germany to help feed the Germans living in the western zones was not honoured.

Everywhere in Europe people were on the move – possibly in excess of thirty million of them in 1945. The Jews who had survived the concentration camps and now sought new homes and new lives in Palestine, America and other countries were an identifiable group that attracted much attention (and would provide the focus of much more during the next five decades). But there were also thousands of demobilised German soldiers, liberated prisoners of war and slave labourers, former impressed foreign workers, homeless refugees and a multiplicity of other categories of displaced persons (DP) of every nationality on the roads and few surviving railways of Europe. Although their plight was often desperate, these were people who had retained a measure of control over their own destiny. However, there were also many thousands more in enforced transit, due to the Soviet policy of relocating to Siberia and elsewhere many people from the Baltic, East Prussia, the Crimea and the Caucasus, and from Karelia. The Potsdam agreements and other accommodations between the ‘Big Three’ allies – many of which were undoubtedly naïve on the part of the Western Allies and patently pandered to Stalin’s agenda – produced numerous inequities which further exacerbated the problem. Forces that had fought for the Germans, together with some of those who had fought for the Western Allies, now found their homelands under Soviet domination, and their forcible repatriation by the West to face death or imprisonment at the hands of the communists was one of the less honourable stories of the time. The Soviets’ mass eviction of the ethnic German populations of Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Poland added to the turmoil and led to the death of more than three million ethnic Germans in the immediate post-war period.

Much of the blame for the continued turbulence in Europe was due to Stalin’s fear of attack by the West, and to his need to preserve the power of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) internally, while simultaneously expanding communism (and Soviet control and influence) internationally. In Soviet-occupied eastern Germany communist control was both obsessive and absolute, and during the few years following the German defeat communists seized control in Yugoslavia, Poland, Romania, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria and Albania, which enabled the Soviet Union to create an almost unbroken defensive shield on its western borders, a shield that was later transformed into a formal defensive alliance. But elsewhere in Europe – in Greece, in France and in Italy – the communists were less successful. Despite its initial occupation by the Soviets in 1945 and its willing participation in the German cause in 1939, Austria finally emerged from the post-war turmoil as a neutral state.

Meanwhile, far from the devastated countryside of central Europe, much of Asia and the Far East had also suffered enormously from the war with Japan. Many of the towns and cities of the Philippines, Thailand, Burma, Indochina, Korea, the Pacific islands and the southern region of China had sustained significant damage, as had the great cities of Singapore and Hong Kong. Japan itself had ultimately paid a particularly high price for its wartime policies, becoming the first country in the world to suffer an atomic attack, with the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945. In Asia and the Far East, just as in Europe, people set about the task of rebuilding their lives following the Japanese surrender in August 1945. And in many of the countries of South-east Asia, much of which had endured a Japanese occupation unparalleled in modern times for its inhumanity and savagery, the inability of the European powers to counter the Japanese aggression had been well noted by those who now sought a new future for their nations. Foremost among these were communist leaders such as Ho Chi Minh and Mao Tse-tung; the latter already engaged in an epic struggle with Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalists for control of China. Indeed, much of the conflict to come would centre upon South-east Asia, where the Cold War contest between East and West, communism and capitalism, was be fought out in a succession of proxy wars.

In 1945 the different circumstances of the two superpowers – one already established, the other rapidly emerging – could not have been more distinct. By and large, the United States had had a relatively ‘good war’ following its late entry to the conflict after the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor in December 1941. By then Europe had already endured two years of warfare, during which US industry had benefited enormously from supporting the war against Germany through the lend-lease arrangement with Britain. It had also begun the process of reinvigorating a military machine that successive budget cuts in the 1930s had left with a capability that was in many respects no greater than that of Germany under the terms of the 1920 Treaty of Versailles. After some uncertain starts (in the Philippines and in North Africa), the US armed forces had generally acquitted themselves well, and their casualties during the war had not been excessive. But, most importantly, at no time had the continental United States been subjected to direct enemy action. Therefore, no part of that huge country (apart from Pearl Harbor) had been bombed, shelled or occupied by enemy forces throughout the entire war. Small wonder perhaps that a serious terrorist attack on a sunny 11 September 2001 in New York, fifty-six years after the end of the Second World War, should have so traumatised the government and people of the most powerful nation in the world.

America’s Second World War experience contrasted starkly with that of the Soviet Union. Some twenty-seven million Soviet servicemen and civilians had died since 1941. The western Soviet Union had suffered an oppressive enemy occupation founded upon German ideological and racial philosophies that espoused the evils of Bolshevism and the ethnic inferiority of the Russian and Slav peoples. The levels of destruction and the almost total disregard of the invaders for human life on the Eastern Front reflected the very different nature of the German army’s campaign in Russia from that it had fought in the West. In the Soviet Union, the Second World War was and still is termed ‘The Great Patriotic War’, with the additional words ‘against fascism’ often added. The significant differences between the situation and perceptions of the United States and the Soviet Union in 1945 played a defining role in establishing their future priorities, policies, roles and destinies during the Cold War. A post-war American commentator noted:


There were only two first-class powers in the world at the end of the war. Both the United States and the Soviet Union had harnessed their vast resources in people and industrial capacity to win the war for the [Allied cause]. While the United States became the ‘arsenal of democracy’ to equip and sustain much of the Allied war effort, the Soviet Union made a Herculean effort to focus its industry on war production and gained the wherewithal for its mass armies to grind down and overwhelm the enemy. In some respects, World War II represents a culmination of some of the main trends in American history in that it was pre-eminently a war of mass and concentration militarily, industrial capacity (the first of the so-called ‘gross national product wars’), and organizational and managerial necessity, all the things at which Americans had historically come to excel. So great were the resources and managerial capacity of the United States that it could fight two major but separate wars [in Northwest Europe and in the Pacific region] and still raise its standard of living appreciably. Built with the sweat and blood of its people, the Soviet war effort was cruder but still resulted in the emergence of a true nation-state possessing military power second only to that of the United States, coupled with the confidence born of having beaten in open battle the world’s most modern and impressive [German] war machine.10



In 1945 the world was still populated by the great military forces that had waged the war. Whilst the United States, the Western Allies and the Soviet Union all had millions of personnel under arms, America was the only nation that possessed the atomic bomb. Now, with Germany and Japan defeated, the Western Allies at last set about the complex process of demobilising and repatriating their forces scattered across the world. However, the bulk of the Soviet ground forces were deployed as occupation troops in the eastern part of Europe and the western Soviet Union, and Stalin decided to maintain in existence and (in many instances) in place the Soviet war machine that had been developed so assiduously since 1941. The Soviet leader had looked pragmatically at the nature of the new world order, and had concluded that there would be further work for the armed forces of the Soviet Union in the years ahead. As 1945 drew to a close the opening moves of the Cold War were already under way.



CHAPTER TWO

BACKGROUND TO CONFLICT: THE AGE OF THE SUPERPOWER

Never the Twain: The United States and the Soviet Union

The many conflicts and campaigns of the Cold War period were all conducted against the background of the global power struggle between the United States and the Soviet Union. This strategic contest was affected by virtually every one of the more visible armed conflicts that occurred between 1945 and 1990. Indeed, the 1991 Gulf War – although it took place after what was generally acknowledged to be the end of the Cold War – was directly influenced by it; for had the Cold War not concluded by 1990 it is unlikely that the coalition’s campaign in Kuwait and Iraq could ever have taken place. The fact that it did is perhaps one of the best pieces of evidence that the Cold War had indeed ended by 1990, although it is also a moot point whether or not Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait would have been possible had the Cold War still been in progress; with the Soviet Union as strong in 1990 as it had been in former times.

As well as the international politics, power-plays, brinkmanship and diplomacy that characterised Soviet–US relations throughout the Cold War, their parallel and complementary technological contest was at its most visible in the struggle for nuclear dominance. Although the nuclear balance was maintained and nuclear deterrence worked (inasmuch as the oft-predicted nuclear war between the United States and the Soviet Union never took place) the considerable holdings of nuclear weapons and the means to deliver them, both strategically and (later) as tactical or battlefield weapons, was an ever-present backdrop for everything else that happened between 1945 and 1990. It follows that the specific campaigns and conflicts that occurred during the Cold War can only be understood in the context of the superpower contest and later that between the two great Cold War alliances: NATO and the Warsaw Pact. Without the titanic struggle between the United States and the Soviet Union many of the localised or limited wars that flared up between 1945 and 1990 would simply not have happened, and the world of the early twenty-first century would undoubtedly have been a very different place from that which it is today.

Blame for the East–West confrontation that emerged at the end of the Second World War cannot be attributed to either side exclusively. The Soviet Union under Stalin was to a great extent a prisoner both of recent events of 1941–5 and of its old pre-1917 imperial history. These on the one hand underlined the threat posed by the West and need to maintain an effective buffer against a future invasion, while on the other they indicated the need to acquire territory and worldwide influence. Meanwhile, the United States was not reticent in trumpeting its military, technological and economic pre-eminence. It had provided the military forces that ensured the final victory against the Germans in the West. It had won its own war against the Japanese in the Pacific. To a significant extent it had underwritten and resourced the Allied campaigns in both the East and the West. Its scientists had won the race to produce the first viable atomic weapon; and American industry had benefited enormously from the government contracts to manufacture vast quantities of war matériel for the US forces and their allies. The post-war Marshall Aid Plan, whilst vital to the regeneration of Europe, also served to emphasise the economic strength of the United States and the almost total dependence of Western Europe on America for decades to come. And unlike the Soviet Union, Europe and the Far East, the continental United States had been physically untouched by hostile action. Only Hawaii had experienced the horrors of war at first-hand.

In victorious post-war America a fierce belief in the power of capitalism was matched by a growing ideological hostility to communism and all that it represented. For the American people, communism threatened their way of life, their future prosperity, and the continued global supremacy of the nation. Small wonder then that President Harry S. Truman, more a politician and less a statesmen than his predecessor, set the United States firmly on a course to contain the communist threat wherever it manifested itself: a course that was maintained by his successors into the 1980s. Small wonder also that Stalin and all of his successors until Gorbachev in the late 1980s identified the United States as the principal post-war threat to a Soviet state that had, since 1917, been firmly founded on the principles and practices of Marxist-Leninism. The collapse of the Nationalist Chinese in 1949 only served to increase American fears of a red tide of communism expanding from the Soviet Union and the newly established People’s Republic of China to engulf a United States that had been largely untouched by foreign powers and influences ever since it gained its independence from Great Britain in 1783.11 That fear fuelled the obsessive anti-communist purges by Senator Joseph Raymond McCarthy from 1950, which in turn reinforced the Kremlin’s perception of the antipathy of the United States to the ideology on which the Soviet system was based.

The creation of NATO in 1949 provided the West with an effective defensive barrier against communist expansion westward and, seen through Western eyes, it was a benign and logical extension of the military co-operation that the Allies had exercised through the Second World War. In Moscow, however, it was viewed as an offensive alliance – one underwritten by the American nuclear capability – designed to restart and complete the crusade against Bolshevism begun by Nazi Germany in 1941. This Soviet assessment gained additional substance with the accession of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) to full NATO membership in 1955. The creation of the Warsaw Pact in May 1955 was, therefore, a not unreasonable Soviet response to a NATO Alliance that had by then existed for almost six years, and which had just extended membership to the state that had invaded Russia and the Soviet Union twice within the previous four decades.12 It also followed the January 1954 announcement by American Secretary of State John Foster Dulles of the US doctrine of massive nuclear retaliation, which took full account of the Soviet Union’s first successful thermonuclear explosion on 12 August 1953.13 Meanwhile, albeit under UN auspices, the United States and others had just fought a major war against communist North Korea and its Chinese allies, while in Malaya the British were engaged in a successful campaign against communist insurgents. Both conflicts could reasonably be regarded by Moscow as evidence of the West’s readiness to use armed force to confront communism far from the United States and Europe. And, even though the Korean War had cost the Democrats the 1952 presidential election, the new Republican administration, headed by Dwight D. Eisenhower and his unequivocally anti-communist Secretary of State, gave the Soviets no reason to believe that American attitudes and policies were about to change.

During the late 1950s NATO and the Warsaw Pact sought to strengthen their forces both quantitatively and qualitatively, with the Soviet Union striving ever more vigorously to close the considerable East–West nuclear capability gap. The Warsaw Pact also provided a means by which Moscow could exert closer ideological and military control over the Soviet satellite states. In East Berlin in 1953 and Hungary in 1956 it demonstrated that it would maintain that control by force of arms if necessary. In both cases, but especially so in Hungary, the failure of the Western powers to intervene indicated that a de facto acceptance of East–West spheres of influence and interest was beginning to emerge from the game of international relations between the Soviet Union and the United States.

The development of the Warsaw Pact also provided some reassurance within the Kremlin at a time when Moscow was still experiencing the unsatisfactory and potentially destabilising period of so-called ‘collective leadership’ that followed the death of Stalin in 1953. From then until February 1955 the Soviet Union was ruled jointly by Georgii Malenkov, Nikita Khrushchev and Vyacheslav Molotov. Malenkov resigned as Chairman of the Council of Ministers in 1955 and by 1957 Khrushchev’s position as overall leader of the Soviet Union was assured.

While the Soviets consolidated the strength of the Warsaw Pact, the United States continued to pursue its anti-communism policies, and to expand its own power and influence beyond Europe through treaties and organisations – such as the 1954 treaty signed with the beleaguered Nationalist Chinese government in Formosa, the South-east Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO) also in 1954, and the Baghdad Pact in 1955. Following the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, the late-1950s also saw growing US involvement in the former French Indochina, which led it into one of the greatest of the Cold War conflicts: the Vietnam War.

However, US support for its NATO allies Britain and France, and for Israel, did not extend to the Anglo-French attack on Egypt in 1956 to recapture and safeguard the strategically vital Suez Canal. On that occasion Washington’s objections to an invasion by two former European imperial and colonial powers even overrode the fact of Soviet military support for Egypt and Moscow’s hostility to the invasion – the failure of which was finally attributable to the pressure exerted upon the British and French governments by Secretary of State Dulles. Nevertheless, only two years later, in July 1958, America and Britain acted in concert to deal with another crisis in the Middle East centred on the Baghdad Pact region. On this occasion, the Iraqi royal family was overthrown by a coup, and the leftist takeover of Iraq was countered by US marines landing on the beaches of the Lebanon to deal with communist forces in Beirut and at Tripoli. Concurrently, elements of the same British 16th Independent Parachute Brigade that had landed in the Suez Canal Zone in 1956 parachuted into the Jordanian capital Amman to support the authority of King Hussein. During 1959, Iraq formally left the Baghdad Pact organisation, which subsequently adopted the better-known name of the Central Treaty Organisation (CENTO).

But throughout the Cold War the main focus of East–West tension was always the Central Region of Europe, and within that region the epicentre of the undeclared war was invariably Berlin. The tensions and power struggle between East and West, and the imminent crisis within East Germany in mid-1961, culminated in the construction of the Berlin Wall in August that year. Thus was created a physical Iron Curtain across a divided Europe that more than matched the metaphorical image provided so eloquently by Winston Churchill during his historic speech at Fulton, Missouri in March 1946.

The existence of the Berlin Wall emphasised the clear line that had been drawn between the communist world and the West – the ‘Free World’. Shortly thereafter the undeclared but de facto existence of Soviet and US spheres of influence was graphically illustrated by the only direct Soviet–US armed confrontation of the Cold War: the Cuban missile crisis of 1962. The world was possibly closer to a full-scale nuclear war on that occasion than at any other time during the Cold War. However, the lessons of that crisis undoubtedly assisted the development of better arrangements for the management of these ultimate weapons of destruction – even though it did not check the accelerating nuclear arms race of the 1960s. But above all else Cuba did demonstrate a grudging acceptance by Khrushchev that Cuba was placed both geographically and strategically well within the US sphere of vital interest. Thus was the nuclear balance – the balance of power or of terror – refined, as the two superpowers continued to learn the art of co-existing in the nuclear age.

Two years later, on 16 October 1964, the sleeping dragon of China awoke to the flash of light, blast and heat produced by the first successful test detonation of its own atomic device, which was followed on 17 June 1967 by its first thermonuclear explosion. Although it had a great deal of catching up to do, communist China – with its huge population and commensurately large conventional armed forces – had effectively laid its claim to being the third world superpower in waiting. The emergence of China as a superpower made the international scene infinitely more complex, not least due to the ideological differences and worsening relations between the People’s Republic of China and the Soviet Union – and their various proxy and client states – during the 1960s. The involvement of both countries in the so-called wars of liberation, insurgencies and limited wars in the Middle East, South-east Asia and Africa also created numerous situations in which the United States, the Soviet Union and communist China became engaged in proxy wars during the 1960s and 1970s.

In a number of those conflicts described as ‘insurgencies’ the descriptive line between ‘nationalist’ and ‘communist’ was often so blurred that it became virtually indistinguishable. Whilst all of these lesser conflicts influenced to varying extents the global and ideological struggle between the superpowers, their true significance for the Cold War often lay in the entirely practical strategic advantages (such as deep-sea ports, airbases, access to oil and minerals and so on) that either the United States or the Soviet Union derived from the successful campaign of its client state or insurgent organisation. These wars also provided useful opportunities for the superpowers to test in combat – but by proxy – much of the new military technology and equipment that both of them developed as the Cold War progressed.

The Soviet policy of supporting wars of liberation wherever they were waged was a direct contributor to its second priority of reducing the power and influence of the United States and NATO. The achievement of this second priority in turn enabled achievement of the Soviets’ first priority – the security of the Soviet Union and communist bloc against any and all forms of ideological and military attack; and central to this overriding need was Soviet awareness of the constantly growing nuclear capability of the United States.

At the conclusion of the US military involvement in Vietnam in 1973, the way was open for new relationships to be formed between the communist and capitalist worlds. Significant political changes had taken place in Washington through the 1960s, with the assassination of John F. Kennedy in 1963 and the escalating media (and consequently domestic) opposition to the Vietnam War – especially after Tet 1968 – which finally destroyed Lyndon B. Johnson politically and personally, and facilitated Richard M. Nixon’s presidential victory in 1968. Then, in August 1974, the very institution of US president was severely damaged by Nixon’s resignation following the Watergate affair, when Gerald Ford succeeded him. Rightly or wrongly, the office of president had been seriously diminished in world eyes. Throughout the Ford administration, and that of Jimmy Carter which followed it, America was perceived by the Soviet Union to be a weaker state – politically, militarily, economically and morally – than the superpower that had confronted it prior to 1968. Although but one incident, the seizing of the US Embassy staff in Tehran as hostages by Iranian Islamic revolutionaries on 4 November 1979, followed by the ill-fated rescue attempt by Delta Force in late-April the following year, exemplified the decline in America’s power since the 1960s, that of its military in particular.14 As if to emphasise this fact, just after Christmas 1979, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan.

Only when President Ronald Reagan was elected in 1980 did the Soviet Union recognise in America a resurgence of the superpower qualities with which it had been familiar in previous decades. The election of Margaret Thatcher and the Conservative Party in the United Kingdom in 1979 also restored that country’s economic and military fortunes. Together, the United States and Great Britain at the start of the 1980s presented a new, united and forward-looking challenge to communism that had lain dormant for almost a decade. Although not by definition a ‘Cold War conflict’, the British victory against the Argentines in the Falklands War of 1982 provided a major boost for Britain’s armed forces and for the country as a whole. However, the Falklands campaign also highlighted numerous war-fighting deficiencies in all three services and provided justification for remedying these matters. This in turn led to a real terms increase in UK defence expenditure and so raised the overall operational capability of the British armed forces to meet their wider Cold War challenges and NATO obligations effectively.

The renewed strength of the Anglo-American alliance during this period was a vital contributor to the eventual end of the Cold War. But although the Western Alliance’s final Cold War victory came at the end of the 1980s, the less confrontational approach of the United States during the previous decade had also enabled it to engage in substantive negotiations with the Soviet leadership with a view to containing and managing the vast numbers of nuclear weapons that both sides had by then accumulated.

A Superpower in Embryo: The People’s Republic of China

Early in the 1970s, in a major transformation of US foreign policy that had only been made possible by the steadily reducing American military involvement in South Vietnam, a bilateral rapprochement between the United States and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) took place. In 1972, in an historic move, the then President Richard Nixon visited Beijing and conducted face-to-face talks with Chairman Mao Tse-tung. This momentous change of American foreign policy subsequently reduced US direct military involvement in Taiwan and also signalled Washington’s acceptance of the PRC as representative of the whole of the Chinese people. And this in turn facilitated communist China’s recognition and acceptance as a full member of the UN.

Understandably, these improved relations between Washington and Beijing did not sit well with Moscow; where the growing threat posed by the emerging superpower on its southern border was viewed with increasing concern. Nixon’s visit to Beijing came just three years after a major Sino–Soviet border clash concerning Damansky Island in the late summer of 1969, in which more than 200 had died; and other sporadic incidents had continued to occur in the border region. China’s readiness to resort to force and attack another communist state was again evident five years later, when it invaded Soviet-supported Vietnam in February 1979. On this occasion some 20,000 communist Chinese and 27,000 Vietnamese died. Previously, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) had engaged UN forces in Korea from 1950 to 1953, had suppressed the Tibetan uprising in 1954 to 1959, and had clashed with India in a border dispute from April to September 1965. The Soviets, therefore, had some cause for concern over the developing Sino-American relationship from 1972.

Moscow’s concern was magnified considerably by the fact that China had carried out its first atomic explosion in October 1964. Beijing had followed this success with its first thermonuclear explosion in the summer of 1967 and China’s first hydrogen bomb came into service about a year later. But even more significantly, the PRC had its first ICBM operational in 1971. If the new Sino–US rapprochement were ever translated into any form of military alliance it would mean that the Soviet Union was effectively surrounded. To the west were NATO’s European states – notably the nuclear-capable United Kingdom and France, and the US and West German forces in the FRG. To the south lay China, by 1972 also a nuclear power. Meanwhile, over the North Pole and to the east was the United States with its huge nuclear arsenal. During the 1970s, the Soviet Union’s perceptions of nuclear encirclement were further exacerbated by the development of nuclear capabilities by India, Pakistan and – it was generally assessed – Israel; although it was unlikely that the Soviet Union would be a primary target for an ICBM from any of these three countries.

The nuclear balance and the gradual rise of communist China to superpower status were two major and ever-present issues throughout the Cold War. Another was the growing level of terrorism that impinged increasingly upon everyday life worldwide from the 1960s, which has continued right up to the present day. A full account and analysis of the horrors that have scarred the Middle East and Western Europe in particular – but which since the end of the Cold War have also impacted directly upon the former Soviet Union and the United States – is beyond the scope of this text, although its escalation and general significance deserve a word of explanation.

The Rise of International Terrorism

As ever, the line between the terrorist and the freedom fighter is finely drawn, and depends entirely upon one’s political standpoint and perceptions. Therefore, however much their actions may be abhorrent to a rational observer or to a member of legitimate security forces seeking to impose and maintain the rule of law, the actions of those described as terrorists will usually provoke debate. The role of the Irgun and the Stern Gang against the British in Palestine, that of ZAPU and ZANU against the Salisbury regime in Rhodesia, and that of the FLN against the French in Algeria are but three such examples. Perceptions of terrorism are invariably complex and usually comprise a mixture of history (itself often a very subjective matter), precedent, politics and emotion. Religion, culture, language and ethnicity may also impinge upon the nature of terrorist campaigns to various extents. But if such campaigns are not themselves ‘Cold War conflicts’ what then has been their significance for the Cold War?

First, much as the wars of the period provided opportunities for the superpowers of East and West to further their national interests by proxy, so also did various terrorist campaigns. Given that a declared policy aim of the Soviet Union was ‘to support wars of liberation’, and that a number of terrorist organisations were ‘revolutionary’ and followed to varying degrees the teachings of Marx and Lenin, the extensive support provided to terrorist organisations by Moscow (or indirectly via another Eastern bloc country or Soviet client state) was predictable. As an adjunct to the Cold War strategic struggle, the actions of terrorist groups in the West also had the potential to destabilise these states and to divert and weaken the military effort directed against the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact. The impact of the FLN and ALN campaign in Algeria upon a France already shaken politically and militarily by the outcome of the war in Indochina was enormous, and the French army revolts in 1960 and 1961 sent shock waves through what was – after the United States, Britain and the Federal Republic of Germany – one of the principal military powers within NATO. But the particular significance of any weakening or destabilising of France at that time was that it had just entered the nuclear weapons club, with the detonation of its first atomic bomb on 2 March 1960.

Terrorism was greatly assisted by the often naïve and over-liberal policies of the irresolute and politically weak governments of some Western states in the 1960s and 1970s. This provided favourable operating conditions and battlegrounds for organisations and groups such as Black September, the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO), the Red Army Faction, the Basque nationalists, the Baader-Meinhof Gang, the Red Brigades, the Japanese Red Army, the Irish Republican Army (IRA), and a host of others. In many cases the weapons and explosives of choice used by terrorist groups were of Eastern European origin, such as the ubiquitous AK-47 or Kalashnikov assault rifle employed extensively by the PLO, or the Czech-manufactured Semtex high explosive used by the Provisional IRA.15 These items were either provided by the Soviet Union or (more often) via those states that traditionally sponsored terror and provided safe havens for terrorists. Libya and Syria are examples of such states. Soviet support for non-communist regimes and for Arab terrorist movements within or operating from the Muslim world exemplified Moscow’s sometimes ambiguous but invariably pragmatic approach to the furtherance of its Cold War aims; and while US support for Israel remained inviolable, the Soviet Union’s support for the PLO was entirely predictable. The United States and (later) Britain both supported the mujahedin in their fight against the Soviet forces in Afghanistan from 1980; actions that Moscow certainly regarded as aid to terrorists and insurgents. However, with a certain grim irony, it was the mujahedin victory in Afghanistan that subsequently enabled Islamic extremist terrorism to be visited so devastatingly upon New York on 11 September, 2001.

Dealing with insurgency and international terrorism became yet another violent strand of the forty-five-year-long Cold War. It also led to the formation, expansion and capability enhancement of various military special purpose forces – such as the British SAS, the West German Bundesgrenzschutz GSG-9, and the US Delta Force – all of which acquired operational skills that were readily transferable on to the conventional or nuclear battlefield.

Yet although terrorism became a part of all too many people’s lives and consciousness during the Cold War, it remained very much a subsidiary form of conflict. However murderous and callous the actions of the terrorists were, their groups usually had a declared political aim or agenda, whether or not it was remotely achievable in practice. Therefore, no matter how inhuman or despicable a terrorist act might have been (especially where it was carried out against a non-military, non-political target), the reason for it was usually made abundantly clear. Only in recent times, with the indiscriminate action of the Al-Qaeda suicide bombers in the United States and those of Hamas and Islamic jihad against Israel in the Middle East, have today’s Islamic terrorists effectively dehumanised both themselves and their cause. In the case of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict that is at the heart of this, the indiscriminate suicide bombings have moved the Palestinian movement so far beyond the accepted rules of armed conflict that Israel may soon have no room for further negotiation. If this is indeed so, then the time may be approaching when Israel will be forced into a final, decisive, full-scale war against the Palestinians – an Armageddon that would undoubtedly inflame the whole Middle East, with consequences extending far beyond that region. In the course of such a conflict, the supply of oil to the industrialised world would certainly be disrupted and invite outside intervention to safeguard it.

But irrespective of the levels of violence achieved and atrocities perpetrated by the terrorists, they could never match the awesome destructive power of the nuclear weapons developed and deployed by the principal protagonists of the Cold War. And, although they were never used in battle, these weapons of mass destruction came to be identified with the Cold War era more than any other category of weapon system.



CHAPTER THREE

THE NUCLEAR DIMENSION

Enabling Apocalypse

The respective development of the Soviet and US nuclear strategies during the Cold War followed separate courses, and very much reflected the different national characters of the two superpowers, which in turn flowed from their individual experiences during the Second World War. From the mid-1950s, the Soviet Union, then led by Khrushchev, assumed that a future war would inevitably be nuclear and prepared its offensive and defensive options accordingly. Initially, the Soviet strategic nuclear delivery capability focused on manned bombers such as the Myasischev Mya-4 Bison, the Tupolev Tu-20 Bear and the Tu-16 Badger. However, Khrushchev subsequently determined that the key nuclear weapon was the missile, and on 7 May 1960, the strategic rocket forces (Raketnye Voiska Strategicheskogo Naznacheniya) were created as a separate arm of the Soviet armed forces, and all missiles with ranges in excess of 620 miles came under their command. In addition to the long-range intercontinental missiles, the Soviets also developed a series of short-range tactical free-flight rockets with ranges up to about twenty miles. Just as the United States capitalised upon Second World War missile technology to advance its own missile programme, so the Soviet Union made extensive use of the V-2 missiles, scientists and technicians that the Red Army had captured in 1945; thus the terror weapons of Nazi Germany provided the foundation of knowledge from which were developed what many commentators categorised as the terror weapons of the Cold War.

Throughout the late 1940s and most of the 1950s the United States also favoured the manned bomber as its nuclear delivery means of choice. The Strategic Air Command (SAC) B-29 Superfortress of the Second World War was succeeded by the B-50, B-45, B-47 and then the B-52 Stratofortress. Generally, the American strategic bombers were technologically superior to their Soviet equivalents, and they were promoted at the expense of missile research and development, despite the potentially decisive lead in this field conferred on the United States by its direct access to the former German rocket scientist Werner von Braun, and the former head of the German V-2 rocket project at Peenemünde, Major General Walter Dornberger. However, developments in the Soviet Union prompted a revival of the missile programme in the mid-1950s, which was then considerably accelerated following the success of the Sputnik satellite launched by the Soviets on 4 October 1957. With massive funding available, the United States developed solid fuel technology, which enhanced significantly its missile readiness and deployment options. It also initiated a development programme for submarine-launched missiles. At the other end of the nuclear scale it developed a series of short-range tactical (or ‘battlefield’) nuclear missiles and artilleryfired atomic munitions.

So began the nuclear arms race – the contest between the United States and the Soviet Union to achieve nuclear superiority, both in qualitative and quantitative terms. In parallel with this both countries formulated policies for the management and potential use of these weapons, a process that culminated in the mutually assured destruction (MAD) concept, which was founded on the premise that a first-strike by either side could not eliminate the other’s ability to launch a counter-strike, and that therefore a nuclear war was unwinnable and non-viable. In practice the MAD concept worked very well, inasmuch as no nuclear exchange took place between the Soviet Union and the United States throughout the Cold War period. However, it also fuelled the nuclear arms race, as neither side could afford to let the other believe that a nuclear war could be won: a situation that would have invalidated the MAD concept. Consequently, from the mid-1950s, the development, production and deployment by both superpowers of ever more sophisticated and varied types of missiles and nuclear warheads proceeded apace.16

Caribbean Crisis: Cuba, 1962

In 1962, just a year after the physical delineation of the East–West divide by the construction of the Berlin Wall, another major crisis arose. Although it was centred upon the Caribbean island of Cuba and so was several thousand miles away from the main focus of the Cold War conflict in Europe, it nevertheless impacted directly upon the struggle between the Soviet Union and the United States for strategic supremacy. It also brought these two superpowers to the brink of nuclear war.

Ever since 1 January 1959, when General Fulgencio Batista, the dictatorial ruler of Cuba, fled to safety in the United States, and so cleared the way for the victorious entry of Dr Fidel Castro’s communist insurgents into Havana eight days later, the island that lay off the south coast of Florida and close to Central America had been a continuing source of irritation for Washington. Not only had Castro prevailed against all the odds and the accepted principles of counter-revolutionary warfare of the time, but his success had shown the revolutionary movements in several other Central and South American countries that despite US support for the government forces an insurgency could still succeed. The possibilities opened up by such perceptions threatened to destabilise the region, and by extension to diminish American power and influence therein. But perhaps the greatest source of worry for Washington was the fact that Castro had openly courted the Soviet Union, and so when President Castro established his new communist government in Havana serious concerns were raised in Washington. Future years proved that the Cuban revolution was in reality unique, and none of the several other Central and South American revolutions that followed it were able to emulate its success. But in 1959 (the same year in which the first Soviet ICBM became operational) the existence of a Soviet-armed and supported communist state – potentially but the first of many – at the very heart of the US sphere of interest, posed an all too real threat to American security. However, although the events of 1961 and 1962 which flowed from Castro’s success brought the United States and the Soviet Union into direct conflict and created possibly the most dangerous crisis of the Cold War, the resolution of what became known as the ‘Cuban missile crisis’ was also a watershed in East–West relations that enabled many of the unwritten protocols by which the two superpowers subsequently managed their strategic affairs.

When President John F. Kennedy was elected to office in 1961 he inherited a Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) plan to invade Cuba using a force of Cuban exiles and escapees who had been trained and equipped for the mission by the Americans. The invasion was intended to overthrow Castro’s communist regime, which accorded directly with America’s anti-communist policies of the 1950s. The ill-conceived operation was mounted in April 1961 at the Bay of Pigs, where forewarned and superior numbers of Cuban troops awaited the invaders, all of whom were killed or captured on the landing beaches. The failure was mainly attributable to the United States rather than to the Cuban exiles and while Castro’s prestige was enhanced, the Soviet leader, Khrushchev, assessed that the new US president lacked sound judgement and that, in light of the Bay of Pigs debacle, he would seek to avoid further military confrontations.

Accordingly, Khrushchev decided to test US resolve and at the same time redress recent American advances in missile technology and intercontinental strike capability by placing Soviet missiles on Cuba, with the clear capability to hit American cities and so restore what was (in Khrushchev’s view) an equitable strategic balance. However, when a U-2 aircraft’s aerial surveillance cameras revealed the presence of part-constructed medium-range ballistic missile (MRBM) sites in western Cuba near San Cristobal and on the northern coast at Sagua La Grande, Washington refused to share Khrushchev’s view of an equitable strategic balance.

Indeed, as at 14 October, there were already some 20,000 Soviet personnel in Cuba, so any US military action against Cuba would almost certainly have brought them into direct conflict with these Soviet forces. The Soviet military assets and equipment in Cuba included 140 SAMs, forty-two MiG-21 fighters and forty Ilyushin Il-28 bombers. But most significantly, there were also forty MRBMs and twelve intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBM) on the island.

Once activated, missiles from these sites would be able to strike targets throughout the United States. Washington could be hit just twelve minutes after launch and New York or Chicago a few minutes later; longer-range missiles would be able to strike cities as far away as Los Angeles less than twenty minutes after launch. The strategic implications were clear, and their potential enormity indicated Khrushchev’s failure to understand both the nature of the United States and the wider global realities of the time. Clearly, the United States could not allow the missile sites to become operational, and Kennedy advised the Soviets that they should be removed within fourteen days. This requirement was reinforced by the deployment of a naval task force to prevent the balance of missiles – then in transit in Soviet ships on the high seas – from reaching Cuba. Wherever they were intercepted, these cargo vessels were to be given the choice either of returning whence they came, sailing to a non-Cuban port, or being sunk by the US Navy (USN). The crisis became acute when, on 22 October, US intelligence staffs briefed that sixteen of the MRBM sites ‘appeared to be operational’ (in fact, this intelligence assessment actually underestimated the true extent of operational readiness of the Soviet missiles on Cuba).17 That day, Kennedy dispelled any lingering doubts that Khrushchev might have had concerning his resolve, when he indicated in a broadcast to the nation that in the event of a missile attack from Cuba against any state in the Western Hemisphere, the United States would regard it as an attack against its own territory – one that would be met with ‘a full retaliatory response upon the Soviet Union’. In a further television statement he added: ‘We will not prematurely or unnecessarily risk the costs of worldwide nuclear war in which even the fruits of victory would be ashes in our mouth – but neither will we shrink from that risk at any time it must be faced.’18 Within the language of international diplomacy, the message for Khrushchev could not have been expressed more plainly: the United States was if necessary prepared to embark upon a nuclear war over Cuba.

Both sides must have known that the United States could have destroyed much of the Soviet Union in a strategic nuclear exchange (including a counterforce strike that would have severely reduced Moscow’s ability to carry out its own retaliation) and that the price of solving the Cuban situation was certainly not worth a nuclear war. Nevertheless, the Soviet freighters sailed on. Meanwhile, the US forces moved to Alert Condition Two, NATO forces in Europe prepared for the war they had anticipated and trained for since 1949, and diplomatic activity reached fever-pitch. In London, on 27 October (the same day on which an American U-2 strayed into Siberian airspace – an act that could well have been misinterpreted by the Kremlin as a final reconnaissance prior to a nuclear first strike),19 Prime Minister Harold MacMillan authorised Britain’s nuclear delivery V-bomber force to move to Alert Condition Three, which meant that they were at fifteen minutes’ notice to take off from their Lincolnshire bases to attack their targets in the Soviet Union. In the United States a task force of 280,000 men stood ready to invade Cuba and eliminate the missile threat by force.

The crisis peaked on Wednesday 24 October. A convoy of Soviet vessels was observed moving towards the so-called ‘quarantine line’ of some sixty American warships that had been deployed about 500 miles east of Cuba in a huge arc to block the Atlantic approaches to the island. Maritime patrol aircraft had already provided photo-imagery that showed the missiles aboard these craft. As the world held its breath, two Soviet freighters – the Gagarin and the Komiles, with a Soviet submarine close at hand to support them if necessary – approached a group of nineteen American warships in the quarantine line. Washington assessed that the freighters would reach these warships shortly after 10.00 hours. Meanwhile, from their bases in the United States, the B-52 bombers were already airborne, fully prepared, if so required, to fly to the Soviet Union with their loads of nuclear bombs.

By 10.25 hours the freighters were in direct sight of the American warships. Then, just as an armed confrontation seemed inevitable, they hove to. They paused in place for a while; then they laboriously turned and steamed away from Cuba, heading back to their home ports. Although Khrushchev had pushed the crisis to the very brink – and had argued (and from Moscow’s perspective had probably believed) the ‘defensive’ nature of the missiles bound for Cuba – common-sense had prevailed at the last minute and the two-week crisis drew to an end.

Although clearly the victor in the affair, President Kennedy responded positively to a request made by Khrushchev the next day, the 25th, for an assurance that the United States would not subsequently invade Cuba. Khrushchev also linked an acceptable resolution of the crisis to a reduction (albeit much later) of the US intermediate-range Jupiter missiles then stationed in Turkey, close to the southern border of the Soviet Union. This assurance and the withdrawal of the now-superfluous naval blockade were the only concessions made by Washington. Then, following Kennedy’s positive reaction to the Soviet bid to save face and salvage something from the crisis, on 28 October Khrushchev indicated that the missiles on Cuba would all be removed. He was also forced by the Americans to remove the Soviet bombers that were based there. Khrushchev’s climb-down concluded the Cuban missile crisis: the only occasion on which United States and Soviet Union opposed each other so directly, with both sides just a step away from global nuclear war.

In retrospect, the Cuban affair had several positive outcomes for the future conduct of the Cold War. It forced Moscow and Washington – the former in particular – to understand the true nature and implications of nuclear weapons. Although the Soviets continued to regard their early use (together with that of chemical weapons) much more routinely than the Western Powers ever did, Soviet attitudes to these weapons were undoubtedly modified by the events of October 1962. At the same time, Kennedy’s position was strengthened immeasurably, whereas Khrushchev’s was weakened. The latter’s flawed judgement over the Cuba crisis undoubtedly contributed to his final removal from office in 1964.

One of the most positive consequences of the crisis was the establishment of the ‘hot line’ between Washington and Moscow some months later, which allowed the US and Soviet heads of state to communicate directly during future East–West crises. Such communication during the Cuban crisis had involved the tortuous transmission of all messages via numerous levels of staffing, encoding and decoding before they eventually reached the decision makers. The final stage of these potentially world-changing transmissions from Moscow was surreal, in that they were carried by an ordinary bicycle courier from the Soviet Embassy in Washington to the White House administration. Perhaps the crisis might have been avoided altogether if a direct line between Khrushchev and Kennedy had existed prior to October 1962? Certainly such a real-time means of international dialogue could have reduced the extent of the Soviet leader’s underestimation of Kennedy’s resolve.

After the crisis, both the United States and Great Britain assigned certain of their nuclear forces to NATO. Finally, the Americans withdrew the sixty Jupiter IRBM systems from Italy and Turkey by the end of 1965 (by which time the real effectiveness of these older missiles had been substantially diminished by other technological advances) in accordance with the undertaking given by Kennedy in his reply to Khrushchev’s request of 25 October.

Meanwhile, the Soviet leaders had noted and learned from the inability of their naval forces to confront the USN on the high seas. This capability gap directly influenced the Kremlin’s decision to expand the Soviet global maritime capability significantly during the next two decades – a move promoted energetically and successfully by Admiral of the Fleet Sergei Georgiyevich Gorshkov, albeit at enormous financial cost to the Soviet Union and at the expense of some other parts of the Soviet armed forces.

Perhaps one of the most telling anecdotes of the 1962 Cuban crisis was that recounted by Peter Hennessy in his book The Secret State. It provided a very British perspective on the business of nuclear war and of the myriad of related sub-plots and issues that attended its Cold War development. Hennessy described the arrest of a highly placed Western-controlled agent or spy, one Colonel Oleg Penkovsky, by the Soviet authorities on 22 October (the very same day that President Kennedy was addressing the American people concerning the developing Cuban crisis), although at the time Penkovsky’s arrest was not disclosed by the KGB. Despite this fact, ‘various things convinced his MI6 controller that something was amiss’, then, in Hennessy’s own words:


On 2 November 1962, nearly a week after the Cuban missile crisis had eased (but when British V-bombers still stood on Alert Condition 3), a pre-arranged set of noises came down the MI6 officer’s telephone which Penkovsky was to use if and when a Soviet nuclear attack on the West was imminent (three blows of breath, repeated in another call one minute later). Shortly before he died, I asked Gervase Cowell, the SIS [Secret Intelligence Service] man who took the call, what he did on hearing those sounds. Certain that Penkovsky was captive and had had information extracted from him about call-signs, rendezvous and so on, Cowell decided to do nothing. He neither alerted his ambassador, Sir Frank Roberts, nor his chief in London, Sir Dick White. Mr Cowell, a small, humorous, unassuming man, delivered himself of this recollection without personal grandeur or historical drama. He is, however, the only man I have ever met who has found himself in such a precarious and classically Cold War position. For the bomb made error so terrible and potentially terminal, from virtually the beginning to the end of the East–West confrontation [author’s italics].20



Thus the Cuban missile crisis was a defining moment of the Cold War. It was the point at which both the United States and the Soviet Union began fully to understand the potentially apocalyptic power that each had at its disposal, and the consequent responsibility that devolved upon the leaders of both states to manage and control that capability with great care. In fact, many years later it was revealed that nuclear war had been even closer than those involved had judged in 1962. Not only had a Soviet submarine under sustained depth charge attack by US warships off Cuba been on the verge of responding with a nuclear torpedo – a situation averted by the clear thinking of Vassily Arkhipov, one of the three officers required to authorise its use21 – but it became clear that the Soviet forces on Cuba were in fact already fully prepared to use tactical nuclear missiles to counter any US invasion of the island: which would undoubtedly have provoked a strategic nuclear response by the United States. In a radio interview in 2002, on the fortieth anniversary of the Cuban crisis, Robert MacNamara readily acknowledged in hindsight that a peaceful outcome of the crisis had been a matter of ‘sheer luck’.22

In any event, the momentous lessons learned in Washington and Moscow during that October of 1962 were also lost neither upon the governments of Great Britain and France, nor those of the non-nuclear Western Powers. Therefore, in several ways the Cuban crisis actually contributed to reducing the possibility of a nuclear conflict in the future; although this in turn indirectly fuelled the fires of many lesser proxy wars and conflicts that occurred during the succeeding years.

The Nuclear Balance and Arms Control

By the end of 1969 – the same year in which America finally beat the Soviets in the race to achieve a manned moon landing – the United States possessed some 1,054 land-based ICBMs, 656 maritime ballistic missiles, 450 long-range heavy bombers and sixty medium bombers. Multiple warhead technology meant that each nuclear missile could attack several targets. The Soviet Union’s nuclear weapons holdings were 1,050 land-based ICBMs, 160 maritime ballistic missiles, 200 long-range heavy bombers and 1,050 medium bombers. Significantly, the Soviets also had 700 of the shorter-range IRBMs and MRBMs, which reflected Soviet doctrine for nuclear war-fighting at a tactical and operational level.23 It should be said, however, that various US battlefield missile systems of the time also had the capability to be fitted with nuclear or conventional warheads. Thus, both East and West possessed sufficient nuclear weapons to destroy each other – and much of the rest of the world – several times over.

Yet despite the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961, the Cuban crisis in 1962 and the continuing conflict in Vietnam, détente between the United States and the Soviet Union haltingly emerged in the 1960s from what Khrushchev had, in the late 1950s, euphemistically termed a policy of peaceful co-existence; and by 1970 both Washington and Moscow understood the need to put in place some sort of agreed constraints and controls over the escalating strategic arms race.

Accordingly, in 1972 the first Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT 1) was signed by both countries. The same year, an anti-ballistic missile (ABM) treaty was also signed, which limited the allowable defences against long-range strategic missile attack.24 Work on a SALT 2 agreement then began, but this was frustrated and delayed by both sides seeking to maintain an advantage whilst limiting the capability of the other. The degree of mutual trust and impetus that had obtained in 1972 was largely absent from the SALT 2 negotiations, and made for a difficult process. Meanwhile, the accelerating pace of rocket, warhead and related technology meant that multiple warheads, increased missile accuracy, the use of mobile launchers and so on all provided ways in which the total number of weapons allowed could be circumvented in terms of actual capability. Nevertheless, the SALT 2 agreement was finally ready for ratification by the US Congress at the end of 1979. But when the Soviet forces invaded Afghanistan at the end of December, President Carter recommended a postponement of ratification, and SALT 2 was rendered non-effective. In parallel with this, in December 1979 NATO announced the intended future deployment of 108 Pershing II MRBMs and 464 ground-launched cruise missiles (GLCM) in Western Europe to offset the significantly greater size of the Warsaw Pact conventional forces in the Central Region, as well as the threat posed by Soviet MRBMs. By late 1980, the nuclear balance totalled 1,054 ICBMs (with 2,154 warheads) and 656 submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) (with 5,120 warheads) for the United States, while there were 1,398 ICBMs (4,306 warheads), 600 MRBMs and 1,003 SLBMs (1,309 warheads) in the Soviet nuclear inventory. Also in 1980, the United States had 338 long-range bombers and sixty-five medium-range bombers, compared with the Soviet Union’s 156 and 518 of each category. Finally, there were forty-one US ballistic missile submarines, as against eighty-seven in the Soviet fleet; although the Soviets had also some sixty-eight submarines carrying cruise missiles.25 Although the specifics of throw-weight, accuracy and delivery means are without the scope of this text, the significance of the advances in multiple warhead technology and the sheer scale of the US and Soviet nuclear arsenals were indicative of the central (if dormant in practice) role that the nuclear confrontation played in the Cold War, and the extent to which the nuclear threat understandably overshadowed all other superpower considerations and decisions.
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