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Prologue


At 8 a.m. on Monday, 6 August 1945 the city of Hiroshima was teeming with people. Citizens were streaming towards the centre of the city to their places of work. Trams and streetcars loaded with passengers clattered their way through crowded streets. The bridges over the six tributaries of the Ota river that flow through the city and out into the Inland Sea were packed with commuters. Eight thousand schoolgirls had been drafted in to the centre of the city to work on air raid defences. Tens of thousands of soldiers in the local barracks, stripped to the waist, were performing morning exercises. It was a beautiful summer morning, already warm, and a little humid, suggesting it would get uncomfortable later in the day. There was a bright blue sky above. There had been an air raid warning earlier but the all-clear had been sounded half an hour before. Few people noticed the three aircraft, tiny specks in the sky at 31,000 feet, one ahead of the two others. A doctor at home, two miles north of the city centre, wrote in his diary, ‘Shimmering leaves, reflecting sunlight from a cloudless sky, made a pleasant contrast with shadows in my garden.’1


At 8.15 a.m. a blinding flash of what seemed like lightning lit up the sky followed almost immediately by a wall of heat. No one near the centre of the city survived to give an account of what happened next. A college student well away from the centre remembered, ‘we felt a tremendous flash of lightning. In an instant we were blinded and everything was just a frenzy of delirium.’2 The first atom bomb had been dropped by an American B-29 bomber and had exploded 1800 feet above the city centre.


Later calculations put the temperature at the hypocentre of the explosion, the point on the ground directly below where the bomb ignited, at between 3000 and 4000°C. Buildings were vaporised in an instant. At 600 metres from the hypocentre the heat was intense enough to scar granite, and at 1000 metres roofing tiles bubbled. People were incinerated and nothing was left except for small human-like shapes on pavements and walls where their bodies had temporarily blocked the severe heat. Up to 2000 metres from the hypocentre life and property were shattered, burned and buried under ashes. The destruction had taken place in two or three seconds. There was no escape.


Further out from the centre towards the suburbs there were survivors. But the hell that descended around them probably made many wish they had died instantly too. Fires were ignited up to 4000 metres from the hypocentre. The blast wave sent out from the bomb pulled down wooden buildings up to the same distance. Within seconds everything was covered in a thick fog of dust, smoke and ash. Men, women, children and babies were terribly burned, their skin blackened and blistered. Hair was burned right off scorched bodies. Some people were seen staggering about in agony. Others were on hands and knees crawling over bodies or body parts. Those a little further from the centre were still so badly burned that their skin began to peel off. As uninjured people from the outskirts came into the city to help they were met with hideous sights, not only of bodies piling up but of living, almost unrecognisable ghosts groping their way around, calling out the names of family members separated in the destruction and chaos. Most tram cars were just blackened wrecks, the passengers burned to cinders. Flames were whipped up by the winds into a firestorm that wreaked further devastation out into the suburbs. The ghastly smell of burning flesh filled the air. Hundreds, thousands crawled or jumped into water tanks that had been put up throughout the city to try to prevent fires spreading in the event of incendiary bombs being dropped. Others leaped into the rivers that were so much a feature of the city to try to escape the firestorms. But most of them were so badly injured that they did not survive long, and within hours vast numbers of blackened corpses started piling up along the estuary banks and the sea shore.


A later report calculated that of 76,000 buildings in the city of Hiroshima, 70,000 were damaged or destroyed. All the facilities of urban life, including the city hall, police stations, fire brigades, schools, roads, banks, shops, electricity and gas supplies, sewage systems, hospitals and medical centres, were destroyed. Ninety per cent of all medical personnel were killed or disabled. It is thought that about 70,000 people died in the first few hours after the bomb dropped.3 The doctor who had been in his garden when the bomb exploded miraculously survived but was badly injured. He later wrote, ‘Hiroshima was no longer a city but a burnt-over prairie … How small [it] was with its houses gone.’4


For the survivors, this was only the beginning of their horror. After a few days, even those who had escaped terrible burns started to sicken. They went down with nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea and fever. Blisters and ulcers began to appear on their skin, in their mouths and throats, and on their gums. They suffered from hair loss. The doctors did not know what they were witnessing and called this ‘atom bomb sickness’. What they were seeing was the first ever case of mass radiation sickness. Victims were suffering from an extremely low white blood cell count and infections caused by gamma rays. Few recovered. By the end of the year the total death toll from the bomb was estimated at 140,000, and after five years this had gone up to 200,000.


Three days after Hiroshima was hit, a second bomb was dropped. This was a plutonium implosion bomb, using a different fission process from the first. The target was Kokura, but when the B-29 arrived overhead heavy cloud cover obscured the city. So the plane flew on to its secondary target, Nagasaki. The same horror ensued on the ground after the explosion of this bomb. But Nagasaki was surrounded by steep hills so the loss of life was less severe. Probably about 40,000 died within hours, 70,000 by the end of the year, and 140,000 over the next five years.


The day before, the Soviet Union had declared war on Japan and the Red Army marched into Manchuria and then north Korea. Still the military faction in the Cabinet in Tokyo refused to consider capitulation. But on 10 August, Emperor Hirohito overruled his Cabinet and announced his intention to surrender. A few more days passed before final terms were agreed, and on 14 August the Second World War ended. But the atomic age had begun.


An official Japanese committee of scientists and physicians later compiled information on the damage caused by the two atom bombs. Many survivors were interviewed. Accounts that had been recorded by Japanese and US military and medical authorities who had visited the area in the weeks after the bombs exploded were assessed, and detailed calculations were made about the destructiveness of the bombs at different points from the hypocentre, and the different types of thermal burns victims had suffered. The committee defined the atom bomb as ‘a weapon of mass slaughter’ and concluded, ‘The experience of these two cities was the opening chapter to the possible annihilation of mankind.’5


Four years after the atom bombs were dropped on Japan, at dawn on 29 August 1949, a group of Soviet scientists and officials gathered at a desolate firing range in the remote steppe of north-east Kazakhstan. Lead scientist Igor Kurchatov had carried out extraordinary work of the highest national priority. Arriving from Moscow to join the scientists was a short, bespectacled man with steely, penetrating eyes and receding hair. A great deal of fuss was made of him. He was none other than Lavrenti Beria, the sinister and all-powerful chief of the secret police, the NKVD, Stalin’s lead hatchet man. In 1945, after the explosion of the American atom bombs, Stalin had put Beria in charge of ensuring the Soviets speedily developed their own bomb. Beria had allocated enormous resources to the project and was now in Kazakhstan to observe the results. Inwardly, he was not confident the scientists could pull it off.


Along with a smattering of senior generals, Beria, Kurchatov and the other leading scientists gathered in an observation bunker. The Americans had called their first atomic test, carried out in the New Mexico desert, ‘Trinity’. The Soviets codenamed theirs ‘First Lightning’. At exactly 7 a.m. a huge white fireball engulfed the giant tower built to support the bomb. As the fireball rushed upwards it turned orange, then red, and sucked up thousands of tons of soil and rubble into a vast mushroom cloud of smoke and debris. Inside the bunker there was elation. Beria hugged and kissed Kurchatov. They both knew that if the test had failed the punishment, even at their level, might have been death.


Within hours a vast radioactive cloud formed in the atmosphere and began drifting slowly eastwards across Asia towards the Pacific. Four days later, an American B-29 flying a routine weather mission over the north Pacific picked up levels of radioactivity that were 300 per cent higher than usual. Over the next few days more samples were gathered as the cloud blew towards Canada. Analysis revealed that this was without doubt the debris from a nuclear explosion of a plutonium implosion bomb like the one used at Nagasaki. Initially, American intelligence experts doubted the veracity of this. Only a month earlier the CIA had concluded that the Soviets were unlikely to be able to explode a bomb until the middle of 1953. But within a couple of weeks the evidence was indisputable. President Harry Truman was told, and at the end of September he made a public announcement. The American people were dismayed but not hysterical. Everyone wanted to know, how had this happened so quickly?


The story of how the Soviets developed the highly complex technology necessary to produce an atom bomb is an extraordinary one. A huge secret laboratory was built 250 miles east of Moscow in an area that became known as Arzamus-16, entirely closed off to the outside world. An army of scientists were put to work. They were given every support they needed. Beria allocated huge numbers of labourers from the Gulag to the mining of uranium ore. The centralised Soviet command economy was well suited to a project like this as once a priority had been set, enormous resources could be martialled. In addition, the scientists benefited from information that had been supplied to them by spies working on the US atomic research programme.6 But there was no doubting it. The American atomic monopoly was over. The Soviets had the bomb.


This led to a major policy review in the United States. American scientists were already discussing the possibility of developing a super-bomb that would release tremendous amounts of nuclear energy through the fusion of hydrogen atoms. Known as the H-bomb, this would be far more destructive than the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombs. Behind this new project was nuclear physicist Edward Teller who argued that the Soviets would probably soon develop a hydrogen bomb and so it was essential for the US to take the lead in this next step in the nuclear arms race. He was heavily backed by the US military, and President Truman gave the go-ahead in January 1950, just a few months after news of the Soviet atom bomb had sunk in. Truman announced to the world that the US was starting to build a weapon that it hoped it would never use.


Just under three years later, on 1 November 1952, the US tested its first H-bomb on a tiny Pacific atoll called Eniwetok in the west Pacific. The bomb itself was huge at 82 tons and was housed in a gigantic refrigeration system that took six weeks to assemble. All the scientists and military figures observing the test were moved 30 miles back from the test site. The explosion produced a white fireball that was 3 miles in diameter. The wings of a B-36 flying at 40,000 feet, 15 miles from the explosion heated up to 93°C within seconds. Even 30 miles away the scientists reported that the heat was like standing next to the door of a hot oven being opened. A few minutes after ignition the largest mushroom cloud yet seen had sucked up 80 million tons of material from the atoll. The yield of the Hiroshima bomb had been estimated at the equivalent of 14,000 tons of high-explosive TNT, expressed as 14 kilotons. The yield of this new hydrogen bomb was measured at more than 10 million tons of TNT, or 10.4 megatons, roughly a thousand times greater. The world had now entered the thermonuclear age.


Nine months later, the Soviets tested their first H-bomb. Although its explosive yield was less, it was proof that the Soviet scientists had once again caught up. Further analysis of the radioactive cloud it produced detected elements of lithium. This indicated that the bomb was far smaller and did not need the giant refrigeration system the American H-bomb had required. It would be possible to drop this super-bomb from an aircraft.


On 1 March 1954, the US tested its first lithium H-bomb at Bikini Atoll in the Pacific. It vaporised coral on and around the atoll, turning it into radioactive calcium that was blown over a large area of ocean. The yield of this massive explosion was estimated at 15 million tons of TNT, or 15 megatons. Seven months later the Soviets responded by dropping from an aircraft a bomb with the equivalent yield of 20 megatons, nearly two thousand times more powerful than the Hiroshima bomb. The superpowers were trying to outdo each other in the ultimate and most terrifying arms race. American strategists began to talk not just about ‘megatons’ of explosive power but also about ‘megadeath’ as a unit for measuring one million deaths from a nuclear explosion.7


How, when or if such weapons would ever be used became the subject of much debate and strategic planning. In January 1954, under President Eisenhower, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles came up with the doctrine of ‘Massive Retaliation’. Central to American thinking on nuclear policy was that the US would never carry out a surprise first strike. As the phrase had it, ‘America doesn’t do Pearl Harbors’. Instead, Dulles argued that the Soviet leaders would know that if they attacked the West they would be faced with a huge thermonuclear retaliation. The bombs would be carried by the heavy bombers of Strategic Air Command, and in the early 1950s its chief, General Curtis LeMay, drew up a list of 6000 separate targets within the USSR including airfields, military bases, nuclear power stations, oil fields and communication centres. Defence strategists calculated that a US nuclear strike might kill between 360 and 450 million people in the Soviet Union and China within hours.8 In 1950, the US military had 298 atom bombs; by the end of the decade the number of nuclear warheads it possessed had risen to more than 18,000. At least twelve B-52 bombers were constantly in the air, 24/7, 365 days a year, flying patrols around the Atlantic and over the Arctic, each carrying three or four thermonuclear bombs. They were on continuous alert, ready to attack pre-assigned targets within the Soviet Union, China and the countries of the Warsaw Pact if they received the ‘go-codes’. Dozens more bombers were waiting on fifteen minutes’ stand-by at American bases around the world.


However, the rapid development of new technologies began to transform the situation. In May 1957, the Soviets launched their first intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM). It could reach its target in a matter of minutes. If nuclear warheads could be made small enough to be carried by an ICBM then this offered an entirely new way of launching a nuclear attack. In October, the Soviets sent the first ever satellite called Sputnik, meaning ‘fellow traveller’, into orbit around the planet. Soviet missile technology was clearly getting ahead. A sense of deep humiliation in the United States led to talk of a ‘missile gap’, a ‘technology gap’, and behind that an ‘education gap’. This was compounded a couple of months later when an American Vanguard missile, in a very public launch in front of the news cameras of the world, lifted a few feet off the ground then fell back and exploded. The British press mocked ‘Oh, What a Flopnik’.9


In October 1961, the Soviets detonated the largest explosion ever triggered on Earth. Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev boasted to the Communist Party Congress in Moscow a few days later that it was equivalent to 50 million tons of TNT – many times more than all the explosives used by all the participants in the whole of the Second World War. This represented a new generation of Soviet super-bomb. Khrushchev told delegates that he hoped ‘we are never called upon to explode these bombs over anyone’s territory’. Privately he spoke of the new bombs hanging ‘over the heads of the imperialists, like a sword of Damocles’. This was his version of Massive Retaliation.


Yet at the end of the 1950s the US still had no overall strategic plan for the use of nuclear weapons. Pacific and Atlantic Commands both had their own targets in addition to those of Strategic Air Command. In 1960, everything was brought together into one blueprint known as the Single Integrated Operational Plan (SIOP). In the event of an approach to nuclear war, this plan would offer the President a series of options ranging from launching a full-scale retaliation to hitting only primary targets.


The following year, the new young President John F. Kennedy launched a rethink of American nuclear policy. He was astonished to discover that Eisenhower had allowed senior US Air Force commanders to authorise the use of nuclear weapons. The reasoning behind this was that if a first strike had taken out Washington and the President was dead, there needed to be someone who could sanction a retaliation.10 Kennedy changed the rules so that only the President could authorise the use of nuclear weapons. Along with this came a complex system of dual controls with electronic locks for those actually launching missiles in an attempt to prevent accidental launches. Secondly, Kennedy and his team began to revise the SIOP to manage the launch of nuclear weapons. The President rejected the concept of Massive Retaliation against the entire communist bloc as not being fit for purpose in the new era in which some of the threats were more local and fragmented. Kennedy, who confronted Khrushchev over Berlin and later over Cuba, wanted a system in which he could attack specific military targets or launch sites. He also wanted to be able to manage a selective retaliation that might withhold attacks on cities or even entire countries that were not belligerents. For instance, if the purpose of this more limited form of nuclear war was to bring the other side to the negotiating table then it would be pointless to destroy the political leadership, who were the only ones able to thrash out an armistice. This concept of a more limited form of nuclear war striking, say, only at the enemy’s missile launch sites was known as ‘Counterforce’. Finally, as it was American policy not to launch nuclear weapons in a first strike, a system had to be devised by which the United States had sufficient nuclear capability held back so that it could survive a pre-emptive attack and still be able to retaliate. All of this was contained within Kennedy’s new Single Integrated Operational Plan.


The new SIOP had only just come in when the scariest confrontation of the Cold War to date came with the Cuban missile crisis in October 1962. When the US discovered that Khrushchev was siting missiles in Fidel Castro’s Cuba only a few miles from the Florida coast, it was clear that much of the US mainland would soon be within range of Soviet nuclear weapons. The military wanted to bomb the missile sites before they were finished but Kennedy insisted on restraint and launched a naval blockade of Cuba instead. For two weeks the tension was intense as each side tried to stare the other out. Khrushchev finally ‘blinked’ and agreed to withdraw Soviet missiles from Cuba after reaching a secret agreement with the US that American missiles would also be removed from Turkey, not far from the Soviet border. The crisis was acted out very much in public in the West. Constant television reports and speeches by the President and others brought the drama into everyone’s living room. Americans nervously sought out the route from their workplace or home to the nearest nuclear air raid shelter. In Britain, people were concerned about whether it was safe to send their children to school. It seemed in the end that Kennedy had won a great victory when Khrushchev withdrew the missiles from Cuba because the quid pro quo of the American withdrawal from Turkey was kept secret. But undoubtedly Kennedy’s restraint had saved the day. It is now known that several of the missile sites were operative and fully armed by the time the US discovered them. An attack on the sites would no doubt have provoked a nuclear retaliation against the US mainland, and this would almost certainly have triggered a nuclear Armageddon.11


Robert McNamara, Kennedy’s Secretary of Defense, brought several strategists from the RAND Corporation, a defence think-tank, into the Pentagon. He came up with a new concept called ‘Assured Destruction’. Neither side would attack the other because they knew it was suicidal: if one superpower attacked, the other had enough nuclear capacity to strike back, causing massive destruction. Someone added the word ‘Mutual’ to this new phrase, and ‘Mutual Assured Destruction’, better known by its acronym MAD, became one of the central tenets underpinning the Cold War. McNamara insisted it was far from madness, that it created a form of stability, as long as neither side perceived it had an advantage over the other.12


However, the technology continued to advance at a dizzying pace. In the mid-sixties the Soviets began to develop anti-ballistic missiles (ABMs) intended to intercept incoming missiles. This would have fundamentally shifted the nuclear balance and they caused great alarm in Washington. The problem was that organising a defence against a missile strike was dauntingly complex. In the late sixties the Americans developed the technology for multiple independently targetable re-entry vehicles (MIRVs). Missiles were developed to carry up to ten separately targeted warheads, each one capable of destroying a city or a military installation. Overnight this made the task of anti-ballistic missiles far more complex, and ultimately hopeless. If only a few missiles got through they could still cause widespread nuclear devastation.


Both sides were by now spending colossal sums on the development of weapons which publicly at least they said they would never use. By the late 1960s the Americans had clearly regained the lead in missile technology. Not only was the US able to send men to the moon and bring them home, but there was a new range of successful ICBMs known as Atlas and Titan. These were stored in giant silos across the Midwest. A new generation of intermediate-range ballistic missiles known as Thor was located with NATO allies in western Europe. And an entirely new concept of submarine-launched ballistic missiles came in with Polaris. With all these weapons capable of transporting nuclear warheads, missiles could now be located across continents and in submarines nestling invisibly on the floors of oceans. In addition new radar systems were created to give early warning of the launch of missiles by the other side. Over the years, every innovation within the United States was matched by an equivalent development in the Soviet Union. A vast arsenal of nuclear weapons was created with the capacity to destroy all forms of life on planet Earth. Something had to give.


In the wake of the Cuban missile crisis, the United States and the Soviet Union had signed a Partial Test Ban Treaty to stop further atmospheric tests of nuclear weapons. This was a small first step on the long road of slowing up the arms race. In 1968 the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty was signed by the US, the USSR and Britain, which had its own small nuclear capability, prohibiting the export of nuclear technology to other countries (France and China by this time also possessed nuclear weapons but did not sign). Both superpowers now accepted that some form of arms limitation was essential. Negotiations between the two continued at a snail’s pace but eventually resulted in the signing of the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT I) by President Richard Nixon and Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev at a summit in Moscow in May 1972. Alongside this came a treaty to prevent the development of ABMs. The treaties effectively froze the nuclear arsenals of both superpowers while ensuring that Mutual Assured Destruction continued to be possible. In other words, each side still had more than enough nuclear weapons to destroy the other.


The SALT treaty ushered in a new era of détente between the superpowers that lasted for much of the 1970s. And in Europe, a newly prosperous West Germany recognised the existence of East Germany, ushering in what appeared to be a form of East–West reconciliation. In 1975 the Helsinki Accords were signed. Firstly they recognised the borders of post-war Europe; secondly they encouraged trade and cultural links along with scientific and industrial cooperation. A third basket of accords dealt with human rights issues as inserted by the American negotiators and included promises on the free movement of peoples and ideas. The Soviets hesitated but still signed, never intending to take much notice of this third area. President Gerald Ford, who had replaced Nixon after his resignation over the Watergate scandal, flew to Helsinki in person to sign. To symbolise this new unity between East and West the Soviet Soyuz and American Apollo spacecraft docked together in outer space. It looked as though peaceful coexistence between the two superpowers would at last prevail.


By the end of the 1970s people around the world had lived with the prospect of a nuclear holocaust for thirty years. Still technology continued to advance. Soviet defensive thinking had relied upon the fact that the leadership, who would take the critical decisions about retaliation in the event of an American first strike, would have time to evacuate to a huge underground city that had been built outside Moscow using a dedicated underground railway system. But what if an attack came suddenly, almost out of the blue? The Soviets knew that the latest American Pershing missiles, due to be located in Europe in the autumn of 1983, could hit Moscow six minutes after launch. This caused a new level of panic in the Kremlin. And in Washington it was accepted that Soviet submarines in the Atlantic could fire their missiles on targets like the US capital and again there would be only minutes between the point of detection and the moment of impact. Both sides concluded it might be necessary to launch their own missiles first in anticipation of an attack from the other, or at the very least on the first early warning that missiles were in the air, an option called ‘Launch Under Attack’.


A key danger now arose. If one side thought it could get the upper hand in some form of limited nuclear war through a first strike that could take out the other side’s launch capability, this would increase the likelihood of one superpower launching a surprise first strike to disable the other. By undermining the concept of MAD, this was creating a less stable, far more dangerous world. As the 1980s began some senior Soviet figures were beginning to fear that the superior technology of the United States would encourage them to think about a surprise first strike, a decapitation raid against the Soviet Union. These fears would gather momentum for some years to come.


The lesson from Cold War thinking on nuclear strategy and how and when to use nuclear weapons is clear. No matter how sophisticated the systems were, how thoroughly the structures governing the use of nuclear weapons had been prepared and the protocols rehearsed, it was always in the end an individual who had his finger on the button. There was always a single person who had to interpret the situation and ultimately decide what to do. Ronald Reagan was elected President of the United States in 1980. He summed it up: ‘The decision to launch the [nuclear] weapons was mine alone to make. We had many contingency plans for responding to a nuclear attack. But everything would happen so fast that I wondered how much planning or reason could be applied in such a crisis. The Russians sometimes kept submarines off our east coast with nuclear missiles that could turn the White House into a pile of radioactive rubble within six or eight minutes. Six minutes to decide how to respond to a blip on a radar scope and decide whether to unleash Armageddon! How could anyone apply reason at a time like that? … We were a button push away from oblivion.’13


This book highlights this lesson by telling the story of the 1983 war scare when the Soviets convinced themselves that the United States was preparing to launch a nuclear first strike against them. It is the story of how aggressive statements by President Reagan and other senior US officials were misinterpreted. It tells of how intelligence services will usually find evidence to prove whatever its masters want it to prove. It shows how minor and unpredictable events can rapidly escalate into major confrontations. And it climaxes with a night on which the Soviet nuclear arsenal was put on to maximum alert, when missiles were deployed to action stations in submarines and mobile launchers, when aircraft were put on stand-by and when silo commanders were preparing to launch dozens of missiles each one of which had hundreds of times the explosive yield of the Hiroshima bomb. If these missiles had been fired it would have prompted a nuclear exchange that would have destroyed much of North America, most of Asia, probably all of Europe. The fallout would have brought down a nuclear winter that would have covered Earth for years or decades to come. The death toll would have been counted in the hundreds of millions, dwarfing every conflict in human history. This is the story of the time when fingers really did hover over the nuclear button, when the world really was ‘a button push away from oblivion’.


1983: The World at the Brink aims to create a new and accessible narrative about what President Reagan called the ‘really scary’ events of that year. In addition to the memoirs and accounts of those who played a leading role in the events of 1983, it is based on an array of dazzling new material including that which a group of us at Flashback Television discovered in the making of a documentary on the crisis in 2007. Along with this is the mass of evidence revealed by the endeavours of the National Security Archive (NSA) in Washington in prising official top secret documents out of many government archives in the last couple of years.14 Now at last it is possible to write an accurate version of the events around the 1983 war scare. No historian can any longer say that we do not know what went on in 1983. And no one can deny how this amounted to the most terrifying year of living dangerously.


The events described in 1983: The World at the Brink have several resonances in the world we live in today, not least that all systems are operated by human beings, and human beings are fallible. The book shows that the aggressive and confrontational tone of an American president can provoke unintended consequences. It also demonstrates the folly of having no exchange or dialogue with potential enemies. That is as true today between America, the West and, say, the leaders of North Korea, Iran or Islamic State as it was with the Soviet Union several decades ago. It shows how intelligence can be misused or just misunderstood. And it shows how dangerous the use or even the threat of the use of nuclear weapons can be without proper crisis management systems in place. In our multi-polar world of the twenty-first century, some people feel nostalgic about the era of Mutual Assured Destruction in the bi-polar world of the late twentieth century. I hope after reading this book that no one will want to return to the crazy world of 1983 at the brink of nuclear war.


In the summer of 1983, cinema audiences flocked to see the latest James Bond movie in which Roger Moore defeats a Soviet general who attempts to fire a nuclear weapon against the West.15 People loved the film but believed that the storyline was entirely fictional, if not totally absurd. Little did they know that a few months later the Soviets would indeed be preparing to launch a real nuclear attack on the West. Sometimes fact is stranger than fiction.



1

Reagan

At noon on 20 January 1981, after being sworn in by Chief Justice Burger, watched adoringly by his wife Nancy, Ronald Reagan offered Americans a new start. Unlike all previous Presidents who had sworn the oath of office behind the Capitol overlooking a parking lot in the shade, the 40th incumbent performed his inauguration on the front steps of the grand building looking out towards the Mall, the tall Washington Monument and the Jefferson and Lincoln Memorials. As the new President began to speak, the grey clouds parted and the winter sun shone down on the gathering on the west side of the Capitol. Reagan promised to improve the economy, where inflation was running at 18 per cent. He said he would run down the massive national deficit and by cutting taxes he would ‘lighten our punitive tax burden’. He said he would reduce the scale of central government, proclaiming in a memorable phrase that ‘government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem’. Striking the populist chord that had helped get him elected, he said he would govern for everyone, for the ‘professionals, industrialists, shopkeepers, clerks, cabbies and truck drivers’, to create ‘a strong, prosperous America at peace with itself and the world’. He promised that America would have a ‘greater strength throughout the world’ and would again become ‘a beacon of hope for those who do not now have freedom’. It was a simple vision, as though out of a Hollywood movie in which the world was divided between good guys and baddies. And he ended with a tale about a soldier who died on the Western Front in the First World War. On his body it was said that a pledge was found declaring ‘I will work. I will save. I will sacrifice. I will endure. I will fight cheerfully and do my utmost as if the issue of the whole struggle depended on me alone.’1 It was a classic Reagan moment in a classic Reagan speech, heavy on emotional rhetoric, full of optimism, light on substance and detail.

Just forty minutes later, the inauguration was upstaged by an event that moved Americans even more. An Algerian Airways Boeing 727 airliner took off from Tehran airport loaded with the fifty-two hostages who had been held for 444 days. It had been a long and humiliating crisis for America. The outgoing President Jimmy Carter and his team had patiently negotiated the release of these American hostages through Algerian intermediaries and had promised to return frozen Iranian assets to a special account in the Bank of England. But as a final rebuff, the Iranian authorities had kept the hostages waiting at the airport until the inauguration was over. The first announcement made by the newly installed National Security Advisor, Richard Allen, was of their release. And the glory fell to the new President. The sun truly was shining on Ronald Reagan that day.

Reagan had been born in 1911 into a neighbourly Midwestern farming community in Illinois. He grew to maturity in Dixon (pop. 8191) in small-town middle America: a few hundred houses along the banks of the Rock river bounded by dairy farms that spread into open country. Reagan’s father, Jack, of Irish Catholic stock, was a shoe salesman with the gift of the gab. He was also an occasional heavy drinker who collapsed unconscious in front of his young son more than once. His mother, Nelle, was of Scottish extraction, and a year before the future President was born she joined an evangelical Christian sect called the Disciples of Christ into which she threw herself heart and soul. The family never owned the houses they lived in and many of Jack’s jobs failed, leaving them struggling to make ends meet, although they never descended to soup-kitchen poverty. Nevertheless, Ronald, known as ‘Dutch’, grew into a tall, handsome and glamorous teenager, quite a star in Dixon in the 1920s, a good sportsman and a budding actor who was blessed with a photographic memory. Despite the hardships of his youth, he had an optimistic outlook, a strong Christian faith, enjoyed watching westerns and loved to tell stories from the adventure books he devoured, usually seeing in them a morality tale in which good always triumphed over evil.

[image: image]

At his inauguration Ronald Reagan was a few weeks off his seventieth birthday but looked energetic and younger than his years.

After four years at Eureka College studying economics, he became a sports reporter in the booming world of radio. He had a great skill for vividly describing live sporting events like a baseball game even if he was not present, which was usually the case. Moving to Des Moines, the capital of and biggest city in Iowa, he became a radio celebrity, and this early fame encouraged him to take his next big step. In February 1937 he went to Hollywood. His good looks and relaxed, wholesome character impressed Jack Warner, who offered him a contract at Warner Brothers. He took his new career very seriously and always turned up on set on time and word perfect. Over the next few years he appeared in more than twenty films, few of which made much of an impact and most of which were described as B-movies. They were part of the huge output of the Hollywood studios which with a small army of contracted performers and technicians made movies as if on a factory production line. They were shot in about three weeks, usually ran for no more than an hour, and provided a curtain-raiser for the major ‘A’ feature. They also gave the studios the opportunity to try out fresh talent and to look for new stars.

In 1940, Reagan began to star in a set of films that took him into the premier league of movie stars.2 In that same year he married actress Jane Wyman. Despite the fact that Reagan was nearly thirty and Wyman had been married twice before, the fan magazines described them as the Perfect All American Couple – two ordinary kids who had fallen in love. And when the war split them up it all seemed to play into the narrative. But Ronnie did not go off to fight in Europe or the Pacific. Instead he served with the 1st Motion Picture Unit of the Army Air Corps at Culver City, making training films. He returned home most weekends. During the war he also joined the board of the Screen Actors Guild and spent an increasing amount of time working on Guild business.

Until the end of the war, Reagan was a convinced Democrat and an enthusiastic supporter of President Roosevelt. In 1945 he spoke against the use of the atom bomb and was hostile to the Ku Klux Klan. But in the post-war years Reagan realigned himself politically. The first of the Red Scares hit Hollywood in 1946 and Reagan began to spot communist sympathisers everywhere. He later wrote, ‘The Communist Plan for Hollywood was remarkably simple. It was merely to take over the motion picture business … for a grand worldwide propaganda base. In those days … American films dominated 95 per cent of the world’s movie screens. We had a weekly audience of 500,000,000 souls. Takeover of this enormous plant and its gradual transformation into a Communist gristmill was a grandiose idea.’3 Elsewhere he wrote, ‘Joseph Stalin had set out to make Hollywood an instrument of propaganda for his program of Soviet expansionism aimed at communizing the world.’4

The Second World War alliance between the United States, its allies and the Soviet Union fell apart very quickly in those post-war years. Old fears emerged in a new form as it seemed that Stalin sought to seize control of eastern Europe and, in Churchill’s famous phrase, an ‘Iron Curtain’ descended across Europe. In the US, the FBI was the dominant agency in domestic intelligence and under its legendary conservative director J. Edgar Hoover it took the lead role in tracking down what it perceived to be the communist menace. It claimed to have found plots to infiltrate many aspects of American life and government. Hoover gathered a mass of evidence and leaked some of it to sympathetic Congressmen, knowing that it would not stand up in a court of law but that it would help to feed a growing hysteria about a Red Threat to the US. In April 1947 Reagan met FBI agents and gave them a list of names he believed were communists. Later he became an informer for the FBI, codenamed T-10. And in the same year he was elected president of the Screen Actors Guild.

In October 1947, the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) began to take evidence on the communist threat to Hollywood. In public hearings, Reagan presented a moderate face and claimed that Hollywood in general and the Screen Actors Guild in particular could cope with the issue and purge itself of any communist agents. Behind the scenes he was passing on names to the FBI. Most of the writers, directors and actors subpoenaed to appear before HUAC gave evidence but a small number refused to answer questions about their political affiliations and claimed immunity under the First Amendment. A group of producers, directors and writers known as the Hollywood Ten were cited for contempt of Congress and given prison sentences of six months to a year. When they came out of jail the Hollywood studios refused to employ any of them – the first of several hundred figures who would be blacklisted over the coming years. Some of those listed never worked again. Others fled to Europe to work. Some could only get work by using pseudonyms. Reagan did nothing to help rehabilitate these film-makers and publicly even denied the existence of the blacklists.5
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All of this was taking place while Reagan himself had to confront some major personal changes. Although he appeared in several movies he had difficulty in finding the parts he wanted to play. A new mood of realism was sweeping Hollywood, whose films were now darker than they had been pre-war. He did not want to appear in the more serious and challenging films of the day, unlike his wife Jane Wyman, who embraced several tough roles and won an Oscar for one performance, as a deaf mute who is raped.6 Ronnie wanted to play the action adventure hero in pure entertainment movies but he was more often cast as the nice guy who stood up for the just cause. None of his films in these years was a box office success, and one of them has been listed among the fifty worst of all time.7 In 1948 he and Wyman divorced – she sued him on the grounds of mental cruelty for not taking her views and thoughts seriously. All of this pushed him to take on a more political role. He became well known as an anti-communist crusader and devoted more time to the Screen Actors Guild. When in 1952 he married Nancy Davis, this seemed to encourage the trajectory. She had been an aspiring actress when they met but now devoted herself to supporting her husband and pushing him to be ever more ambitious. It was the part of dutiful and adoring wife that she now wanted to play, and she continued in this role, creating a truly close and loving relationship with her spouse, for the rest of her life.

By 1954 Reagan looked pretty washed up. He had broken his contract with Warner Brothers but had not found the parts he wanted elsewhere. In one notorious and frequently remembered film he was even upstaged by a chimpanzee.8 He was short of money and his acting career looked as though it was over. Then salvation came in the form of a contract from General Electric to host a television revue on CBS. In addition, when the show was not broadcasting he was required to spend sixteen weeks each year making public relations tours of GE plants across the country. It was a time when the big corporations spent considerable sums to sell their new products and promote the consumerist American Dream. General Electric’s own slogan was ‘Progress is our most important product’.9 From 1954 to 1962 Reagan spent the equivalent of two years on the road visiting 139 GE plants and addressing a quarter of a million of its employees.10 The onscreen work enabled him to become a confident performer in the new medium of television and one of the most recognised faces in America. And the talking engagements helped to forge him into a fine speech-maker. The speeches were usually of a type, including much corporate praise for GE and its products interspersed with jokes, stories and warnings about the threat from communism. Each one usually ended with a quip. He also found that sounding off against the federal bureaucracy was a good way to get the audience cheering.11 Reagan was slowly emerging as a prominent spokesman for the conservative right wing, deeply imbued with a belief in individualism and free markets styled as a passionate support for freedom, and deeply hostile to communism and big government and what he presented as creeping socialism, especially in the form of high taxes and health care.

So for eight years GE helped Reagan to hone his skills and spread his reputation across the country. In the 1964 presidential election he supported the hard-right Republican candidate Barry Goldwater. But Goldwater was too extreme to win the mass vote, and after one moving campaign speech by Reagan many senior Republicans began to ask if the ex-actor would not have been a better candidate. President Johnson was reelected in a landslide and began his Great Society reforms, almost as significant as FDR’s New Deal thirty years before, although they ran out of steam and money against the backdrop of an escalating war in Vietnam.

Reagan was persuaded by some powerful friends to stand for Governor of California in 1966. Many believed he had little chance in a state where registered Democrats outnumbered Republicans by three to two. But with the help of a PR team, Reagan proved to be a proficient and appealing candidate. He came across well in homely television commercials and cast himself in the populist mould as the ‘citizen-politician’ who would bring new standards to government. But he was always short on detailed policy. When asked by a journalist what sort of governor he would be, he replied, ‘I don’t know, I’ve never played the part of governor.’12 When his opponent, Democrat Governor Pat Brown, mocked his lack of experience, Reagan responded, ‘The man who has the job has more experience than anybody. That’s why I’m running.’13 He won with a majority of just under one million votes.

Reagan’s eight years as Governor of California gave him invaluable executive experience. He had a hands-off approach and made it clear that his leadership would rely on Cabinet-style government. He believed in finding good people to run the various departments and that they should formulate detailed policy. He would act like a chairman of the board and set the general direction. On any new subject he asked for a one-page typed summary of the arguments for and against. One member of his team later wrote, ‘Reagan was a macro-manager and sometimes no manager at all.’14 However, he also proved to be no right-wing ideologue but a leader who was willing to compromise. Although having called for a reduction of taxes and a scaling back of government, one of his first actions, in February 1967, was to request nearly one billion dollars in tax increases, the biggest hike in any state taxes at the time. Democrats thought this would undermine his credibility. Reagan answered that he was only solving problems he had inherited from the previous regime. His approval ratings continued to grow.15

He stood for a second term, canvassing again like an outsider ‘citizen-politician’, as though he had not been in charge for the last four years. He won with a majority of about half of what he’d had before. But it was convincing enough, and his second term proved more impressive. He argued that welfare payments had got out of hand, that there was no incentive for the poor to go to work, and asserted that teenage girls got pregnant simply to claim benefits. Then he negotiated a complex welfare bill that simultaneously gave more to the needy while bringing in anti-fraud controls and tightening rules of eligibility. The California welfare budget started to come down and the bill proved a model for many other states over the coming years. And Reagan kept the Californian Republicans united through eight tumultuous years.

By 1974 he had had enough of the role of governor and stood aside, probably with an eye to the presidential race two years later when Nixon would have completed his eight-year term. But Nixon resigned as a consequence of the Watergate scandal before almost certain impeachment, and Vice President Gerald Ford took over. Despite being up against an incumbent, Reagan stood against Ford in the 1976 Republican primaries, coming a close second. But then in the presidential election Ford was defeated by the Democrat candidate Jimmy Carter from Georgia. Reagan now looked favourite for the Republican nomination in 1980, but would America vote for the Grand Old Party that Nixon had discredited? Maybe the Democrats would be in power for eight years, or more?

The flow of events drifted in Reagan’s favour over the next few years. Inflation grew while the economy stagnated with unemployment at 7 per cent by 1980 – a new formulation called ‘stagflation’ that seemed to go against the grain of postwar economic orthodoxies. Worse still, America seemed to be losing the Cold War. After the humiliation of withdrawal from Vietnam, that country along with neighbouring Cambodia and Laos fell to the communists. In Africa, Cuban-backed guerrillas had appeared in growing numbers and Angola and Mozambique fell to Soviet-backed regimes. Moscow further expanded its influence in Central America with the victory of the Sandinistas in Nicaragua. Most humiliating was the loss of the Shah of Iran, a long-term friend of America. For twenty-five years the Shah had led a process of Westernisation in Iran, and in return for major concessions to British and American oil companies received substantial oil revenues. But opposition to his corrupt regime led to his abdication in January 1979 and his replacement by the fundamentalist Islamic cleric Ayatollah Khomeini. The new, strict Islamic republic reversed the process of Westernisation and its leaders denounced the ‘Great Satan’ of America. The greatest insult of all came in November 1979 when militant students seized US embassy personnel in Tehran and took them hostage. An unsuccessful rescue attempt by the military resulted in an accident when a US helicopter crashed into a refuelling aircraft in the desert. It was the ultimate blow. President Carter not only looked weak but as commander-in-chief was blamed for the disaster. All of this gave Reagan an easy opportunity to beat the drum for a revival of American superpower military might.

The Committee on the Present Danger (CPD), a think-tank formed of established conservatives and ex-liberals, tried to alert America to what they perceived as a growing Soviet threat. They opposed the Cold War policy of détente that had brought the US and the Soviets closer in a series of cultural and political events culminating in the signing of the Helsinki Accords in 1975. But in the late seventies the Soviets began to introduce a new generation of SS-20 intermediate missiles and appeared to be going on the offensive in the Third World, supporting a variety of national liberation struggles. The CPD presented the Soviet Union as taking advantage of the US while its guard was down. In its publications it warned of a Soviet ‘drive for dominance’ and a desire for a ‘Communist world order’ for which it had undertaken an ‘unparalleled military build-up’. It predicted that ‘within several years [the Soviets will] achieve strategic superiority over the United States’. Moreover it warned that the Soviets had a different philosophy to the US and that the ‘Soviet nuclear offensive and defensive forces are designed to enable the USSR to fight, survive and win a nuclear war’.16 This claim was based on flimsy evidence of the existence of a Russian civil defence programme with plans to evacuate cities in the event of a nuclear exchange. But it helped to persuade many that the Soviets were limbering up for a fight. The CPD lobbied hard against the second round of Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT II) saying that it was simply a way of appeasing the Soviets. CPD speakers crossed America and toured the television studios to sound the alarm.

In 1979, Reagan joined the executive board of the CPD. He admitted he was not well informed on issues of national security and the CPD influenced many aspects of his developing policy. In his speeches, Reagan picked up several CPD themes and began to warn about increased Soviet military spending. He claimed they had spent $240 billion more than the US on defence during the 1970s. He predicted the 1980s would be ‘one of the most dangerous decades in Western civilisation’. He spoke of the Soviets threatening Iran, the Middle East and East Asia. When on Christmas Day 1979 the Soviets invaded Afghanistan, they played into his hands. Carter announced a series of trade sanctions, abandoned SALT II and launched a boycott of the Moscow Olympics the following summer. But once again he looked weak. Reagan’s solution was to spend whatever was needed to match the Soviet build-up so the US could once again argue from a position of strength. In many election rallies he repeated the remark ‘We are in an arms race, but only one side is racing.’17 It all sounded very persuasive. Reagan now presented himself as a prominent Cold War warrior. And he seemed to offer a way to make America strong again after nearly a decade of retrenchment following defeat in Vietnam.

Reagan’s principal opponent in the Republican primaries in 1980 was former CIA director and envoy to China George H. W. Bush. He accused Reagan of ‘voodoo economics’ in following the monetarism of Milton Friedman and calling for massive tax cuts. But when Bush was defeated at the party convention in Detroit, both men put previous hostilities aside and Bush joined Reagan as his vice-presidential running mate. The dream ticket helped deliver Texas to the Republicans and bring some foreign policy experience to the table. Uniting most parts of the GOP with the Christian evangelical right, Reagan now chose to fight the 1980 election on the issue of personality and leadership rather than on ideology. The White House, on the other hand, chose to paint Reagan as an ill-informed, empty-headed extremist. But they failed to notice that he had captured the mood of the country. Polls swung one way and then another, but when election day came Reagan won with 51 per cent of the votes cast; Carter took 41 per cent, and independents took the rest. Only half the electorate voted, but Reagan had won convincingly, especially in the south and west where new industries from defence to electronics prospered. Moreover, the Republicans won a majority in the Senate for the first time since 1954 and increased their standing in the House of Representatives.

Very much like Donald Trump on his arrival at the White House three and a half decades later, Reagan presented himself as an outsider coming in to shake up Washington. Across Defense, State, Intelligence and National Security as well as in the Treasury and many other federal departments, the newcomers swept away old ideologies and brought in new political ideas. As one Washington insider put it, ‘For the first time in decades, an incoming President orchestrated a comprehensive battle plan to seize control of a city long believed to be in enemy hands … between November and January [the transition team] deployed their forces for a political blitzkrieg.’18 Alexander Haig, a former four-star general, NATO boss and Chief of Staff to Richard Nixon, was nominated for Secretary of State. Caspar Weinberger, who had worked with Reagan in California, was nominated as Secretary of Defense although he had no background in the defence business. James Baker, who had run Bush’s primary campaign and who knew his way around the corridors of Washington, joined as Chief of Staff. His deputy was Reagan’s long-standing adviser and PR guru Michael Deaver. The additional role Deaver had played since the days of the governorship of California was as a link to Nancy, who was close to her husband in all things and very protective of his interests. Deaver would speak regularly on the phone with the First Lady if she was not happy, sometimes up to a dozen times a day.19 If Nancy did not think Ronnie was getting good advice or if an aide was slipping up, she would make her opinions felt via Deaver. One official who later became a key player in the administration wrote that over the years Deaver ‘evolved into a faithful family retainer’.20 Edwin Meese, another aide who had been with Reagan since 1967, joined the central White House team. Richard Allen, a prominent member of the CPD, was made National Security Advisor. Fifty members of the committee were given senior positions in the new administration. The Reagan team all shared the same broad objectives.

With everything in place, Reagan stepped out on to the western steps of the Capitol on 20 January 1981 to play the biggest role in his life. He was only a couple of weeks off his seventieth birthday and the oldest President ever at inauguration.21 But he was lean and fit, and at six foot one he was still handsome, his hair black not grey and his face still bright not wrinkled. He looked the picture of health, and Americans like their leaders to look good. He had an unquenchable optimism too, along with an alluring smile and an attractive laugh. He had spent decades learning the part, years of travelling the country giving speeches, learning how to amuse but also to move an audience, and most importantly to express the mood of the crowd and to lead them where they might not even have known they wanted to go. He could also make people smile or laugh and was always ready with a quip from a vast supply of tales he seemed to be able to call upon. He had seamlessly moved through the media of the twentieth century, first making his name in radio, then going on to be a film star, and finally learning skilfully to use the art of television. Politically, he had begun as a liberal and a Democrat but for thirty-five years had been moving steadily to the right. He had helped the Republican party revive as a force that brought conservatives with many different outlooks together. He had learned to compromise in power and knew how to negotiate a deal. He was still a divisive figure in that many people thought him a fool with a simplistic world view, nothing better than an actor who read other people’s lines. But he was now on the biggest stage and his performance would help to change the world.

Another transition was to take place the following year in very different circumstances, nearly 5000 miles from Washington on the other side of the Cold War divide.
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Andropov


In the early hours of 10 November 1982, Leonid Ilyich Brezhnev, the seventy-five-year-old General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, died in his sleep. Nobody was surprised as he had been in ill health for many years and had grown visibly weaker over recent months. In line with custom, by the time the Politburo met ten hours later, a decision had already been made on his successor. Konstantin Chernenko had been Brezhnev’s favourite and his choice, but the elderly clique who ruled the vast and powerful Soviet Union were not having it. Most of them regarded Chernenko as little more than a loyal courtier and spineless protégé of the deceased ruler. Marshal Dmitri Ustinov, the Defence Minister, was one of the most powerful figures in the Politburo. A stocky, tough-looking man who wore gold-rimmed spectacles and often displayed a chest full of medal ribbons, Ustinov had worked for Stalin during the war. He had built up the Soviet strategic bombing force and their intercontinental ballistic missile system from the 1960s. He had been Defence Minister for six years and had striven to ensure that the vast Soviet military machine had an overwhelming superiority of guns, tanks, rifles and other conventional weapons. Ustinov wanted a stronger ruler, someone who would reverse the disastrous trends of the last few years. He went for Yuri Vladimirovich Andropov, for fifteen years the head of the Committee for State Security, the KGB (Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti), the chief secret policeman of the Soviet Union. When the twenty-one members of the Politburo met that afternoon, it had already been agreed that Andropov would take charge of the funeral arrangements, a key appointment. After just a few minutes it was Chernenko himself who nominated Andropov as General Secretary, and following this the other members agreed one by one. Andropov was unanimously acclaimed as the new leader. The Soviet people had not been consulted at any point during the transition and even the announcement of Brezhnev’s death was not made public until after the Politburo had met and settled the succession.1


Andropov now found himself one of the most powerful men in the world. Unlike a US President, his term of office was not confined to a set number of years. Many Soviet leaders, like Stalin and Brezhnev, ruled until they died (all leaders of the Soviet Union were of course men, and there were very few women in senior positions within the Kremlin). Additionally, no Soviet leader was ever elected by the people. Power was passed from hand to hand within the tiny group who regarded themselves as heirs to Lenin’s Great Socialist Revolution. Moreover, the head of state in the Soviet Union did not rule according to any sort of legal separation of powers. His authority was not limited by the judiciary nor balanced out with an elected legislature. Nor did he have to respond to the vagaries of public opinion. He was an absolute ruler. His writ had the full force of law behind it and would always be rubber-stamped by the Supreme Soviet – the USSR’s version of a Parliament. In a one-party state all its members belonged to the same family and owed their allegiance to the General Secretary.
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Yuri Andropov succeeded to the Kremlin leadership when he was sixty-eight, but he was not as healthy as the photos made him look.


Stalin had demonstrated that he had power over life and death while presiding over an era known as the Great Terror: he personally signed authorisations leading to the deaths of hundreds of thousands of Soviet citizens. Indeed, in pure numbers, Stalin was a greater mass murderer than Adolf Hitler.2 Soviet heads of state still held supreme power, even if by the early 1980s the days of the mass shooting of opponents in the back of the head were long gone. Every leader shared the same Marxist-Leninist outlook, an adaptation of nineteenth-century Marxist philosophy with twentieth-century Russian Leninism. This orthodoxy believed in the central role of the Communist Party and the supreme rule of the centralised state over all aspects of the political and economic life of the nation. Communist Party rhetoric spoke about ruling on behalf of the people, or the proletariat, but the people had no say over who would rule them and power in the nation was held by a self-perpetuating elite. Communism emphasised collective ownership in society and guaranteed full employment, free education and health care but gave no importance to individual human rights. Also central to the communist ethic was a belief in class-based confrontation and the need for continuous struggle with enemies either internal or external. By the 1980s this had come to be interpreted as a belief in the ultimate victory of the global communist revolution. But despite sharing the same general political beliefs, each leader defined his own era and imposed his own personality on his years in power. More than anything, the last decade of Brezhnev’s rule had become one of dreadful economic torpor and lack of change. Brezhnev believed he could achieve all he wanted without change and had accepted stagnation as a form of stability. The world waited to see what Andropov’s rule would bring.


In the 1970s and 1980s, Western observers of events behind the closed doors of the Politburo and the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union were known as Kremlinologists. They tried hard to figure out who was on his way up and who was on his way down in the secretive world of the Soviet hierarchy. The Kremlinologists were out in force at Brezhnev’s funeral. The dignitaries at the funeral included Vice President George Bush and Secretary of State George Shultz, West Germany’s President Karl Carstens, French Prime Minister Pierre Mauroy and British Foreign Secretary Francis Pym along with four princes, thirty-two heads of state and thirteen other foreign ministers. They all waited in line eager to shake the hand of the new Soviet leader. When a side door opened in the grand hall of the Kremlin many experts were expecting to see Chernenko emerge, but to their surprise a pale, stooping, elderly man in heavy glasses stepped forward. He appeared rather like an old-fashioned academic dressed in an ill-fitting shirt and tie, looking awkward and hesitant. This was only the first of many surprises.


At sixty-eight, Andropov was the oldest person ever to take charge in the Soviet Union, but a few years younger than his opposite number in the White House. Remarkably little was known about him in the West. Despite his role as head of the espionage and counter-espionage activities of the Soviet Union, he had rarely met with Western leaders and had kept a low international profile. Western intelligence agencies had extraordinarily little hard information about him. The CIA, for instance, were not even sure if his wife was still alive as she had not been seen at public functions for several years. His views on key aspects of Soviet policy were totally unknown. It was thought, entirely wrongly as it turned out, that he loved reading Western spy thrillers and spent much of his time at home listening to jazz. However, most of those who were granted an audience found that their first impressions of the rather shambling new Soviet leader were entirely misleading. Vice President Bush had a half-hour talk with him and later told the press that he found him ‘self-confident, firmly in command, clear about policy positions, and quick and concise in making points’.3 The West German President and his officials spent ninety minutes talking with Andropov the following day and were astonished at the contrast with Brezhnev. The old Soviet leader would spend ages slowly reading out a prepared statement that was patiently translated by his interpreter paragraph by paragraph. And when it came to answering questions, Brezhnev would defer to Andrei Gromyko, his Foreign Minister. A meeting with Brezhnev had become rather ‘sad and embarrassing’. But Andropov was quite different. He spoke eagerly and with some passion, reacted quickly, and often started speaking again before his interpreter had finished.4 The West Germans reported that a new broom was sweeping through the Kremlin.


Despite the scandalous lack of information about him in the West, Andropov had lived a full and remarkable life. He was born in 1914 into what could be called small-town Caucasus life. His father, Vladimir, worked on the railway at a tiny station on the line from Moscow to Baku on the Caspian Sea. His mother, Yevgenia, was the adopted daughter of a Moscow watchmaker. While he was growing up, the region known as Stavropol, in the basin of the Volga river, was going through the process of forced collectivisation of farming. It was a troubled time and would become even more so in the 1930s when Stalin began a policy of persecuting and imprisoning the richer peasants, or kulaks, who were seen as disloyal to the Leninist revolution. Millions would die as a result of the persecutions and the famine that followed. At sixteen, Andropov joined the Young Communist League, the Komsomol. This was not something done lightly or for career advantage. It clearly indicated that the teenage Andropov was an activist and a keen supporter of the communist system at a time of violence and deep division in the area in which he lived.


Andropov’s parents died when he was in his teens and he moved away to the bigger industrial cities along the Volga, where he worked in a variety of jobs including telegraph clerk, cinema projectionist, and on the steamships that sailed up the river. He graduated from Rybinsk Technical College in 1936 and was secretary of the Komsomol at the college. He must have impressed because he went on to become organiser of the Komsomol Central Committee at the local shipyards, and in 1938 the First Secretary of the regional Komsomol committee. This was the time of the Five Year Plans that saw the Soviet Union dramatically turn in little more than a decade from a rural economy into an industrial powerhouse. To do this, workers without sufficient food and housing were forced to meet ever-increasing production targets. To these local pressures that at times were met by violent resistance were added immense political pressures from the centre. Stalin launched a major purge of the Communist Party that spread into the ranks of doctors, scientists, writers and intellectuals and finally the Red Army in a period generically known as the Great Terror. Millions of party members, senior military men and prominent figures who were classed as ‘enemies of the people’ perished in the purges or were sent to rot in freezing Siberian labour camps. Throughout these tumultuous times across the Soviet Union, Andropov remained a loyal and hardworking communist activist.
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