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  Preface




  The end of the Cold War can now be explored in countless American personal papers, printed collections and online sources. Many are just beginning to be investigated. Soviet

  material from the Russian vaults is also plentiful even though a lot of it is accessible only in foreign libraries. Diaries and transcripts of meetings and conversations sharpen our picture of a

  momentous period in world politics. It has become possible, for instance, to trace exactly how Ronald Reagan’s 1987 ‘Berlin Wall’ speech underwent its successive revisions or how

  Soviet leaders amended their words before finalizing the Party Central Committee minutes.1 The records have to be handled with some

  caution, not least because politicians filtered what they allowed to be recorded. But it is better to have more archives than fewer. The insights they afford are the foundation stone for this

  book.




  For the Soviet side, Party Politburo minutes are found in the ‘working notes’ filed by the General Department of the Secretariat. Many of these notes are conserved at the Hoover

  Institution in its RGASPI Fond 89 and in the papers of Dmitri Volkogonov, who made copies from the Presidential Archive in the early 1990s. Furthermore, several of Gorbachëv’s associates

  – Anatoli Chernyaev, Georgi Shakhnazarov and Vadim Medvedev – ignored the ban on keeping a record of what they witnessed. Their work has appeared in printed form, and in

  Chernyaev’s case I have consulted his papers in the Russian Library at St Antony’s College, Oxford. Also of importance is Stanford University’s collection of the Party Central

  Committee minutes, which include successive drafts of the proceedings – and even speeches that were prepared but not delivered.




  The Hoover Institution’s collections on leading Soviet figures are among the most informative for the last years of the Cold War. Three are truly outstanding. Foreign Affairs Minister

  Eduard Shevardnadze asked his aide Teimuraz Stepanov-Mamaladze to take regular notes on his meetings and conversations. The result is an incomparable record of deliberations and decisions in Soviet

  foreign policy; it is a pleasure to bring them to attention for the first time.2 Vitali Kataev of the Party Secretariat’s Defence

  Department assiduously documented the discussions inside the Soviet leadership on arms reduction. This material is unusually helpful in elucidating the links between the politicians and the

  ‘military-industrial complex’. Anatoli Adamishin, who headed the First European Department in the Foreign Affairs Ministry before his appointment as Deputy Foreign Affairs Minister,

  kept a diary through the 1980s and beyond. His observations offer an enthralling and largely unexamined source on the USSR’s internal politics and international relations.




  For the American side, I have consulted the holdings at the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library at Simi Valley, California. The Hoover Institution Archive also contains rich material from the

  Committee on the Present Danger and from the personal papers of CIA Director William J. Casey and National Security Adviser Richard V. Allen. Crucial for this account are the copious notes taken by

  Charles Hill during his work with Secretary of State George Shultz: I am grateful to them for allowing me to quote from this exceptional source. In addition, I found much in the National Security

  Archive at George Washington University, both on site and electronically. I also used the collections at the George H. W. Bush Presidential Library as well as online publications available via

  Freedom of Information Act requests. David Holloway at Stanford kindly shared his copies of CIA papers. Molly Worthen of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill did the same with some pages

  from Charles Hill’s work diary; and I am indebted to Sir Rodric Braithwaite, UK Ambassador to the USSR and the Russian Federation in 1988–1991, for providing his diary of that period,

  and to Sir Roderic Lyne, who also served in the British embassy in the perestroika years and later became Ambassador to Russia, for his recollections of how things appeared at the

  time.




  The Hoover Institution Archive staff have been unstinting in their assistance, and for this book I especially benefited from the advice I received from Lora Soroka, Carol Leadenham, David Jacobs

  and Linda Bernard. The staff in the Archives and Library have been a constant joy to work with. At the Reagan Library, Ray Wilson provided excellent guidance to its collections. At the National

  Security Archives, Tom Blanton and Svetlana Savranskaya pointed me in the direction of important documents in their collection. Richard Ramage at St Antony’s has been helpful in looking out

  for books and articles in the Russian Library.




  My thanks go to George Shultz for talking to me at length about his time at the State Department. I am also grateful to Charles Hill, Executive Assistant to Secretary Shultz in those years, for

  several informative conversations. Since it is part of my analysis that George Shultz – along with Eduard Shevardnadze – was one of the decisive enablers of the peace-making process,

  his oral testimony has been invaluable. I am indebted to Harry Rowen for explaining his memories and to Jack Matlock and Richard Pipes, who kindly answered queries by correspondence. On the Soviet

  side, I have enjoyed discussions in past years with Mikhail Gorbachëv’s aides Anatoli Chernyaev and Andrei Grachëv, and former Deputy Foreign Affairs Minister Anatoli Adamishin has

  cheerfully answered queries about his diary and offered ideas about lines of research. Lord (Des) Browne, UK Defence Secretary in more recent years, and Steve Andreasan of the Nuclear Threat

  Initiative have sharpened my understanding on the lingering dangers of nuclear weapons in the world after the Cold War.




  I have had frequent discussions at the Hoover Institution with Robert Conquest, Peter Robinson and Michael Bernstam. Each wrote influentially at the time of the events under scrutiny. I was

  helped by their willingness to explain the idiosyncrasies of the American political system and its dealings with the USSR. I would also like to thank Joerg Baberowski, Tim Garton Ash, Paul Gregory,

  Mark Harrison, Jonathan Haslam, Tom Hendriksen, David Holloway, Stephen Kotkin, Norman Naimark, Silvio Pons, Yuri Slezkine and Amir Weiner for discussions about the Cold War when we were together

  in the San Francisco Bay area. Hoover Institution Director John Raisian’s support for this and other projects has been warm and consistent over many years and the financial sponsorship of the

  Sarah Scaife Foundation has been much appreciated.




  Conversations with Roy Giles at the Russian Centre in St Antony’s College have given me invaluable insights into Western military thinking in the late 1980s. I also thank Laurien Crump for

  her advice on sources about the Warsaw Pact while she was a research fellow with us. I have benefited from bibliographical advice from Archie Brown, Julie Newton, Alex Pravda and Sir Adam Roberts.

  Richard Davy offered ideas on European security history. Over many years, Norman Davies’s comments on Russia and Europe have enlivened our partnership in London and Oxford.




  I have incorporated advice from colleagues who kindly agreed to read the entire final draft – David Holloway, Geoffrey Hosking, Bobo Lo and Silvio Pons. I owe them a large debt for many

  invaluable suggestions. The same is true of Anne Deighton, Paul Gregory, Andrew Hurrell, Sir Roderic Lyne, Melvyn Leffler and Hugo Service, who examined several chapters. My literary agent David

  Godwin discussed the idea for the book when I returned from California excited about the material in the Hoover Archives. His encouragement is much appreciated. At Pan Macmillan, Georgina Morley

  has offered constant help in sculpting the book into shape. By far and away my biggest debt is to my wife Adele, who has been through the draft twice and made innumerable suggestions for

  improvements. I can well imagine that some of my findings will prove controversial – it is unfeasible to write seriously on this subject without raising hackles. But the book has been a

  pleasure to research and write. The errors, misjudgements and infelicities that remain are my responsibility and mine alone.




  Robert Service




  London N16




  June 2015




  





  INTRODUCTION




  Cold War was the state of neither war nor peace between America and the Soviet Union in the decades after the Second World War. Victory in 1945 over Germany and Japan had left

  them as the two global superpowers and their own subsequent stand-off could at any time have erupted into a ‘hot’ war with nuclear weapons that no one, anywhere on earth, would survive.

  On both sides, politicians and public alike quickly recognized the dangers of the situation. But although everyone wanted to prevent a Third World War, the US–Soviet struggle seemed

  interminable as ever more destructive atomic arsenals were built up.




  In the contest of ideologies one corner was occupied by America, which stood for capitalism, while in the opposite corner the Soviet Union championed communism. After crushing the Third Reich,

  the USSR exported the Marxist-Leninist model of state and society to Eastern Europe. Revolutions quickly followed in China and elsewhere, and Joseph Stalin proclaimed that the global balance of

  power was tilting in favour of communism. America shored up governments in every continent that were willing to resist the spread of communist influence. The superpowers founded vast military

  coalitions, NATO and the Warsaw Pact. Washington denounced the Kremlin’s abuse of human rights; Moscow condemned the American limits on welfare provision. They endlessly accused each other of

  being predatory imperialists. They financed coups and counter-coups, revolutions and counter-revolutions all over the world. They subsidized client states and sought to control them in their own

  interests. When forecasting the inevitable demise of the rival superpower, they predicted that all manner of evil would vanish from the earth on that joyous day.




  At the same time they knew very well – and Stanley Kubrick’s 1964 film Dr Strangelove made it vividly clear – that any small miscalculation could lead to the firing of

  nuclear missiles which would produce a planetary disaster. Despite every technological advance, mistakes could much too easily still occur along the chain of surveillance. The political leaders

  with responsibility for war and peace depended on their counter-espionage agencies and alarm systems for information about whether the other side was about to get their retaliation in first. The

  consequences of a false alert could be catastrophic.




  America and the USSR constantly struggled with each other. In June 1950 the communists of northern Korea, with covert Soviet assistance, invaded the American-backed south of the country. America

  and its allies sent forces to halt their advance in a war that lasted three years. In October 1962 the superpowers teetered on the brink of world war when Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchëv began

  to install strategic ballistic missiles in Cuba as a challenge to American power. Khrushchëv backed down only after President John Kennedy threatened to use force to halt the process. The

  missile crisis shocked the rival leaderships into agreeing strategies to prevent the recurrence of such an emergency. They also negotiated about how limit the size of their nuclear weapon

  stockpiles. Under President Richard Nixon and General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev they moved towards a peaceful rivalry known as détente, at the same time vying for influence in what was known

  as the Third World. President Jimmy Carter suspended détente in December 1979 in response to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. After Ronald Reagan’s victory in the presidential

  election in November 1981, the stand-off between the superpowers sharpened. In late 1983 Soviet leaders received intelligence reports that the Americans were planning a pre-emptive nuclear

  offensive under cover of NATO’s Able Archer military exercise. The atmosphere cleared only when Washington provided assurances about its peaceful intent.




  What held the two sides back from a ‘hot’ war, not just in the early 1980s but throughout the Cold War, was the certain knowledge that the enemy had the weapons to mount a

  devastating counteroffensive. Only a fool in the Kremlin or the White House could expect to emerge unscathed from any conflict involving nuclear ballistic missiles. Yet no serious attempt was made

  to end the Cold War. At best, the leaders strove to lessen the dangers. Their policies were conditioned by influential lobbies that promoted the interests of national defence. For decades the

  Soviet ‘military-industrial complex’ had imposed its priorities on state economic policy, and the Western economic recession that arose from the rise in the price of oil in 1973

  encouraged American administrations to issue contracts for improved military technology to stimulate recovery.1 The Cold War

  therefore seemed a permanent feature of global politics, and pacifists and anti-nuclear campaigners seemed entirely lacking in realism.




  Things changed sharply in March 1985 when Mikhail Gorbachëv became Soviet General Secretary and formed a partnership for peace with Ronald Reagan. Not long before becoming President in

  January 1981, Reagan was shocked to hear that America had no defence against a nuclear attack. Wanting an end to the arms race, he called for a reduction in the stocks of atomic weapons held by

  both superpowers. Gorbachëv echoed his appeals to eliminate all nuclear weaponry, and the Chernobyl power station disaster of April 1986 heightened his awareness of the dangers of even

  civilian nuclear energy. A serious meeting of minds occurred as General Secretary and President directed their administrations towards cooperation in reducing the number of nuclear missiles held on

  land, at sea and in the air. As the rapprochement grew, Reagan and his successor George Bush watched with wonder as the USSR dismantled its totalitarian politics and communist ideology and

  permitted a growing measure of civil freedom and economic reform. As a result, in 1987–1990 alone, against every expectation, the superpowers signed agreements on intermediate-range and

  strategic nuclear weapons, on Afghanistan, on conventional forces and on German reunification. Anticommunist revolutions swept across Eastern Europe in 1989. Global politics would never be the same

  again and Bush felt safe in declaring the Cold War to be over.




  How and why did the great change come about? The relationship between Moscow and Washington was acutely hazardous at the start of the 1980s, and yet by the end of the decade the USSR and America

  had achieved an historic reconciliation. That this happened so peacefully was a colossal achievement; the Cold War could easily have ended in catastrophe.




  This is hardly a neglected topic, for the end of the Cold War has attracted a massive literature. Memoirs have poured from the pens of the leaders and their officials and there has been a flood

  of documentary collections, not to mention scholarly accounts. There have always been rival schools of explanation. In the eyes of Gorbachëv’s admirers, a nimbus of acclaim hangs over

  him alone for reconciling the super-powers and giving peace a chance. This perception was widespread in East and West while he was in power and is an enduring article of belief even among some of

  his detractors. The General Secretary’s determination and charisma are seen as the tools with which he realized his idealistic conception of politics in the USSR and around the

  world.2 According to a rival school, however, it was really Reagan’s anticommunist policies that dragged Gorbachëv to

  the negotiating table. The President is said to have achieved his purposes by the firm pursuit of American military modernization, and his Strategic Defense Initiative is regarded as the straw that

  broke the camel’s back. He is praised for striking up a rapport with the Soviet leader without compromising his national objectives.3




  Gorbachëv and Reagan were truly exceptional politicians working in cooperation in extraordinary times.4 But even when

  Gorbachëv’s contribution is recognized, the question arises as to whether he jumped or was pushed into reforming Soviet policy. And though Reagan is increasingly regarded as having

  achieved a decisive impact on the process, the need persists to assess the importance of his nuclear disarmament programme. In his handling of Gorbachëv, moreover, Bush by common consent was

  initially less nimble than his predecessor. In fairness to him, however, Bush rose to the highest office at a time of extraordinary change in Eastern Europe and elsewhere.5 It makes sense to ask how it was that the leaders interacted and why they changed their minds about each other. This requires the sharing of attention

  equally between the superpowers. General Secretary and President in fact did nothing of importance in foreign policy without thinking about the likely response of the other, and the thread that

  holds together the events under scrutiny in this book is the desirability of a genuinely bilateral analysis.




  American and Soviet leaders brought much pragmatism and improvisation to their dealings, and the stunning disintegration of communist order in the USSR and Eastern Europe required them to be

  hugely adaptive.6 White House and Kremlin displayed this quality in abundance. Reagan, Gorbachëv and Bush coped skilfully with

  the unknown unknowns that arrived daily on their desks for rapid decision.




  The importance of ideas also demands some fresh consideration. The Soviet reformers proclaimed their quest for a middle way between authoritarian socialism and advanced capitalism. They saw

  themselves as a vanguard on active service in a clash of value systems. The American administration displayed the same combative spirit when advocating principles of democratic choice and the

  market economy and defending what it regarded as the West’s interest.7 Crusaders fought on both sides, and Reagan and

  Gorbachëv were passionate about the righteousness of their campaigns. It soon became clear that Reagan favoured a goal of denuclearization that failed to convince most of his leading

  officials. Gorbachëv, though, claimed to share Reagan’s disarmament objectives and pressed for rapid signature of treaties. Whether or not Gorbachëv genuinely believed in the total

  elimination of nuclear weaponry, he acted as if he did; and as political and economic difficulties piled up in the USSR, the practical pressure on him to deepen the rapprochement with America

  intensified. The balance between pragmatic pressure and intellectual conviction is something that deserves examination.




  It was never easy to build a durable confidence between Washington and Moscow. Such were Bush’s suspicions that the first thing he did on becoming President in January 1989 was to order an

  exhaustive review of American foreign policy. The two leaderships continued to have much to learn about each other. The media of each superpower were consistently sceptical, if no longer

  aggressive, in depicting the other side. Gorbachëv has been said to have drawn his early analysis from the brighter products of Soviet research institutes.8 But the influences on his subsequent thinking have to be examined in the light of his dismissive remarks about the briefings he received from both academics and

  the KGB. As regards Reagan and Bush, many of their own officials implored them to look on Gorbachëv as a trickster who was trying to coax undesirable concessions out of the Americans. Expert

  reports were heavy and frequent, and the task is now to establish what each President made of them and how much they relied on their personal instincts and face-to-face observations. Reagan’s

  trust in Gorbachëv grew at the summits in Geneva, Reykjavik, Washington and Moscow in 1985–1988. Bush was Gorbachëv’s friend from the Malta summit of 1989 onwards.




  The leaders in Moscow and Washington had to find ways to carry their political establishments along with them. For years before the mid-1980s it had been argued that the American

  military-industrial complex had no interest in moves towards global peace. The heavy industry ministries and army high command in the USSR were similarly regarded as eternally attached to

  militarist objectives.9




  Reagan and Bush were conscious of the scepticism among American conservatives about the agreements that they wanted to finalize with the Kremlin. Growing unease was also noticeable among Soviet

  communist conservatives about the concessions that Gorbachëv made to White House demands as he pursued rapprochement. Reagan succeeded in reassuring his political constituency; Gorbachëv

  did the same, at least until the end of the 1980s. Of the two, Gorbachëv had the tougher task, since he was all too obviously giving up to the Americans more than he appeared to gain; and

  whereas Reagan inherited a stable political and economic order, Gorbachëv was frantically trying to overturn decades of communist thought and practice. But why did the armaments lobbies in

  both countries prove to be the dogs that did not bark – or how did the leaders succeed in restoring calm when some barking took place? One part of the answer is that Reagan satisfied his

  military manufacturers and armed forces by boosting the contracts for research and production. But the same can scarcely be said about Gorbachëv and fellow reformers who switched the state

  budget away from the old priorities of defence. Leading officials in the party, KGB and Defence Ministry united against Gorbachëv in August 1991, but a question remains about why it took them

  so long to make their attempt.




  Behind this lies another question that is seldom considered: to what extent did the Politburo understand the scale of its difficulties even before Gorbachëv became its General Secretary?

  Commentators have long recognized the economic pressures that were bearing down on the USSR’s budget by the early 1980s.10

  Though the Politburo knew its allies in Eastern Europe to be mired in debt to Western banks, it was in no condition to bail them out or provide a path to technological regeneration. Poland was in

  chronic political crisis. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was expensive in lives and money. Moscow’s support for Cuba, Vietnam, Ethiopia and guerrilla campaigns in southern Africa was a

  relentless drain on finances. Meanwhile the economic revolution inaugurated by the new information technology was leaving the USSR behind. Ever since the late 1940s America and its allies had

  imposed an embargo on selling advanced equipment with a potential for military use to the Soviet Union. They had interpreted this broadly to include many basic items of civilian industrial

  machinery, and the consequence was an ever wider gap in productivity. And the Politburo stayed vulnerable to international diplomatic pressure because of its human rights obligations under the

  terms of the Helsinki Final Act that Presidents Brezhnev and Ford had co-signed in 1975 with the leaders of Eastern Europe, Western Europe and Canada.




  The USSR’s difficulties by themselves do not amount to proof that the Soviet leadership recognized them for what they were. Fortunately, it is now possible to examine the Kremlin

  deliberations before 1985. Gorbachëv was to claim that the Politburo was unaware about the real situation in the country until he introduced his programme of reforms. Was his picture of

  Kremlin politics a credible one or merely a self-serving caricature? Much hangs on the answer. If he is to be believed, then he kicked down a barred door; if not, it was already half-ajar. This is

  an important field for enquiry, yet it does not exhaust the list of mysteries about Gorbachëv’s contribution to change. The question also arises about how, once he started his reform of

  foreign policy, he succeeded in keeping the support of the rest of the Soviet leadership.




  Of course, Gorbachëv and Reagan experienced many other demands on their time and energies. Though they are lauded for the results of their foreign policy, little attention has been paid to

  their management of the process. Gorbachëv’s choice of Eduard Shevardnadze as his Foreign Affairs Minister has attracted inadequate attention. Shevardnadze pressed for radical options in

  foreign policy, and until 1989 their partnership was largely harmonious. Reagan’s choice to head the State Department fell upon George Shultz, who was excited by the opportunities that

  presented themselves for arms reduction agreements. Whereas Shevardnadze initially enjoyed almost the entire Politburo’s approval, Shultz had to struggle against several leading officials of

  the Reagan administration who opposed any conciliation with Moscow. Not until 1987 did Reagan definitively come down on Shultz’s side against them. Shevardnadze and Shultz were imaginative

  planners who showed themselves indispensable as the strategic enablers of agreements on disarmament that their leaders could sign. This book will scrutinize how the statesmen whom I have called the

  big four – Reagan, Gorbachëv, Shultz and Shevardnadze – made their crucial collective contribution to rapprochement between America and the USSR.




  It was the two superpowers that provided the crucial impetus for the process that brought the Cold War to a close. Both of them appreciated the need to carry their allies and friends along with

  them. In later years, West European presidents and premiers would line up to testify that they had worked consistently with the Americans to end hostilities with the USSR. Prime Minister Margaret

  Thatcher, President François Mitterrand, Chancellor Helmut Kohl and Foreign Affairs Minister Giulio Andreotti each claimed to have made a decisive useful contribution. (Their Canadian,

  Japanese and Australian counterparts showed greater modesty in their recollections.) This calls for an audit of the pile of evidence that America’s NATO allies in the mid-1980s, with Thatcher

  to the fore, privately attacked Reagan for what they saw as his undue willingness to place his trust in the Kremlin.11 Kohl and his Ten Points in favour of German reunification in November 1989 had a very obvious impact on events. The question arises about whether even he could have

  sustained his political campaign unless he knew he could count on American support. In addition, what influence is to be attributed to the pro-Gorbachëv campaigns of both the ‘peace

  movement’ and most communist and socialist parties in Western Europe?




  Gorbachëv had an easier time with the Warsaw Pact than the American Presidents had with NATO. Though the East European party bosses felt disquiet about his attempt to reform the USSR, most

  of them endorsed his relaxation of the tension with America. They nevertheless became disorientated and confused as the communist order’s difficulties grew in the 1980s.12 But they did not leave power voluntarily, and the pivotal factor in their fall was the bravery of the activists and crowds who took to the

  streets. Gorbachëv refused to sanction armed intervention to save communism. Few would deny that his policy of encouraging people to stand up for their rights contributed to the revolutions

  that overwhelmed the old leaderships. But it is still left to ask why the events of the year 1989 caught him so much by surprise – and to examine the impact they had on the situation in

  Lithuania and other Baltic Soviet republics.13 Indeed, his entire global strategy continues to raise questions. No one can doubt

  the importance of Soviet leaders’ decision to abandon almost all the USSR’s toeholds in the Third World despite their continuing objection to American global pretensions.14 But they still call for further investigation. World politics changed at astonishing pace, and each big or little shift affected all the

  others. And almost without anyone noticing it, the Soviet Union lost its superpower status.




  The Cold War’s end was no pre-ordained process, but most accounts do at least agree that it was possible at any time for America and the USSR to relapse into their older postures of

  confrontation. Reagan, had he so decided, could have refused to deal constructively with the USSR. As an American conservative he had plenty of room for complaint about Soviet policies.

  Gorbachëv himself could have decided to halt or reverse his reforms. Many of those who had supported his appointment as General Secretary wanted him to do exactly this – and eventually

  his own leading appointees turned on him in the August 1991 coup. Enough of the communist system survived to have made this a practicable alternative. Gorbachëv, propped up by fellow

  reformers and prodded forward by Reagan and Bush, chose to travel in the opposite direction – and, step by step, the Cold War came to a peaceful end.




  America won its struggle with the USSR, which fell into the ash-heap of history. Gorbachëv contended that the Soviet reformers were also victors since they had actively promoted

  conciliation between the superpowers and political democratization in the Soviet Union. Here a riddle awaits its answer. The American leadership made no attempt to disguise how it continued to

  pressurize the Kremlin. Reagan and Bush stipulated that if the USSR desired a rapprochement with America, it would not be enough to get out of Afghanistan and slacken the grip on Eastern Europe:

  Gorbachëv would also have to change the way that he treated his own people. The Americans made demands about radio jamming, exit visas, Baltic freedom, political prisoners and defamatory

  propaganda. The pressures were relentless before 1985 and lasted through all the years while Gorbachëv was in power.15 But

  as the USSR’s economic woes deepened from 1989, Gorbachëv found it ever harder to say no to Washington. What has yet to be established is how much of his willingness to compromise

  resulted from the stress applied by the Americans and how much from the Soviet economy’s current and long-term troubles.




  This agenda for enquiry encompasses one of the cardinal episodes of recent world history. Time was when accounts of the closing years of the Cold War depended overwhelmingly on reminiscences by

  leaders and officials. From the Washington and Moscow vaults there subsequently emerged documentary collections that threw light on decisions at the highest level. Now it is possible to go to the

  archives and examine the original records of what Reagan, Gorbachëv and Bush said and wrote at the time. Copious holdings exist, scattered across Russia, the rest of Europe and America as well

  as on the World Wide Web. These are extraordinary enough in themselves. But there are also exceptional sources in the unpublished diaries and papers of Soviet and Western officials who were close

  to the seats of supreme power – those of Anatoli Adamishin, Rodric Braithwaite, Anatoli Chernyaev, Charles Hill, Vitali Kataev, Jack Matlock and Teimuraz Stepanov-Mamaladze. The personal

  records that they kept at the time give an unmatched sense of the exciting, important events they were witnessing.




  The final justification for yet another account of the end of the Cold War is the idea of giving equal attention to the Soviet Union and America and their interaction in a churning world of

  transformation, a transformation that encompassed politics, economics, individual choice, institutional opportunity, ideology, cognitive growth and geopolitical challenge.

  The Cold War could so easily have had a different outcome, with baleful consequences for all of us. But things turned out as they did, and overwhelmingly for the better. What follows is the story

  of how and why Washington and Moscow achieved their improbable peace.




  





  
PART ONE




  




  





  
1. RONALD REAGAN




  The man who entered the White House as US President on 20 January 1981 inspired anxiety in many people around the world. Ronald Wilson Reagan had the reputation of a

  Red-baiter. Few people thought highly of his intellect, and many attributed his success against the incumbent Jimmy Carter in the election of the previous November more to unease about recent

  foreign policy than to any confidence in Reagan as a competent leader.




  As a former Hollywood actor, he had the reputation of having been born in a lucky shirt in 1911. In fact he experienced an unsettling childhood in Illinois because his salesman father was an

  habitual drunk. His mother, a devout follower of the Disciples of Christ, steadied the family. At school Ronald was outstanding at acting, sport and storytelling and had a holiday job as a

  lifeguard. He went on to Eureka College, where he majored in economics and sociology before finding work as a radio announcer. After taking a screen test with Warner Brothers in California he

  became a movie actor, and though he never belonged to the handful of global stars, he did play alongside Humphrey Bogart and Errol Flynn. He married the film actor Jane Wyman in 1940 and they

  started a family. Conscripted into the armed forces in the Second World War, he continued to make films in the First Motion Picture Unit and in 1947 became President of the Screen Actors Guild.

  Jane Wyman divorced him in 1949 and three years later he married Nancy Davis, who was also a film actor. As his film roles became fewer, he worked for General Electric as the host of its weekly

  drama show. His second marriage became the rock of his personal life. Reagan hated being away from Nancy even for a short time and constantly discussed public affairs with her.




  As a young man he had voted for F. D. Roosevelt and the Democratic Party, but steadily his politics shifted away from the Democrats and it was as a Republican that he won election as

  California’s Governor in 1966. He unsuccessfully sought his new party’s nomination as its presidential candidate in 1968. He lost again in 1976, to the incumbent

  Gerald Ford, but was an undeniable force on the American political right. He had no serious Republican rival in 1980 and proceeded to sweep aside the incumbent Jimmy Carter in the November

  election.




  From Truman to Carter, the assumption since the end of the Second World War had been that the West should only try to contain the USSR; no US President had ever truly endeavoured to reverse the

  expansion of Soviet influence around the world. Ronald Wilson Reagan was determined to change things. He saw America as a country that had lost faith in itself after the debacle of the Vietnam war.

  He planned to increase the American military budget and put the USSR’s finances under the strain of an arms race. He would challenge the Kremlin throughout the world. He intended to denounce

  communism in all its manifestations, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 appeared in every one of his speeches as proof that the USSR was an expansionist power. He wanted

  America to stand up for its values and protect its interests. As President he meant to pull NATO and other allies and friendly powers along with him. His values were those of an American

  conservative. A Christian believer, he sprinkled his speeches with references to God. He saw his religious faith as integral to his confidence in America, personal freedom and the market

  economy.




  In Soviet official circles he was an object of instant fear and loathing. He was known as a Cold Warrior, and the central communist newspaper Pravda routinely denounced him as a

  warmonger. Moscow’s commentators had been no gentler on Jimmy Carter. Stunned by Carter’s reaction to the invasion of Afghanistan, they had professed indifference to the struggle for

  the presidency between Carter and Reagan. Soviet media routinely described both candidates as ‘anti-Soviet’.




  In Washington Soviet Ambassador Anatoli Dobrynin, who had headed the embassy since 1962, assured his Kremlin masters that he was doing everything to alert the Reagan administration to the

  current dangers to world peace. He drew attention to the propaganda of Gus Hall and the Communist Party of the USA.1 He boasted about the

  embassy’s celebration of the 110th anniversary of the birth of Lenin. Dobrynin in reality knew that Hall counted for little in American politics and that most Americans had negligible

  interest in Lenin. He was merely reporting what was expected of him. Realism had yet to enter the official reports to the Politburo. Politburo member Andrei Gromyko had been

  Soviet Ambassador in Washington and New York from 1943 to 1948, and with his long experience of America might have tried to break the cycle of Soviet official ignorance. He had no such desire. His

  outlook was shaped by the same ideological mould. Every leading politician in Moscow took it for granted that Reagan would follow a ‘reactionary’ and ‘imperialist’ line of

  policy. Soviet spokesmen suggested that an incompetent and reckless man was in occupation at the White House. The fact that US Democrats and even some Republicans agreed with this analysis

  strengthened this feeling in the Soviet Union.




  Reagan disliked the idea of meeting any Soviet General Secretary until such time that he could be sure that a summit might produce results in line with his objectives. When Brezhnev died in

  November 1982, Reagan signed the book of condolences at the Soviet embassy in Washington. But he refused to go to the funeral. Reagan’s Secretary of State George Shultz thought this a

  mistake, but the President held his ground.2




  Close associates alone knew how genuinely he treasured the objective of making the threat of thermonuclear war a thing of the past.3 He

  had begun to make this clear at a briefing session that Jimmy Carter had arranged for him in 1979. Whenever he spoke about the Cold War, Reagan brushed aside calls for arms limitation: he demanded

  arms reduction.4 Indeed, he wanted to abolish all nuclear weapons. He wrote later about the awesome power of his office:




  

    

      

        As President, I carried no wallet, no money, no driver’s license, no keys in my pocket – only secret codes that were capable of bringing about the annihilation

        of much of the world as we knew it.




        On inauguration day, after being briefed a few days earlier on what I was to do if ever it became necessary to unleash American nuclear weapons, I’d taken over the greatest

        responsibility of my life – of any human being’s life.5


      


    


  




  He wanted a stronger America. But while being determined to finance an expansion of American military power, he was committed to averting Armageddon.




  When campaigning for the presidency, he paid a trip to the nuclear weapons bunker at Cheyenne Mountain in Colorado. Like most of his fellow citizens, he had assumed that the Americans had a

  reliable system against attack by Soviet missiles. His technical advisers – Richard Allen, Fred Iklé and William Van Cleave – had always known otherwise.

  Their words failed to hit home until Reagan made his own enquiries.6 He learned to his horror that America could not prevent a nuclear

  ‘first strike’. The Americans could only retaliate – which would mean that they would blow Moscow to bits: this was the logic of ‘mutually assured destruction’. The

  problem was that the entire planet would suffer from blast, fire, radiation and smoke that would kill hundreds of millions of people, perhaps billions. America too would be devastated, and Reagan

  found little consolation in the thought that the Russians would suffer an equal calamity. At the start of the First World War, British Foreign Secretary Earl Grey had commented that the lights were

  going out all over Europe. Reagan foresaw total global darkness if ever a Third World War broke out. He felt in his bones that he had to try to do something – something drastic – to

  make such a conflict impossible.




  He had to prove his credentials as a competent leader. Already sixty-nine when he stepped into the White House as President, he needed to show that he was not too old for the job. Though he had

  a hearing aid, he was otherwise in good shape.7 He loved the open air and enjoyed horse-riding and chopping and sawing the wood on his

  Californian estate. Once when White House staff were cutting timber on the South Lawn, he told Kenneth Adelman: ‘Just wish I was doing what those fellows are doing instead of going to all

  these stupid meetings hours at a time.’ Adelman noted that while many forest rangers had yearned to be President, Reagan was the only President who was dying to become a forest

  ranger.8 His career as an actor had made him familiar to the public but also confirmed a prejudice that he lacked the mental rigour needed

  by a President. He himself had an aversion to being thought very intellectual – or indeed intellectual at all. He dispensed folksy charm and liked to appear an ordinary guy. If ever

  disagreements became intense, he dispelled them with one of his many Irish jokes. He spoke simply and avoided long words.




  The people around him knew the reality to be different from the image. Milton Friedman, founder of the Chicago school of economics, enjoyed his company and conversation.9 His spokesman Mike Deaver recalled that Reagan, when beyond the public gaze, was an eager reader of serious books on ‘foreign policy, economics, social

  issues’.10 Pete Hannaford, an adviser, was in no doubt about Reagan’s studiousness before he became President after seeing

  him devour the National Review, the American Spectator and Human Events. As President he kept up his reading and grew to like the Cold War novels

  of Tom Clancy, whose Hunt for Red October he stayed up all night to finish. He also admired the poetry of dissident Soviet poet Irina Ratushinskaya, whose work he got to know when a

  British cleric sent him a copy; and he read the memoirs of the defecting Soviet Ambassador Arkadi Shevchenko.11 But Reagan protected his

  image of bluff, ordinary man. Some associates felt that he found it easiest to understand complex matters by talking them over with experts rather than by private study.12 Reagan retained a respect for Nixon after his resignation from the presidency in 1974 when the press exposed his lies about the break-in at the headquarters

  of the Democratic Party. As fellow right-wingers on the American political spectrum, they frequently corresponded whenever Reagan wanted to try out ideas before presenting them to his

  associates.13




  Reagan talked to Arthur Hartman, the American Ambassador in Moscow, who confirmed his intuition that the Soviet economy was in a mess and that the Russian people were sceptical about the

  communist authorities and their ideas.14 He corresponded with the British anticommunist campaigning journalist Brian

  Crozier.15 Word spread that Reagan was ignoring the advice of informed Sovietologists. He was indeed cutting against the grain of

  American political science. A Washington Post editorial implied that this was proof of his wrong-headedness. Robert Conquest disagreed, quoting Gromyko on the ‘world revolutionary

  process’ and ridiculing those Western ‘experts’ who postulated that the USSR had a ‘pluralist’ political system.16 National Security Adviser Richard Allen forwarded a copy of Conquest’s letter to the Post.17

  Conquest had got to know Reagan in the Carter years and was impressed by his eagerness to ask questions about the USSR and listen to the answers.18 Reagan was genuinely trying to understand the superpower across the Atlantic. Although he had his fixed general bias, he always wanted to know more.




  He worked diligently on his prose. While conceding that his adviser Pete Hannaford had greater flair for newspaper articles, he could fairly claim that he could ‘write the spoken word

  better’.19 He drafted quickly and then spent hours on refining speeches that gave scope for his actor’s skills in front of a

  microphone.20 With his Hollywood experience, he required little time to decide how to deliver them.21 He knew how to pace himself through the day but his penchant for afternoon naps caught the attention of comedians and satirists, who charged him with indolence. His hair

  colour also attracted comment as, unlike most other men in their seventies, he had gone neither bald nor grey, which led to speculation that he dyed his hair. Mike Beaver,

  his spokesman, claimed that it was Brylcreem that gave him the dark gloss.22




  There was an underestimation of Reagan’s ultimate purposes even at high levels in his own administration. National Security Adviser Richard Allen sought to rectify the situation by

  spreading the word that the President was serious about making nuclear war impossible.23 Reagan had been talking about ‘defensive

  concepts’ since 1973. Hating the idea of mutually assured destruction, he searched for a way of protecting America from the threat of nuclear holocaust. Among those who knew his thoughts were

  theoretical physicist Edward Teller and President Nixon’s Office of Management and Budget Director Caspar Weinberger, and after entering the White House he continued to talk about

  possibilities with them as well as with Ed Meese, Martin Anderson and Richard Allen.24 Meese held some exploratory meetings, and Reagan

  in early 1982 instructed the National Security Council staff to explore ways of moving beyond traditional defence strategy. Teller encouraged this, as the President recounted in his diary:

  ‘He’s pushing an exciting idea that nuclear weapons can be used in connection with Lasers to be non-destructive except as used to intercept and destroy enemy missiles far above the

  earth.’25 Support immediately followed from the Joint Chiefs of Staff.26




  Reagan, however, continued to baffle his entourage even though no one yet doubted his conservative political credentials. He kept a psychological distance from other people; he always seemed to

  hold something back in his dealings with them. William F. Buckley Jr, who was close to him, still felt that ‘the friendship was always 90% ideological’.27




  If officials had difficulties in understanding Reagan, the confusion was still greater outside the administration. In his own eyes, he had a straightforward political approach and told George

  Shultz: ‘I think I’m hard-line & will never appease but I do want to try and let them see there is a better world if they’ll show by deed they want to get along with

  the free world.’28 The problem was that he had jangled the tambourine of his anticommunism so noisily. Time and time again he

  declared that the Soviet Union had overtaken the Americans in military capacity. Allegedly, Brezhnev’s claim to have merely achieved ‘parity’ was a smokescreen to disguise the

  massive build-up of the USSR’s offensive capacity. The President used a language of hatred for everything about the USSR. He never missed a chance to stress his

  detestation of Leninist doctrines and practices. Coupled to this was a commitment to an increase in America’s financial expenditure on the development and production of military equipment,

  and he urged the American Congress to support him in enabling America to gain a decisive superiority for its armed forces. He appointed people to his administration who were eager

  ‘hawks’ in the Western debate about the ‘Soviet threat’. Most people saw and heard only this side of Reagan and were deaf to his genuine basic desire to make a Third World

  War impossible.




  The President’s early measures appeared to corroborate this analysis as he approved a sharp rise in US military expenditure. Believing that America had fallen behind in the arms race, he

  sanctioned an increase in the size of the nuclear arsenal. He allocated resources for research on new kinds of weaponry. He promoted ‘strategic modernization’. He wanted the Americans

  to outmatch the Soviets in their lethal capacity. After the economic recession caused by the Saudi-led hike in the oil price on world markets in 1973, American administrations under Ford and Carter

  had approved programmes for the development of new weaponry for land, sea and air. They did this to a large extent out of a desire to assist industrial regeneration. Reagan in his electoral

  campaign had drawn on the support of manufacturing corporations that desired an expansion of contracts for development and production of what the armed forces were demanding. He needed no

  persuasion to fulfil his promise.29




  His presidency nearly came to an abrupt end on March 1981, two months after inauguration, when John Hinckley shot and wounded him outside the Washington Hilton hotel. Rushed to hospital, he came

  dangerously close to death. He impressed everyone by his stoicism: as he was being wheeled into the operating theatre, he rang his wife Nancy and said: ‘Honey, I forgot to

  duck.’30 Though he had won the election by a massive majority, opinion polls revealed a large residual suspicion about him. The

  assassination attempt and his plucky reaction helped to improve his ratings. He himself reflected on how he wanted to handle things when he returned to the White House and fulfil his ambition to

  lessen the dangers of a world war. He in no way dropped his ambition for military modernization, but he intended to implement moves towards a diminution of tension with the USSR. The thought

  occurred to him that he had nearly died before seeing whether the Politburo was agreeable to serious talks. He wanted to make a definite overture in unambiguous language. He

  had no definite design, only a desire to make the attempt.




  Writing a personal letter to Brezhnev from his sickbed, Reagan proposed a joint effort at making peace in the world. The draft was passed around officials in Moscow for comment, and everyone was

  struck by the emotional tone. But was it sincere? The Politburo decided that it was yet another move in Washington’s propaganda game. When an aide advised Politburo deputy member Mikhail

  Solomentsev, he snapped: ‘This is all nonsense. It’s demagogy. Can you really not see that he’s engaged in demagogy and just wants to deceive us?’31 Reagan pleaded for the release of Anatoli Shcharanski from his labour camp. He promised that he would encourage no publicity about such an outcome; he also

  indicated that it would facilitate the possibility of resuming arms talks with the USSR.32 Next day, he repealed the Carter embargo on

  grain sales. He was fulfilling an electoral pledge made to farmers in the American Midwest in order to secure their support in the 1980 presidential campaign. He argued the wheat export ban had

  never been an effective way to alter the behaviour of Kremlin politicians – he added that the recent easing of Soviet pressure on Poland had aided his decision. At the same time he warned the

  leadership in Moscow that he would ‘react strongly to acts of aggression wherever they take place’. If Poland were invaded, the consequences would be dire.33




  On 18 November 1981 Reagan sought to demonstrate his sincerity by announcing the objective of ridding the entire European continent of intermediate-range nuclear missiles. This became known as

  the ‘zero option’. The President proposed to withdraw and destroy America’s Pershing-2 ballistic missiles as well as the ground-launched cruise missiles in exchange for the USSR

  agreeing to do the same with its own intermediate-range arsenal.34 Previously the two superpowers had relied on intercontinental (or

  ‘strategic’) weapons. The Americans installed the new rockets in reaction to the Soviet decision to put its SS-20 nuclear missiles in Eastern Europe. The result had been a drastic

  shortening of the time available for a decision on war in the event that one side suddenly started an offensive. European security, already perilous, was rendered still more so. Within a few

  minutes of being fired, a Soviet missile could hit any West European capital and an American one could strike Moscow.




  He had little confidence that the Brezhnev administration would respond in a helpful spirit. The British and French weaponry was excluded from his proposal, and it was

  never likely that the Politburo would agree to a military settlement that left the USSR vulnerable to attack from Western Europe. No leader in the Kremlin was known to favour a drastic reduction in

  any category of armaments.35 The so-called ‘1941 syndrome’ had pervaded the thinking of politicians and commanders since

  Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union had caught Stalin napping. Subsequent generations of leaders were determined to avoid any course of action that might expose the USSR to a sudden

  military onslaught. Priority was given to insuperable defence; it was impregnated into everyone’s thinking. The Politburo and the General Staff were at one in assuming that a large stockpile

  of every category of up-to-date weaponry was essential to the USSR’s security; indeed, nobody in the Kremlin trusted Reagan and everyone suspected that the ‘zero option’ was mere

  propaganda designed to hoodwink world opinion.




  The coolness between Moscow and Washington turned to ice on 13 December 1981 when General Wojciech Jaruzelski, the Polish Prime Minister, announced the introduction of martial law.

  Poland’s communist rule had been challenged since August 1980 by an unofficial trade union, Solidarity, led by the electrician Lech Wałęsa. Strikes and demonstrations started in the

  Lenin Shipyards in the northern port of Gdańsk. This working-class movement quickly gained national popularity and attracted cooperation from anticommunist intellectuals. For months there had

  seemed to be a possibility that Brezhnev would send in the Soviet Army as an occupation force. Jaruzelski’s action spared him any such need. It also ruined any serious chance of movement

  towards conciliation between America and the USSR. Reagan held an emergency National Security Council meeting. The news was all bad, as he hurriedly recorded in his diary: ‘Our intelligence

  is that it was engineered & ordered by the Soviet. If so, and I believe it is, the situation is really grave. One thing certain – they won’t get that $100 mil. worth of corn.’

  The CIA did not yet know the exact influence that Brezhnev and his Politburo had exerted, but the whole administration was determined to make the Soviet leaders pay a heavy price for the events.

  Reagan liaised with Pope John Paul II and the Vatican Secretary of State Cardinal Casaroli; he concluded that Jaruzelski’s moves must have been months in the planning.36




  The President’s ideas for dealing with the USSR gained some clarity in National Security Decision Directive no. 75, which he signed in January 1983. Decades of foreign policy were

  consigned to history. Reagan would face down the USSR. He wanted ‘to contain and over time reverse Soviet expansionism’. At the same time he intended to

  ‘promote, within the narrow limits available to us, the process of change in the Soviet Union towards a more pluralistic political and economic system’. Though he wanted negotiations

  with Moscow, this would only occur on the basis of ‘strict reciprocity and mutual interest’. He aimed to make it understood in Moscow that ‘unacceptable behavior will incur costs

  that would outweigh any gains’.37 America would modernize its armed forces. It was essential to sustain a growth in defence

  expenditure over a lengthy period. The American administration would avoid measures that might unduly ease the USSR’s economic difficulties. Although Washington would lift the embargo on

  wheat exports, the list of prohibited industrial goods was to be lengthened. Reagan set his face against the transfer of any technology that had a potential for military use.38




  American policy should be to seize the initiative: ‘There are a number of important weaknesses and vulnerabilities within the Soviet Empire which the American should exploit.’ The

  directive envisaged the ‘empire’ as involving Eastern Europe, Afghanistan and Cuba. America should discriminate in favour of any East European countries that rejected Moscow’s

  control of their foreign policy or were undertaking some internal liberalization. On Afghanistan, the Americans should aim at maximizing the cost to the USSR and bringing about a military

  withdrawal. There should be assistance for efforts in Latin America, the Caribbean and southern Africa to remove the Cuban interventionist forces.39 Communist China and Yugoslavia had spoken out against Soviet expansionism so America should continue to sell military equipment to China and increase financial credits to

  Yugoslavia.40 No ‘rapid breakthrough in bilateral relations with the Soviet Union’ was likely as this could add to calls on

  the administration to adopt a less assertive posture: ‘It is therefore essential that the American people understand and support US policy.’ The West needed to reach a consensus on how

  to act together. Reagan wanted to show that he desired a ‘stable and constructive long-term basis for US–Soviet relations’ and not an ‘open-ended, sterile confrontation with

  Moscow’.41




  Reagan kept his options open. If Soviet international behaviour were to worsen, perhaps by an invasion of Poland, ‘we would need to consider extreme measures’.42 This was not exactly a grand strategy for the dismantling of communism in the USSR.43 He set down

  guidelines that sometimes criss-crossed with each other. He wished to challenge the global power and pretension of the USSR; but he also sought peace in the world. He ignored

  the prospective difficulties. He wanted his presidency to make a decisive impact.




  





  
2. PLANS FOR ARMAGEDDON




  Soviet military doctrine held that the USSR could win a nuclear war with America. There was no secret about this. Chief of the General Staff Nikolai Ogarkov, no less, wrote in

  one of his booklets:




  

    

      

        Soviet military strategy proceeds from the viewpoint that if the Soviet Union should be thrust into a nuclear war, the Soviet people and their armed forces need to be

        prepared for the most severe and protracted trial. The Soviet Union and the fraternal socialist states in this case, compared with the imperialist states, will be in possession of definite

        advantages: the established just goals of the war and the advanced character of their social and state systems. This creates for them the objective possibility of achieving

        victory.1


      


    


  




  As leader of the Warsaw Pact, the USSR advocated communism and proclaimed its spread to be inevitable. It offered assistance to allied states which accepted its primacy in the ‘world

  communist movement’ and to forces and parties that were engaged in an ‘anti-imperialist struggle’. It depicted America as militarist and imperialist in intention and practice. At

  the same time it professed a commitment to peace and suggested that the worldwide growth in Soviet armed power and political influence rendered world war less likely. But Ogarkov repeated that if

  such a war were to start, the USSR had the capacity to emerge as the victor.




  Whereas in public he endorsed the idea of a winnable campaign and prepared for a ‘limited’ nuclear conflict, he privately rejected all this as gravely unrealistic. He concluded that

  the USSR had no choice but to ready itself for an all-out war with America. His deputy, Sergei Akhromeev, disagreed and wanted to prepare for a less than total conflict – he conducted a study

  of how Moscow might use its SS-20 missiles in an emergency. Politburo member and Defence Minister Dmitri Ustinov, who had served Stalin himself as People’s Commissar of

  Armaments, had grown unaccustomed to people who disagreed with his opinions. He understandably preferred to discuss strategy with Akhromeev than with Ogarkov.2 Although Akhromeev kept Ogarkov abreast of these conversations, acute tension prevailed between Ogarkov and Ustinov.3




  Ogarkov and Akhromeev agreed that any kind of nuclear war would be disastrous. Throughout the 1970s, Cuban leader Fidel Castro had urged Soviet leaders to take a sterner approach to the

  Americans. He called on Moscow to prepare for a pre-emptive direct strike on America. The General Staff countered his arguments by highlighting the devastating ecological consequences of nuclear

  radiation for his small island. Castro reluctantly quietened down.4 But relations between Ogarkov and Ustinov continued to deteriorate, and

  in September 1984 Ustinov got the Politburo to shunt Ogarkov into retirement and promote Akhromeev to Chief of the General Staff. Akhromeev immediately took a basic decision of exceptional

  importance. Soviet military technologists were designing the Dead Hand system, which would enable the automatic launching of Soviet intercontinental missiles if America were to start a war and kill

  the USSR’s political and army leaders. The sensory detectors were designed to react to light, to seismic movement and to radiation. When Oleg Baklanov in the Party Defence Department endorsed

  the project, Akhromeev stepped in and overruled it: he felt horror at the idea of eliminating the subjective need for command and exposing the country and the world to the danger that a war might

  start because an electronic device had malfunctioned. The Dead Hand trigger mechanism ‘was never fully realized’.5




  NATO in the early 1980s planned on the basis that the Warsaw Pact ‘could field at least ninety divisions’ in Europe, including 13,000 tanks – mainly T-64s and

  T-62s.6 This gave the USSR and its allies a vast quantitative superiority, and the Supreme Allied Commander Bernard Rogers admitted in

  confidence that his forces would be able to conduct a successful defence with conventional weapons for only a very brief period.7 The NATO

  armies facing the Warsaw Pact had ammunition for only thirty days. To compensate for this, the idea was that new supplies would be ordered from a dozen big munitions factories in America, and

  Rogers was aware that production and transport would take time.8 On both sides there were commanders who could see the implausibility of the

  schemes that were put in place. Little or no attention was given to the difficulties of moving across territory that had suffered devastation. Refugees would be streaming

  everywhere. The weather could be snowy in the winter and wet and muddy in the autumn and spring. Rapid transportation would quickly become impossible.9 What made things worse in any likely emergency was the time that would be needed for NATO to consult its member countries before going to war.




  The caveat has to be entered that a lot of the Eastern equipment was of poorer quality than the Western. Quantity was not everything, and a confidential report by the West German Defence

  Ministry to this effect became public knowledge in 1983.10 NATO technical intelligence was directed at assessing the designs and

  capabilities of arms, counting the number of troops and tracking their geographical movement. The high command understandably hoped to avoid being caught unawares. The concern was that the Soviet

  General Secretary might take it into his head – or be persuaded – to launch a sudden offensive. While much was discovered about the Warsaw Pact’s dispositions, even the West

  German report underestimated the weaknesses in the Soviet Army’s readiness. Back in the USSR, as the General Staff was painfully aware, large parts of its garrisons lacked the basic necessary

  equipment. Despite the vast funds dedicated to the armed forces, they were never enough to satisfy the demands of contemporary conventional warfare. The commanders also revealed that they had an

  insufficient number of trained soldiers.11




  In such circumstances it was almost certain that both sides would quickly resort to using their nuclear weapons. This was as true for NATO as for the Warsaw Pact. West German General Leopold

  Chalupa put it bluntly: the Western powers had an inferior quantity of conventional forces and no biological weapons; the military command would inevitably request the deployment of the missiles

  that were under American control.12 The balance of military power was stabilized in a dangerous fashion in the mid-1970s when both sides

  installed intermediate-range rockets in Europe. The USSR had started the process by deploying its SS-20 missiles. Even when based on Soviet territory, they could reach Western Europe within

  minutes. The Americans responded by persuading their allies to accept Pershing-2 missiles as a desirable deterrent. Britain and West Germany permitted their introduction on local American bases.

  The CIA’s William Odom told National Security Adviser Brzezinski that it would make better sense to put them in more distant places such as Portugal or the Shetland Islands.13 There was some fatalism about the decisions in Moscow and Washington. It was as if the politicians found that once the

  weapons were being produced, it was hard to stop them from being deployed regardless of the probable reaction by the other side.14




  Soviet political leaders had been numbed by the discovery of what their budgetary allocations were supporting. Brezhnev and government premier Alexei Kosygin attended a Soviet military exercise

  together in 1972 and learned about the probable consequences of an American nuclear first strike against the USSR. The General Staff’s assumption was that the armed forces would have to

  operate at a thousandth of their peacetime strength. Eighty million citizens would have perished. The Soviet Union would retain only fifteen per cent of its industrial capacity. Its European

  territory would become contaminated by a devastating level of radiation. When the Soviet intercontinental missiles retaliated, the prediction was that America would suffer an attack of even greater

  proportions. The apparatus for launching these missiles was passed to Brezhnev as guest of honour. Although he knew that they had only dummy warheads, he blenched at the idea of pressing the

  button. His hands shook and he repeatedly sought Marshal Andrei Grechko’s assurance that the procedure was entirely safe: ‘Andrei Antonovich, are you sure this is just an

  exercise?’15




  Brezhnev’s reaction so worried the General Staff that it took to briefing Politburo leaders in soft language that would minimize any distress to them.16 For their part, the politicians disliked to pry. They did not want to hear about anything too upsetting.




  According to Colonel General Andrian Danilevich, the whole Politburo from Brezhnev to Gorbachëv left the General Staff to draw up its practical schemes without interference: ‘They

  never really asked what we were doing.’ The result was that politicians had little idea about the schemes available for activation in an emergency.17 Even Defence Minister Ustinov had no better than a sketchy acquaintance with the likely level of destruction.18

  Apart from anything else, Soviet leaders wanted to avoid agitating their citizens about the ghastly consequences of war. The public debate was heavily controlled by the party leadership. It was

  confined to generalities about ‘the destruction of civilization’. No comment appeared on the projections about casualty numbers or urban targets. Nothing was published or even written

  about post-war health care, food supply, agriculture or transport for the general population; but secret arrangements were put in hand to look after the country’s elite. By the mid-1980s,

  according to confidential CIA reports, Soviet planning had established 1,500 shelter facilities for leaders at the central and regional levels. Underground facilities existed

  at Sharapovo and Chekhov for the supreme leadership.19




  The USSR’s General Staff and high command kept secret a report from the Main Intelligence Administration (GRU) that wartime contamination of the environment would be a planetary

  catastrophe. Warsaw Pact countries would suffer devastating damage regardless of the harm they wreaked upon America and Western Europe. The information was so disturbing that it was thought prudent

  to withhold it from most generals. The priority was to hold on to their confidence. The Pact’s commander-in-chief, Marshal Kulikov, threatened to force the chief researcher, Lieutenant

  Colonel Vitali Tsygichko, into retirement unless he agreed to soften his findings. Although Tsygichko stood his ground, he had no authority to compel the dissemination of his work. He concluded

  that the high command recoiled from the challenge to revise conventional doctrine and shuddered at the possibility of a reduced budget for the armed forces. They imposed a rigid conservatism. In

  arranging military exercises, they insisted on the assumption that the Pact’s armies would deftly circumvent balloon-shaped areas of nuclear radiation. This was pie-in-the-sky thinking as

  commanders trained the armed forces, from top to bottom, to be ready to ‘attack to the thunder of nuclear strikes’.20




  The Warsaw Pact’s plans detailed only the initial operations in any war with NATO. According to Jaruzelski, the defence of East Germany received much attention. Allowance was made that if

  NATO started an offensive, their conventional forces might succeed in advancing forty miles. This might take three or four days, and Polish forces were expected to join the Soviet Army in halting

  the attack. It was not excluded that NATO might start simultaneous operations further south, perhaps starting from Greece or through the Caucasus. The Warsaw Pact counter-planned for its armies to

  fight their way to the Rhine. The campaign was expected to take ten to fifteen days. Resistance would crumble. The tanks of the Soviet Army and its allies would push back and defeat the invader.

  Jaruzelski saw that such a war would inevitably lead to the use of more than conventional weaponry. He was always sceptical about what he heard from the USSR’s high command: ‘When we

  thought about this, it occurred to us even at that time that this was not realistic! NATO would certainly use its nuclear weapons, and then we would use ours. The prediction was for several hundred

  nuclear explosions in this limited area. It was absurd!’21




  General Tadeusz Pióro of the Polish army shared this assessment; he described military preparations in the Warsaw Pact as ‘science

  fiction’.22 Every sensible commander could see that disaster was built into the war plans. But whereas Jaruzelski pushed these

  plans to the back of his mind while cooperating with the USSR, General Tadeusz Tuczapski felt that an alternative had to be found to preserve the Polish nation. He knew that even a small number of

  nuclear explosions would wipe out human life in Poland.




  After much thought he proposed a demographic precaution that was nothing if not bizarre:




  

    

      

        One time at a training briefing in the General Staff, I was angry and could not hold back since there was money there that was returned to the government. I stood up and

        told Jaruzelski, ‘General, more should be given to Civil Defence so that we could build a good, solid bunker. Lock up in that bunker a hundred Polish men – some really good

        fuckers – together with two hundred women so that we can rebuild the Polish nation. Give some money for that.’ Of course, Jaruzelski took offence and said, ‘What are you

        talking about?’




        We were viewing things realistically. We knew what was happening, what the threat was. We recognized what nuclear war meant for Poland. Well, we would not have existed after it all.

        Neither the Americans nor the Russians would have regretted that. We could have – I don’t know – got something ready. And, really, one good bunker should have been prepared

        so that we could have eventually rebuilt the Polish nation.23


      


    


  




  The reasons for Jaruzelski’s anger with Tuczapski are unclear. Perhaps it was a matter of taste and decency for him; or maybe he thought that Tuczapski was being

  flippant.




  Jaruzelski believed that geography and the sheer distribution of military power made it sensible for Polish leaders to seek an understanding with Great Russia. Confrontation with Moscow could

  lead to national suicide. After becoming Party General Secretary, he told President Mitterrand with brutal frankness: ‘Either I condemn my people to live under the Soviet boot or else I try

  and gain what I can from the situation as it is. Are you in the West ready to make war for the sake of Poland? No. Well, there’s no other course than the one I’m

  following.’24




  A very different approach to the same problem came from Colonel Ryszard Kukliński. A Polish patriot, Kukliński had offered his services to the CIA when he saw the Warsaw Pact’s

  plans for the kind of war it expected to fight in the event of military conflict between the USSR and the US. His temperament was ebullient and unrestrained, but his reasons

  were very clinical. He felt nothing but horror when he pondered the fact that, whatever happened in such a conflict, Poland would inevitably attract a blitz of American nuclear missiles. As a

  commander of high rank, he was privy to the Warsaw Pact’s strategic assumptions. He knew and resented the fact that Poland could not even affect the original decision to go to war. The USSR

  monopolized all the big decisions. Kukliński soberly concluded that he could best help his country by keeping the Americans informed about what he learned about Soviet offensive plans. He

  reasoned that by enabling the American leadership to anticipate the USSR’s actions, it could adopt preventive measures which would avert the outbreak of war – and Poland would be saved

  from nuclear holocaust.




  The Soviet high command was divided about whether troops could really advance through irradiated territory to any practical advantage. According to Vitali Tsygichko, only a few hotheads thought

  this to be at all realistic.25 Nevertheless, the basic assumption in the Warsaw Pact was that its land forces could move forward as many

  as sixty kilometres a day. Apparently a plan existed for the first thirty days – and a second one for the next thirty days.26




  Both the Warsaw Pact and NATO had to think the unthinkable in anticipation of war. The West German commanders learned from General Nigel Bagnall, commander-in-chief of the British Army of the

  Rhine and commander of NATO’s Northern Army Group, about a plan for the preventive destruction of a border town in West Germany that was a communications centre. Chalupa, commander-in-chief

  of Allied Forces Central Europe at the time, tackled Bagnall with a question about how he would have felt if he was fighting on this basis in an area between Newcastle and Carlisle.27 The West Germans had an understandable preference for saving all their country from annihilation. Agreement was reached that there should be

  ‘forward defence planning’. Supplies for NATO forces were warehoused close to frontiers with Warsaw Pact states to give West Germany the assurance that its allies did not regard it as

  an expendable asset.28 The Americans and West Europeans, except for the French, held firmly to NATO’s dispositions. Of course,

  there were national oddities. The Dutch had a tendency to expect war on five working days each week and allowed a lot of their troops home at weekends. The rest of NATO prayed that the Warsaw Pact

  was not keeping an eye on the calendar.29




  Fred Iklé, the US Under Secretary of Defense, was not alone in the American administration in worrying about the conflicting interests inside the NATO alliance. He

  himself imagined a scenario where the Americans might feel the need for a pre-emptive strike on the USSR but would be thwarted by Western Europe. Britain, France and West Germany would for sure

  calculate that Soviet retaliation would lead to their total incineration. This in turn would expose Western Europe to the threat of ‘nuclear blackmail’.30




  In 1982 there was also an outbreak of controversy about the global physical consequences of a Third World War after the Swedish Academy of Sciences journal Ambio published an article on

  the likely consequences of fires on earth produced by the detonation of nuclear bombs. The authors were Paul J. Crutzen of the Max Planck Institute and John W. Birks of the University of Colorado.

  They took as their starting point a military conflict involving 14,700 warheads and 5,700 megatons of explosive power. They assumed that most cities with a population greater than 100,000 would be

  hit. According to their calculations, about 750 million people would instantly be killed by the bombing.31 The focus of their

  contribution, though, was on the worldwide calamity that would ensue from the smoke, ashes and soot alone. Sunlight would be drastically reduced. All forms of animal and plant life would be

  threatened.32 This hypothesis was quickly picked up by scientists in America. Some were sympathetic to the arguments, and on 31 October

  1983 a conference was opened in Washington on the topic. Dr Carl Sagan published an article on ‘Nuclear War and Climatic Catastrophe’ in Foreign Affairs in the winter of

  1983–1984. He suggested that any conflict involving nuclear weapons would wreak a planetary environmental disaster. It would make no difference if only a few such detonations took place.

  Sagan asked why, if Reagan genuinely wanted peace, he gave 10,000 times greater financial support to the Defense Department than to the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency.33




  When Edward Teller poured scorn on him as a ‘propagandizer’ who did not know what he was talking about, Sagan wrote a letter deploring that Teller himself had written that

  ‘nuclear winter’ was the only possible outcome of a war involving nuclear ballistic missiles; he objected to Teller’s readiness to engage in personalized polemics.34




  Sagan’s article was manna from heaven for Soviet leaders and propagandists. Already in March 1980 an appeal had gone from 654 American scientists to Presidents Carter and Brezhnev. The

  title was ‘Danger – Nuclear War’, the call was for a ban on all nuclear weapons. This was brought to the attention of Brezhnev, who expressed delight on

  behalf of the Politburo. He congratulated the signatories on their ‘humane and noble activities’ – and Pravda noted that Western news agencies reported on this in a

  constructive spirit.35 Sagan had provided a scholarly basis for their standpoint. He himself was on good terms with Moscow scientists

  such as Yevgeni Velikhov – he thanked Velikhov for his and his colleagues’ efforts in independently testing and confirming the hypothesis. Naive and enthusiastic, Sagan did not have

  anything like the knowledge of conditions in the USSR that was needed before he indicated that Velikhov was carrying out any such testing of his own. Minister of Health Yevgeni Chazov’s

  booklet Nuclear War: The Medical and Biological Consequences was no franker than anything that Velikhov produced. Chazov relied heavily on Western sources and provided little in the way of

  Soviet empirical data.36




  Velikhov continued to advocate the benefits of the civilian production of nuclear power but in private he held deep reservations, later telling Deputy Foreign Affairs Minister Anatoli Adamishin

  that the world would have been a safer place if the discovery could have been delayed for a further hundred years. No state was ready for it, least of all the USSR. Velikhov recalled that when the

  first Soviet nuclear power station had been built at Obninsk, the nearby collective farm was still using a wooden plough; and he lamented the condition of the USSR’s computer

  industry.37 No such thought was allowed in the media. The party leadership insisted on universal acceptance of the notion that the USSR

  pursued solely peaceful ends in foreign and security policy and enforced exemplary standards of safety at its civilian nuclear power stations. The reality was less than reassuring. In 1979, when

  still KGB Chairman, Yuri Andropov reported that crucial precautions had failed to be taken in the process of constructing the set of reactors at Chernobyl in central Ukraine.38 The Ministry of Energy too had admitted that things were not entirely satisfactory; but it assured the Politburo that an on-site inspection had cleared up the

  difficulty.39 Velikhov, of course, had military as well as industrial dangers in mind. He worried that the country’s leadership

  might prove inadequate to supervising the vast power that nuclear energy put at its disposal; and there were many others who shared his concerns and were barred from expressing them in print.




  A papal report came to Reagan in 1981 indicating that whatever else happened in a nuclear war, the facilities for tending to the wounded were utterly

  inadequate.40 The President was a sympathetic reader: the Vatican’s emphasis entirely corresponded to his own ideas on avoiding

  such a war at all costs. At a meeting with Cardinal Casaroli, Reagan emphasized his abhorrence of nuclear war.41 The trouble was that he

  failed to convince most people of his sincerity. Around the world, he was still widely regarded as a warmonger.




  





  
3. THE REAGANAUTS




  Everyone Reagan brought into his administration wanted to avoid undue concessions to the USSR. They scorned the idea of containment. They shared the President’s contempt

  for détente and his resolve to overtake the other superpower in the arms race. The Reaganauts, as they were sometimes called, wanted America to show a new face to the world and challenge the

  Soviet leadership in every dimension of its activity. None of Reagan’s appointees thought that Moscow would come to acceptable terms with Washington until American military power attained

  superiority. This dictum was fixed in the White House credo and was repeated time and time again by the President and his officials. It was scarcely surprising that when Reagan declared that he

  wanted to prevent world war and abolish all nuclear weapons, he failed to convince the Kremlin. The truth was that nearly every one of his appointees believed that the sheer frightfulness of atomic

  bombs had served to keep the peace since 1945. If nuclear weaponry were to be banned, there would immediately be global insecurity that could soon lead to world war. American arms control officials

  were distinctly unenthusiastic about his goal of abolishing all nuclear weapons. Not until Reagan was elected for a second presidential term did Secretary of State George Shultz hear any of them

  even discussing the topic.1




  The Soviet leadership judged the President by his threats and actions as well as by the kind of people he promoted to high office. Reagan had campaigned for the presidency as someone who would

  take no nonsense from the USSR. Little wonder that the Politburo did not see him as a peacemaker.




  In 1976, shortly before he stood for President against the Democratic challenger Jimmy Carter, Gerald Ford had allowed a review of policy towards the USSR. He and the then CIA Director George

  Bush did this in a most unusual way by commissioning two rival reports, one by Team A and the other by Team B. Team A consisted of CIA experts and people who agreed with their analysis; Team B,

  headed by Harvard’s professor of Russian history Richard Pipes, challenged the CIA’s assumption that Soviet economic decline prevented Moscow from matching

  American military capacity.2 Pipes himself thought it hardly worth the effort to talk to the Kremlin leadership. Any treaty on strategic

  weapons limitation, in his opinion, would simply enable Brezhnev and the Politburo to put off the day of final crisis. American policy should be centred upon ‘the nature of the Soviet

  regime’. Until such time as the leaders of the USSR instituted a radical reform of the internal system of power, America could achieve nothing with them in international relations. Pipes

  warned that Soviet leaders might decide that war with America was preferable to the dismantling of communism. Reform was consequently far from being inevitable. Team B’s argument’s

  impressed Reagan, who put Pipes in charge of the Soviet and East European desk on his National Security Council. Pipes consented to work for the administration for only the first half of the

  presidential term since he was reluctant to forfeit his tenured Harvard post.3 National Security Adviser Richard Allen admired his

  ‘war-like proclivities’ and welcomed him on these terms.4




  When entering the White House, Reagan was drawing on the support of groups that sprang up to oppose any ill-considered concessions to the USSR in the arms talks. The best organized association

  was the Committee on the Present Danger. Among its leading figures were David Packard of the Hewlett-Packard Co. and Lane Kirkland of the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial

  Organizations. Another was Reagan’s foreign policy adviser Richard Allen. They highlighted what they saw as a military imbalance between America and the USSR. They claimed that America was

  being gulled by the Kremlin. Parallel to the Committee on the Present Danger were a number of organizations such as the Madison Group and the Heritage Foundation. Reagan drew his officials

  abundantly from such groups. No one he appointed was soft on communism. Just once, Paul Nitze – the chief American negotiator at the arms talks at Geneva – let out the idea that the

  Americans wanted to get to a situation where they could ‘live and let live’ with the USSR. This was too much for Wall Street Journal conservative commentator Irving Kristol,

  who asked what was going on inside the administration.5




  The best-known of Reagan’s appointees was Alexander Haig. Though Caspar Weinberger, William Casey and George Shultz were considered, it was Haig who became Secretary of State. Haig had

  been President Nixon’s chief of staff who had gone on to head NATO forces.6 Unlike several other leading

  officials, he was cautious about the way he approached the USSR. His sharp intellect ranged over many external and internal problems. Physically fit and military in bearing, he behaved like a

  commander in every office he held.




  Reagan soon found him hot to handle. He admired Haig’s capacity to analyse complex international situations, and Haig was quietly in favour of lessening the tensions with the USSR; but his

  rhetoric did not always convey this message. He was firmly anti-Soviet and left Moscow in no doubt that Soviet activity in Angola, Ethiopia, Cambodia, Afghanistan, Cuba and Libya was an impediment

  to an improved relationship with Washington.7 But his imperious ill-temper damaged his effectiveness at the State Department. Reagan

  scratched his head about Haig’s inability to get on with anyone in the administration – the frequent tirades struck the President as ‘paranoid’.8 Haig implicitly wanted to control all foreign policy. He underestimated Reagan, who was outwardly charming but had a titanium core. When Haig objected to his ideas,

  the President told him with firmness: ‘Well, we’re not going to do it some other way.’ Haig was sent scurrying with the order: ‘Well, you just go and work it

  out.’9




  Matters climaxed over Haig’s behaviour while Reagan was in hospital after the assassination attempt. On hearing of the shooting, Haig brashly claimed that he was in charge. He wanted

  Americans to know that a strong hand remained on the levers of power; speaking on national TV, he announced: ‘I am in control here.’ Others in the administration thought this crazed and

  power-hungry. Reagan, as he recovered, came to the same conclusion. His officials advised him to fire Haig before he could do any more damage. This was something that the President always found it

  hard to do. He hated personal conflict. But he ceased to show much enthusiasm for Haig, and this was enough to dent the Secretary of State’s pride. He resigned office on 5 July 1982. Reagan

  was caustic: ‘Actually the only disagreement was over whether I made policy or the Secretary of State did.’10




  After his mistake with Haig, Reagan was circumspect in going about the recruitment of a successor. His choice fell upon George Shultz, who had served under Richard Nixon as Secretary of the

  Treasury. Shultz accepted the invitation. His friend Henry Kissinger was caustic: ‘George has no knowledge of foreign policy, none at all; worse than that, he has no feel for

  it.’11 He differed from Haig in recognizing that one man and one man only was President. The new Secretary of State could be gruff

  and blunt but his manner disguised the reality of a thoughtful intellectual who had taught economics at the University of Chicago Graduate School and had expertise both in

  business and in government. Shultz liked to test out his policies in government by asking: ‘Could I defend it at a seminar at the University of Chicago?’12 He was a public servant of distinction; he knew the corridors of power in Washington better than most of the Californians who had swarmed to the capital with

  Reagan. A former US Marine who had seen action in the Second World War, Shultz was tough-minded and determined. The secretaryship was offered to him at a stage in his career when he could handle

  the strains of the post. He had another advantage, one that Henry Kissinger and Alexander Haig lacked: he felt it would not be the worst thing to happen if ever he walked out of the State

  Department. He held to his values and knew his own value, and was in accord with most of the President’s objectives.




  He was almost alone in the Reagan administration in having any experience of negotiating with the Soviet leadership – as President Nixon’s Treasury Secretary he had gone to Moscow

  for financial discussions in 1973.13 He was confident about his ability to seize the available opportunities to pursue the

  President’s stated objectives. He had a broad perspective on world politics and the global economy and counted Milton Friedman among his friends and correspondents.14 Friedman tended to avoid discussions about the Cold War but from an economic angle he saw no point in indulging the USSR: he told Shultz that the

  world’s big banks, notably those in West Germany, were reducing the world’s ‘capital pool’ by lending money to the inefficient Soviet economy. There was only a finite

  quantity of capital around the globe. It was being wasted on the USSR.15 Shultz shared the concern about the global economy and its

  current prospects of expansion.16




  He also understood the need to perpetuate a degree of consensus on foreign policy inside the Reagan administration. Haig’s State Department had been like a gas-filled room: no one could

  tell when the next explosion would occur. With this in mind, the new Secretary of State instituted a regular Saturday group to discuss current business; and he would invite Vice President George

  Bush and Ed Meese as well as leading officials of the National Security Council, Defense Department and CIA.17 He had breakfast once a

  week with Weinberger, whom Reagan had made his Defense Secretary.18 With Bush, he would have no difficulty. Reagan had selected him as

  his vice presidential running mate in 1980 because he straddled a middling position in Republican party politics. Bush was content with proposals to open talks with the USSR.

  Others in the administration felt differently – and Shultz knew that he was going to have to surmount their resistance. He was also aware about the doggedness of people like Weinberger. The

  two of them had worked together in the Bechtel Corporation in San Francisco. They had never got on. Shultz found Weinberger impossibly inflexible in business; Weinberger thought Shultz too ready to

  concede to litigious complainants.19




  The President trusted his Defense Secretary despite his lack of enthusiasm about eliminating nuclear weaponry.20 They had been friends

  since Reagan’s appearance on the Californian political stage, and Weinberger knew which ideas would best appeal to the President. He was also careful to avoid intruding unduly on his free

  time. Weinberger wanted the Soviet leadership to understand that a true warrior occupied the Department of Defense. He had indeed seen active service in the Second World War, but his experience in

  government under Nixon and Ford had been in the civilian sector as Director of the Office of Management and Budget and then as Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare. He was short, neat and

  dapper. He was courteous of manner but had a short temper and lacked much of a sense of humour.21 He had little notion about how to win

  over people who did not already agree with him. He could handle a gentle interview on the TV evening news, but proved helpless at a news conference when asked a troublesome question.22 Media professionals tended to dislike him as a warmonger. He gave an interview to the New York Times in an attempt to rectify this image:

  ‘We aren’t planning to fight any war, if we can avoid it. We’re planning to deter war . . . We’ve said many times that we don’t think nuclear war is

  winnable.’23




  It was Weinberger’s aim to achieve unconditional military superiority for America, and he reckoned that it might take the rest of the decade. American armed forces had to be modernized.

  Weinberger adopted an extravagant tone: ‘When I left California . . . I expected to find some problems in Washington. But frankly, I was surprised to find conditions as bad as they are. The

  Defense Department reminded me of a business that had been neglected far too long.’24 He had a brief to cut out financial waste

  from American armed forces and set about cost-saving exercises with gusto. He pursued this objective while stressing his determination that America should catch up with Soviet offensive

  capacity.25 With this in mind he pushed hard for an increase in the Defense Department’s yearly budget. Even the Republicans on

  the Senate Armed Services Committee commented on this, and Senator John W. Warner of Virginia by 1985 emerged as a leading objector to Weinberger’s

  demands.26 All through Reagan’s first presidential term and beyond, there was a growing concern that the expenditure might be like

  pouring money down a drain.27




  The Assistant Secretary in the Defense Department was Richard Perle. Henry Kissinger would later characterize Perle as ‘a destructive son-of-a-bitch’.28 Soviet diplomat Teimuraz Stepanov-Mamaladze thought that he looked like ‘a Tiflis Armenian’. Coming from a half-Georgian, this was not exactly a

  compliment. Tiflis was the Russian pre-revolutionary name for Tbilisi and in those distant years the Georgian capital had been economically dominated by its large Armenian merchant class. Feelings

  between Georgians and Armenians were so bad that the Georgian communist leadership in the 1920s implemented a process of ethnic cleansing.29 Perle had an almost unearthly calm, never shouting in order to get his way;30 but his anti-Soviet ferocity earned

  him the soubriquet ‘Prince of Darkness’ in American liberal circles. He was careless of this reputation; if anything, he liked it.




  Neither Weinberger nor Perle had time for anyone who sought to lower the tensions with the Politburo. Weinberger was furious with Robert McNamara, one of his predecessors as Defense Secretary,

  for demanding a fresh doctrine of war. McNamara and his friends argued for the need to renounce the ‘first use’ of nuclear weapons against the USSR and even what became known as

  ‘hasty second use’. Weinberger denied that such a policy would enhance national security; he reasoned that if the Kremlin could cause trouble without risking rapid all-out retaliation,

  there would be no likely improvement in its behaviour. He endorsed the President’s comment that the nuclear freeze movement in the NATO countries was being manipulated by people who sought to

  weaken America. Weinberger thought that American arms control specialists were a problem in themselves. He saw them as having an interest in prolonging talks; and if a definitive treaty were to be

  agreed between America and the USSR, their jobs would be put in jeopardy. They might not even be conscious of this bias.31 Weinberger

  wanted Soviet leaders to know that if they started a war, America would fight as long as it took to defeat the enemy. He indicated that his Department had contingency schemes for a protracted

  conflict.32




  Weinberger bristled whenever there was mention of the idea of selling advanced technology to the USSR. At a National Security Council he swept aside talk about the unease

  in NATO:




  

    

      

        We must consider our Allies’ position, but we must consider whether we wish to aid the Soviets or not, and we must not adopt the attitude that if we don’t sell

        to them someone else will. This is sometimes true, but our policy should be very restrictive. Almost everything aids their military and helps their economy. We know that they will only be

        satisfied by world domination, and we cannot satisfy them by appeasing them.33


      


    


  




  When Commerce Secretary Baldrige spoke in favour of allowing the export of goods freely available in American retail stores, CIA Director Casey pitched in on Weinberger’s side: ‘It

  is a mistake to help the Soviets by exporting to them items they need.’ He reminded everyone that America had sold scrap iron to Japan shortly before the Second World War.34




  Casey was at one with Weinberger in believing that nothing good could come from negotiating with the USSR. He believed in putting the Kremlin under direct stress. Appointed CIA director at the

  start of Reagan’s presidency, he was an intelligence agency veteran. In the Second World War he had served in the Office of Strategic Services under ‘Wild Bill’ Donovan and became

  head of its Secret Intelligence Branch in Europe. He was a rumbustious Cold Warrior in the postwar years. He was convinced that the Kremlin was the most fertile ground of evil in the world. His

  Catholic faith sustained his determination to stem the expansion of atheistic communism. As a law graduate, he became active in the Republican Party while working for large corporations. President

  Nixon appointed him Chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission from 1971. Casey always hoped for a President who would confront the USSR; he was sceptical about the advantages of

  détente. He believed he’d found what he wanted in Reagan and offered his services as his presidential campaign manager in 1980. He saw the Soviet leadership as the centre of a global

  revolutionary conspiracy that was responsible for most of the terrorist outrages against America and its allies. He intended to turn the CIA into an organization fit and capable of undermining

  Moscow’s purposes.35 He kept Reagan informed about his efforts to ‘revitalize the clandestine services’ and introduce

  appointees whom he could trust.36




  Not all NATO leaders treated contact and trade with the Soviet Union in the same way as Weinberger and Casey, who came together in objecting to the Siberian oil and gas

  pipeline under construction through to West Germany – they ignored Haig’s argument that America’s NATO allies in Western Europe would simply refuse to abandon the commercial deal.

  Haig gave this summary:




  

    

      

        We lifted the controls on three-fourths of our own trade with the Soviets when we lifted the grain embargo. It would be inconsistent to put pressure on them when we are

        loosening our own controls.37


      


    


  




  Weinberger refused to give an inch:




  

    

      

        We are unequivocally in favor of stopping the pipeline. Leadership does not add up the columns on the opinions of our Allies, then conclude you are defeated. You decide

        what is needed and you do it. The Europeans should be clear on that. You decide what is needed and you do it.38


      


    


  




  The meeting on 9 July 1981 petered out without a decision.39




  Casey hinted that the President had missed a trick by lifting the grain embargo:




  

    

      

        A cartel of the US, Canada, Australia, and Argentina would control 78 per cent of all wheat in world trade, 87 per cent of all corn, and 90 per cent of all soybeans. By way of comparison,

        the thirteen OPEC nations control just 71 per cent of world oil. At current prices, for about $20 billion – less than one-tenth of the defense budget – the US could purchase every

        bushel of grain on the world market. It should take only a fraction of that to hold farmers in the American and Argentina harmless from the consequences of withholding their grain from the

        Soviet Union. That would be very powerful leverage indeed but it would be an extraordinary measure which cannot be taken lightly. It would not be justified in world opinion unless taken for a

        very specific and important purpose.40


      


    


  




  Although Reagan rejected this particular idea, he apparently welcomed Casey to the National Security Council as ‘a team player’ – a somewhat eccentric description of a man who

  rocked any boat he thought was sailing in the wrong direction.41




  Eugene Rostow, who was appointed as director of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, was equally pessimistic about making progress with the Soviet leadership. As a Yale law professor as well

  as a veteran official in Democrat administration, he was a talented disputant; and he told Ambassador Anatoli Dobrynin that America would sign no treaty until the USSR

  permitted the Americans to verify compliance. He stressed that the Americans had plenty of information about infringements of internationally agreed undertakings, including the Soviet programme to

  develop biological weaponry.42 The man who represented the Joint Chiefs of Staff at the Geneva arms talks that Rostow headed was

  Lieutenant General Ed Rowny. He had resigned from the Carter administration rather than endorse the terms of the SALT-II treaty.43




  The true Reaganauts in the White House, according to Weinberger, were very few. Apart from himself, he named them as Ed Meese, Jeane Kirkpatrick, Bill Casey, William Clark, Richard Allen and

  George Shultz. It is striking that he included his rival Shultz on the list. Weinberger claimed that Shultz started out with an undesirable readiness to accept ‘the received wisdom’ of

  the State Department. As Weinberger saw things, though, Shultz eventually came over to Reagan’s standpoint in foreign policy. Late in life, Weinberger was willing to concede that they agreed

  on sixty to seventy per cent of public business; he also admitted that the State Department’s professional staff would have been a handful for anyone. He accepted that Shultz gave constant

  support to the Strategic Defense Initiative.44 It is undeniable that the American administration had deep divisions on policy. But about

  the need to confront and challenge the USSR, there was unanimity. The Reaganauts came to office with the express intention of putting an end to the idea of mere détente. The previous

  administration under Jimmy Carter had gone a long way in the same direction, and Reagan’s officials were determined to proceed further. They were going to confront and challenge the Soviet

  leadership.




  





  
4. THE AMERICAN CHALLENGE




  Reagan and his officials had no sharply chiselled ideas for overturning communism in Moscow or breaking up the USSR.1

  They knew that Soviet leaders remained a formidable force in the world. Jeane Kirkpatrick was to recall that Reagan hoped to ‘spend them to death’.2 This indeed was one of his main objectives, and reports from the CIA welcomed the results he was achieving. Its reports regularly highlighted the strains on the

  Kremlin’s budget that stemmed from its foreign commitments. Afghanistan and Poland were new burdens for the Kremlin, which already subsidized Cuba, Vietnam and the African client

  states.3




  Two years into his presidential term, Reagan gave two speeches that seized the world’s attention. On 8 March 1983, at the National Association of Evangelicals in Orlando, he denounced the

  USSR as an ‘empire of evil’ and described totalitarianism as ‘the focus of evil in the world’.4 He explained:




  

    

      

        During my first press conference as President, in answer to a direct question, I pointed out that, as good Marxist-Leninists, the Soviet leaders have openly and publicly

        declared that the only morality they recognize is that which will further their cause, which is world revolution. I think I should point out I was only quoting Lenin, their guiding spirit,

        who said in 1920 that they repudiate all morality that proceeds from supernatural ideas – that’s their name for religion – or ideas that are outside class conceptions.

        Morality is entirely subordinate to the interests of class war. And everything is moral that is necessary for the annihilation of the old, exploiting social order and for uniting the

        proletariat.




        Well, I think the refusal of many influential people to accept this elementary fact of Soviet doctrine illustrates an historical reluctance to see totalitarian powers for what they are. We

        saw this phenomenon in the 1930s. We see it too often today.5


      


    


  




  He repeated his call for a fifty per cent cut in strategic nuclear missiles and for the entire elimination of intermediate-range weapons.6




  The world’s media ignored the thoughtful and theological ingredients of the speech. They preferred to highlight the militant implications of the President’s anticommunism, and

  opponents of Reagan felt that their worst fears were being confirmed. He had spoken fiercely about the USSR before entering the White House. His Orlando speech was of a piece with his discourse

  over many years.




  On 23 March 1983, after a fortnight of controversy, he delivered a televised address to the nation about his new project for an anti-missile defence system in outer space: a Strategic Defense

  Initiative that would enable the Americans to shoot down offensive missiles. Weinberger had alerted NATO defence ministers only a few days in advance.7 Reagan had given next to no time for a discussion in his own administration. Perhaps he sensed that officials would object. When Deputy National Security Adviser Robert

  McFarlane got wind of the President’s ideas, he cautioned his own boss William Clark: ‘You’ve got to stop him. He can’t make that speech yet. This hasn’t even begun to

  be vetted.’8 Shultz continued to feel doubts which failed to be alleviated by a briefing from General Abrahamson, who headed the

  programme. The Secretary of State concluded: ‘I’m either being lied to, or there’s nothing there!’9 Reagan was at

  odds with ‘the entire American defence intellectual establishment’.10 But he stuck to his idea, and it stayed in the core of

  his foreign policy. He insisted that he had only peaceful intentions while making America impregnable. The Defense Initiative was meant to ensure that if the USSR started a war with nuclear

  missiles, the Americans would have the capacity to intercept and destroy them from outer space before they could do any damage.




  Though Reagan emphasized his defensive intentions, he never erased suspicion that the project would bring technological advantage to America – and this was taken as proof that he was

  firing the pistol for yet another round of the arms race. The idea of a weapons system in outer space reminded people of the Star Wars movie series produced by George Lucas since 1977.

  Lucas’s films were about the struggle between good and evil in deep space. The weapons included laser beam wands. Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative quickly entered popular parlance

  as his Star Wars Initiative.




  Once they got over their surprise, leading administration officials came round to seeing attractions in the Strategic Defense Initiative. Andropov and his Politburo immediately denounced

  America’s militarism; they railed against a research programme that would add yet another stage to the arms race. Reagan’s speech had obviously agitated them, and

  there was no Reaganaut who lamented their discomfort. Weinberger liked the Defense Initiative if only because, as he confided to his officials, it would increase the economic stress for the USSR

  while turning America into ‘a nuclear sanctuary’. He called for parallel work to continue in building up the country’s strategic offensive capacity.11 Edward Teller was one of the leading scientists who had inspired Reagan to announce the research programme. He knew how to go about capturing the President’s

  imagination. He kept up the campaign, writing to him on 23 July 1983 that urgent action was needed since the USSR might already be ahead in the field.12 Reagan needed no persuading. The Defense Initiative provided him with the hope that he would achieve the protection of his country against attack by nuclear ballistic

  missiles. The fact that this caused distress in the Kremlin was a gratifying bonus.




  Meanwhile the Soviet Union was engulfed in its war in Afghanistan on the side of the communist government. The American administration made arrangements to deliver military supplies to

  anticommunist forces – the mujahidin – which contained a high proportion of ultra-traditionalist irregulars fighting for Islam, national sovereignty and the expulsion of foreign

  infidels. The Americans overlooked the long-term international danger of fundamentalist jihadism. Their dominant thought was that aid should go to the enemies of the USSR. The jihadists were

  fighting to liberate their country from a communist despotism propped up by the Soviet Army. They were fighters who lacked for nothing in determination but were deficient in weaponry. Reagan wished

  to assist them. It was prudent to make this a covert operation. As early as 1981 there was a scheme to use a civilian cargo company registered in Canada. The destination would be Pakistan via Oman,

  and permission would be obtained from President Zia-ul-Haq in Islamabad. Twenty small Cessna aircraft would be bought to make the regular flights into Afghanistan. The mujahidin were not going to

  go down for want of firepower.13 Weinberger went in person to Islamabad to discover how the war was proceeding. In October 1983 he met

  North-West Frontier Province Governor Fazl-e-Haq and discussed the huge influx of Afghan refugees.14




  The Soviet leadership turned a calm face to the world about Afghanistan. But even inside the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, under Gromyko’s iron rod, the dissenters made themselves felt. The

  diplomat Anatoli Kovalëv refused to take over the Near and Middle East desks because he wanted nothing to do with the Afghan imbroglio. When Gromyko reasoned with him

  that the Americans were intent on setting up bases in Afghanistan, Kovalëv stood his ground.15 Kovalëv survived in post but it

  was not always so easy for other officials to speak truth to power. Experts in the intelligence agency of the armed forces, the GRU, drafted a report pointing out the grave problems ahead. The

  Soviet Union seemed about to repeat the failure of the British in the nineteenth century. The GRU’s boss received a reprimand from the Politburo and told his subordinates: ‘You guys got

  me into trouble!’16 In fact Gromyko himself quickly began to regret the invasion. In 1982 Yevgeni Primakov, Director of the

  Oriental Studies Institute, gave a talk to the Foreign Affairs Ministry in Moscow and exposed the futility of expecting success in bringing ‘revolutionary changes’ to Afghanistan. To

  everyone’s surprise, Gromyko voiced agreement with Primakov’s criticisms.17




  On 18 August 1983 Andropov, at a reception in Moscow for visiting US senators, said he would end the USSR’s moratorium on anti-satellite weapon testing if America went ahead with the

  Strategic Defense Initiative.18 He was throwing down a gauntlet. At the same time he knew that Soviet experts were sceptical about the

  scientific chances of American success, and everyone could see that it was going to require ‘astronomic amounts of money’ from the USSR’s budget.19




  Reagan threw aside Carter’s inhibitions and played the Chinese card for all it was worth. In July 1981 the Pentagon announced America’s willingness to give consideration to

  China’s requests to buy advanced armaments. Decisions would be taken on a case-by-case basis.20 American corporations were eager to

  set up joint ventures without concern about technological transfer. The administration expressed a wish for cooperation in developing Chinese nuclear power for peaceful purposes. The calculation

  was that China’s rise would help America to harass the USSR. The State Department wanted to see the Chinese spreading their influence around the world and thought that if they would intervene

  in Africa, the Soviet Union’s capacity for mischief would be diminished.21 Although the abuses of human rights in China were

  mentioned, they were seldom highlighted. The Americans saw the Chinese as a bulwark against the USSR’s influence in South-East Asia; they also liked Beijing’s ability to tie down dozens

  of Soviet army divisions along the long border between the two countries.22 The American administration had few worries about selling

  advanced military technology to China – officials felt confident that the Chinese would never hand over secrets to their own enemies, the USSR and the Warsaw Pact. In

  June 1983 Reagan officially recognized the People’s Republic of China as a ‘friendly, non-allied country’ and worked for the further relaxation of trade restrictions on

  commerce.23




  He and his officials simultaneously strove to prevent sales of any equipment with a potential military use to the Soviet Union. America and its allies since 1949 had operated an embargo regime

  through their Coordinating Committee for Export Controls (or CoCom). Goods that used advanced technology were regularly monitored. American restrictions themselves were increased in 1975 when

  President Ford signed the so-called Jackson–Vanik amendment into law. Senator Henry ‘Scoop’ Jackson and Congressman Charles Vanik were seeking to penalize states which denied the

  right of free emigration to its citizens. The USSR, which was refusing to let Jews leave the country, was the prime target. US companies generally complied with the list of proscribed categories of

  products that CoCom drew up; but in 1980 Japan’s Toshiba Corporation secretly agreed to sell propellers to Moscow that enabled submarines to move almost silently underwater. This was a

  blatant violation of the rules; it also conflicted with Japanese defence interests. Unsurprisingly, American politicians threatened to apply a comprehensive ban on Toshiba’s freedom to trade

  in America.24 Years of wrangling followed as the US Defense Department highlighted the damaging consequences. Not even America had the

  power to compel a foreign corporation to rip up a duly signed contract. But its allies learned the lesson that the White House under Reagan would not look gently upon further breaches of the

  embargo.




  The American administration itself was inconsistent in its use of trade as a means of constraining the Kremlin. The lifting of the grain export embargo on 1 April 1981 relieved Soviet economic

  problems. A few weeks earlier, as the effects of yet another bad harvest were registered, the central party leadership had introduced a decree to remove the limits on the size of private plots on

  collective farms. Obstructions to the personal purchase of livestock had been eliminated – and the state bank was to make suitable credits available. There can be little doubt that

  Carter’s agricultural embargo had made an impact here. When Reagan revoked it, the party decree was immediately withdrawn.25




  An American trade delegation of 250 business executives visited Moscow in November 1982 despite the official state of mourning for President Brezhnev. Commercial links

  were picking up – and forty Soviet trade officials were to pay a return visit to New York in May 1984. These were years when America’s global balance-of-trade deficit gave rising

  concern. In 1983 it had risen to a record of $69.4 billion and the predictions were that it could be double that figure in the following year. Several big companies wanted the administration to

  assist them by lifting restrictions on trade with communist countries. The volume of commercial activity between America and the USSR tumbled from $4.5 billion in 1979 to $2.3 billion in 1983.

  American lobbyists pointed out that Western Europe was already taking the opportunities on offer from Moscow.26 On 28 July 1983

  permission was given for the USSR to increase its purchases of American grain by fifty per cent over the previous year and to prolong this volume of imports for another five years. Secretary of

  State Shultz and Commerce Secretary Baldrige saw this as a first step towards a repeal of the embargo on sales of gas and oil technology.27




  Shultz and Baldrige followed a tradition in Republican Party in favour of free trade regardless of ideological disputes, even trade with a country whose government was regarded as totalitarian.

  Weinberger consistently opposed this idea: he wanted to pressurize the Kremlin by every means available short of war. If the Soviet Foreign Trade Ministry was pleading for advanced technology, it

  was not in the American national interest to supply it. Oil and gas were crucial exports for the USSR’s economy. Without them, the Soviet budget would fall apart.28




  Reagan overruled Weinberger’s advice in December 1983.29 Offshore drilling equipment stayed off the CoCom list of banned

  exports. The State Department was worried about a regrowth of tensions with NATO allies that had occurred over the American sanctions against companies which helped the USSR to build its Siberian

  pipeline,30 and the Commerce Department added that if the Americans did not sell the equipment, other countries would come to terms

  – and America would suffer economically. Shultz was simultaneously working to establish a less dangerous relationship with the USSR. William L. Armstrong of Colorado led a group of US

  senators who were unhappy with this turn of events. They spoke out against any attempt to increase the quantity of imports that could have been produced in the Soviet Gulag. They publicized three

  dozen products which were held to be the result of forced labour. When Treasury Secretary Donald T. Regan said he was open to persuasion about introducing an embargo, Shultz and Baldrige

  highlighted the danger of worsened relations with Moscow. They pointed to the possibility that the USSR might retaliate by refusing to buy American farm produce.31 Everyone knew that the President wanted to keep his electoral support in the agricultural states of the Midwest.




  The USSR was constructing an enormous oil and gas pipeline from Siberia to Europe, and this had caused tremors in Washington. Mitterrand shared French intelligence reports about Soviet

  industrial espionage. American technology was being stolen by the cartful. The depth of the KGB’s penetration of America’s research programmes and illicit purchases of Canadian computer

  equipment was deeply disturbing, and the National Security Council decided to make the Soviet leadership pay a heavy price. Rather than expose the spies, the decision was taken to deposit faulty

  technology on them. The pipeline in Siberia was chosen as a prime target. As soon as the equipment was installed in Siberia, the turbines, pumps and valves registered excessive pressures and blew

  up the tubes. There was an explosion so large that the North American Aerospace Defense Command initially thought that Andropov had approved the launching of nuclear missiles from a secret site.

  Only Reagan and a few of his officials knew what had caused the disaster.32 Once the damage was done, the CIA and FBI rolled in and

  arrested dozens of agents known to be operating on missions to steal technological secrets.33




  Reagan was an unashamed enemy of communism, and sometimes his exuberance got the better of him. One incident stuck in the minds of many people. It occurred on 11 August 1983 as he was about to

  deliver his weekly radio broadcast. While doing the microphone check, he joked: ‘My fellow Americans, I’m pleased to tell you that today I’ve signed legislation that will outlaw

  Russia forever. We begin bombing in five minutes.’ The remark was relayed on the local sound system. When leaked to American media, it caused controversy. To Reagan’s detractors it

  appeared that he had blurted out his administration’s true purposes. The Politburo was outraged; the TASS news agency issued angry bulletins. US State Department officials worked overtime to

  allay American and foreign concern about what had come from the lips of the President.




  Throughout the year there were clashes in diplomacy and the media between the USSR and America. None was more vituperative than about the shooting down of a South Korean passenger airliner over

  eastern Siberia. The plane had strayed into Soviet air space, and the regional defence commanders treated it as an espionage mission by the enemy. All 269 passengers and crew

  of KAL007 perished. Soviet spokesmen stuck to the spying allegation and exculpated the Siberian military action. Over subsequent days the furore mounted around the world. Reagan and Shultz

  condemned what they saw as nothing less than an act of state barbarism. Gradually the USSR’s standpoint changed, and it was acknowledged that a mistake had occurred. This was not an apology,

  more an expression of political embarrassment. Things might perhaps have been different if Andropov had been fit and in attendance. He was angry with the Soviet military commanders who had shot

  down the KAL007 aircraft and undone his work to mend relations with the US.34 First Deputy Foreign Affairs Minister Georgi Kornienko had

  forewarned him against lying that Soviet forces had no responsibility for the incident. Kornienko had rung Andropov in hospital to press the point. But the ailing Andropov was in no condition to

  take up the struggle; and although Kornienko was invited to put his case to the Politburo, Ustinov and Gromyko got their way.35




  Pershing-2 missiles arrived in West Germany and cruise missiles reached Great Britain on 23 November 1983. The USSR had manifestly lost the struggle to prevent their installation and the

  consequences for the Politburo were bound to be dire as it moved to increase the military budget. Pravda rebuked the White House for starting a crusade against socialism.36 The SS-20s could not reach the American mainland but had every European country well within their range. The Politburo failed to anticipate

  America’s determined reaction. If the Soviet armed forces were going to have intermediate-range nuclear missiles, America would install cruise missiles in its bases in Western Europe. The

  abiding fear of West European leaders was that America might become decoupled from its commitment to NATO. They feared that a situation might arise when the Americans decided it was not worth

  launching strategic missiles from America in order to defend Bonn, Rome or London from attack by SS-20s. It was for this reason that countries began to accept the offer of cruise and Pershing-2

  missiles. They wanted to keep America bound into an active alliance. Kovalëv told Gromyko that the introduction of SS-20s brought no gain and much insecurity for the USSR.37




  Relations between the superpowers were worse than ever. Andropov felt edgy about Reagan’s possible objectives: he thought him mad enough to order a nuclear Blitzkrieg against the USSR. In

  November 1983 there was a NATO command post exercise – Able Archer 83 – to deal with a potential ‘escalation’ of trouble between America and its

  allies and the Warsaw Pact. It involved an attempt to experiment with new methods of silent communication, and the idea was to test out how the Western powers might eventually opt to attack the

  Soviet Union. As reports reached Moscow about what was afoot, the worry arose that the exercise might be a subterfuge disguising a build-up towards a real war. The series of American declarations

  and actions earlier in the year appeared to confirm the Politburo’s worst fears.




  Andropov ordered his successor as KGB Chairman, Viktor Chebrikov, to organize a campaign to gather any evidence that this was what the Americans were planning. Every Soviet intelligence official

  in America and Western Europe was told to prioritize ‘Operation Ryan’. Ambassadors were informed by the resident KGB chiefs in each capital. Andropov did not want the country to be

  caught napping, as had happened in June 1941.38 General Staff veterans would recall this period as the most worrisome since the Cuban

  missile crisis of 1962.39 But not all of them felt that the world was truly on the brink of war. Colonel General Andrian Danilevich later

  explained ‘that the KGB may have overstated the level of tension because they are generally incompetent in military affairs and exaggerate what they do not understand’.40 In the Party Defence Department, if not in the General Staff, the possibility of war breaking out, was taken very seriously – and the work of

  officials was reorganized so that some of them stayed on site through the hours of night.41 The USSR was put on a high level of alert.

  The slightest untoward accident could have induced Andropov to decide to strike before the Americans struck. The difference between this emergency and the Cuban crisis was that Moscow and

  Washington were barely communicating with each other in 1983 – and this was a difference that made for even greater danger.




  Urgent messages passed between the two capitals before some kind of calm returned. Earlier in the year Reagan, agitated by the lack of progress in relations with the USSR, had tried to prevent

  things from spinning out of control by inviting Ambassador Dobrynin for a meeting at the White House. Shultz arranged for Dobrynin to be spirited into the building by the back entrance. Everything

  was done in strict secrecy because Reagan wished to preserve his reputation for standing up to the Soviet leadership. He talked to Dobrynin for a couple of hours. It was a productive meeting, as

  Reagan noted: ‘I told him I wanted George [Shultz] to be a channel for direct contact with Andropov – no bureaucracy involved. George told me that after they left

  the Ambassador said “this could be an historic moment”.’42 This was the first meeting between the President and anybody

  from the USSR since he took office. Though Dobrynin still felt perplexed about Reagan’s true motives, he appreciated the overture as a step towards an unfreezing of relations.43 But then Reagan gave his speeches on the ‘evil empire’ and the Strategic Defense Initiative and to sanction the Able Archer exercise;

  and Soviet forces downed the Korean airliner. Tensions were worse than before the President met the Ambassador.




  Both sides could see the dangers of the situation. Andropov had lived through weeks of intense agitation; Reagan was horrified by the thought that his actions could have started a nuclear war.

  They understood that mutual reassurance was in the interests of everybody, but they failed to find a way to attain it.




  





  
5. SYMPTOMS RECOGNIZED, CURES REJECTED




  As Party General Secretary, Andropov exercised unmatched personal power. There was a paradox in this. Although there was no higher post than the party general secretaryship,

  the holder was constrained by the whole framework of the Soviet order. The USSR was a one-party state and the communist party acted as its government in all but name. The ideology since the

  revolution of October 1917 was based on the ideas of Vladimir Lenin – Marxism-Leninism. The constitutional structure had been the same for decades. The economy rested on state ownership and

  gave precedence to heavy industrial output, and the military industrial sector was prioritized within it. The biggest ministries, the security police and the armed forces were directed and

  controlled by the territorially based hierarchy of party committees. Joseph Stalin had consolidated this system in the 1930s by brutal deployment of party and police rule. Nikita Khrushchëv

  introduced a modicum of reform and relaxation from the mid-1950s, but his policies offended the elites and he was replaced by Leonid Brezhnev in 1964. A long period of political and economic

  consolidation ensued, and the system of power acquired a force of inertia as elites worked to defend their interests. Andropov was conscious of the defects in the country’s capacity to

  satisfy the demands of society as well as to compete with America; but he was timid about adopting measures to rectify the situation.




  He was conscious of the need to carry the party leadership along with him. Every five years there was a party congress that elected a Central Committee whose membership included leading

  officials of the party, the government, the armed forces and the KGB. The Central Committee seldom met more than twice a year. Between its plenary sessions it delegated its powers to a small

  internal body known as the Politburo. The General Secretary could never afford to ignore the Politburo’s collective opinion.




  The Politburo gathered regularly at eleven o’clock in the morning for its Thursday meeting in the Walnut Room of the Great Kremlin Palace. Its dozen or so members

  gathered at the big round table and held a preliminary discussion before the proceedings began. The rituals of office were observed as the General Secretary led forward the full members, followed

  by those who had candidate (or deputy) status and then the Central Committee secretaries. The General Secretary took the presiding chair in the Walnut Room. Invited speakers gave their reports from

  a lectern to his right.1 If a vote was taken, only the Politburo’s full members could take part. Usually, a skilful General Secretary

  avoided anything so crude and tried to achieve a consensus by attempting to summarize the balance of opinion.2 The men of the Politburo

  headed the institutions which governed the entire country. At the forefront of these institutions were the party, the KGB, the armed forces and the industrial ministries. The party dominated all of

  them. Although no clause in the USSR Constitution expressly enshrined the existence of a one-party state, this had been the political reality since within a year of the October Revolution. The

  party was the supreme agency of state in everything but name.




  The status of Politburo member or Central Committee secretary involved perks that were hidden from the public. If one of them travelled abroad on an official trip, it had to be in a special

  plane.3 He or she – it was almost always a he – automatically had use of a large dacha, maids, a chauffeur, a ZiL limousine with

  radio telephone and at least four regular bodyguards. The dachas typically had a sauna, a tennis court and a cinema as well as a greenhouse and orchard.4 The ‘Zarya’ villa at Foros in Crimea was opulent by Soviet standards and was kept available for the General Secretary. Built in a period when general secretaries

  were incapable of the most moderate physical exercise, it had an escalator down to the beach. The villa’s entire complex was rumoured to have cost an astronomical 189 million

  rubles.5 There were just a few obstacles to the growth of official privilege. Office-holders could get into trouble if they built their own

  private apartments, for example, although usually it was possible to find ways round the prohibition.6




  Brezhnev, Party General Secretary since 1964, had fallen into mental decline in the late 1970s as his health worsened and he spent months at a time in his dacha at Zavidovo, outside

  Moscow.7 With its concentric series of guard posts and its panorama of fields – green in summer, snow-covered in the Russian winter

  – it provided peace and quiet for a sick old man. He had once gone there for its hunting. Now he repaired to Zavidovo to convalesce.




  He had a group of Politburo members around him who quietly agreed the main lines of policy before submitting them to him. His personal aide Konstantin Chernenko, whom he promoted to the

  Politburo, was one of them. The others were KGB Chairman Yuri Andropov, Defence Minister Dmitri Ustinov and Foreign Affairs Minister Andrei Gromyko. Seeking to position himself well for the

  succession, Andropov gained Brezhnev’s permission to leave the KGB in May 1982 and become a Central Committee secretary. He and Ustinov were on friendly terms, which had made for an axis of

  collaboration between the military-political and security-political sectors of the leadership. Ustinov and Andropov were close to Andrei Gromyko.8 They settled policy among themselves on many occasions before turning to the rest of the Politburo. Although Gromyko tended to monopolize foreign policy, this was always on the

  understanding that he would do nothing to incur the disapproval of the others. Ustinov was known as a tremendously hard worker. This was just as well since, after the death of Marshal Grechko in

  1976, he was both Defence Minister and Central Committee secretary.9




  International relations were a peculiarity in the Soviet political setting. All other areas of official policy were held subject to robust, regular control by the Party Secretariat. The

  exception was the Secretariat’s International Department, which had no authority over the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The General Secretary and the Politburo alone could call Andrei Gromyko,

  the Foreign Affairs Minister, to account.10 His ministry was on Smolensk Square, a few minutes from the Kremlin by car. The

  minister’s office was no. 706, six floors above ground level.11




  On 22 November 1982 Andropov gave a grim report to the Party Central Committee on the USSR’s economic plight, so grim that his words were withheld from the press:




  

    

      

        Comrades, what we’re talking about is the practice that has become a fixed one for us: the buying of grain and other products abroad.




        We went to this length several years ago in a dreadful period after a bad harvest. We went without hesitation. And the first person who for a long time didn’t agree to this was our

        own dear Leonid Ilich: ‘How can we, a grain-producing country, suddenly go to the Americans to buy grain!’ But subsequently we became accustomed to these

        purchases. It became an automatic sort of procedure: we started to buy grain abroad every year; and we got butter from somewhere or other, meat from somewhere else, milk from somewhere else

        again.12


      


    


  




  Andropov attacked the policy:




  

    

      

        Of course, you’ll understand that they haven’t given us all this because they thought we had beautiful eyes. Money is demanded. I don’t want to scare

        anyone but I will say that over recent years we’ve wasted tens of billions of golden rubles on such an expensive thing.13


      


    


  




  He offered no alternative to what had become normal policy, but made it clear that something had to change.




  He entrusted the Party Agricultural Department with overseeing improvements. The department became famous inside the leadership for calling for additional massive extra investment in grain and

  dairy production. By 1981 the state budget included what has been called the ‘highest food-and-agriculture subsidy known in human history’ – it was $33 billion at the official

  exchange rate.14




  Andropov called for action against the waste and humiliation that the degradation of the Soviet countryside involved:




  

    

      

        How are we to look at this? It’s said that we have the gold lying around. After all, it can never feed anyone. And so we bought up food supplies and we fed people.

        But this is untrue. It’s untrue that there’s gold just lying around. At the present time, comrades, gold is not simply lying around. Everyone who follows international life knows

        that gold is fighting a struggle at the present time and that the Americans are conducting a currency war against everybody and above all against the Soviet Union and the other socialist

        countries.15


      


    


  




  He accused Washington of using finance as a weapon. The Americans in his view had deliberately brought Poland to its knees and had started to do the same to Hungary. Their success was

  encouraging them to try the same tactic against the USSR: ‘Reagan has descended to such insolence as to say: yes, we’ll sell grain to the Soviet Union, but we’ll exhaust them by

  doing this. Isn’t this correct? Yes, it’s correct.’16 Andropov would no longer tolerate this situation: ‘We are

  the sort of power that really must wage a struggle against the Americans, including a currency struggle, at the necessary level.’17

  Again, he proffered no solution, only an indication that things could not continue in the same old way.




  In contrast, Andropov remained somewhat optimistic about international relations, insisting that détente was not dead but only moribund. In another unreported comment he noted that Prime

  Minister Thatcher had called for both sides in the Cold War to reduce their stockpiles of nuclear weapons. He stated that the USSR was certainly not demanding unilateral disarmament by the

  West.18 He gave the impression that the late General Secretary would have approved of his report. This was a diversion. He really wanted

  a break with the past.




  When expounding policy to officials in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Gromyko spoke of a cult of the arms race in Washington. He called on them to believe in the justness of Soviet intentions

  and actions. He was repeating a catechism. No cardinal instructed his bishops with greater fervour. He passed over China quickly; the Chinese, he believed, were uninterested in

  ‘normalization’ of relations with the USSR and preferred to stand shoulder to shoulder with the US. There was therefore no prospect of better links between Moscow and

  Beijing.19 Two days later, Gromyko repeated his sermon at a meeting of the ministry’s party activists. Anatoli Adamishin, head of

  his First European Department, felt disturbed by the Minister’s analysis. What was dispiriting was that Gromyko really seemed to believe his own words. Adamishin allowed for the fact that the

  Minister, like the other ‘old men’ in the Politburo, might be saying things to console himself and others. But if there was any insincerity, there was also self-deceit – and this

  was hardly the basis for a sound foreign policy.20 Gromyko told the Party Central Committee, claiming that the Soviet Army was having a

  ‘stabilizing impact on the situation’ in Afghanistan. He reported that the Afghan army had kept control of operations even though there were grounds for concern about the intrusion of

  foreign armed units – Gromyko did not specify where they had come from. He mocked the ‘hysterical campaign’ mounted in the West against the Soviet military action as a sign that

  the USSR’s strategy was proving effective.21




  As early as February 1980, behind closed doors, the Politburo was starting to search for ways to extricate itself from Afghanistan.22

  But this was a fitful discussion and Soviet rulers generally thought it their duty and right to hold on to every gain made by the USSR since 1945. What they had, they

  intended to keep. They did not want to ‘lose’ Afghanistan, Eastern Europe or even Vietnam.23 In June 1983 Gromyko again told

  the Central Committee plenum that all was well with the Soviet armed forces. By choreographed arrangement, Moldavian Communist Party First Secretary Ivan Bodyul stepped forward to emphasize how

  enthusiastic the Cubans were about the USSR and its political and economic system.24 Alexander Chakovski, reporting on a congress of

  writers in Bulgaria, assured the Central Committee that all was well in Eastern Europe; he added that the American writers in attendance, Erskine Caldwell and John Cheever, were angry about their

  own country’s bellicosity. He quoted British novelist C. P. Snow as having said: ‘We mustn’t allow atom bombs to fall into the hands of criminals and lunatics.’25




  Soviet leaders were aware that economic reality was a different matter from the official rhetoric. On 18 January 1983 Nikolai Ryzhkov told a conference of Central Committee secretaries chaired

  by Andropov:




  

    

      

        We have now received the data from the Central Statistical Administration about the results for 1982. What’s to be said about these data? Of course it’s said

        there that the plan has been fulfilled. But that won’t be the truth because it’s the corrected plan that’s been fulfilled whereas the plan envisaged by the national-economic

        plan has not been fulfilled. This is how we get a situation here where we ourselves create disinformation.26


      


    


  




  He was saying something that was general knowledge in the leadership. What was extraordinary was the fact that he brought it up for discussion. He would not have done this if he

  had not thought he had Andropov’s blessing. Andropov had plucked Ryzhkov from the State Planning Commission and promoted him to the Party Secretariat as soon as he became General Secretary.

  Ryzhkov joined Vladimir Dolgikh and Mikhail Gorbachëv in a confidential research unit that Andropov created to ascertain the roots of the USSR’s economic malaise – Dolgikh and

  Gorbachëv were Central Committee secretaries.27




  Many Soviet officials saw that the USSR bore an excessive burden as a result of its military expenditure. What was less widely appreciated was the oddity of the arms industry within the economy.

  In the US, advances in military technology had often facilitated innovations in the production of mass consumer goods. The WD40 lubricant, Teflon non-stick coating, scratch-resistant lenses and

  robust computer keyboards were just a few examples among many. There was very little of this in the USSR, where the expenditure on armaments had resulted in few indirect

  benefits in material comfort or cultural facility. The ‘military-industrial complex’ was a law unto itself. Diplomat Anatoli Adamishin understood the true scale of the long-term

  economic damage.28 Truly massive over-production of missiles took place. Stockpiles were increased for the contingency that a protracted

  sequence of nuclear strikes would occur if and when the Third World War began. There were officials in the Party Defence Department, Soviet patriots all, who knew that this made no military or

  economic sense.29 But what the General Staff laid down, no politician was going to challenge.




  Adamishin was shocked by what he learned on joining one of the policy-planning groups under Andropov in 1983. The economic prospects were grim and getting grimmer. By the 1990s, it was

  suggested, industrial output would grow annually by less than one per cent. The productive base had been neglected. The state budget had been wasted on defence, agriculture, housing and foreign

  aid. The leeway for dynamic initiatives within the current framework had vanished and it was only inflation that disguised the fall in average household incomes. Adamishin was horrified: ‘The

  future’s been eaten up!’30




  The technological gap between the USSR and the West gave rise to frank discussion at a meeting of the Party Secretariat as early as 4 August 1979. Ivan Frolov, deputy department chief, reported

  that the country was sixty per cent less effective than capitalist societies in replacing manual labour. Nothing said on behalf of the ministries or the State Planning Commission contradicted this

  gloomy picture. Ministers struck back at Andrei Kirilenko when he rebuked them; they told him that ministries could hardly do better with their resources unless they were told how to go about it

  – and Kirilenko manifestly had no idea: he was merely handing out the usual threats and admonishments. The ministers made clear their resentment at being treated like naughty

  schoolboys.31 The USSR was in an impasse. Its leaders knew that it faced economic competition that it stood no early chance of matching.

  Its institutional mechanisms of party rule and state industrial coordination were proving inadequate, and nobody was coming up with any ideas that would lead to basic improvement. There was plenty

  of criticism and too little thought about solutions. The Politburo was filled overwhelmingly with people who were habituated to an organizational and ideological order that had undergone scant

  change since the death of Stalin.




  The USSR’s usual way of easing its difficulties was to sell more oil and gas abroad. The growing problem was that the Soviet petroleum industry had outdated

  technology and was failing to achieve its targets. Although the State Planning Commission had a project to increase production to 650 million tons by 1984, the oil ministers reported that only a

  target of 625 million tons was realistic – and this would mean that hard-currency profits would almost disappear.32




  The USSR would obviously have to rely on selling precious metals abroad; but it was no longer easy to find sufficient sources. The American trade embargo introduced by President Carter after the

  invasion of Afghanistan caused additional damage in 1980. Vodka distilleries were ordered to cut output in order to save cereal stocks for other purposes. Chemical industries also suffered from the

  cutting of US–Soviet commerce.33 The Party Secretariat received further information of an unfavourable nature. None was more

  depressing than the fact that over two-thirds of collective farms were running at a loss. The State Planning Commission no longer had the funds to increase the subsidy to them. Even so, the farms

  themselves knew that the banks would never call in their loans. There was economic deadlock.34 Things were made worse by the fall in the

  world prices for gold and diamonds. Reagan’s squeeze on Western financial credits began to have an impact and the Politburo kept an eye on a situation that grew steadily less promising. The

  USSR was in a deteriorating condition that had dire implications for its capacity as a superpower as well as its ability to stave off popular discontent.35




  Gorbachëv urged radical reform on Andropov. Each was aware that the annual budget disguised reality on a systematic basis. Retail prices were held fairly steady only by regular secret

  transfers from the state savings bank, where Soviet citizens kept vast sums of money mainly because there was a deficit of consumer goods to buy. Though Andropov withheld permission for

  Gorbachëv and Ryzhkov to gain unrestricted access to the budget, they could anyway see that the situation called out for fresh measures. They also recognized that it would never be enough to

  raise prices on food and clothing. The Politburo discussed the matter on a number of occasions and its members, being aware of the grumbles in society, were anxious about the predictable

  unpopularity of retail price reform. At the same time they wanted to accumulate the resources for industrial modernization. Andropov rejected Gorbachëv’s advice. Instead he opted for

  ‘a struggle for discipline’ under the supervision of the party and the KGB.36 Workers would be urged

  to carry out their duties conscientiously; officials would be threatened with penal sanctions for corrupt or lackadaisical activity. The Soviet state fell deeper into the clutches of the

  police.




  While recognizing the growing difficulties, Andropov was determined to show that the USSR could match any American threat. He recruited a group led by Dmitri Ustinov to prepare policy on the

  Strategic Defense Initiative. Deputy Chairman of the Council of Ministers Yuri Maslyukov and Chief of the General Staff Sergei Akhromeev were appointed to it, and leading scientific institutes as

  well as the KGB were under orders to offer their services. Nominally the head of the group was Politburo member Ustinov but the person who coordinated activity was the world-renowned physicist

  Yevgeni Velikhov.37 In subsequent years Velikhov became the human face of the USSR’s critique of the Strategic Defense

  Initiative.38




  This group – ‘the Velikhov group’ – operated in an increasingly frantic atmosphere. Soviet scientific and technological lobbies were eager to compete for funds to design

  and build a counterpart to the American programme. Later the Party Defence Department was to grouse that this was putting the cart before the horse. It would indeed have made sense for Velikhov and

  his colleagues to start by examining whether America’s programme had a realistic chance of success or was just a President’s thoughtless whim. There was a growing body of American

  scientific opinion – in Stanford University, Cornell University and the Academy of Arts and Sciences as well as at the IBM Corporation – that the initiative was unlikely to achieve its

  stated purpose. But the Velikhov group applied itself to the task that Andropov had handed it.39 If the Americans were going to have a

  new weapons system, the USSR had to have one as well. ‘The main enemy’ must not be allowed to steal a march on the Soviet defence preparations.40




  The budgetary imbalance built up like steam in a pressure-cooker. The Politburo did not ignore this and Andropov consented to price increases for gas, electricity and phone calls.41 But he refused to remove the indirect subsidies that the USSR made to Eastern Europe. When the proposal was made to end financial support for

  Bulgaria, he came down firmly against anything that might weaken the togetherness of the ‘world communist movement’. He quietly overrode the argument that the USSR received little

  benefit from Bulgarian agricultural supplies. His fear was that the Chinese would offer to plug the gap if the USSR ended its funding.42

  This had happened in Albania since the 1960s and Deng Xiaoping could well decide to make further mischief. While preserving the East European economic lifeline, Andropov was

  determined to avoid any indulgence to the Romanians. The Romanian President Nicolae Ceauşescu held up a Political Consultative Committee meeting with his objections to the draft summary

  communiqué, and no amount of persuasion made a difference. A Romanian official explained to the Soviet side that Ceauşescu would give way if the USSR guaranteed close to forty million

  extra barrels of oil. This infuriated Andropov, who absolutely refused to accept Ceauşescu’s proposal. For once, Ceauşescu backed down and signed the communiqué.43




  The atmosphere at Politburo meetings changed. Open discussion became normal and lively remarks could be made. But Andropov was the unchallenged leader, and it was he who summarized the decision

  and put it forward for acceptance.44 This is not to say that the old rituals entirely disappeared. When Politburo members appeared on the

  platform at a Central Committee plenum, everyone still stood to applaud like schoolchildren.45 But inside the Politburo and Secretariat

  there was a fresh practical urgency of purpose. Andropov liked to hear about the alternatives before settling his policy even if this meant hearing some uncomfortable ideas.46 His Politburo protégé Mikhail Gorbachëv told him that the state budget was seriously unbalanced; he recommended the urgent need for a price

  rise in food and clothing. Andropov rejected the idea – evidently he thought it dangerous to annoy Soviet citizens who were less than satisfied with the goods on sale. There were limits on

  the kind of changes he found acceptable. Essentially he opted for the idea of making the current system work better. He put his emphasis on enforcing discipline in office and factory and on the

  farm.




  The Politburo was ageing. Andropov and several other members of the Soviet leadership had health problems. As a result on 24 March 1983 the Politburo updated its orders about the personal

  routines of members of the Politburo and the Secretariat and deputy chairmen of the Council of Ministers. The working day should commence at 9 a.m. and end at 5 p.m. A break for lunch was

  obligatory. Any work outside these hours, including official receptions, should be reduced to a minimum. For leaders over sixty-five there were additional curbs: they should not start work until

  ten in the morning and should take two and a half months’ vacation annually; they were also advised to work at home on one day every week.47 Politburo veteran member Arvid Pelshe commented that the man who most needed to look after himself was none other than the General

  Secretary.48 Andropov’s kidneys required regular dialysis, and he was frequently compelled to take periods of recuperation when he

  had to put public business aside. He was an ill man even before he assumed supreme power.




  The confidential records of his period in office show that the Soviet leadership frequently discussed a wide spectrum of external and internal problems facing the USSR. Anxiety was not limited

  to the secret reformers who would reveal themselves in 1985. The entire Politburo under Andropov wrestled with the dilemmas of a growing emergency.




  But it was one thing to have some awareness of the difficulties and entirely another to recognize the need for radical solutions. As ever, the leadership’s instinct was to look for

  improvements by means of palliative measures. It held tight to Marxism-Leninism, the October Revolution and the one-party police state as the rock-hard foundation of stability. But Marxism-Leninism

  itself was in trouble. It was hopelessly inadequate in the struggle against Islam and Christianity. The Turkmenistan Central Committee First Secretary M. Gapurov reported that even civil weddings

  in his Soviet republic were always followed by a religious ceremony led by a mullah. Circumcision was a universal practice there. F. D. Bobkov, KGB Deputy Chairman, reported a growth of

  anti-Russian and anticommunist attitudes in Turkmenistani society; he also noted that eighty-five per cent of women of working age ‘sit at home’ just as their ancestors had done.

  Gorbachëv and the other secretaries expressed amazement that such a situation could prevail nearly seventy years after the October Revolution.49 The obstacle to inculcating Marxism-Leninism was equally strong in Russia itself. Everywhere party propaganda departments were reporting attitudes ranging from apathy and

  cynicism to outright hostility. The discrepancy between official claims and the experience of reality was obvious, and the Politburo sensed a gathering crisis in popular consent to communist party

  rule.50




  Though air was escaping from the tyres of Soviet ideology and society, Andropov remained essentially committed to tradition. In the late 1960s he had rejected advice from his aide Georgi

  Shakhnazarov, who advocated basic political and economic reforms and cast doubt on the sense of aiming at comprehensive military ‘parity’ with America. He had no intention of adopting a

  more modest foreign policy after Brezhnev’s death; he also took pride in Stalin’s collectivization of agriculture and rapid industrialization as well as the

  victory in the Second World War. His objective was to repair the Soviet order without destroying its foundations. He wished to start with measures affecting the Soviet economy, Eastern Europe and

  America.51 But he had a petrified commitment to the system of power he had inherited from Brezhnev. As his health went into steep

  decline, he had no answer to the problems that he and the rest of the Politburo discerned.




  





  
6. CRACKS IN THE ICE: EASTERN EUROPE




  While the global rivalry with America intensified, Eastern Europe became more troublesome for the Soviet Politburo and its client rulers in the region. People said that the

  Polish situation was hopeless but not serious. The point about this joke, if it truly was a joke, lay in the feeling that although communism could do nothing to cure Poland of its ills, there was

  no prospect of the communists falling from power. The Polish People’s Republic seemed locked forever in the cage that the USSR had fitted around it in 1945; and the same fate appeared to

  await most of the other East European countries.




  Poles in their millions detested their Soviet oppressor. Even inside the ruling establishment there were many who shared this sentiment. The standard of living in Poland was higher than in the

  superpower on its eastern frontier; but the Polish people, with their large diaspora and access to global information, also knew how shabby their conditions were in comparison with the countries of

  advanced capitalism. They resented their nation’s subjection to an alien power and its ideology. They yearned for genuine independence as well as cultural and religious freedom; and their

  history was full of episodes of revolt against foreign dominion. They had secured a degree of easing of their plight since the mid-1950s. The Catholic Church had permission to function, and even to

  welcome Pope John Paul II – Archbishop of Kraków until his election as Supreme Pontiff in 1979 – to the country so long as there was no direct threat to the political status quo.

  The communist leadership under Eduard Gierek had financed its ambitious industrial schemes through loans that it raised from West European banks. This had bought it time as subsidies were made to

  wages and food products; but by 1981, according to the American Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, Poland owed $27 billion in hard currency – half in private bank loans and half in

  governmental credits. The banks were calling time on the Warsaw communist authorities and refusing to ease the rescheduling.1




  Reagan followed his predecessors in trying to improve relations with Eastern Europe. On 10 June 1981 Assistant Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger spelled out that America would do this only

  to the extent that these countries complied with the Helsinki Final Act and helped to lessen East–West tensions in Europe.2 The

  American Senate Committee on Foreign Relations gave its assent.3 The Polish authorities had not been the worst in the region; indeed, they

  had one of the better communist records in respect of human rights – but if America and Western Europe were to bail out Poland’s economy yet again, it might well be money down the

  drain, and anyway many politicians in America objected to basing policy on the notion that there was a meaningful difference between one communist government and another.4 Even if the Americans chose to boost their aid to Poland, it would be several years before the Polish economy recovered – and the financial strains on

  Western creditors would be huge. Unless the West did something to help, moreover, the USSR would be able to tell the Poles that the blandishments of the capitalist countries were mere rhetoric. On

  the other hand, there was the worry that in alleviating the Polish economic crisis, Western governments would be helping an oppressive communist administration at the expense of Poland’s

  people.5




  Brezhnev had unsettling meetings with East European communist leaders on their Crimean vacation. When Czechoslovakia’s Gustáv Husák pushed for military intervention in

  Poland, Brezhnev offered no opinion of his own. Nicolae Ceauşescu of Romania demanded that the USSR should do something instead of just talking. Brezhnev snapped back: ‘Why are you

  always repeating “do, do!”? We have headaches every day because of Poland. And all you can say is “Do something!”’ The Bulgarian communist leader Todor Zhivkov sided

  with Brezhnev and said that Ceauşescu was just a bag of wind.6




  It was a dire situation from the communist standpoint. But what was to be done? The Soviet leadership preferred it to be Poles who repressed Poles. Brezhnev’s health was too poor for him

  to sustain constant supervision of the Warsaw situation. His regents – Suslov, Gromyko, Andropov, Ustinov and Chernenko – had intimidated the Polish leadership in the previous year when

  they ordered three tank divisions and a motorized rifle division to be made ready for a possible invasion of Poland. The Baltic, Belorussian and Carpathian military districts

  were put on permanent alert. If any of the Polish armed forces showed signs of disloyalty it would be necessary to heighten the scale of mobilization.7 The Politburo wanted to keep the Poles on tenterhooks in order to help Jaruzelski go about his business of pacification. On 9 September 1981 it endorsed a proposal from Defence

  Minister Dmitri Ustinov and Marshal Sergei Sokolov to hold the next meeting of the Warsaw Pact’s Military Council on Polish soil.8

  This would surely drive home the message that what had happened in Czechoslovakia in 1968 could be repeated.




  On 16 November 1981 Suslov summarized the Soviet leadership’s position at the Party Central Committee plenum. He condemned Gierek’s ‘voluntaristic economic policy’ of

  using Western loans for a ‘great leap forward’. The national debt had risen disastrously to $27 billion and yet the Poles still had to turn to the West for spare industrial parts.

  Poland had been drawn into the clutches of global capitalism. The Polish administration had been naive and irresponsible.9




  According to Suslov, ‘bourgeois ideology’ had flooded into the country through its twelve million Polish emigrants. He did not spare Poland’s communist leaders, who had

  increased the size of the party to three million members without sieving out unsuitable recruits. He objected to how Gierek had allowed peasant smallholders to join. Suslov no longer saw the Polish

  United Workers Party as a respectable communist party. Gierek could not claim that he had not been warned: Brezhnev personally had repeatedly expressed his concerns.10 Suslov added that the West’s ‘subversive centres’ had exploited the situation by infiltrating their cadres and spreading their

  ideas.11 The Soviet Politburo had wanted General Jaruzelski to replace Gierek. But Jaruzelski had rejected the idea in favour of

  appointing Stanisław Kania. Whereas Jaruzelski might have stood up against the strike movement, Kania struck deals with them; and Suslov was pessimistic about future events.12 The Politburo sent emissaries to compel Kania to comply with the USSR’s demands. Kania objected to being told to get tougher with Solidarity.

  On 18 October the Central Committee of the Polish United Workers Party, supported by leaders of the army and the security forces, pushed him aside in favour of Jaruzelski. Suslov commended this as

  a ‘positive phenomenon’.13




  He reported that Brezhnev congratulated Jaruzelski the next day, offering comradely advice:




  

    

      

        I think that the main thing you now need is to select for yourself some reliable assistants from the circle of dedicated, firm communists, bind them together, bring

        the party into the movement, inspire it with the spirit of struggle. This is the key to success in the literal sense of the word.14


      


    


  




  The Cold War was not forgotten:




  

    

      

        The aggressive forces of imperialism, especially the Reagan administration, would love to warm their hands on [the Polish crisis]. Prodding the Polish counter-revolution

        towards extremist actions, they are at the same time openly provoking the socialist countries, counting on us losing our nerve. They are provoking direct intervention in Poland and

        simultaneously trying to find grounds for accusing the Soviet Union and the socialist countries of having such intentions.15


      


    


  




  The Polish crisis had to be resolved by political methods. If the Soviet Army moved into Poland, the West would make trouble in Cuba, Vietnam or Africa and probably enforce an

  economic blockade of Eastern Europe. The USSR had to resist temptation.16 The Central Committee endorsed Suslov’s

  report.17




  Poland’s central bank had foreign debts it could neither pay nor reschedule. Polish communist leaders had approached the Politburo for emergency assistance but the scope for a Soviet

  material subsidy had narrowed as the USSR’s own financial circumstances took a turn for the worse; and indeed the economic planners in Moscow were annoyed that East European countries –

  not just Poland – were failing to supply the quantity of industrial goods specified in signed contracts for Russian oil.18




  At the Politburo on 10 December 1981, Andropov reported that the KGB was as yet undecided about whether Jaruzelski had definitely determined to make a move against Solidarity. He admitted to

  difficulty in increasing economic assistance but set his face against military intervention. Jaruzelski had stated that Marshal Kulikov, the commander-in-chief of the Warsaw Pact, promised military

  help. No one in the Politburo knew whether Kulikov had said any such thing; but its members were of a single mind in turning down the idea.19 The Politburo established its own Polish Commission to keep events under review. Its first chairman was Suslov, who kept a brake on his instincts: ‘We’ll settle

  things peacefully even if Solidarity comes to power there.’20 Ponomarëv of the Party International Department pushed for some

  signal from the Polish communist leadership that they remained committed to communism. He asked why the Poles, decades after the start of communist rule, had still not

  completed the collectivization of agriculture. Suslov hushed him by pointing out that Jaruzelski had more urgent tasks at a time when Solidarity posed a threat to communist rule.21




  On 13 December 1981 Jaruzelski introduced martial law, threw Solidarity leaders and activists into prison and seized their printing presses. He was never to express regret for what he did. He

  reasoned that if he had not acted as he did, the USSR would have invaded. He claimed that Brezhnev had confirmed exactly this intention when they talked on 1 March 1981.22




  Martial law did not settle the situation in Poland but merely delayed the moment of political explosion. The Western powers were faced with a dilemma in deciding what they could do about the

  situation. Richard T. Davies, former US Ambassador in Warsaw, urged Reagan to enable America to ‘resume its leadership of the free world’.23 Davies also wrote to Haig suggesting that financial credits to Poland should be made conditional upon the granting of reforms.24 Reagan did not need to be prodded. He spoke with passion at the National Security Council: ‘I took a stand that this may be the last chance in our lifetime to see a

  change in the Soviet Empire’s colonial policy re Eastern Europe.’ His preference was to place an embargo on trade and even communication with the USSR until martial law was lifted,

  political prisoners were released and talks were started with Lech Wałęsa and Solidarity. He banked on impressing on all NATO countries that they would risk estrangement from Washington

  if they failed to show the same toughness.25 As he drafted his Christmas message to the American people, Poland remained close to his

  heart: ‘We can’t let this revolution against Communism fail without offering a hand.’26 Thatcher expressed her support

  but other NATO leaders were more guarded in their statements.27




  Even the Vatican took a cautious view. Cardinal Casaroli assured Reagan in December 1981 that ‘the time was not yet ripe for major change in Eastern Europe’. Reagan explained his

  general strategy as moving beyond the constraints of mutually assured destruction towards big reductions in the number of weapons on both sides.28 Casaroli in the same year was intervening with the Kremlin frequently on the Polish question.29 Neither Pope nor

  General Secretary wished to see violent trouble in Warsaw. John Paul II made his second papal visit to Poland in August 1983. Having spent years combating communism as

  Archbishop of Kraków, he knew the tricks needed to undermine the communist order. He made regular pronouncements on spiritual values. He gave Poles a degree of confidence that things would

  eventually turn out well for them. Receiving Vice President Bush in the Vatican in December 1984, he called for the Americans to nudge Jaruzelski towards a less repressive policy. He reckoned that

  party rule left the Polish First Secretary with little room for manoeuvre. Only measures of cautious pressure on him stood any chance of proving effective and the Pope recommended that the West

  should lift the regime of economic sanctions.30




  Back in Moscow, Gromyko was encouraging about Jaruzelski’s chances. On 23 December 1981 he told his ministry officials that things were going better than he had thought conceivable. He was

  pleased about Poland’s army and security forces. He accepted that problems would take years to solve even with the USSR’s assistance; but he felt certain that Soviet people would

  understand that this was a price worth paying. Gromyko knew as much about Poland as he had known about Afghanistan. He declared that the counter-revolution had had its wings clipped in Warsaw and

  that Solidarity was defeated. Somewhat contradicting himself, he added that socialism could perish in Poland if Jaruzelski’s martial law met with defeat; and he accepted that the process of

  ‘normalization’ might take many more years. He insisted that the Poles themselves were dealing with the situation without dictation by the Kremlin.31 His performance did nothing to enhance confidence in the Politburo. Poland had been one of the touchstones of the USSR’s status as a European power. It had been the

  same since the Russian Empire had helped to dismember the Polish lands at the end of the eighteenth century, and Russians prided themselves on their expertise in understanding and handling the

  Poles. Gromyko’s tired exposition annoyed Ministry of Foreign Affairs officials who saw deep trouble ahead.32




  The American administration had its own dilemmas about Eastern Europe, and the Defense Department clashed with the State Department. When the National Security Council met on 5 January 1982,

  Weinberger put the case for economic sanctions against the USSR. He wanted to prohibit the International Harvester Company from completing a deal to sell agricultural machinery to Moscow.

  Weinberger asked for the licences to be cancelled. While admitting the machines could not be turned into weapons, he declared: ‘It helps them to harvest more

  efficiently – it improves their economic conditions.’ Reagan disliked the idea of damaging the finances of an American company that had been having its own difficulties; he also worried

  that other Western countries would step into any void left by the kind of embargo that Weinberger wanted. Weinberger also called for a policy to call in the Polish loans. The communist leaderships

  in both Moscow and Warsaw, he declared, should be put under financial strain. Secretary of State Haig remonstrated: ‘We must be careful. The United States has no interest in seeing a country

  like Romania go bust.’ This failed to convince Weinberger, who contended: ‘The Soviets can’t take over all the tottering economies of Eastern Europe.’ Reagan refused to take

  Weinberger’s side. He continued to wrestle with the dilemmas about how to constrict the USSR’s freedom of action without endangering the American economic interest or world

  peace.33




  When Brezhnev met Jaruzelski in August 1982, he stressed the need to reinforce measures against ‘antisocialist and counter-revolutionary elements’ in Poland; at the same time he

  promised to send Soviet economic assistance.34 The Soviet Union was paying dearly for its continued dominance. According to

  Gosplan’s accounts in 1982, Moscow advanced credits to Warsaw to the value of $690 million in convertible hard currency to ease the burden of repayments to Western banks and to enable the

  purchase of grain, sugar and other foodstuffs. The USSR deferred the requirement for the Polish government to make the scheduled payment of the $1.8 billion it owed to Moscow. Soviet leaders got

  Hungary, Bulgaria, East Germany and Czechoslovakia to agree to a charge-free diversion of $465 million of Soviet oil supplies to Poland.35




  The situation elsewhere in Eastern Europe was scarcely more inspiriting for the Kremlin. The point men for the Soviet leadership were the party general secretaries – according to Lev

  Shebarshin, the KGB did not possess an ‘agentura’ in Eastern Europe.36 The Kremlin held discussions with them at meetings of

  the Warsaw Pact’s Political Consultative Committee. Each member state took it in turns to host the meetings. The leaders were required to give reports on the situation in their countries.

  Open discussion was brief and the reports were long and tedious – the fact that the Soviet General Staff frequently supplied a speaker did little to enliven the proceedings. Critical comments

  by the Romanians could sometimes stir up the debate, but usually the boredom was intense, being broken on one occasion by the decision to divide the seating of member countries by the criterion of

  alcohol production! Czechoslovakia and the German Democratic Republic sat together as beer producers; Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania as specialists in viticulture; Poland and

  the USSR as distillers of vodka. Sometimes it was decided that a relaxed atmosphere would be facilitated by convening in some holiday resort in Crimea. This was the point: once they had delivered

  their compulsory reports they relaxed in each other’s company and chatted ‘heart to heart’ on a confidential basis.37




  When Brezhnev reported on his Crimean sojourn to the Politburo on 9 September 1982, he harped on familiar themes. The East Europeans had moaned about the under-delivery of Soviet products while

  acknowledging that they remained heavily in debt to the USSR as well as to Western creditors. Brezhnev argued that only greater regional integration of the economies would bring about

  improvement.38




  When the USSR convoked a meeting with Central Committee secretaries from six Warsaw Pact countries, they frankly recognized that loans from the West were at the fulcrum of their difficulties.

  Soviet leaders wished to keep political and military dominion over Eastern Europe. They would have liked to have added economic control, but their own financial resources were stretched to the

  maximum. While warning about the dangers of indebtedness to Western banks, they could not step into the breach.39 The alternative was too

  dreadful for them to contemplate. Romania’s Nicolae Ceauşescu was the exception as he repaid his Western loans at the expense of his people’s standard of living. At the June 1983

  Party Central Committee plenum, Andropov yet again proposed greater economic integration inside the Warsaw Pact, arguing that this would benefit each economy.40 As regards friendly countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America, he preferred to terminate subsidies and make them responsible for their own economic development. The USSR

  no longer had the resources to sustain its activities in Eastern Europe or more widely in the world. Not wishing to finish on a pessimistic note, he still managed to declare that world capitalism

  was undergoing a ‘deepening of [its] general crisis’.41




  When the topic had come up at a meeting of East European party secretaries in mid-1979, the Bulgarian Dmitri Stanishev abandoned the usual euphemisms and called things by their names:




  

    

      

        What kind of coordination? . . . People need to be fed and dressed and to live as well as in the German Federal Republic, for example. In that eventuality there’d be

        no need for ideological coordination. Here you are, for instance, grumbling that we’re taking credits from the West and sliding into debt. But what can we do

        about it? You don’t give them and can’t give them. We produce this rubbish – [he tugged with his fingers on Zagladin’s shirt front] – at a higher level of

        quality than you do, and then you sell such shirts in Moscow for foreign currency in the special ‘Berëzka’ store. So what are we to expect? And the people ask us: ‘Why

        can’t we live as well as or better than West Germans or Austrians or Danes who travel to our Golden Coast in their tens of thousands?’ And it’s not millionaires who travel

        to us but ordinary workers.42


      


    


  




  He was blurting out a truth that usually nobody dared to express: that no economy in Europe east of the river Elbe, including East Germany, could meet the demands of its

  citizens with anything like the effectiveness of the countries of advanced capitalism.




  The USSR had gripes about the East European communist administrations. For years Bulgaria had received a subsidy from USSR to improve its agricultural infrastructure. The idea was for the

  Bulgarians to use it to supply Soviet stores with fruit and vegetables of high quality. Bulgaria failed to fulfil its obligation. The deliveries were usually late and in poor condition – and

  Sofia still fixed the prices at higher than the world market rate.43 The USSR was Bulgaria’s milch cow; and Zhivkov, by reporting

  on the heavy effects of Bulgarian indebtedness to the West, was hoping that the USSR’s leaders would find it desirable to save him from bankruptcy.44




  Though Poland was communism’s gaping wound in Eastern Europe, the situation in the other countries had a distinct potential to turn septic. The diplomat and party official Valentin Falin

  doubted that the German Democratic Republic could last much long when he became Ambassador to West Germany. He had issued an alert as early as 1971. Andropov was so worried that he withheld

  Falin’s note from the Politburo; he told only Brezhnev. Falin persisted in his role as the Cassandra of Soviet foreign policy. In August 1980 he came to Andropov again and predicted that

  tanks would have to be used within the next five years if Erich Honecker stayed General Secretary. Andropov did not disagree, except that he thought that the trouble might happen

  sooner.45 For Falin, the best option for the USSR was to aspire to the highest reward in return for agreeing to German

  reunification.46 Although nobody thanked him for his frankness, he did not suffer demotion. The Soviet party leaders appreciated that

  Falin was drawing attention to a genuine problem even though they did not like his practical recommendation. Andropov’s preference was to cross his fingers and hope for

  the best. He had no answer to the East German problem and made no effort to get Honecker removed from office.




  Honecker disguised the East German economic malaise through secret loans raised through Bavarian conservative leader Franz-Josef Strauss. Gromyko had warned Honecker against this.47 Honecker took no notice. In the absence of a subsidy by the USSR, he felt he had no choice.48 Soviet leaders, fearing that East Germany was turning into a dependency of West Germany, aimed at least to prevent the deepening of trade and financial links between

  them.49 Their suspicions about Honecker were fed by his political rival Willi Stoph, who thought that he had fallen under the influence

  of ‘the evil genius’ of his Secretary for the Economy, Günter Mittag.50 Whereas Moscow thought nothing of finalizing

  agreements with Bonn without consulting East Berlin, it strenuously objected whenever East Berlin behaved publicly in the same way. The triangular relationship of the USSR and the two Germanies was

  in a deep tangle. Moscow expected East Berlin to castigate Bonn while Moscow itself, for its own reasons, avoided such polemics. Hermann Axen, one of the East German party secretaries, was too

  discreet to raise the matter in front of others; but he let his Soviet comrades know how he felt about the hypocrisy.51
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