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For Michael


“I turn back to your ancient prophets in the Old Testament and the signs foretelling Armageddon, and I find myself wondering if, if we’re the generation that’s going to see that come about.”

—RONALD REAGAN, OCTOBER 28, 19831

“If word ever came, that they had pushed the button, yes, we would have had to set all of ours in motion.”

—RONALD REAGAN, 19892

“God almighty, [Reagan] can bring the world damn near to an end.”

—ADMIRAL WILLIAM CROWE, CHAIRMAN, JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF3

“We listened to the hourly circuit verification signal and believed we could recognize a release order. Under these conditions when we detected NATO actually preparing to launch, we would want to pre-empt your launch with our own nuclear strikes.”

—GENERAL-LIEUTENANT GELII VIKTOROVICH BATENIN, FIRST DEPUTY CHIEF OF THE SOVIET GENERAL STAFF4



Author’s Note on Sources and Quotations

All words in quotations come directly from a source’s mouth, or from a source’s direct and contemporaneous recounting of what he or she said, or from an unchallenged or verified document or secondary source attributing those words to someone. I have italicized quotations when I could not independently verify the wording or when sources told me they could not recall exactly what was said.

I interviewed more than one hundred people for this book, including eight direct participants in Able Archer 83 and a dozen former intelligence officials with direct knowledge of secret programs and spy craft during this period. Many agreed to share their experiences on the record.
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Major Acronyms and Programs

C3 (command, control, and communications): the circulatory system for the transmission and execution of nuclear war orders.

CINC: Commander in Chief.

Defense Mobilization Systems Planning Activity (DMSPA): the cover office for the National Programs Office, which ran the mobile presidential successor command post program during the Reagan administration. Its creation was spelled out in the still-classified National Security Decision Directive 55, signed by President Reagan in 1982.

EAMs (Emergency Action Messages): EAMs often contain nuclear-weapons-related instructions generated by the National Military Command Center, its alternate sites, the Strategic Air Command, and Commanders in Chief of nuclear commands, including NATO. Lee Trolan’s EAMs were received through a system called Emergency Management Authentication System (EMAS).

Intelligence Agencies

In the United States: the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), responsible for foreign intelligence collection and covert action; the National Security Agency (NSA), responsible for signals intelligence collection and electronic warfare; the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), responsible for providing intelligence to military commanders; the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO), which builds and runs spy satellites.

In Britain: the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), popularly known as MI6.

In the Soviet Union: the Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti (KGB), responsible for foreign intelligence and SIGINT; the Glavnoye Razvedyvatel’noye Upravleniye (GRU), responsible for military intelligence SIGINT. In East Germany: the Stasi, the intelligence service, and its HVA, the Main Directorate for Reconnaissance.

Missiles

Intermediate-Range Ballistic Missile (IRBM): a supersonic missile with an effective range of more than 1,000 kilometers (620 miles) but less than 5,500 kilometers (3,540 miles). Missiles capable of traveling these distances could threaten Europe when launched from the Soviet Union and vice versa.

Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM): a missile designed to travel more than 3,400 miles and capable of striking a target on a different continent with one or more warheads.

NATO

GLCM: a mobile, ground-launched cruise missile with a maximum range of 1,600 miles.

Pershing II: developed in the late 1970s and fielded in the 1980s by NATO; a direct-to-target missile with a maximum range of up to 1,100 miles and bearing a warhead with a yield up to 50 kilotons.

Soviet Union

SS-20: an intermediate range mobile missile capable of striking NATO.

SS-25 (the Sickle): the missile that kept the CIA up at night; destined to become the mainstay of the Soviet ICBM fleet.

United States

National Command Authority (NCA): The president, functioning in his role as Commander in Chief of all US forces, with an emphasis on his prerogative to initiate a nuclear weapons release.

National Military Command Center (NMCC): the Pentagon’s war room, the beating heart of the American worldwide military machine.

National Security Decision Directive 12 (October 1, 1981): President Reagan’s strategic forces modernization program.

National Security Decision Directive 13 (October 19, 1981): President Reagan’s nuclear war doctrine.

National Security Decision Directive 55: Enduring National Leadership (September 14, 1982): The secret plan to bolster the US defensive deterrent by giving the presidency—not the current president—a chance to survive a first nuclear strike. NSDD-55 borrowed heavily from President Carter’s Presidential Directive 58 in endorsing the use of randomly situated mobile command posts and the rapid (and random) identification of a presidential successor in the wake of a nuclear attack.

National Security Decision Directive 75 (January 3, 1983): The blueprint for Reagan’s fight to end the Cold War.

NIESO: National Intelligence Emergency Support Office. Created by Presidential Directive 58, it existed outside the CIA as a separate organization designed to “shadow” the intelligence community and provide the president and potential successors with critical information in the aftermath of a nuclear attack. Also called the National Intelligence Emergency Support Staff.

NORAD: North American Aerospace Defense Command, the nexus of US early-warning satellites and sensors.

Presidential Directive 58 (June 30, 1980): President Jimmy Carter’s plan for continuity of government after a nuclear strike. It authorized the creation of five Presidential Successor Support Staff units (called TREETOP teams by the Pentagon) and the predesignation of individuals to serve and train for those roles. It also directed the White House Military Office to identify new, secret locations to shelter the president during nuclear emergencies, it upgraded the president’s emergency shelter under the West Wing, and it called upon Congress and the Supreme Court to coordinate their contingency plans with the executive branch. It distributed new, electronically tagged cards to presidential successors and appropriated funds to modernize the Emergency Broadcast System and prioritize the president’s ability to communicate with nuclear force commanders.

Presidential Directive 59 (August 26, 1980): President Carter’s nuclear war policy guidance, released shortly before he left office.

RYAN (or VRyan, or Rian): the English initialization of the Cyrillic acronym for “Surprise Nuclear Attack,” Project RYAN was the top collection priority of the Soviet GRU and KGB during President Reagan’s first term.

SAC: The Strategic Air Command, headquartered in Omaha, Nebraska, with thousands of weapons in its arsenal.

SACEUR: The Supreme Allied Commander Europe: the commander of all NATO forces; when authorized by NATO’s political committee, he could direct the nuclear custodial brigades to transfer custody of warheads to field artillery, fighter, and missile units in Europe for use. The SACEUR was also “dual-hatted” as the CINCEUR—the Commander in Chief for US forces in Europe—who could authorize the employment of nuclear weapons when directed by the president of the United States.

SIOP: Single Integrated Operational Plan, otherwise known as the United States’s base nuclear war plan. At least seven hundred pages long, with annexes, it was revised twice during the period covered by the book.1

SOSUS: Sound Surveillance System. A network of ocean-based sensors that served as the main US underwater early-warning network to detect Soviet nuclear submarines.

WHEP: White House Emergency Plan/White House Emergency Procedures. Classified procedures governing the evacuation of the president from the White House and the identification of potential successors. Jointly administered by the US Secret Service and White House Military Office’s Office of Presidential Contingency Programs.



Prologue

Before the order to release the nukes came in, the sun had set over the dry pines of the patch of land called the Fulda Gap in West Germany, the autumn cold was hard, and Captain Lee Trolan, commander of the 501st Army Artillery Detachment, a nuclear weapons custodial brigade, tried to keep warm and focus on the intricate set of procedures he was shortly to execute.

Three hours had elapsed since the start of the “special weapons” portion of a major North Atlantic Treaty Organization military exercise called Able Archer 83, an annual dry run, practicing for what would happen during a real war: when NATO’s nuclear warheads would be transferred, upon orders from higher authorities, from their American custodians to their foreign counterparts across Europe.

With only about thirty American infantrymen and weapons technicians, and a smaller, rotating crew of nineteen- and twenty-year-old German conscripts, Trolan controlled enough nuclear firepower to destroy the advancing armies of the Warsaw Pact (named after a treaty of friendship between the Soviets and her allies in 1955) as well as cities, the countryside, and who knows what else. He was often kept in the dark about his targets.

Trolan’s base jutted out from the eastern edge of a tiny town called Killianstädten. The missile launch and radar site were situated a half a kilometer south, straddling a rural road that led to a smaller town named Mittelbuchen. The Germans often placed the missiles in the middle of working farmers’ cornfields at least a half a kilometer down the way from any township. They had become prominent features of West Germany’s Cold War landscape. You couldn’t get from there to here without seeing one.

Trolan and a lieutenant were locked inside the 501st’s crypto shack, tucked inside of a metal barn, its exterior patrolled by military policemen with automatic weapons. Two sets of cyclone fences guarded its perimeter. The Germans who manned them also ran the kitchen.

The boss of these Western forces, NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander of Allied Forces in Europe, General Bernard Rogers, hated having to “mortgage” the defense of Europe to a nuclear response.1 This meant that the numbers of conventional forces his armies were destined to face were just too overwhelming for nuclear weapons not to be contemplated as a first response. The placement of those weapons on German (and Polish and Italian and Dutch) soil was Europe’s existential burden.

During war, the Warsaw Pact armies would attack with 90 divisions of troops and tanks; NATO would have 40, at most, because they had spent the past decade focusing on better technology and doctrine, while Eastern Europe, led by the Soviets, churned out war machines, fueled by a conviction that might would force NATO to submit early. For NATO, then, nuclear weapons were the gap fillers. Americans back home, conditioned to assume that only the adversary or the devil on his shoulder would usher in Armageddon,2 probably did not know that, by the reckoning of both West and East, the first nation to break the nuclear taboo would be their own, using warheads, very likely, held by the unit that Trolan commanded. For the past forty years, the war plans of both NATO and the Warsaw Pact predicted the first volley of nuclear weapons would come from the NATO forces to ward off a crushing Warsaw Pact air and ground invasion—an “assumed penetration into the corps area” was the official term.

As the military gears churned, a parallel political process would begin in NATO, because you couldn’t do anything with a nuclear weapon unless a lot of really important non-military people agreed. These procedures were complicated, and they had to be rehearsed, in the open, and regularly. In 1975, with an eye toward demonstrating resolve, NATO’s defense committee decided to unify its separate fall exercises by merging them under an umbrella called Autumn Force. Each year, the final exercise in the series would rehearse the nuclear weapons release procedures themselves. It was given the name Able Archer. Able was a random adjective allocated by a Pentagon computer to Allied Command Europe’s forces for exercises and special projects; Archer was picked off a list of nouns.3

At the start of the Able Archer exercise, some of those warheads, W-31s, cylinders with the diameter of a bicycle wheel and the length of a peacock feather, had been mated to the bodies of their delivery units, the aging but potent, wing-shaped Nike Hercules missiles. Others rested in a below ground vault about 60 feet from the crypto shack.

If Trolan ever received a type of message known as an Emergency War Order, he and his crew would unlock the Permissive Action Link (PAL) that disabled the nuclear triggering mechanism, plug in an arming pin, and then transfer a live missile down range, to the custody of a German anti-aircraft unit, the 2nd Battery/23 FLARAK battalion. The Luftwaffe controlled the launch complex and their radars and had a commanding, unobstructed view of the surrounding countryside, into the city of Hanau, with its huge army base, over Frankfurt, Germany’s transport hub, and to the east, with the Fulda plains merging into the border with East Germany.

A Nike-Hercules missile would shoot skyward at a rate of more than 1,400 miles per hour, dropping its booster after just 5 seconds; it could travel as high as 9 miles, if need be. The warheads would home in on radio frequency pulses to find their targets, and then angular momentum, gravity, and drift would take over. The Nike Hercs had an effective range that allowed them to target huge chunks of massed armored cavalry inside East Germany. Mainly, they were designed to immolate the incoming enemy air force, like the hulking Russian T-95 Bears, or their sleek Tu-22 Backfire bombers.



A speaker box chirped. The red light on a green phone flashed. “Message incoming,” his communications sergeant called out.

So it begins, Trolan thought. Everyone in the small command post tensed. The base was on alert; all the soldiers sweated in their full wartime kit, trucks were fueled, burping exhaust, and idling as the Nike Hercules missiles stood erect in their launchers.

Trolan’s 501st Army Artillery Detachment had to rehearse for war; these exercises were their only real chance to simulate at least some of the conditions they might face. The chain of command could scrutinize the speed and accuracy with which they carried out their assigned tasks.

A Telex next to the phone spit out a piece of paper. Trolan tore it off, sat down, pushed it next to his codebook, and began the elaborate fifteen-minute process of decryption. The preamble he decoded flagged it as an Emergency Action Message from the Commander in Chief of US forces in Europe, the CINCEUR. The CINCEUR, known in his NATO role as SACEUR, could authorize him to release the weapons. The CINC wore several hats, depending upon which part of the military he happened to be commanding or which country he happened to be from; the hats all endowed him with different powers, the product of forty years of compromises between the fragile democracies of Europe, who craved the protection afforded by NATO as much as they chafed at its martial prerogatives and argued about its priorities.

As Trolan began to decipher the instructions, he grimaced, then stopped, dropping his grease pencil. The message was too short, by half. In the lingo nuclear weapons officers used, it broke, meaning that someone who had the up-to-date codes had encoded it, and Trolan, after decoding, could read it. But the format was not right. By rule, if the format was off, he had to disregard the message.

The system of nuclear command and control was barely translucent even to Trolan, who was a cleared, trained, certified end user. Messages had to get from a dozen places to a thousand more, some of them deep underwater, some of them in the air, both realms where physics and logistics made it impossible for a commander to just pick up a phone and bark out an order. Nuclear messages were at once uncannily simple to understand even as they were frustratingly hard to compose. Every nuclear user around the world had to be on the same page, literally, so that they could decode the messages offline; that is, after they’d received it over whatever radio or telegraphic source they were using. The messages, therefore, had to be short; they had to be encrypted; they had to include some authentication so that Trolan and his colleagues would know that the instruction was legit, and above all, they had to be intelligible. A properly formatted message was essential. An incorrectly formatted message during real war could mean the difference between thousands of lives saved and millions of lives lost.

So, it was a big, big deal to Lee Trolan that some idiot had just sent him a message that was formatted incorrectly; it used an old format, actually, not the new one he had just spent three days at NATO school learning. Maybe, he thought, someone at HQ had screwed up—one hell of a mistake, right in the middle of the biggest exercise of the year.

Trolan pulled a phone to his ear and pushed a button that connected him with the duty officer in Heidelberg. He gave the colonel on the other end of the line the date and time of the message and the preamble that flagged it.

“Captain, I didn’t send out that message,” the colonel insisted.

Trolan held his composure. Maybe there had been a shift change, and maybe the colonel hadn’t been briefed on all the traffic.

“No, sir, I’m pretty sure you did.”

No, the colonel insisted. He was looking through the logbooks. “I don’t know what to tell you, Captain, but we didn’t send that message.”

When Trolan hung up, his mind began to cycle through the possibilities. How could a message like that, an EAM, be sent to his unit without coming from headquarters? Was it possible? The sender would need to have access to the microwave towers that shot beams of energy into his crypto shack. And he’d have to have stolen the updated NATO cipher book. Aside from the Emergency Action technicians who manually encrypted the messages in their secure command bunkers, no one was even supposed to see such highly classified cryptologic material. When those codebooks left their safes, two people had to have their eyes on them at all times.

So, this message was more than just an anomaly; it was an impossibility.

At this moment, as he began to lead his team through the most critical phase of the most sensitive and demanding nuclear release exercise of the year, something or someone certainly foreign and probably dangerous was pushing into the regimented and secure world that Lee Trolan controlled.



At around the same time that Lee Trolan huddled in his shack awaiting his release, General Colonel Ivan Yesin, the commander of the SS-20 Pioneer regiments for the Soviet Strategic Rocket Forces, spent the night in a special bunker somewhere in the hills outside Moscow.

If the order came, Yesin’s men could have launched the missiles, their warheads aimed at the NATO bases like Lee Trolan’s, in 2 minutes and 30 seconds.

Yesin had served in the Soviet military since the 1960s, through the Cuban Missile Crisis and numerous other scares.

He had never felt closer to war.



Introduction

A nuclear priesthood gave order to the earth after World War II. It derived its authority from a truth: not since Nagasaki had one country ever used a nuclear weapon against another. This understanding may well have been a contingent fact, the product of historical accidents, not political intentions, but it instantiated a sacred aura to the product of forty years of secret knowledge, game theory, and technological determinism. In America, the doctrine of the elect was a military document colloquially referred to as the SIOP, which stood for Single Integrated Operational Plan. It was written and revised by a small set of colonels and civilians attached to the Strategic Air Command. Few others ever got to read it, even as it controlled the daily lives of millions and as its execution could destroy a world of billions.

Everything nuclear was subordinated to the SIOP; it had the right of the crown to every piece of nuclear anything the United States had ever built. Forces, fleets, missiles, reconnaissance planes, and hundreds of thousands of troops were all said to be SIOP-committed, which meant that no one else could use them. And of course, the SIOP was designed not just to fight a war but to posture against one. Its size and ambit would deter the Soviet Union from nuclear aggression, but nuclear aggression instigated by Moscow was unlikely because the Soviet Union felt itself under siege and surrounded since its incipient revolution in 1917 and had lost far more in war than any other nation on earth. The SIOP, therefore, was designed to fight an improbable war, and its immense power constrained the choices of American presidents. (“Forget the SIOP and all that crap” is what Richard Nixon said, without irony, and with considerable frustration, when his generals would tell him they were having trouble filling his orders to bomb North Vietnam because they’d have to divert SIOP resources.)

If John F. Kennedy had succumbed to the pressures of his military and decided to launch a nuclear strike against Cuba, or decided to take a Soviet nuclear submarine that been trawling American surface ships off the Atlantic coast, about twenty minutes would elapse between the moment he began to authenticate his order and the moment an ICBM nose cone left its silo, or a bomber with its nuclear arsenal enabled flew itself into position.

Our basic model for decision making in nuclear emergencies is still quite incomplete. There are hundreds of books written about the Cuban crisis. New documentaries seize on scraps of new evidence and fragments of audio to re-create in real time the decisions made by the Excom in the White House. For the sake of official history and American lore, it’s an ideal crisis in many ways. Both the Soviets and the United States were aware of what was happening while it was happening, and that maximized the chances that politicians would be able to step in and resolve it. We can live with the Cuban Missile Crisis because, in our mythology, the United States came out of it with a win, and the world did not combust. We learned lessons about how not to escalate crises, and these lessons took, so much so that it created an expectation that any future nuclear crisis could not be as bad as the Cuban Missile Crisis ever became. It seemed like the theory of mutually assured destruction, the belief that nuclear war was so inherently destructive, absurd even, that no side would ever win if both sides had an equally sized deterrent and could signal properly.

But we forget that Cuban Missile Crisis is far from the only time when nuclear forces went on worldwide alert; it happened in October 1969, when Richard Nixon decided to try to scare the Russians by pretending he was a madman and, willy-nilly, authorized the Strategic Air Command to increase its readiness—in our metaphor, the safety was removed from its gun deliberately—to confuse and frighten the North Vietnamese and their Soviet masters.1 This was his protest against the confining strictures of the Single Integrated Operation Plan, or SIOP, which he believed limited his options as commander-in-chief.2

The propensity for personality and politics to intrude into the sacred realm of nuclear decision-making outside of the narrow lane provided for by the law is one reason why the system was engineered to be guns-ready.

The truth, as revealed by a number of enterprising historians and authors, including Bruce Blair, a former nuclear missile launch officer who has spent more than thirty years studying the subject, is that nuclear command and control was built from the bottom up and exhibits at its core a fundamental tension that in crisis will only practically be resolved by choosing the course that biases the president toward a launch before a nuclear detonation on US soil.3

Watery motivations attend to the concept of a “side,” in any discussion of nuclear war. Countries are elaborate constructs, full of people with genetic, familial, and cultural ties to one another, the type of ties that throw up biological obstacles to empathy or compassion. Leaders are elected or anointed to, first, protect their own tribes. A nuclear weapon is real, a fact of nature, caring nothing about anything, and certainly not respectful of human political contraptions or responsibilities. Since the dawn of the nuclear age, politicians have bought into the necessary fallacy that this invention can be controlled. Do you blame them? I don’t. What other choices were there? An arms race was the logical extension of the way humans organized themselves in the twentieth century.

As soon as the Soviet Union developed an intercontinental ballistic missile capable of reaching the United States, the R-7 Semyorka, which boosted Sputnik into orbit in 1957, nuclear war plans, strategies, and deterrence theories became educated hedges at best. The first country to fire weapons would likely be the first country to destroy the others’ nuclear arsenal.4 So a president would be forced to decide quickly, almost always in the absence of reliable information, whether to retaliate, if only to ensure that the physical stuff of deterrence itself—the nuclear-tipped missiles and weapons—were available to him after the adversary’s first strike.5 Decent intelligence, as much as good sense, was the nuclear priesthood’s binding force. Its clergy liked to tell itself that “under attack,” or “warning,” meant that there would be unambiguous evidence that missiles were on their way: there was a glimpse of the moral high ground in knowing that, at least, the other side actually fired first.

If the Soviets convinced themselves that the West was on the precipice of a surprise decapitation attack, the Soviets would move first. Or it would move further toward the brink. That was doctrine. That was logic. The Soviets called it “retaliatory meeting;” the Americans called it “launch under attack.”6 The cutting-off-the-head part was key. In the Soviet Union, the Politburo made decisions about war and peace. If the US could wipe out the leadership at the beginning of a war, it could dictate the terms for its termination; the US could really win, the Soviets could really lose. The reverse was true, too. If the Soviets could easily knock out the president and his successors, there would be no real reason for either side to bargain in good faith, aside from good faith itself, which neither side had. A survivable presidency was essential for peace.

It was clear to Ronald Reagan from very early in his presidency that he could not actually fight a war against the Soviet Union and win it unless he was prepared to strike first. At the same time, he had inherited the heavy saddle of the SIOP, a document that the nuclear theorist Herman Kahn once bitingly referred to as a war orgasm.7 Kahn was a heterodox thinker. He disdained nuclear orthodoxies, but he worried that even the smartest among his fellow scientists would not be able to transcend herd instincts. He thought that nuclear war was a possibility and, with the right preparations, actually manageable. He did not know Ronald Reagan. Most Americans did not know what Ronald Reagan would really do when thrown into the unpredictable stew of a crisis. Would he think and reason as a leader, cultivating a more critical faculty that granted him the imagination to think beyond the reciprocal interests that bind flocks to their clergy and clergy to their flocks?

From the fall of 1983 to the spring of 1984, the tail end of Reagan’s first term, the relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union, already flying low, spiraled into the sea. Misunderstandings, the consequence of trying to control the uncontrollable, hurtled the world toward a conflict that not one single thinking person on either side ever wanted.

The vast intelligence-gathering sensors of the Soviet Union had turned up their gain to indications that the West was planning a nuclear attack. They found what they were looking for. Soviet fears about the exercise of which Lee Trolan was a major participant, Able Archer 83, were as genuine as they turned out to be mistaken, very real but not, in the end, true. And so, the Soviets prepared to strike first.

They moved nuclear weapons from secret storage locations to vaults near alert aircraft. They confined their troops to their garrisons. They dispersed mobile nuclear missile launchers. They gave front-line infantry troops real ammunition and food that would last for two weeks.

If the Soviets truly went on secret combat alert because the Americans were holding a nuclear exercise, the elaborate system of physical constraints, procedural safeguards, and geopolitical understandings that held the nuclear arsenals of both countries in check had somehow hollowed out.

This book explains the origins of this brittle brinksmanship. It recounts the scary series of close encounters that tested the limits of the ordinary men and powerful leaders alike. And it shows how supple, flexible, and compassionate political leadership ultimately triumphed over the strife of interests, helping the two countries sue for a fragile peace.



PART I



DECAPITATION



CHAPTER 1



Détente’s Rise and Fall

IN THE EARLY 1970S, COLONEL General Andrei Danilevich, then in the research of the Soviet General Staff (the equivalent to the US Joint Chiefs of Staff), had overseen the Soviets’ first large-scale quantitative and computer assessment of a nuclear war. In cold, hard numbers, in the best of circumstances:

• The Soviet military would be virtually powerless after a first strike.

• At least 80 million Soviet citizens would be dead.

• It would be virtually impossible to quickly rebuild and reconstitute critical infrastructure because more than 80 percent of the country’s heavy industry would be destroyed.

• Europe would be a nuclear wasteland for years.

Leonid Ilyich Brezhnev, the General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, watched this happen. He was “visibly terrified,” Danilevich remembered.

During the exercise, three launches of ICBMs with dummy warheads were scheduled.

To enhance realism, Brezhnev was given an actual button to push.

Three years before this exercise, in June 1973, Brezhnev had visited the White House. The enduring image from the summit was that of a Russian premiere playfully whispering into Richard Nixon’s ear. Brezhnev was ebullient that day. Nixon was his equal. The American president’s secret friendly gestures to China had given the Kremlin a chance to counter with open overtures to the United States, and so, Nixon and Brezhnev had agreed in May 1972 to the first treaty that limited the use of strategic weapons in the nuclear age: the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT).

They had also signed a measure to limit the development of defenses against nuclear missile attacks, reasoning that if mutual vulnerability were ratified into the framework for further reductions, the actual advent of war would be a remote possibility at best.1

Just a few months after Brezhnev returned to Russia, détente was tested by reality.

Israel had armed its Jericho missiles with nuclear weapons, desperate to force a reluctant Nixon to reprovision their military after a preemptive attack by Syria and Egypt. The blackmail worked, and the United States provided guns, ammunition, and intelligence that allowed Israel to save itself. Nixon and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger had worried that US involvement in this conflict would give cause for oil-producing countries to withhold supplies as a bargaining chip, which would push the US to menace those countries, which would spark a heated response from the Soviet Union.

And that, they believed, would threaten the vitality of détente. After Israeli forces started to tighten the noose around Egypt’s Third Army, despite the US having promised the Soviets Israel would not do so, Egypt asked for, and obtained, direct assistance from Moscow. But the Soviets decided to go further. They readied their bomber squadrons in Moscow and made sure that the US knew about it. A heavily fortified column of Soviet ships carrying armaments moved into the narrow slit of water between Black Sea and the Mediterranean.2 On October 24, a telegram from Brezhnev announced his intention to intervene unless a ceasefire was brokered immediately. Nixon had fallen asleep, possibly drunk.3 (Watergate was in its end game. He had just fired the special prosecutor he had earlier appointed to absolve himself.)

In the Situation Room, the National Security Council deliberated in Nixon’s absence; after a discussion that included the possibility that this cascading crisis could lead to global war, the council decided to raise the Defense Condition (DEFCON) level to 3, around midnight. ICBM missileers in their silos across the Midwestern United States strapped themselves into chairs to brace for incoming nuclear explosions.4 The Soviets noticed immediately, because the message (the length of a tweet, as is the launch order) was transmitted over an unsecured telephone network called the PAS (Primary Alerting System) that used commercial landlines, which they could easily monitor.5 Victor Israelyan, a senior minister at the time, recalls that Yuri Andropov, then the chairman of the KGB, recommended raising the Soviet alert status. The Defense Minister, Andrei Grechko, wanted to move 70,000 troops toward the battlefield. “The participants realized that the central issue was whether the Soviet Union was prepared to confront the US and engage in a large-scale war.” Fortunately, the Soviets decided not to respond at all, assuming that it was Nixon’s jitters and penchant for provocative action that had generated the American change in nuclear status.6

It later emerged that the Soviets could not muster the same type of public display that accompanied the DEFCON changes. They were, as Israelyan said, “unprepared.” The crisis abated because one side chose not to act (or simply could not).

But the president of the United States was barely involved in these decisions. As his Watergate crisis grew, Nixon’s new Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger, worried that Nixon was increasingly paranoid and self-protective, almost childlike at times, and not in the right frame of mind to make military decisions. He secretly investigated what would need to happen if a president wanted to order US troops to fortify Washington so that he could keep himself in office. Schlesinger kept a gimlet eye on the Commandant of the Marine Corps, General Robert D. Cushman Jr., a Nixon loyalist who had helped the CIA meddle in domestic politics. He ordered the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to notify him if Nixon or anyone else at the White House ordered any major military action; Schlesinger had no confidence that he would be informed beforehand.7 In essence, Schlesinger prepared an unconstitutional counter-coup against a possible hypothetical unconstitutional coup from the duly elected president. This nuclear crisis had little to do with direct geopolitical conflict escalation and everything to do with messy domestic politics and human psychology. Brezhnev was in the middle of it. It scared him.

Danilevich stood beside the Soviet leader and watched him contemplate the decision to push the button.

Visibly shaking, and pale, Brezhnev turned toward the head of his general staff, and asked, for clarification: would there be any real-world consequences?

“Andrei Antonovich, are you sure this is just an exercise?”

His hands, Danilevich remembered, trembled.8

That was the first and last time that Brezhnev would participate in a nuclear exercise. His health was in decline. He had recurring bouts with amnesia and forgetfulness after a massive heart attack in 1976. The Politburo barely functioned then, consisting of a cadre of central committee members who were, in the words of one Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) analyst, “doting, ineffectual sycophants.” Many were old; some were senile. But they did not force Brezhnev to relinquish power after he ceased to function as an effective president because his pliability was seen as much less threatening to the ruling oligarchy than new blood would be.9

Into this leadership vacuum stepped four ambitious, canny men. Together, they ruled the country’s military, intelligence, and nuclear institutions during the next ten years.

Andrei Gromyko was the acerbic, hard-headed minister of state, in office since 1957. Dmitry Ustinov was the chief of the central committee’s military and defense policy committee and the patron of the Soviet defense industry. Yuri Andropov was the chairman of the KGB, responsible for intelligence gathering at home and abroad. But most interesting, for our purposes, was Nikolai Vasilyevich Ogarkov, by 1977 the chief of the General Staff, the Soviet equivalent of the chairman of the US Joint Chiefs.

Though the massive Soviet state drifted for years, plodding with ponderous but powerful momentum in whatever direction compromises among powerful organizational and bureaucratic interests might take it, it had a nuclear vector. Gromyko and others in the Politburo believed that the future of the Soviet Union lay in the application of détente across all parts of its empire. The outspoken Ogarkov chafed under the political constraints imposed upon him by both the tone and substance of Brezhnev’s negotiations with the Americans.10 He believed that the 1972 Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) had consigned the Soviet nuclear deterrent to history because it so severely limited the Soviet ability to catch up with American missile technology. He accused the US and NATO, and (remarkably) “NATO apologists” within the Politburo of seeking to undermine the principles of détente by changing the rules midstream: the US and NATO would not consider cruise missiles based in Europe to be “strategic” weapons but had insisted that the new generation of supersonic Soviet fighter bombers be so designated, regardless of what kind of armament they carried or how long they could stay airborne without refueling.11

In 1974, at Vladivostok, the United States and the Soviet Union had essentially agreed to table those issues, capping the number of strategic bomb delivery vehicles—subs, missiles, bombers—at 2,400 each, with 1,320 weapons allowed to contain multiple warheads. Because the size and reach of the Soviet ICBM force was the foundation of its deterrent, the Soviets would reject proposals that would chop the numbers of deployed ICBMs in any form without extracting qualitatively equivalent concessions from the United States. The 1979 SALT II treaty proposals, which Gromyko, Ustinov, and Brezhnev supported, would have allowed the Soviets to retain their numerical edge in the ICBM forces, but would, in just about every other arena, kneecap the development of nuclear technology. It would cap the number of “delivery vehicles” at 2,250. But SALT II never went into effect; the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan convinced President Carter to pull the treaty from its probable ratification by the US Senate. The US would adhere to its limits, grudgingly; it meant, for certain, that the future of nuclear warheads would be to pack more on one missile—to MIRV them up. (MIRV stood for Multiple Independently Targetable Reentry Vehicle.) “A lot of people looked at arms control as a way to get more nuclear weapons, rather than fewer nuclear weapons,” an American defense analyst said.12

Ogarkov understood well that he was fighting a rear-guard battle to modernize the Soviet military. His solution, which had won the backing of the General Staff by the time Reagan was inaugurated, was to shift the entire focus of the Soviet defense posture away from nuclear conflict and toward the development of a massive, effective, technologically agile conventional force. Ogarkov, too, had concluded that a nuclear war might be survivable. He believed that the doctrine of mutually assured destruction—MAD—had an expiration date, particularly as both empires developed the capacity to carry out swift, surgical, surprise decapitation strikes against the other. Ogarkov believed that both the US and the Soviet Union had interlocking interests that might lock them into a confrontation in a theatre, or region, without letting it spill over onto the rest of the globe—and the European continent would be ground zero.13

The Soviets believed that the US Department of Defense was always on the prowl for ways to get ahead of the politicians who ran it, in much the same way as the Soviet military had developed a momentum of its own within the tighter confines of its own political system. For all intents and purposes, the Soviets had determined that both sides had real and visible vulnerabilities, intractable weaknesses that made the prospect of losing a nuclear exchange more viable. The Soviets worried, for example, that their own political system of central control made it easier for the US to plan a decapitation strike.14

As the arms race accelerated, Soviet war plans evolved. No longer did they anticipate responding to a first strike from the US. Instead, all plans for major wars assumed that the Soviets would find a way to attack first, because, quite simply, the side that did attack first would have the best chance to win.15 The Soviets would pound their chests and bluff, when they had to, to prevent the US from assuming that it had achieved strategic superiority. Priority would be given toward sabotage of the nuclear command and control system and then toward aggressive espionage, not only to steal US secrets but to find ways of discrediting US strategic doctrine as well. Soviets would stress their advantages: silo hardness, throw weight (heavy weapons), mobility, leadership continuity and survivability.16 Skepticism about limited nuclear strikes—for the US, limited meant “in Europe” and to the Soviets, Europe was home—advances in silo hardening and of multiple warheads on missiles—had persuaded the general staff to conclude that the enemy would have enough nuclear weapons left after a first strike to retaliate.17 Like the US, the General Staff also began to develop plans to launch nuclear weapons on warning—a “retaliatory meeting strike” is what they called it. But the technology to accurately detect missiles and their trajectories didn’t exist for the Soviets in the 1970s.18 The system was glitchy. Only human spies and signals could determine whether the US was about to strike. This was one reason why more emphasis was placed on human intelligence until Soviet satellite and technical intelligence technology caught up with the rest.

Marshal Ogarkov and his budding revolution found resistance in several corners. Ustinov was responsible to the politicians, who were overwhelmingly concerned with nuclear politics and had short-term imaginations.19 The politicians, even in the Soviet Union, were accountable to some degree to the Soviet populace, whose support was essential. The Soviets had their guns versus butter debate. too. Revolutionizing the Soviet military would take a lot of money away from economic development.20 The Russian military engineer Viktor Kalashnikov had foreseen early in the Cold War that the United States would try to force the Soviet Union to commit the maximum resources to nuclear and other weapons in order to squeeze its economy. When Ogarkov became the chief of the general staff, the Soviet Union was committing 60 percent to 70 percent of its industry to defense needs, and its economy was fragile. Real GDP declined yearly.

By the late 1970s, the Soviets determined that the effective power of the US nuclear arsenal increased by a factor of 3 over the Soviet nuclear arsenal, primarily due to better accuracy and targeting technology.21 The Soviets knew that their brand-new SS-18 Satan and SS-19 Stiletto intercontinental ballistic missiles were good, but they weren’t great. They certainly did not perform as well as the US intelligence community assumed they would. The Soviets had a good bead on what the US intelligence community believed, thanks to ubiquitous leaks, its own network of spies, and the ever-helpful congressional hearings that forced defense officials to testify on the record.

They knew that the earliest CIA projections about these weapons—the projects that put these missiles’ accuracy at within a radius of quarter of a mile or so—were more correct than the ones than American defense hawks adopted as fact by the end of the 1970s. Those false estimates—the ones Ronald Reagan came to believe as gospel—projected that existing Soviet warheads could probably strike within a circular radius of just 400 feet of their exact target.22

The difference between a quarter of a mile and 400 feet is the difference between a missile silo surviving a nuclear strike or being destroyed by it. The Soviets knew that if their own warheads were used to strike first, the US ICBM force would not be obliterated; at least several hundred ICBMs could be launched in retaliation.23

Like the Americans, the Soviets strove for strategic superiority, paying lip service to MAD and privately looking for ways to one-up what they saw as the cutting edge in American technology. While the American misestimates had deterrent value, they also fed the beast that would rise up to slay the (nonexistent) dragon. To the Americans, a window of vulnerability to their own decapitation was opening.24 To the Soviets, their growing weakness begot increased pressure for the Soviets to consider preemptive strikes, which would be equivalent of a first-strike plan.25

When it became clear, early on, that their invasion of Afghanistan would be a disaster to the Soviets and expose a gap in their defenses because they had committed so many troops to the cause, the Politburo expedited plans to field the multi-warhead, 5,000-kilometer-range SS-20 missiles in silos across the Soviet Union. The SS-20s, which the Soviets called Pioneers, were mobile. Their launch convoys could move anywhere; the missiles could hit targets all across Western Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. Their effect was destabilizing. Europe was terrified of them.

And so, NATO decided to respond, in kind. The US would field to five countries in Europe cruise missiles, both stationary—the Pershing IIs—and mobile—the Ground-Launched Cruise Missiles, or GLCMs (pronounced “Glick-ums”). The West’s missiles would not actually touch European soil until later in the decade, but their projected capabilities were far more menacing. The Soviets believed that the Pershing IIs could reach Moscow. That meant the Soviet leadership could be five minutes away from decapitation at any moment once they were deployed. Brezhnev, among others, understood this in his gut.

Brezhnev’s meeting, back in 1973, with a second American president—a future American president, to be sure—only added to the anxieties he carried with him as the 1980s dawned. Ronald Wilson Reagan’s life was not ordinary. He had saved seventy-seven lives in the course of one summer as a lifeguard. He starred in more than fifty movies. He was an effective, popular president of the Screen Actors Guild from 1947 to 1954, taking on strikers led by artists with (assumed) ties to Communism. To the public, he insisted that Hollywood could rid itself of communists without government intervention. At the same time, to the FBI, he was confidential informant T-10, helping the authorities compile a blacklist. He consumed Soviet dissident literature, re-reading Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon and Whitaker Chambers’s Witness. He divorced his first wife, married Nancy Davis, and found his second career on the mashed-potatoes circuit as a corporate ambassador for General Electric. He consumed GE’s culture and adopted its beliefs. He spoke to more than several hundred audiences, met tens of thousands of American workers face-to-face, and made millions of dollars.26 He once gave more than a dozen speeches in a single day. He would later describe his “self-conversion,” his adoption of an unfettered belief in free markets and free minds, even as he retained an affection for Franklin Delano Roosevelt. He watched the Democratic Party move left toward John F. Kennedy, and, under the tutelage of his GE job, he grew skeptical of trade unions.27 GE endowed him with the skills of a politician. His speech at the 1964 Republican convention turned him into a household name among conservatives, speaking of his journey out of the Democratic Party and telling the delegates that he and they had a “rendezvous with destiny.”28 He blasted socialism, and what he called the “enslavement” of millions in Soviet satellite countries. “There’s no argument over the choice between peace and war, but there’s only one guaranteed way you can have peace—and you can have it in the next second—surrender,” he said.29 It was the best speech Republicans had heard all week, and his profile rose higher than that of their nominee, Barry Goldwater. The party recruited him to run for governor of California. He won the election.

It was in 1973 in this formal capacity that Reagan met Brezhnev one morning in San Clemente, California. Brezhnev knew that Reagan was a movie actor, charismatic, and the leader of a wing of his party. But he was ill prepared by his aides, who had assumed that their breakfast meeting would be a courtesy call. Nixon had taken care not to lecture Brezhnev in their informal gatherings, but Reagan, by his own account, had no such strictures.

Are you aware, Reagan asked, that the hopes and dreams of millions depend on the agreements you’re reaching?

I am dedicated, Brezhnev had replied, to fulfilling those hopes and dreams.30 Brezhnev would later say he found Reagan insulting—and “obscurantist.”

Reagan finished his second term in California and ran for president in 1976. He almost stole the Republican nomination from the moderate wing of the party. Four years later, he stood behind a podium to accept it, blasting Carter’s weakness, indecision, mediocrity, and incompetence.” He spoke, too, of his “first and foremost” objective: “the establishment of lasting world peace.31

It would not come from détente. Reagan did not believe the Soviets were equals. Instead, he believed, as near gospel, that the Soviet Union had spent the 1970s pouring money into their capacity to deliver and survive a first nuclear strike.



CHAPTER 2



Toward Protracted Nuclear War

AS THE SOVIET NUCLEAR DOCTRINE evolved to preempt an American nuclear surprise, the Americans realized in the late 1970s that their plans for continuity of government were far too vulnerable to a Soviet attack. The leader of the Free World could not endure or survive a nuclear first strike.

On July 7, 1977, at 7:34 a.m., a simulated alert pulsed along secure White House Communications Agency circuits to the Anacostia alert facility for the Marine One helicopter, and to other locations. Seven minutes later, the designated “gold” squadron pilot landed on the South Lawn. Nine minutes later, at 7:50 a.m., the helo, having scooped up the president, a few key staff members, and military aides, rendezvoused at Andrews Air Force Base with the National Emergency Airborne Command Post jet, (known as NEACP, pronounced “Kneecap”). The airplane then sluiced down the runway and took off. Time was called. In just 22 minutes, the president could be evacuated, in the air, and safe from attack.1 President Jimmy Carter knew that the exercises did not realistically simulate the threat that existed. Even before the Soviets developed ICBMs capable of avoiding the eyes of American imagery and measure-and-signature satellites, the USSR’s deep-water navy was capable of launching a submarine-based ballistic missile at Washington, DC, that could cruise undetected entirely until conventional air defense radar along the coasts of the United States picked it up. Since these missiles didn’t arc into the atmosphere, and since their launch did not give off much of a flash, this strategic capability of the USSR became one basis for stealth attack rehearsals that almost never succeeded in evacuating key leaders in time. The second: a submarine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM) fired anywhere off the coasts would explode during the upward portion of its trajectory—about 3 minutes after launch—and generate an electromagnetic pulse that shorted every electrical circuit on the East Coast.

The nuclear war plan Carter was given and the defense budget he inherited had been revised to reflect these new fears. The updated nuclear war menu had four major attack options:

1. destroy all threatening military targets in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe,

2. destroy Soviet Union and Eastern European military targets plus all economic and industrial targets that would allow the Soviets to reconstitute a nuclear capacity,

3. destroy Chinese military and leadership threats, and

4. destroy Chinese military and leadership threats and their reconstitution capability.

In addition, it included eleven selective attack options and six categories of withholds—the “destroy these but not those” options to preserve the appearance of an ability to terminate a war.2 The strikes he could launch were smaller in mega tonnage. The communication networks he would use to launch them would be resilient, according to the Pentagon. Their idea was that the president could limit the spreading contagion of nuclear war by devastating the world a bit less, or by controlling its escalation in the aftermath of an attack. Carter’s National Security Advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski, didn’t buy it. But no one had a better idea.



The Pentagon’s guestimate was that the president would have, at best, three minutes between notification and detonation.3 One reason was that Soviet SSBNs often parked themselves just outside of US territorial waters, perhaps 12 miles off the coast. They didn’t yet carry the more accurate nukes, but one day soon they would. Evacuating the president was a necessary, albeit wholly insufficient, part of preserving continuity. If the attack seemed limited, the White House Emergency Plan called on the Secret Service and White House Military Office to fly or drive the president to one of eight underground bunkers within 100 miles of Washington, DC. Each offered line-of-sight microwave communications with the Pentagon and the Alternate National Military Command Center, located beneath granite rock on the border of Pennsylvania and Maryland.4 The Soviets knew where these failsafe locations were, though; this safety net was very loose. Even if the president were to find his way to a plane in the air, or to a safe house, he would be a figurehead without a way to talk to the country unless several hundred others, including a thirty-two-person emergency operations team, had successfully made it to their own pre-prepared sites. The president could speak to the nation only if the Emergency Broadcast System was operational; this required the activation of the circuit within the enormous bunker at Mount Weather, in Virginia, a circuit that had no reliable backup until the end of the Reagan presidency.5 And if, in the air, the president needed to transmit emergency war orders, it was not certain that he could so on a secure voice circuit, particularly if he was overseas.

Carter “wanted to be able to be awakened at three o’clock in the morning and not be confused, and understand what he was going to see, what the voice would sound like on the other end of the line, and that sort of thing,” an aide said.6 After the drill, Brzezinski directed Colonel William Odom, his military assistant, to conduct a soup-to-nuts review of the entire system. He would first examine presidential continuity programs; he would also, upon Brzezinski’s orders, be given full access to the Pentagon’s command and control procedures. Were they sufficient? And if so, what were they sufficient for? Odom found a few positives. One was that there were a number of redundant communication systems that linked the place which would first pick up signs of a nuclear launch—NORAD—with the person who would made the call to retaliate—the president—and the nuclear commands that would execute the orders, primarily, the Strategic Air Command in Omaha, Nebraska.7 This satisfied one basic requirement: “to recognize that we are under attack, to characterize that attack, to get a decision from the president, and to disseminate that decision prior to the first weapon impacting upon the United States,” according to SAC’s commander in chief, Richard Ellis.8 Odom looked at ongoing tests of the emergency conference network that would connect the president to his nuclear commanders.9 The calls could be convened quickly. But the network itself was not secure. The Soviets could easily tap in.

Although AT&T had figured out a way to give these presidential communication systems priority routing on their public telephone exchanges, rerouting the traffic after nuclear blasts would be akin to moving every passenger to a back of an airplane in free-fall.10

Odom found that a system called SACCS (the Strategic Automated Command and Control System) was highly vulnerable and often blinked out in bad weather. SACCS was critical to communication in any nuclear war because it allowed ICBM wing commanders to receive targeting instructions and distribute them to launch silos.

What disturbed Odom, as he learned more about the system, was what he heard from the nuclear commanders. They did not believe that civilians on the White House staff paid any attention to the war plans. The Pentagon had no way to reconstitute nuclear forces after an attack, or to reestablish presidential command and control after it was lost. The military had spent billions since the days where they were clearly superior to the Soviet Union on communications networks (eight of them in tandem operating worldwide), its command centers (more than one hundred), its computer networks (about sixty-five), and its regional communication nodes (eighty-five), all part of a contraption called the Worldwide Military Command and Control System (WWMCCS).

The Cuban Missile Crisis accelerated the fielding of command post aircraft for theatre commanders, a limited Post Attack Command and Control System 135 aircraft that would allow a general on board to transmit launch codes to ICBM silos from the air, and failing that, a purse full of communications rockets designed to transmit nuclear “go” codes without human interventions to the poor souls in surviving ICBM bases.11

The Strategic Air Command had planes that could receive information about damage and detonations and then report it back to whoever was in charge, and they could transmit a limited number of emergency war orders from the air—all improvements. But “things would just cease in their world about 6 to 10 hours after they received the order to execute the SIOP,” Odom later wrote.12 The military relied on studies that assumed that the five primary command centers that the president might use—the White House, the NMCC at the Pentagon, the Alternate National Military Command Center, the secure communications facility under Camp David (codename Orange One), and the underground bunker at Mount Weather (codename Site B)—would be incapacitated by as few as nine ballistic missiles within 30 minutes of any attack.13

Another 35 ICBMs would obliterate the fixed primary and alternate command posts that all SAC bases relied on.14 As one study concluded, “the national political and joint military command structure . . . is highly vulnerable and could not be counted upon to complete its minimum essential retaliatory functions if attacked.”15 The American nuclear war plan was supposed to be used only as a deterrent, for defense. But increasingly, its writers realized it could never be used if the other side struck first.

Getting word, too, was a problem. The commander of NORAD had one job: to provide the president with tactical warning and attack assessment. The Pentagon had tried for years to update the early-warning sensors that NORAD used to detect incoming missiles and planes. The sensors were sophisticated, but the computers were not. Slight changes in atmospheric density could perturb the entire system. Everything ran on the same set of computers, and software updates to, for example, the air defense algorithms could, and did, migrate to cause glitches in other systems, like those that translated raw data about ballistic missiles into pixels that humans could see on a screen.16

On November 9, 1979, engineers uploaded a computer tape containing a hypothetical version of the Soviet nuclear war plan onto an auxiliary computer. For reasons that remain unknown to this day, that exercise data leaked into the processing systems that fed the main display terminals at NORAD’s command center. Then, the information relayed itself instantaneously to the National Military Command Center in the Pentagon, to the White House Situation Room, to the Strategic Air Command, to the Alternate National Military Command Center. Immediately, the NMCC convened an air threat conference call with watch officers. The alert ended within six minutes when none of the independent sensors used to confirm missile attacks registered any anomalies, but not before the duty officer at the White House had called Brzezinski and informed that 220—check that, 2,400—missiles were on the way.17 NORAD wisely decided to move all its testing outside of Cheyenne Mountain after that.18

Five months later, a data processor at an early-warning radar site at Mount Hebo in California computed an erroneous trajectory for two submarine-launched ballistic missiles that had taken off from the waters off the Kuril Islands in the Pacific. The US had been informed about the tests beforehand, but, as the battle staff watched at NORAD, the projected ground zero for one of them suddenly appeared in the shape of a fan over the Western United States.

Three months after that, an inexpensive transistor malfunctioned three times in three different systems over the course of nine days, and started injecting bits of data into the stream of ones and zeros that NORAD’s central processors were receiving from its sensors. Each time, the Pentagon had to convene an emergency conference call. It happened again a few months after that.19 The Soviets naturally saw these alerts for what they were: a demonstration of incredible vulnerability and a source of danger. During each one, the Strategic Air Command automatically generated some of its alert assets, including, at various points, the emergency presidential backup plane and even nuclear-armed fighter bombers.20 Malfunctions had loosened the safety catch on the nuclear trigger without human intervention or intention.

That was one reason why Brezhnev, in a telegram to President Carter, said that error should cause the leader of any country “extreme anxiety.” “What kind of mechanism is it that allows a possibility of such incidents?” A defensive Pentagon gave the White House fighting language to use in reply. Instead of acknowledging the error, they said that Brezhnev’s information was based on false Soviet propaganda.21

The snotty response by the United States covered for the truth: the early-warning system was not reliable. Forget decision time: how could the president know that the information getting to him was real? Odom at the time worried that the Russians could just as easily have spoofed the system. He might have known that the air force and the National Security Agency were developing elaborate plans to spoof the Soviet’s own sensors, too.

In April 1978, NORAD generated an air sovereignty alert, and the NMCC convened a threat assessment call. The US was testing its new Poseidon missiles that week, and the Soviets were conducting provocative drills with their bombers, some of them flying close to US territory. For unknown reasons, the White House Situation Room duty officer thought the call was a test and did nothing. The National Security Council was out of the loop.22 Human error was rife throughout the supposedly fail-safe nuclear command and control system.

For political leaders, this was scary stuff. The system could not keep pace with the demands placed on it. As Brezhnev said in his first missive to Carter, “It turns out that the world can find itself on the brink of a precipice without the knowledge of its president or of other US leaders.” The Soviets took a hard look at the American false alarms and learned from them, speeding up the fielding of their own systems and emphasizing the idea that warning had to be independent. The KGB directed rezidenturas to interpret them as false-flag efforts to suggest that American nuclear command and control systems weren’t very advanced, and therefore the Soviets had nothing to worry about—“thus providing a cover for possible surprise attack” by the Americans.23 It would turn out that the Soviets had a lot to be worried about, too. Warning was an illusion.



Alfred E. Buckles enlisted in the air force a few days after finishing high school. It was 1957. From the Bay of Pigs invasion through the beginning of the Reagan administration, Buckles climbed the ranks of “the command and control business,” as he put it. He was a SAC communications officer. He pulled duty as an emergency actions controller at the National Military Command Center at the Pentagon. He operated the consoles that transmitted emergency action messages from commanders to deployed forces in the field. He flew on SAC’s airborne command post. He wrote nuclear war plans—the SIOPs—as part of the Joint Strategic Planning and Targeting Staff, eventually serving as its executive director. His institutional knowledge of strategic command and control convinced his superiors to create special jobs for him, and when he retired from active service, they converted his position to a civilian one, a supremely uncommon vote of confidence in his abilities. Very few members of the US military knew more about the nuclear decision chain than Alfred Buckles. “If the Soviets wanted to know all of our nuclear secrets, all they would have had to do was kidnap Al Buckles and figure out how to make him talk,” a former colleague said of him.24

In 1977, President Carter had nominated General Richard Ellis to be the commander in chief of the Strategic Air Command. Ellis was the youngest pilot to be given command in World War II, a brilliant lawyer with an exacting and discerning mind, and a former head of US Air Forces in Europe. It fell to Buckles, by then the chief master sergeant at SAC, to brief him on nuclear decision making. Ellis had been privy to most of the US Air Force’s most sensitive projects, but nuclear procedures and the SIOP were so heavily compartmented that he came in knowing very little about the relationship between his command, its authorities, and the president.

“We went down and put together the end-to-end story,” Buckles recalls of the briefing. “He could ensure that the forces were equipped and trained and postured, but he was kind of surprised at what he couldn’t do—he couldn’t do anything with the nuclear forces after they were committed.” SAC regularly assessed the hardiness of the US system as it would respond to two scenarios: codenamed SIERRA, a Russian attack when “both countries were fully alert,” and a surprise, spasm attack, or INDIA. It turned out that the level of system arousal and preparation did not matter. “Most fixed, land-based primary and alternate command centers were destroyed within thirty minutes,” which forced all follow-on emergency action messages designed to tell the force how to retaliate to the Minimum Essential Emergency Communications Net, the system of last resort, which used relatively jam-resistant airborne command posts, very-low-frequency antennas, and commandeered satellites. But this system’s performance, too, was “severely hindered,” and connectivity with the president was not assured, according to a top-secret study conducted at the time.25

General Ellis’s top worry, though, was a sea-based threat. By the late 1970s, the US could track Soviet nuclear submarines leaving ports using imagery satellites, direction-finding sonar, and secretly implanted seabed arrays. They’d watch the Soviet subs transit the narrow gap between Greenland, Iceland, and the United Kingdom. But then they’d disappear. The United States was blind to the locations of the Soviet subs as they crossed the Atlantic. The US Navy had spent billions to develop its Sound Ocean Surveillance System (SOSUS). SOSUS arrays measured the sound reflecting and refracting against huge tectonically created trenches under the Atlantic and the Pacific. They could passively detect the noise made by Soviet submarines as they traversed these sound channels, because sound, especially at low frequencies, could travel for hundreds of miles without losing much of its strength.26 Beginning in 1952, the navy began to lay strung-together hydrophones at key chokepoints in the Atlantic. Within three years, SOSUS arrays protected both coasts and Alaska. Within five years, the navy had processing centers devoted to analyzing the frequency chunks, called tonals, that Soviet subs created when they crossed a SOSUS “beam.” With triangulation and some trigonometry, the navy could pinpoint the location of subs in near real time.27 SOSUS worked wonders for the US for more than fifteen years. Soviet subs were always louder than US subs, often by as much as 25 to 30 decibels. Navy intelligence catalogued Soviet efforts to quiet them, but the US, realizing its advantage, continued to refine the SOSUS arrays and their processing, and stayed one step ahead.

This gap disappeared, suddenly, in the late 1970s. The Soviets began to deploy their naturally quieter attack submarines to deeper waters away from the US Atlantic coast, part of a tactical shift to protect their nuclear submarines, which had to be there to maintain the Soviet Navy’s strategic deterrent. The Soviets, thanks to the efforts of their spies and engineers, could now launch missiles from protected “Bastions” near their territory.This, in turn, complicated SOSUS detection, because sound travels less well in shallower waters.28 By investing so heavily in passive acoustical quieting technology, the US had forced the Soviet submarine force to cluster its faster, quiet attack subs—those that didn’t have the capability to launch ballistic nuclear missiles—around its noisier, slower SSBNs—the B stands for “ballistic”—because the SSBNs would inevitably be priority targets for the US during war. At the same time, advances in acoustical detection of submarines ran up against the limits of physics.

In 1978, the Soviets deployed their first Victor III-class submarine from the Komsomolsk shipyards. The 350-foot ship bore an impressive array of anti-submarine warfare and intelligence-gathering features, but what worried US intelligence the most was that it was significantly quieter than any Soviet sub that had come before it.29 SOSUS arrays were primed to pick up the tonals, the frequency spasms that were created by the popping generated by the bubbles from a sub’s propellers. The Soviets had somehow figured out how to reduce the noise signatures from these cavitations. Soviet engineers also managed to mask the sounds that emanated from the cooling system in their nuclear reactors, another source of sound for SOSUS microphones. That they did so quickly suggested to the navy that espionage had been involved, because the Victor III seemed to adopt some of the US’s technological advantages in quieting while simultaneously exploiting SOSUS’s inherent vulnerabilities. (Indeed, it would later turn out that an American working for the National Security Agency, John Edward Walker, had been passing top-secret codeword documents on these precise capabilities to the Soviets for years.)30

By 1979, though, the Soviet Navy advances had frustrated SOSUS collectors to the point where the subs would disappear off the coast of the Soviet Union and then reappear, near the coast of Washington, giving the president and his advisors a mere six minutes to decide what to do if a nuclear cruise missile were launched from one of them. The SSNs still possessed enough conventional and nuclear firepower to decapitate the US government. Given this reality, virtually everything that SAC had assumed about nuclear decision planning was rendered moot.



Odom’s attention, though, had turned to larger questions. He focused on the presidential nuclear decision handbook and found its language mind-bogglingly obtuse. The military didn’t really know what sort of language would be useful and comprehensible to civilians executing the decisions. Then he discovered that the new LNOs (limited nuclear options)—which had been added to the SIOP at the direction President Nixon, through his Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger—bore no resemblance to any policy option the real president would actually consider.31 There was no allowance in these war plans for real-world, real-time changes to the situation.32

He wondered, Why couldn’t a policy be developed that figured out how to use nuclear weapons in a way that would advance US national and strategic goals?33

Figuring out how to answer that question, and then to turn it into a war plan revision, became Odom’s holy grail. First, he had to convince everyone that although nuclear war might mean the end of the sitting government, it might not mean that the world had to end. This violated a taboo, and, of course, the tenets of assured destruction. And if the government could be fortified along with civil defense, then survivability automatically implied that the president would have more options.34

Intelligence satellites could fairly accurately assess damage to a degree of granularity that would allow for retargeting, but the SIOP assumed that that process would rely upon satellites in existence, not the satellites that were planned. The big difference: the intelligence agency in charge of satellites, the National Reconnaissance Office, was slowly but surely moving its systems to near-real-time radar and electro-optical imagery platforms and moving away from its legacy Hexagon satellites with film canisters that had to be recovered at sea and processed.

Why couldn’t those satellites be used to give the president maximum flexibility as commander in chief? If the questions Odom and his colleagues asked were provocative, the solutions he proposed did not seem radical. Boost civil defense. Fix defense communications. Redraw the SIOP and its associated systems to give the president maximum flexibility before, during, and after a nuclear attack, and establish a federal requirement for enduring constitutional government.35
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