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Foreword



SHORTLY AFTER THE OPENING of trade relations with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in the early 1980s, I was assigned to work with Chinese engineers at the Beijing research facility of the Ministry of Aeronautics Industry. It was, for me, the first of many memorable trips to this once-secluded country. It was likewise memorable for my Chinese hosts, because I was the first American they had ever met.

The scientists and engineers I worked with were well educated in the basic technical skills of their fields. But they were completely ignorant of what the world was like outside China. The leadership had only recently permitted peasant farmers to sell their excess produce in the cities, though many Chinese had not yet learned to cook since leaving their communes. This was years before the Tiananmen Square massacre, and everywhere there was a feeling of optimistic uncertainty.

Like most visitors to China in those days, I had been assigned a “government watcher.” One day as we ate lunch, he was called away, leaving me alone with a group of engineers I had come to know fairly well. They were nervously glancing around to see if anyone was watching. A man was placed at the entrance, obviously as a lookout.

With a great show of courtesy and some embarrassment, the young engineer who spoke the best English began by asking me, “Mr. Sewell, may we inquire about an incident that we heard of some time ago?”

The question took me by surprise, and I must admit to feeling a twinge of fear. It had been only a few years since I had served on the crew of an American submarine under the command of a highly classified organization. Maybe I was being paranoid, but I did have information that could compromise intelligence operations critical to American security, and I had no idea how much these people knew about my past.

“Here it comes,” I told myself, preparing for the third degree. So I was stunned when my chief inquisitor timidly asked his question.

“We have heard rumors for some time now, that American spacemen have landed on the moon,” the young engineer whispered, with a grave look on his face. “Is this correct?” He quickly produced a Western trade magazine and pointed to an article. Over half the magazine had been censored, blacked out; but in one obscure paragraph was a reference to the American Apollo moon missions of the 1960s and 1970s.

I stood dumbfounded for several seconds. These highly trained engineers, the finest of Red China’s aeronautical specialists, were surely joshing me. But they all leaned closer to hear my answer. They were not kidding.

During the remainder of our lunch break, the Chinese engineers pressed me for the details of the U.S. astronauts’ seven moon landings. When the commissar—my minder—returned, the enlightenment abruptly ended.

Mao had warned his comrades, “When you open windows, you let in the flies.” In this case, I was proud to be one of the first flies. The Chinese government was so repressive, their society so closed and secretive, that information about one of the greatest engineering and scientific accomplishments in human history had been withheld from the country’s best technical minds.

Years later, in the aftermath of September 11, 2001, this memory came back to me. What haven’t we been told?

No one knows better than an American submariner the need to protect our military and technological secrets for the security of our nation. But archiving old secrets long after the crisis has passed deprives us of knowledge that free people need to make enlightened choices. Burying our history beneath layers of cover stories, security classifications, and deliberate deceit for the purpose of protecting mistakes or reputations of bygone leaders is a violation of a free people’s rights. In the military, the highest restriction placed on a document is called a “need to know” classification. But at some point, after a crisis has passed, there is a higher authorization that we Americans must be granted—and that is the “right to know.”

If our democratic way of life and the self-rule of free people everywhere are to survive, then those we elect to lead us are not entitled to keep vital information from us forever.

On September 11, we learned that Islamist fanatics would resort to any and all means to achieve their goal, the destruction of the United States of America and the freedom it represents. It has long been reported that these terrorists have actively sought to obtain nuclear weapons. There is no doubt, now, that they would use them if given the chance.

This is why I have written Red Star Rogue. For some time I have known about a horrifying incident, perhaps the darkest secret of the Cold War era. It involved a failed attempt by a lone Soviet submarine, a rogue, to launch a nuclear missile against a sleeping American city. Yet, for no reason of national security, this three-decades-old secret remains buried in mystery, rumor, and purposefully leaked disinformation.

In 1968, in a desperate bid to win the Cold War, a small group of radical Stalinists came within seconds of a sneak attack that would have killed a half-million Americans.

After spending years searching for answers to satisfy my own concerns about this incident, I submitted a detailed outline of my research to one of the few people still living who knew the entire story. Because of this person’s impeccable credentials and integrity, I was sure if my conclusions were wrong, this man would tell me.

A few days later he responded, “You have made a great start in developing the credible and probable scenarios that have had that effect on history that we call the end of the Cold War (it is not over yet).”

As I dug deeper, it became increasingly difficult to have in the clear contact with my covert mentor, and my inquiries exposed me to those whose job it is to keep these things secret. Because of the classified nature of his former career and his lifetime commitment of confidentiality, my contact was unable to go public. But I still managed to update him on my findings. Near the conclusion of my research I again asked him to review my work. His last response was, “So go, man, go. They do not yet suspect that you have an important message for the American people.”

The public not only has a right to know, but now they have a need to know. In the current climate of perpetual war against terrorism, we can only hope that lessons learned from this Cold War incident will provide insights that can help us make the right choices in this increasingly dangerous, post–9/11 era.

Kenneth Sewell






[image: halftitle]





Prologue


THIS WAS NOT SIMPLY AN ESPIONAGE WAR. IT WAS NOT JUST ONE SIDE AGAINST THE OTHER. IT WAS A DEADLY STRUGGLE OF IRRECONCILABLE IDEOLOGIES, WHERE THE DEFEAT OF THE OTHER SYSTEM WAS THE SOLE GOAL.

—Former KGB Major General Oleg Kalugin






IN EARLY 1968, the world nervously watched as the armies, air forces, and navies of the United States and the Soviet Union taunted each other in dangerous face-to-face standoffs around the globe. This tension was at its highest in the oceans of the world, where submarines of both sides played deadly games of hide-and-seek. At no point during the Cold War, including the dramatic confrontation of the Cuban Missile Crisis in September and October 1962, was the stalemate as close to escalating into World War III as in the first six months of 1968. Yet only a handful of military men and espionage agents—and a few key politicians in the inner sanctums of the Kremlin and the White House—knew just how close the world came to the long-feared nuclear Armageddon.

Asia and the Far East were aflame, with the Cold War turning hot in a major conflict fueled by the United States and the Soviet Union. American boys were dying by the scores each week in the steaming jungles of Indochina. That year, 1968, was the bloodiest of the war, with 16,869 Americans killed in action.

In the People’s Republic of China, Mao’s Red Guards were well along in the murderous Great Proletarian Revolution, better known as the Cultural Revolution. Mao’s criticism of the post-Stalin Soviet leadership had resulted in a split between these two Red giants. The followers of a radical Maoist policy turned on Red China’s longtime patron, the Soviet Union, in the early 1960s, which led to open clashes at several spots along their twenty-four-hundred-mile border. Having originally supplied the Chinese with Russian nuclear missile and submarine technology, the Soviets withdrew their military assistance. Relations had deteriorated to the point that Soviet diplomats and military advisors and their families were forced to flee their posts in China, some barely getting out of the country with their lives.

On January 23, 1968, North Korean gunboats, in a brazen act of piracy on the high seas, fired on and captured the American surveillance ship USS Pueblo.

On January 30, 1968, war-weary Americans were shocked by the news that the Vietnam War, far from nearing the end that politicians had promised, had blazed into a new inferno. The North Vietnamese regular army and battalions of Viet Cong guerrillas launched a surprise attack on thirty provincial capitals in South Vietnam. Within days of the Tet Offensive, America suffered its highest casualty counts of the war: 543 GIs killed and 2,547 wounded in a single week.

Exhausted by the war, on March 31, President Lyndon Baines Johnson announced he would not seek reelection. Just four days later, Martin Luther King was assassinated in Memphis.

On May 24, 1968, an American attack submarine, the USS Scorpion, went missing off the Azores while conducting a clandestine mission to investigate an unusual assembly of Soviet warships in the eastern Atlantic. Immediately, U.S. officials suspected a possible Soviet navy connection with the disappearance. Ninety-nine American officers and sailors were lost.

After successfully winning the California presidential primary, Senator Robert F. Kennedy was assassinated in Los Angeles on June 5. Two hundred thousand antiwar protesters marched in New York City, a major event in the long national war protest that would divide the nation for years to come.

Across the globe, Communist-inspired, Soviet-supported insurgencies raged in Southeast Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America. Overtly, the Soviets began supplying client states such as Syria and Egypt with the latest missile technology, while behind the scenes they were supplying arms to revolutionaries throughout the Third World.

In Moscow, resentment over the Cuban Missile Crisis still simmered in some elements of the military, the KGB, and the Kremlin, despite the replacement of the bellicose Nikita Khrushchev by Leonid Brezhnev three years earlier. Seldom during the long years of the Cold War did the Soviets more aggressively rattle their sabers. In Europe, the Cold War heated up with the Prague Spring. Western intelligence learned that the Warsaw Pact was about to put down the unrest in Czechoslovakia with a brutal invasion.

In short, America and the world were seething in violence and bitter turmoil during the first months of 1968, when the events described in this book took place.

It was into this volatile mix of intrigue and open hostilities that an obscure incident involving an older-model, diesel-electric Soviet submarine operating off the coast of Hawaii edged the world to the brink of nuclear war. The people of the United States and the Russian Federation have never been told the truth of this near-catastrophe.

The last mission of the Soviet ballistic missile submarine K-129 was to become one of the greatest enigmas of the Cold War. None of the crew members survived to offer historic testimony about that clandestine trip. The author uses physical evidence found at the wreck site, interviews with former Soviet submarine officers, post–Cold War writings of retired Soviet admirals from the Pacific Fleet, recently released Soviet naval equipment journals and procedural manuals, and his own experience as a Cold War submariner to answer many of the most important remaining questions. Based on these sources, early chapters of this book offer a vivid re-creation of living conditions and actions that likely took place aboard K-129 on its final voyage. For example, since the operating procedures and launch sequence of a Soviet ballistic missile submarine never varied, the background of what occurred on this boat can be reasonably reen-acted.








Part One

The Incident
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IN THE DARK HOURS OF MARCH 7, 1968, a lone submarine slowly prowled the surface in open waters of the North Pacific. The slender sub rolled easily in swells raised by a twenty-knot wind. Occasionally, the whitecaps racing ahead of wave crests broke over the low forward deck, sending foaming rivulets of seawater to hide the rust streaks weeping from the boat’s aging welds.

A coast watcher might have mistaken the submarine for some naval relic with an oddly long fin emerging from the depths to fight a sea battle of the Second World War. Such identification would have been only partly right. This sub, despite its angular U-boat appearance, carried three atomic-age ballistic missiles snugly housed in tubes in its extended sail.

On the bridge, in the brisk wind, an officer quickly scanned the horizon through powerful naval binoculars, and then raised them to search all quadrants of the night sky.

A seaman in an ill-fitting sheepskin coat focused his attention closer to home, climbing to the highest point in the aft section of the bridge. The coat was much too large for his slight frame, and he was much too young to have attained the rank entitling him to wear the storm raglan coat, quilted pants, and expensive lined boots of a fleet officer.

From his new perch he examined the long, flat area of the conning tower behind the bridge. The faintest glow of starlight provided just enough illumination for the sailor to discern the outline of the three launch-tube doors. The doors appeared to be clear of any flotsam that might have been picked up during surfacing. Beneath the steel doors, like giant elongated eggs, were forty-two-foot-long ballistic missiles. Each carried a one-megaton thermonuclear warhead.

The massive doors were tightly sealed, to keep salt water out of the missile tubes. The powerful hydraulic arms that opened them could be activated only from the missile control panel inside the submarine.

The officer gazing through his binoculars at the front of the bridge had seen no threat to their position—no running lights of surface ships, no antisubmarine warfare planes patrolling the sky. He acknowledged the other man’s report that the missile doors were clear, then ducked back down the ladder and into the submarine.

As the boat broke through the swells at an almost leisurely two knots, the crewmen below eagerly breathed the fresh air rushing in through hatches opened to the conning tower. It was the first time the boat had been on the surface long enough to flush out the foul air that had accumulated in the living chambers during two weeks of submerged sailing. The cool sea air replacing oily diesel fumes created a slight draft in the control center as it flowed from compartments fore and aft.

The usual elation of the crew at finally being back in man’s normal realm on the surface was suddenly cut short when they heard an order barked over the intercom. The order was for battle stations, missile launch. All compartments were to report ready when sealed. The order was followed by: “This is not a drill.”

That harsh command, which may have startled even the few crewmen in the operating compartments who knew what to expect next, was more shocking for five dozen officers and sailors confined against their will in the forward two compartments of the submarine.

With an efficiency born of a thousand drills, all the steps to fulfill a missile submarine’s ultimate purpose were methodically taken.

The officer who had just returned from lookout duty on the bridge entered the control room to assume the post of deputy commander. He reported that all was clear from his visual observations, and that the doors over the missile tubes were free of flotsam. Only the sailor in the bulky, foul-weather coat remained on the bridge in the open night air.

Another officer pronounced the stations manned and ready for live fire of the main missile batteries.

Before surfacing, several skilled seamen trained as missile technicians had worked feverishly for nearly an hour preparing for the next order. An inspection of the missile tubes through small hatches in compartment four revealed no fuel leaks or seepage of seawater that might hamper a launch. Now all preparations were complete. A small knot of anxious men in the control center waited for the commander to issue the final instructions to activate the emergency firing procedure for nuclear weapon release.

A missile officer standing at the launch console watched a warning light blink on. The door of number-one missile tube was open.

Atop the submarine, the sailor in the raglan coat visually confirmed that the missile door had opened properly. He closed the outer hatch in the floor of the bridge and knelt behind a steel protective shield. His job was to remain in this somewhat precarious spot—the only person outside the hull—to be available in the event of any last-minute problems.

Below the bridge in the action center, an officer peering through the periscope confirmed number-one missile hatch open and clear.

The commander provided a large cassette containing the computerized codes required to arm the missile warhead. Normally, the codes would have been locked inside the captain’s safe, to be retrieved by the captain and the submarine’s political officer only after orders were received from fleet headquarters. This time, the officer in charge simply handed the cassette to a young man, who turned and plugged the packet into the launch console.

Some of the crewmen waited to hear the procedure they had followed in dozens of simulated and live drills. The political officer should have announced that headquarters had confirmed launch authority. But this critical procedure was ignored. There had been no communication with headquarters in more than a week.

The officer in the action center directly above the control room made one last sweep of the horizon with the attack periscope. He checked again to make sure the missile door was completely deployed and shouted down to the control room that the missile was clear for launch.

At the launch control panel, an officer confirmed he had powered the number-one console.

An assistant navigation officer, a lieutenant, told the commander they were three minutes to launch position at latitude 24° north, longitude 163° west. Their course was east-southeast, at a speed of two knots.

The missile technician at the launch panel confirmed the target coordinates on a southeast heading from the boat: 21°18’ north, 157° west.

With that information, the commander, his deputy, and a third sailor stepped up to the launch panel. Each man inserted a key in the panel face. They turned the keys and stepped back to allow the missile officer to complete his task at the console.

The commander gave the order to proceed to activation of the warhead on number-one missile. He hurried up the ladder to the periscope in the action center, shouting to his deputy as he climbed to prepare for emergency dive after launch.

A small spotlight in the ceiling above the chart table in the control room threw a bright beam onto a naval chart. A penciled X, crudely drawn in the center of the chart, partially covered the name printed on the map. Just below the mark was another name: HONOLULU. The target was Pearl Harbor. But the explosive power of a one-megaton yield from the thermonuclear warhead would extend far beyond the military base to the civilian metropolitan area that adjoined it.

The sailor at the launch control panel announced the system ready for firing sequence.

The commander looked toward the man standing at the navigator’s station. The man held a stopwatch in one hand and dividers in the other. “Two minutes to launch point on my mark…mark!”

Instantly, the commander activated his own stopwatch. The second hand swept one full turn around the face. He ordered missile one to be fired.

The man at the control panel complied, setting in motion the last step to launch missile one. Time to launch was sixty seconds.

Officers and seamen in the control room instinctively braced themselves for the jolt that would come when compressed air ejected the eighteen-ton missile out of the launch tube, just feet away from the command center.

At the control panel, a sailor pressed a black button, removing the last manual override of the system. It was fifteen seconds to launch.

The men locked in the forward compartments could hear each order in the launch sequence over the intercom. Any outcry they made was muffled by the watertight hatch separating them from the men giving the orders in the control center.

A young assistant missile officer, who by training would have known more than most crewmen about what was to happen next, curled up helpless in his bunk in one of the officers’ cabins in compartment two. A small journal lay by his side.

It was ten seconds to launch.

Standing in front of the control panel, the officer commanding the submarine began the staccato countdown:

“Dyesyat, dyevyat, vosyem, syem…”
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THE COLD WAR SAGA of the Soviet submarine known as K-129 began two months earlier, on the fog-shrouded Kamchatka Peninsula of the Soviet Union’s Pacific Far East. In the first week of January 1968, the diesel-electric, ballistic missile submarine returned to its base from one of its autonomous missions, a seventy-day patrol somewhere in the North Pacific.

These lengthy assignments were called “autonomous” because the submarines were sent out alone, with sealed instructions meant for only two people, the captain and the political officer. After sailing, a boat would limit communications with headquarters to coded microburst transmissions when it reached specific, predetermined locations along its course.

K-129 had departed on such a mission in late October 1967, and returned to home port after the successful conclusion of the assignment, on approximately the sixth of January 1968.

The submarine sailed in from the open Pacific and entered Avachinskaya Bay on the southeastern coast of the Kamchatka Peninsula. The huge deepwater bay had provided safe harbor for Russian sailors since the 1600s, serving as an unconquered Pacific outpost for czars and commissars alike, in wars against the British and French in 1854, the Japanese in 1903 and 1945, and finally, against the United States Navy in the protracted Cold War. At the time of this incident, that global stalemate had already lasted two decades.

K-129 returned to the windswept bay not far from where it had submerged to begin its clandestine mission two months and ten days earlier. The submarine surfaced near the Three Brothers Sea Stacks, the natural rock formation that stood sentinel at the bay’s entrance. In the morning light, the base of one of the volcanic peaks, 3,456-foot Mount Koryakskaya, could be seen looming behind the port city of Petropavlovsk-Kamchatskiy. The mountain’s peak was covered by clouds and fog during most of the winter months.

[image: 14]

The captain, wearing a sheepskin coat and an expensive fur ushanka covering his head, appeared at the bridge atop the submarine’s high sail. A seaman, also dressed in a heavy woolen coat and headgear, but not of the distinctive fur and sheepskin worn by senior officers, hurriedly took the ship’s Soviet navy ensign from a locker in the action center of the conning tower and followed the captain to the bridge. The young seaman attached the flag to the ship’s mast.

A strong north wind snatched the flag from the sailor’s arms and unfurled it in a flapping streamer over the conning tower. He rendered a smart salute and proceeded to his lookout post. The flag’s bright colors—a large red star leading the red hammer and sickle on a white field above a sea-blue stripe—were in stark contrast to the wintry gray waters of the bay, eroded brown shoreline, and snow-covered hills and mountains. The wind snapped the flag briskly above the submarine as it plowed at fourteen knots through small whitecaps on the surface.

The temperature hovered between a seasonal norm of 10° to 12°F, but the biting cold was welcomed by most of the crewmen gathered on the bridge. For them, it was a physical release to take the first deep swigs of open air, no matter how numbing the chill. It was an even greater pleasure to see the familiar landmarks along the bay shore for the first time in more than two months.

The man in the distinctive fur hat was Captain First Rank Vladimir Ivanovich Kobzar, one of the most competent and respected officers in the Soviet Pacific Fleet. At age thirty-eight, he was already a seasoned submarine commander and had captained the K-129 for three and a half years.

Before the waters brought up from the deep were fully drained from the deck, sailors had opened the hatch above the aft torpedo room. Even on this overcast morning, the men’s first glimpse of sky caused them to squint sharply against the light.

Almost as soon as K-129 surfaced, a small tugboat that did double duty as an icebreaker signaled, “Follow me.” The auxiliary boat, sent out when K-129 radioed flotilla headquarters that it was entering the bay, had been waiting to escort the sub. It would lead K-129 through the thin ice shelf that formed along the shore all winter, and into Rybachiy Naval Base. While the open waters of the huge bay were largely clear of ice, the shorelines remained ice-bound from late autumn until the middle of spring. The tug led the submarine into Krashennini Cove at the southeastern end of the bay and crunched a path through the ice shelf to a center berth that had been reserved for the arriving sub.

The docking area consisted of twelve long, concrete piers that made up Rybachiy’s main submarine pens. Other submarines, some much longer and wider than K-129, were secured in the shelter on either side of the piers. The facility could easily hold four dozen submarines tied up at one time. Just inland, adjoining the piers, were concrete warehouses and industrial buildings where supplies were stored and machinery hummed with constant demands for spot repairs on the fleet. The concrete docks, buildings, and treeless muddy yards all blended into a muted gray that echoed the drab hues of the idled submarines.

While the tug gently nudged the K-129 into the assigned berth, a small knot of grim-looking officers in black greatcoats watched from the pier—the only reception party. Unlike its American counterpart, the Soviet submarine service did not encourage families and friends to greet their returning submariners.

The crew was required to remain on board while the captain, first officer, and political officer reported to the division commander. Only after a brief report on the mission had been satisfactorily delivered could the captain return to the boat to allow the first of the crew—those officers and senior petty officers with family members billeted nearby—to depart the boat. If anything at all had gone wrong on the long mission, no one would be allowed to leave the submarine until the chain of command was fully satisfied that all questions had been answered. Even the wives of the most senior officers were not informed of K-129’s return until this debriefing had been completed to the satisfaction of headquarters.

There had been many cases, particularly during the unsuccessful ventures of Soviet submarines to Cuba during the 1962 crisis, when submariners were confined aboard their boats for weeks after returning from months at sea. Often this cruel, extended confinement had been imposed for minor infractions that were no fault of the seamen and officers, such as being forced to surface for identification by harassing U.S. Navy destroyers. The Americans would stalk the submarines, pounding them with their powerful active sonars. They positioned their warships over the Soviet subs to prevent them from snorkeling to recharge their batteries or replenish their air. Ultimately, the sub commanders had no choice but to surface. The Soviet admiralty blamed the crews and officers all the same.

The ice surrounding the pier had offered little resistance to the K-129, cracking into sheets that rode up on the curved pressure hull as the sub came to rest against the rubber bumpers of the concrete pier. Sailors wearing life jackets over winter coats caught the knotted lines thrown by the men on the pier. These ropes were attached to the heavier mooring lines that would secure the sub.

The seamen kept busy as they waited for their captain to return. The deck of the submarine was a beehive of activity as men set up safety lines and engineers worked at connecting the heavy auxiliary cables that would supply the submarine with electrical power while in port. A gang-way had been hoisted from the pier to the deck, but nobody dared cross it. They wouldn’t have to wait long, anyway. The crew was certain there would be no extra confinement this time—the mission had gone without incident.

The eighty-three crew members had every reason to expect a well-deserved six months in port, with only brief coastal drills and routine maintenance and repair work until midsummer, when they would sail again.

Concrete submarine pens lined the entire south shore of Krashennini Cove, a bristling arm of naval activity off the larger bay. The cove provided slight relief from the strong winds that occasionally lifted the low clouds for brief views of the snowy peaks. In midwinter, at this latitude, there were just four hours of gloomy daylight, made even grayer by the incessant fogs and scudding low clouds off the Bering Sea. Rybachiy was less than 750 miles south of the Arctic Circle.

When the north winds were strong, waves lapped over the decks of the boats tied up at the concrete piers built low to the water to accommodate submarines. Wet and icy in patches, the decks appeared a darker gray than the looming conning towers and launch tubes encapsulated behind them.

The submarine base was located across the bay from the city of Petropavlovsk-Kamchatskiy, the capital of the Kamchatka oblast. With a civilian population of three hundred thousand, it was the largest city on the 470,000-square-mile, mostly wilderness peninsula. Naval yards, military camps, and KGB border-guard stations dotted the bay shores. Because of its secret installations, the region, including the city of Petropavlovsk-Kamchatskiy, was closed to everyone except Soviet citizens and visiting allies. Commercial fishing was the only nonmilitary economy of the region. Even then, the ostensibly civilian trawlers of the fishing fleets doubled as military intelligence boats.

This fogbound bay sheltered the submarine pens for the deadly Kamchatka Flotilla, to which K-129 was assigned. The facility, exclusively dedicated to the dispatch of Soviet missile and attack submarines, was one of the most guarded installations of the Soviet navy.

By the mid-1960s, Avachinskaya Bay had become the Soviet Pacific Fleet’s most important submarine center. It was a major naval asset in the Communist giant’s mighty striving to compete with the rapidly modernizing United States Navy.

The Soviets had struggled for the first decade of the Cold War to meet Joseph Stalin’s impossibly audacious military goal of building the world’s largest submarine force. The Soviet dictator believed that the outcome of World War II would have been far different if Hitler had invested more of Germany’s resources in submarines. In the early 1950s, Stalin ordered more than twelve hundred submarines built.

Although that grandiose plan was abandoned at Stalin’s death in 1953, his successor, Nikita Khrushchev, saw the submarine service as an essential part of the Soviet military strategy and placed an emphasis on upgrading the Red Navy with fewer, but more modern, submarines.

Construction of nuclear-propelled, ballistic missile submarines was once again given top priority when Leonid Brezhnev assumed power after a Moscow cabal ousted Khrushchev in 1964. Admiral Sergey G. Gorshkov, commander in chief of the Soviet navy, believed that nuclear submarines were best suited to lead the way in the development of the Soviets’ new blue-water navy.

However, the naval construction program, along with rapid expansion of land-based intercontinental nuclear weapons, was crippling the economy of the Communist behemoth. The Kremlin was expending as much as 60 percent of the country’s gross national product on military and space budgets. The Soviet people knew only that their shoes were ill-fitting and the shelves were usually empty at the cooperative stores.

Despite this huge military outlay, the Americans continued to outpace the Soviets in construction of nuclear weapons and the missiles, ships, and aircraft needed to deliver them. More important than numerical superiority was the quality of the weaponry. The United States was producing more technologically advanced, longer-range, multiwarhead missiles and a new generation of nuclear-powered submarines.

The bellicose rhetoric of Kremlin politicians did not fool everyone. A few Moscow economists already knew the Communist system of centralized control had failed to live up to expectations and stood no chance of competing with modern Western economies. Many generals and admirals in the Soviet Union watched the rapid modernization of the U.S. Air Force and Navy with growing apprehension.

To counter the widening nuclear weapons gap, Kremlin strategists pinned hopes on what they deemed to be America’s greatest weakness, the inability of Americans to sacrifice their people for the good of the collective. They knew Americans could never face the terrible prospect of losing even a single city to a nuclear attack. Soviet leaders based their beliefs on observations of American battle tactics during World War II. On the battlefield, U.S. commanders favored maneuver and firepower over frontal assault to achieve victory. The public outcry over casualty figures in Vietnam seemed to verify their assumptions. Some cynical leaders in the Soviet Union believed that as long as they could guarantee the incineration of just one U.S. city, it would be enough to hold the American hawks in check.

The key to the success of this “have-not” strategy was the ballistic missile submarine. While the Americans held vast technological and numerical superiority in airborne nuclear missiles and intercontinental ballistic missiles, the Soviets believed their sea-launched ballistic missiles would be more than enough to deter a first strike. A crash program of naval construction also focused on launching a number of destroyers and cruisers armed with surface-to-surface missiles. But since these ships were vulnerable, too, the primary element in the short-term deterrence plan was the missile submarine.

By 1967, the Soviet navy had launched a powerful and dangerous blue-water armada in the Atlantic Ocean and, for the first time, was a force to be reckoned with in the Mediterranean Sea. Soviet fleets began sailing missile cruisers and submarines into the ports of Third World countries, a strategy that won new converts to Communism. The increasingly powerful Red fleet served to further intimidate vassal Socialist Republics around the Baltic and Black seas, and to keep the always-restive Warsaw Pact countries of Eastern Europe in line.

The Soviets boasted of their new sea power. Marshal Rodion Mali-novsky, the Soviet minister of defense, pronounced in a speech shortly before his death in 1967: “First priority is being given to the strategic missile forces and atomic missile-launching submarines—forces which are the principal means of deterring the aggressor and decisively defeating him in war.”

In October 1967, Admiral Gorshkov clearly defined the new Soviet ambitions in a speech delivered on the fiftieth anniversary of the Soviet fleet. He warned, “In the past our ships and naval aviation units have operated primarily near our coast, concerned mainly with operations and tactical coordination with ground troops. Now, we must be prepared for broad offensive operations against sea and ground troops of the imperialists on any point of the world’s oceans and adjacent territories.”

Nowhere was the role of the Soviet navy, and particularly the Soviet submarine force, as essential to the strategic ambitions of the motherland as in the Soviet Pacific Far East. Soviet naval bases were strung the length of the Soviet Pacific coast, from Rybachiy Naval Base on the Kamchatka Peninsula to Vladivostok, fourteen hundred miles to the south. The warships of the Soviet Pacific surface fleet and Pacific Fleet headquarters were located at bases near Vladivostok.

The Soviet navy also had several submarine bases at Vladivostok, around the eastern edges of Peter the Great Bay, in Vladimir Bay off the Sea of Japan, on the Tatar Strait between Sakhalin Island and the mainland, and in several bays on the Sea of Okhotsk. In addition to its own permanent submarine facilities, the Soviet Union had secured a submarine base from its client state North Korea at the port of Wonsan near the Demilitarized Zone. That facility was about to become the focus of one of the bitterest confrontations in the already heated Cold War.

Rybachiy Naval Base on the Kamchatka Peninsula was the home port for the Soviets’ increasingly menacing ballistic missile force in the Pacific. In part because of its isolation, Avachinskaya Bay was one of the most important strategic assets in the USSR’s Pacific battle plan. Although the huge natural bay was in the far northern Pacific on the edge of the Bering Sea, a climatic anomaly left its main open waters ice-free the year round. This all-weather bay provided the home port for more than half of the Soviet Union’s sizable Pacific submarine fleet. The bay was deep enough that departing submarines could submerge well before leaving the narrow inlet for the open sea.

The U.S. Navy was well aware that Rybachiy Naval Base was the key to the new Soviet submarine strategy in the Pacific. It was almost as close to American military bases in the Aleutian Islands of Alaska as it was to its own headquarters at Vladivostok. This proximity, and the fact that it was primarily a ballistic missile submarine base, made the entrance to Avachinskaya Bay one of the most watched waterways on earth.

Elsewhere in the Pacific region, America was mired in the Vietnam War. The Soviet navy aimed to take advantage of the situation to lay claim to a share of America’s undisputed Pacific realm. The U.S. Navy had ruled this ocean from the Ross Sea to the Bering Sea, and from the Americas to Southeast Asia, since the end of World War II. In 1968, the Soviets, with their far-flung submarine and naval bases from the Arctic Circle to the Sea of Japan, were poised to challenge the American claim. In the early 1960s, the Soviet naval formations from the Pacific bases had begun making calls throughout Southeast Asia and into the Indian Ocean. The Soviets became the naval patron for the nonaligned nations of Indonesia and India, giving the Red fleet new, friendly ports of call for refueling.

The United States Navy, with its major bases in Japan, Okinawa, the Philippines, and Vietnam, and its midocean headquarters at Hawaii, still ruled the Pacific realm, but the Soviets’ new emphasis on a sea-launched ballistic missile navy was intended to challenge that supremacy.

In the mid-1960s, a new problem appeared on the Pacific horizon that boded trouble for both the Soviets and the Americans. The impenetrable naval ring these great powers sought to build around the Pacific Ocean had a sizable gap in its southwestern front. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) had joined the fraternity of nuclear nations in 1964, when it successfully tested its first atomic bomb. The Chinese wasted no time in adapting their new nuclear capability to tactical and strategic missiles. In a matter of a few months, there was a major new nuclear-armed threat in the Pacific Ocean.

Although Communist China had been a near-vassal state to the mighty Soviet Union from its creation in 1949, in the early 1960s the sleeping giant turned on its patron. By 1967–68, the relationship had become so hostile, a powerful faction in the Kremlin was urging that Mao Tse-tung’s China be designated people’s enemy number one, replacing the United States and its NATO allies as the prime target.

The American CIA watched the developing feud between the two Red giants with growing interest.

“[Soviet] relations with China have deteriorated to the point that major hostilities could occur. It is clear that the Soviets now regard China as a major threat to the USSR, and they apparently see this threat as active, growing, and of long duration,” revealed a top-secret National Intelligence Estimate (NIE), which was declassified at the end of the Cold War. “The Soviet military buildup in the Sino-Soviet border area has primarily involved the theater forces, but there have been some related developments in the strategic forces. Substantial Soviet forces will almost certainly be stationed on the eastern frontier for the foreseeable future.”

The instability was made all the more frightening by the near-anarchy that spread throughout the Chinese mainland with the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, which had begun in 1966. The thought of an out-of-control nation with nuclear weapons posed a nightmare scenario for both Washington and Moscow.

The NIE pointed out that the developing hostility between the Soviets and Red Chinese had critically stretched the Soviet military capabilities. It stated that “the Soviets only five years ago faced two major military problems: the strategic capabilities of the West and the security of Eastern Europe. Now there is a third, a hostile China with an emerging nuclear capability.”

Thus, the rapid Soviet naval buildup in the Pacific was designed to confront a new enemy, as well as the old American nemesis. The ballistic missile submarine was the primary weapon in the Soviet arsenal to carry out that new military policy.

The Chinese nuclear threat was equally disturbing to the United States, especially in light of Chairman Mao’s repeated harangues that China would welcome an all-out nuclear war. The Chairman boasted that China alone could prevail after the nuclear holocaust because of its vast population and immense land area. He predicted the Soviet Union and the United States would be reduced to postindustrial wastelands.

Even as this new nuclear adversary in the Pacific theater emerged, the United States Navy remained focused on the Soviets’ rapidly expanding submarine force. In a 1968 confidential report, the Navy told Congress: “Of all elements of Soviet naval strength, the most alarming is the growth of its submarine force. The chief naval threat comes from the USSR’s huge underseas fleet of 250 attack submarines and 100 missile-firing submarines, the largest force of submarines ever created.”

The report warned that the Soviet Union was developing an offensive maritime strategy and was seeking supremacy at sea. Admiral Thomas H. Moorer, chief of naval operations, provided this assessment:

“By any measuring stick, they [the Soviets] are today the second largest sea power in the world. In a mere ten years, the Soviet Union with dedication of purpose, large outlays of funds, and with priorities equivalent to or even surpassing their space program, has transferred itself from a maritime nonentity to a major sea power.”

The new Soviet naval capabilities for offensive action in the Pacific Ocean temporarily relied on weapons systems such as the Soviet diesel-electric submarine K-129, known as a Golf-class sub to the United States and its NATO allies. (To facilitate identification and communication among its multilingual members, NATO assigned code names to Soviet submarine classes, using the standard military phonetic alphabet, although in no particular order.)

K-129’s seventy-day mission at the end of 1967 may well have been one of the first probes under the new strategy that called for sending missile submarines to within close range of the Pacific coast of the United States. Supreme Navy Commander Gorshkov and his political counterparts in the Kremlin would have certainly been fully aware of such a mission before Gorshkov’s aggressive anniversary speech in October of that year.

The American Navy, which was only beginning to deploy systems in the Pacific to track Soviet submarines, argued in frustration for more funding to match the new threats, but the Vietnam War was soaking up every penny of increases in the defense budget.

The U.S. Navy’s report to Congress concluded that the USSR’s “transformation from a land power to also being an aggressive oceanic power” was bound to produce new belligerence.

Other reports not shared with Congress at the time were even more specific about the new submarine-launched missile threat in the Pacific. A National Intelligence Estimate prepared by the CIA warned that, while the Soviets were building and launching large numbers of new nuclear-propelled ballistic missile submarines, the Golf-class diesel submarines with nuclear missiles had already become a major threat in the Pacific. The secret NIE concluded: “We believe that G-class [Golf] submarines operating in the Pacific would probably be used against Alaska, Hawaii, Asia, and other targets in the Pacific Ocean. A few may be committed against targets in the northwest U.S., perhaps as an interim measure until more nuclear-powered types become available.”

The Kamchatka Flotilla based at Rybachiy was the largest submarine force structured to carry out that threat in the Pacific. K-129 was one of six boats of the Golf type assigned to the 29th Ballistic Missile Division of the Kamchatka Flotilla. In January 1968, K-129 was part of the 15th Squadron, tactical number 574, which was under the command of Kontr (Rear) Admiral Rudolf A. Golosov. The division commander was Admiral Viktor A. Dygalo.

The Kamchatka Flotilla also included three other major divisions. The 45th Nuclear Submarine Division consisted of the Soviets’ first nuclear-powered, ballistic missile submarines known to NATO as the Hotel class. The 8th and 25th divisions were deploying the newer Yankee-class, nuclear-powered, ballistic missile submarines as rapidly as they could be turned out at overextended shipyards. In addition to the ballistic missile boats, the Kamchatka Flotilla also included scores of smaller attack submarines, which were sent out to protect the Soviet coasts and to spy on the Americans and their allies in the Pacific and on the fledgling Red Chinese navy.

Although K-129 was a transitional model between the upgraded technology of World War II and the nuclear-age boats, its stealth and long-range capability made it a formidable adversary. It was almost certainly one of the first Soviet ballistic missile submarines to challenge the Americans on their own shores. Before 1967, there was no evidence that Soviet missile submarines were approaching closer than their maximum missile range, about eight hundred miles, to the U.S. Pacific Fleet headquarters at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. U.S. intelligence knew the Soviets frequently sent smaller attack subs much closer on spy missions. The Soviets had not even sent missile boats near the American coasts during the Cuban Missile Crisis; they had dispatched only the attack boats to Cuban waters. The U.S. Navy’s antisubmarine warfare (ASW) capabilities to protect the base at Pearl Harbor were fearsome, and the Soviets knew it.

Soviet missile subs regularly patrolled in midocean within a one-hundred- by two-hundred-mile rectangular mission box northwest of Hawaii. The outer edge of that patrol area was approximately 750 miles northwest of Hawaii. This patrol area brought the Soviets to within striking range of Pearl Harbor, but not close enough to provoke an incident between the two most powerful navies the world had ever known.

K-129 had probably conducted autonomous missions to this patrol box in the mid-Pacific. Whether this submarine had patrolled off Hawaii in 1967, farther north on the coast of Alaska, or along the northwest coast of the United States, is still a secret of the Soviet navy.

A mission did not necessarily have to be spectacular to be shrouded in secrecy. As with all its extended solo missions, information on the exact patrol areas navigated by K-129 in 1967 remains top-secret within the Soviet navy. Sealed orders came from Moscow to fleet headquarters in Vladivostok and were delivered unopened to the Kamchatka base. The mission orders were opened by the captain and political officer only after the submarine sailed.

When K-129 returned to Avachinskaya Bay after its seventy-day patrol in the Pacific on that frigid day in early January 1968, the Soviet Pacific Far East was the front line in the escalating Cold War. Bombs were not falling, but the Kamchatka Flotilla was at the highest level of wartime readiness.

No family members were waiting to greet the returning crew, and civilians along the shore went about their business, inured to the sight of a submarine returning from some deep-sea mission. In America, tourists would line the causeways to gawk at submarines arriving at Pearl Harbor or San Diego, and Navy wives and children thronged the piers for home-comings. In this isolated part of the Soviet Union, the Cold War was waged in grim earnest.

The very isolation of the Kamchatka submarine base, four thousand miles from Moscow, provided the required cloak of obscurity for the most dangerous Soviet-American confrontation of that undeclared war.
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UNDERSEAS WARFARE WAS FOREVER changed in the summer of 1960, when the Americans achieved a breakthrough in submarine technology. On July 20, off Cape Canaveral, Florida, the USS George Washington, a hybridized attack submarine modified as the first nuclear-powered, ballistic missile submarine, fired two Polaris A-1 missiles. The Polaris had a range of twelve hundred miles. It was not only the breathtaking range of the new missile that astounded the world’s admirals, but the fact that these missiles were successfully launched while the George Washington was completely submerged.

This single event set off an arms race that would ultimately break the bank in the Soviet Union, as Moscow desperately tried to keep up with the West. By the late 1960s, the United States had nearly completed the conversion of its underseas missile fleet to nuclear-powered, multiwarhead carriers. Though Soviet technology lagged behind that of the Americans, a few new nuclear-powered, Yankee-class submarines were beginning to come off the production line.

It was apparent that the Soviet Union’s limited industrial capacity, coupled with technological weaknesses, would cause a shortage of modern submarines for many years to come. The urgency to remain competitive forced the Soviet navy to continue its dependency on older diesel submarines such as K-129 to carry sea-launched ballistic missiles during this critical transition period.

 

K-129 looked rawboned next to the newer and larger Yankee-class, nuclear-powered submarines that had arrived at the Rybachiy base in 1967. While most of the new sixteen-missile subs were assigned to European fleets in the Baltic and Black seas, two had been sent to the Kamchatka Flotilla.

The new boats were slow in coming and plagued with reactor problems. By necessity, the Soviet navy’s older missile boats, the diesel-electric Golf class and the nuclear-powered Hotel class, remained the first-line weapons of the Pacific Fleet.

In the second week of January, the sailors of K-129 were performing the routine repair and maintenance required after return from a long mission. The seamen, with one lieutenant still aboard as duty officer, moved unhurriedly about their chores; everyone expected a long stay in port.

The volcanic peaks, visible from time to time when winter winds blew breaks in the overcast skies, gave the Rybachiy Naval Base a false sense of security, as if the submarines tied up at the piers were protected by a natural mountain bastion. But these submariners knew better than most that in this age of nuclear missiles the circle of high peaks would provide no protection from attack. A single intercontinental or sea-launched ballistic missile such as the ones they carried could obliterate the base and the city across the bay in a single thermonuclear flash.

The crew of K-129 was happy to be back in port with its relatively comfortable quarters on dry land. Another autonomous mission was certainly the last thing on their minds as they worked in the frigid air. Now the wind, which had felt so refreshing the day they sailed into the bay after weeks of breathing foul fumes of diesel oil and sweat, was a miserable 12°F at midday. Any pleasure they had initially derived from the fresh air was supplanted by the ache of freezing fingers and toes for those sailors whose tasks required them to work on the deck or make trips to supply rooms for replacement parts. The bay water splashing over K-129’s deck and the adjacent pier froze almost immediately, making their chores uncomfortable and footing hazardous.

 

From the outside, the K-129 appeared ready for retirement to a naval museum. It looked much like the advanced German U-boats the Allies had captured at the end of World War II. Soviet engineers and captured Nazi scientists, who had been brought back from Germany as prisoners, worked from looted blueprints to design a better boat. They kept the best technology of the most advanced German submarine of World War II and added a number of improvements. The result was the development of the attack submarine designated as Foxtrot by NATO naval intelligence. The design for the highly reliable and successful Foxtrot submarine was later modified by adding three launch tubes in the center of the boat to make it the Soviet Union’s first production ballistic missile submarine. This missile boat was called the Series 629 by the Soviets and designated the Golf by NATO.

In appearance and operational characteristics the Foxtrot and Golf submarines were close copies of the German U-XXI electro-diesel submarines. The snorkeling system copied from the German model was state-of-the-art technology, which allowed submarines to remain submerged while recharging their main batteries.

The Soviet innovations to this design included greatly extended battery life, quieter electric motors and diesel engines, an acoustically muted five-blade propeller, and other operating features. Some American Navy men, charged with stalking this class of boat, believed it was even stealthier than the first generation of nuclear-powered Soviet subs.

These improvements, along with extended mission range of twenty thousand miles and a top submerged speed of fifteen to sixteen knots, brought the boat into the postwar era.

The Golf submarine was 324 feet in length and 27 feet wide. Fueled and armed, the submarine displaced approximately 2,850 tons submerged.

Because the submarine was basically powered by diesel engines and electric motors that had been improved and tested in years of service, the Golf soon became the most dependable boat in the Soviet submarine fleet. It had a problem-free propulsion system. The Golfs were driven by three 2,000-horsepower diesel engines, two 1,350-horsepower electric motors, and one 2,700-horsepower electric motor. In addition, they employed one 180-horsepower electric motor for slow-speed, ultraquiet operations. A similar system had been in use since the 1940s in the German electro-diesel submarine, which had approximately the same configuration of motors.

Golf submarines served in Soviet fleets from 1960 until the early 1990s. Many are still in service in the navies of former Soviet clients. In all the years this class of boat was in active service with the Soviet navy, there is no record of a Golf being lost due to mechanical failure—a record that sadly would not be duplicated by any of the newer Soviet nuclear-powered submarines. Because of its reliability, the Golf—far from being ready for the mothball fleet—remained in the Soviet naval arsenal through the end of the Cold War, and was one of the weapon systems most surveilled by NATO forces.

During the late 1960s, more Soviet nuclear-propelled submarines were tied up in shipyards for repairs than were on station in the Atlantic or Pacific, or any of the seas adjoining those oceans. As U.S. submarine and sea-launched missile technology was advancing rapidly, the crews on the Soviet nuclear-propelled subs were still suffering crippling or mortal injuries in accidents and equipment failures. For this reason, the workhorse diesel submarines were considered to be among the safest, and therefore choice, assignments for career officers and senior enlisted men in the Soviet navy.

While the Golfs were based on World War II designs, any similarity between the Soviet Golfs and their Nazi predecessors ended when it came to weaponry. The mission of the Nazi U-boat was to sink ships with torpedoes, as was that of the Soviet attack boat, the Foxtrot. But the Golf was developed as a strategic weapons platform with a mission to obliterate cities and sink whole armadas with nuclear missiles. In addition to its three ballistic missiles, the Golf submarine had six torpedo tubes and could carry as many as sixteen torpedoes. The Soviet mission planners designated two of the torpedoes on each Golf to be armed with nuclear warheads. These nuclear torpedoes were meant to destroy U.S. carrier groups or seashore installations.

But the main threat of this submarine was its ballistic missiles. As the Golfs steadily came off the assembly lines, they provided the Red Navy with a sea-launched ballistic missile capability that nearly tripled the range and destructive yield of earlier Soviet subs.

The Golf-class subs’ vertically mounted missiles were enclosed in tubes built into the sail and located immediately behind the conning tower bridge. The first generation of Golf-type submarines to be deployed could stand off more than 375 miles from an enemy’s coast and hurl three one-megaton missiles at cities or military targets. Before the Golfs were introduced, the combat role of Soviet missile submarines was limited to close-in missions near coasts, in support of ground forces. These earlier missile submarines carried one or two missiles, each with a yield of only ten kilotons, and a limited range of approximately one hundred miles.

The first of the twenty-two Golf submarines to enter service were assigned to operational squadrons beginning in 1960. Boats for the Atlantic and Baltic fleets were built in Europe at the closed city of Severodvinsk on the White Sea. These first European boats may well have been built by slave labor, since Severodvinsk itself was entirely built by Stalin-era political prisoners. A huge gulag in the city provided most of the labor at that shipbuilding plant.

The Golfs for the Pacific Fleet were built at Plant 199 in eastern Siberia, at Komsomolsk-on-Amur. This closed city was created exclusively as a military-industrial supply and manufacturing center to service the Soviets’ Far East armies. Because of the great distances from the industrialized western Soviet Union to the Far East, all fleet submarine maintenance and repair facilities were duplicated in shipyards in Soviet Asia, a continent away from Moscow. This military-industrial center was located far inland, to provide maximum cover from the prying American submarines that might lurk off a port city. The planned secrecy did not work for long. By the time the Soviets were launching the Golf submarines, the United States had penetrated the veil with spy satellites.

Every submarine built at Plant 199 and at the other shipyards of the Soviet Union was photographed by U.S. satellite cameras from the time it left the plant to its arrival at an assigned naval base. The Americans went a step beyond simply watching the progress of shipbuilding. Each Soviet submarine that sailed was catalogued. U.S. Navy intelligence also made acoustical sound tracks of engine, motor, and propeller noises recorded by tracking spy submarines. Information on Soviet submarines in the active-duty fleets was entered into a database in the U.S. Navy’s Cray computers. When a submarine left port the Americans knew exactly the type, capabilities, and weaponry the Soviets were sending against them.

Even though they proved to be operationally reliable, the Golfs were not without defects. Whether slave labor was used in the shipbuilding plant at Komsomolsk-on-Amur is not known, but the United States Navy would later learn that some of the workmanship on the K-129 was quite shoddy. The welds and steel used in hull plates were inferior. Wooden timbers were used in parts of the frame. Such built-in structural weaknesses would have been considered criminal in U.S. and Western submarines, which used the highest quality steel and advanced alloys to ensure that underseas boats could withstand the pressure of the depths and stressful maneuvers required of this type of war machine.

One of the major design flaws in the Golf submarine resulted from adapting the boat as a missile carrier. A long, reinforced, keel-like structure was added to strengthen the frame in the center of the submarine to support the weight of the missiles. But the boat still could not make sharp-angle turns or withstand steep dives without putting dangerous stress on its structural integrity.

The Golf was built with double hulls that gave the submarine the ability to operate at a maximum depth of 853 feet. The submarine could withstand a maximum depth of 984 feet. The space between the hulls provided storage for diesel fuel, fresh water, and compressed air. Some of the space was used for ballast, allowing the boat to take on seawater for extra weight in diving. The double walls and the liquids stored between them also provided insulation from the cold waters of the deep ocean.

 

At about the time the Soviets began introducing the Golf submarines into service, the People’s Republic of China was clamoring for assistance in upgrading its own navy. To placate their Chinese ally the Soviets agreed to provide one of the prototype missile submarines. The submarine they gave to the Chinese was one of the original test Golf boats, which had a much less advanced weapons system and had never been produced in any quantity by the Soviets. It was armed with a missile designated R-11FM, which was little more than an upgraded SCUD surface-to-surface missile of the type used on the earliest Soviet missile submarines. That missile system was limited in range, accuracy, and maximum throw weight. These limitations restricted the operational range to less than one hundred miles and the nuclear warhead yield to ten kilotons. Prelaunch preparations had to be performed on the surface and took more than an hour, making the boat an easy target for any antisubmarine aircraft or ships guarding an enemy’s waters.

Along with this prototype Golf, seven of the R-11 missiles were transferred to the Chinese in late 1959 or early 1960. The Soviets would rapidly come to regret supplying the Chinese with a ballistic missile submarine, because relations soured soon after this transfer of technology.

The first Golf submarines deployed by the Soviets had been vastly improved over the prototype model they gave to the Chinese. Soviet engineers had adapted a new weapons system to provide for greater flexibility of missions before their boats were assigned to the Atlantic and Pacific fleets. This system was designated SS-N-4, and featured an improved launcher called the D-2. It was designed to launch a new R-13 missile, with a maximum range of 372 miles and a warhead yield of one megaton. The system also provided for more rapid deployment and launch of the missile. The new R-13 missile was called the Sark. Though preparation for launch could be accomplished while the boat was still submerged, the submarine still had to surface to fire the missile. Thus, it remained vulnerable in the face of the Allies’ rapid deployment of antisubmarine aircraft, ships, and submarines.

The Americans’ underseas launch of missiles by the USS George Washington created a major new challenge to the Soviets. Even though the Soviets began rapidly increasing submarine production, they continued to fall behind Western underseas warfare technology.

 

After completion in 1960 at the inland shipyard at Komsomolsk-on-Amur, the submarine designated K-129 sailed down the Amur River to the Tatar Strait and into the open ocean. K-129, which was built on the original Golf blueprint, was assigned to a Soviet submarine pack operating from the Pavlovsk Naval Base on Strelok Bay, forty miles east of Vladivostok. In 1964, K-129 was transferred to Rakushka Naval Base, 185 miles northeast of Vladivostok on the northern edge of the Sea of Japan.

It was at Rakushka on Vladimir Bay that the young Captain Second Rank Kobzar took command of K-129. Along with command of the boat came the promotion to captain first rank. Kobzar was thirty-four years old.

 

An event in Asia in 1964 had a dramatic impact on the strategists in the Kremlin and the mission of the Soviet Pacific Fleet. On October 16, the People’s Republic of China—the increasingly hostile former client state—successfully tested an atomic bomb. In less than a year the Chinese would up the ante with a successful test of their first hydrogen bomb. The Soviets knew the Chinese could rapidly weaponize their nuclear technology since they had transferred submarine and missile technology to China before the Sino-Soviet rift. Between 1950 and 1960, the Soviets had also provided the then-friendly Asian neighbor with blueprints for more advanced weapons systems, probably including the plans for the upgraded R-13 Sark missile and the D-2 launcher for the Golf submarine.

China’s sudden entry into the exclusive club of nuclear-armed nations was a greater threat to the Soviets than to the Americans, because of the immense size of the PRC army and its proximity to the Soviet border. KGB intelligence studies warned Soviet leaders that the large Asian population of eastern Russia was increasingly being drawn to Mao Tse-tung and the Chinese style of Communism. From the early 1960s, Chairman Mao had viciously lashed out at Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev for deviating from the true path of Marxism. Beijing was challenging Moscow for hegemony over world Communism. The dispute quickly turned to direct confrontation along the twenty-four-hundred-mile-long common border in the Soviet Far East.

In 1963, the Kremlin made a final desperate effort to patch up the rift with China. A delegation led by its top China hand, Mikhail Andreyevich Suslov, met with Chinese officials and offered to restore good relations between Moscow and Beijing. Suslov was the Soviet Communist Party’s chief ideologue and an unrepentant Stalinist. Rudely rebuffed by the Chinese, the delegation was convinced that the PRC—and Mao in particular—had suddenly replaced the United States as the Soviet Union’s primary adversary.

Thus, by 1964, the Soviets in the Far East found themselves between the devil and the deep blue sea, with a nuclear-armed and hostile China next door and an even more powerful U.S. Navy in the Pacific Ocean. The Soviet navy had to be modernized quickly. The Soviet Union desperately needed a submarine that could launch ballistic missiles while submerged. To improve the balance of terror, the Soviets wanted submarines that could carry a nuclear strike to the enemies’ cities and missile sites farther inland.

The Soviets had a more advanced missile system on the drawing boards, a system they determined could be adapted and retrofitted on the diesel-electric Golf submarines while improved nuclear submarines were being designed, built, and deployed.

The new sea-launched ballistic missile system designated the R-21 (Serb), with an effective range of more than 840 miles and a one-megaton warhead, was ready for installation by the mid-1960s. More important, the engineers had designed a new launch system, the D-4, which provided a capability for submarines to launch while surfaced or submerged. The combined system, known as the SS-N-5, would give the Soviet fleets their first truly atomic-age, sea-launch missile capability.

The Golf submarines in the retrofit program were designated Series 629A by the Soviets. NATO would identify them as Golf IIs, at which point the boats not retrofitted were designated Golf Is. When the retrofit was completed, the Soviets had a major new sea-launched missile system that could temporarily compete with the Americans’ superior SLBM technology, and an ability to put sea-launched, one-megaton nuclear warheads on practically every major city in China, as well.

Of the twenty-two Golf-type submarines in service in 1965, fourteen were selected to be retrofitted with the new Serb missile and underwater launch system. Captain Kobzar’s K-129 was one of these boats.

The K-129 was ordered to the Dalzavod shipyards for the missile retrofit and a complete overhaul. As was customary, the captain and senior crew members stayed with their ship for this work. The Dalzavod facility had been the premier Russian shipyard in the Far East since the late 1880s. It was located in a suburb of the bristling Soviet naval facilities at Vladivostok. This huge shipyard was as well equipped as any in the Soviet Union, with a giant quay wall, three dry docks, two side-launching ways, and two floating docks. The six Golf submarines in the Pacific Fleet were to be retrofitted with the improved missile systems and returned to duty as soon as the conversion was completed.

While the extensive missile launch retrofit was taking place, K-129’s captain arranged to have another, customized modification made to his boat. Kobzar wanted more space in compartment two where the officers’ cabins were located, along with the cipher room, the sonar room, and one of the sub’s three communal toilets. One way to achieve this was to move the cipher room out of that area. During the overhaul at the Dalzavod shipyards, the captain bribed an engineer with a case of vodka to make the additional, unauthorized alterations to his boat.

The cipher room was a closetlike enclosure where the encryption codebooks and decoding machines were kept in a locked safe. One of the few underused spaces on the submarine was in compartment four, which housed the three huge missile tubes. There was space between the tubes and in walkways between the tubes and hull. The cipher room was replicated there, and the equipment moved from compartment two to compartment four.

Moving the cipher gear to compartment four not only freed some space in the officers’ quarters but placed the critical cipher equipment and codebooks much closer to the communications room and the control center. Thus, the unauthorized innovation was both a convenience for the officers and a practical improvement to the boat’s overall utility.

Captain Kobzar’s uncharacteristic independent streak did not go unnoticed by his superiors. The captain’s action was so unusual that it sparked an investigation by Soviet naval intelligence. The chief engineer from the Dalzavod shipyards was questioned about having accepted the case of vodka as a bribe and ultimately forced to sign an affidavit admitting complicity.

While the K-129 and other Golfs were being retrofitted with the modern missile and launch system in the shipyard at Vladivostok, China was wasting no time modernizing its own navy. Coincidentally, in September 1966, a submarine almost identical in appearance and operations to the Series 629 Golf (Golf I) originally deployed by the Soviets was completed at the Dalian shipyards on the north shore of the Yellow Sea in China, approximately 750 miles southwest of Vladivostok.

The Americans soon became aware that the Chinese had launched this improved Golf with enhanced ballistic missile range. The intelligence agencies of both the Soviets and the Americans watched with growing concern as missiles with ever greater range and capacity were tested in the deserts of western China. China had been testing its own missile delivery systems since at least 1958.

 

In addition, a dozen Chinese attack submarines began to appear around the fringes of the Asian continent. China had been rapidly turning out Soviet-style, diesel-electric attack submarines at shipyards at Jiangnan, Wuchang, and Fulin. With typical Western bias, the Free World had hardly noticed Mao’s ambition to build an offensive naval force until the Chinese tested the first Asian atom bomb.

The KGB knew the Chinese had also married their newfound nuclear warhead and missile technology to at least one submarine and they assumed that U.S. military intelligence knew it, too.

 

When the conversion of K-129 to a Golf II–type submarine was completed in 1966, the Soviets had a greatly improved weapon to send back into the Pacific. With its extended missile range, the Golf II submarine could hide and launch its missiles from an area of ocean six times larger than before. That meant it was a much more elusive weapon, and posed a greater threat to American cities, ports, and military installations located anywhere within eight hundred miles of a coastline. The new Serb missile was not as good as the American Polaris system, but the Golf II submarines such as K-129 now had the ability to fire while running submerged at four or five knots.

After the retrofit, K-129 was reassigned to a new unit as part of the Kamchatka Flotilla. There was no visible difference to the sub’s external features, since the improvements were all internal. However, the wet launch system did add considerable weight to the submarine and additional stress to the hull.

In early January 1966, Captain Kobzar sailed his newly refurbished submarine fourteen hundred miles from Vladivostok to the submarine base near Petropavlovsk-Kamchatskiy on the Kamchatka Peninsula. K-129 was one of six of the remodeled boats assigned to the Soviet 29th Ballistic Missile Squadron.

The retrofitted subs operating out of the Rybachiy Navy Base on the Kamchatka Peninsula became a menace to America and the object of intense surveillance by the U.S. attack submarines operating near the Soviet Asian coasts. Assignments from that deep-water port took K-129 to the edges of the territorial waters of the United States for the first time. It is known that K-129 completed at least two of these long-range missions in 1967.

While the Americans and Soviets were rushing into production a new generation of nuclear-powered submarines, it was this aging diesel-electric boat that would soon become, for both sides, the most hunted submarine of the Cold War.
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