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DÉTENTE FAILS

The Soviet Union is not merely talking about world revolution but is actually 
helping to bring it about.

—Andropov, October 1980

A comforting but unsupported assumption underpinning Washington’s pol-
icy of détente was that Moscow was becoming less revolutionary. CIA’s Spe-
cial National Intelligence Estimate for July 1969 asserted that “nonideological 
considerations are playing an increasingly important role in the formulation of 
Soviet foreign policies. The USSR tends to behave more as a world Power than 
as the center of the world revolution. Thus the Soviets are inclined to establish 
international priorities in accordance with a more traditional view of Russian 
security interests and a more realistic view of Russian security interests and a 
more realistic view of the possibilities for expanding their infl uence.”1 Simi-
larly in allied Britain we also fi nd the wish fathering the thought, even among 
hard-bitten diplomats. The man who shortly thereafter became the Permanent 
Under-Secretary at the Foreign Offi ce, Sir Dennis Greenhill, announced that 
in the new atmosphere of détente following the Cuban crisis the KGB’s golden 
age was drawing to a close, its infl uence about to diminish.2

This rationalist fallacy had occurred repeatedly in the past. It assumed that 
the commitment to international revolution was merely a matter of choice for 
Soviet leaders and in so doing underestimated the very point that Trotsky in-
sisted upon; namely, that however reactionary in preferences, Soviet leaders 
were driven by the nature of the system to pursue the expansion of the revo-
lution. But the rationalist fallacy was popular among liberal Sovietologists in 
the United States. The delusion perhaps had less to do with Moscow than the 
fact that the Americans were exhausted. They wanted détente. Liberal voices 
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296 Détente Fails

drowned out at the height of McCarthyism and its aftermath under Kennedy 
could now be heard loud and clear.

Events, however, ultimately made clear that Moscow had no intention of end-
ing the Cold War through compromise in either the struggle over the balance 
of Europe or the larger ideological confl ict over the shape of the international 
system. A backlash thus occurred at the end of the 1970s separately from both 
directions—Europe and the United States. If one did not write off the Ameri-
can will to power and German fear of the Red Army, it was utterly predictable. 
Yet it undoubtedly caught the elderly Soviet leadership entirely by surprise.

THE CORRELATION OF FORCES

Moscow became ever more optimistic about global transformation with 
the advent of détente. Though hard to credit, it did not rule out the introduc-
tion of Soviet-style socialism even in Italy and France. The “revolution of the 
carnations” gave false credence to such hopes even though it was effectively 
neutralized by West European social democracy. Ponomarev scolded the East 
Germans for saying “that today no revolutionary situation exists in any West 
European country. In the classical sense,” he insisted, “this is correct; but in 
some countries ‘there is something in the air.’” Much hinged upon the policy 
of Communist parties in their respective countries. Italy, Ponomarev insisted, 
“objectively had a great deal of infl ammable material. We have said to the Ital-
ian Communist Party: you stand on the threshold of important events; but so 
much depends on you.”3

The Kremlin blandly assumed that the capitalist world had no choice but 
to accept these new realities brought into play by the shift in the correlation 
of forces worldwide. It seriously underestimated the robustness of capitalism 
and failed to understand the weakness of its own position: the consequences 
of dismal economic growth that few at the top other than Kosygin understood. 
Looking back nostalgically, Andropov noted that “the 1970s were a time of far-
reaching growth in the power and infl uence of the socialist community. . . . 
Critical losses were suffered by imperialism in wide areas of the so-called Third 
World. The prosperity of the West has hitherto depended on control over the 
resources of the Third World. The revolutionary changes in Angola, Ethiopia, 
Nicaragua, and other countries—and these conditioned by objective factors—
were taken by Washington, and not without reason, to be a defeat for Ameri-
can policy.”4 It was all a matter of ideology. “It would be a mistake to seek an 
intelligent basis for this policy,” argues Colonel Vitaly Shlykov, then serving in 
the GRU.5
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AMERICOCENTRISM

The assumption that the shifting correlation of forces could not be halted 
let alone reversed lay behind the Soviet stance at SALT II. Moscow had failed 
to remove dual-capable US forward-based systems (FBS) under SALT I. These 
included F-111 fi ghter-bombers based across East Anglia in Britain with rein-
forcements in New Hampshire on the other side of the Atlantic (F-111A), having 
proven their deadly effectiveness in raids on North Vietnam, fl ying below radar 
level impervious to surface-to-air missiles. Dual-capable A-4s and A-6s could be 
launched from aircraft carriers in the Mediterranean and the Pacifi c. Soviet air 
defense had no means of dealing with these threats adequately.6 In advance of 
the Geneva round of SALT II (24 September–16 November 1973) Moscow de-
termined to remove FBS: “resolution must also be found for the question of the 
withdrawal of strategic, offensive means which, as a result of their geographical 
location, are capable of reaching the territory of the other side, and of the liq-
uidation of the corresponding bases on the territory of third countries.” On this 
view all FBS would go within fi ve years.7

This stance ignored the fact that these systems underwrote the security of 
NATO Europe; were Washington to dispose of them, in a limited war West-
ern Europe would face conventional superiority without suffi cient countervail-
ing force. Indeed, in 1977 Washington believed that “In Central Europe, the 
chance of NATO stopping a Warsaw Pact attack with minimal loss of territory 
and then achieving its full objective of recovering that land which had been lost 
appears remote at the present time.”8 Colonel General Danilevich at the Soviet 
General Staff freely acknowledges “that in the early 1970s the Soviet Union en-
joyed a signifi cant quantitative advantage in conventional forces over NATO.”9 
But it was not merely a matter of numbers. At the Voroshilov General Staff 
Academy the offi cer corps were comforted by the assertion “that Socialist coun-
tries are situated in a more advantageous position vis-à-vis Western countries” 
through occupying the heart of Eurasia. Moreover, the depth of NATO Europe 
was “limited to 400–800 km, while many . . . rear bases and important targets 
are located near the borders of Socialist countries.” “The most important weak-
ness of NATO,” Moscow emphasized, “is the separation of the European allies 
from their major ally, the United States, which constitutes the vital military and 
economic basis for the alliance. European NATO members are separated from 
the U.S. by the Atlantic Ocean, while naval supply routes to Europe, the Near 
East, and the Middle East are subject to direct threat.”10

Thus to West Europeans, deterrence purely from American soil was not en-
tirely credible, particularly if the United States negotiated away its superiority 
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298 Détente Fails

in warheads to reestablish parity at SALT II. Psychologically and politically, 
therefore, conceding removal of FBS might reassure Moscow at the price of 
retreating from obligations assumed under Truman to counterbalance Soviet 
power in Europe. A report from Britain’s Joint Intelligence Committee on 
6 May 1974 pointed out that the “threat derives as much from Western inaction 
and divisions as from Soviet design; but we doubt whether these shortcomings 
will be remedied. We therefore foresee a period of danger in the immediate 
future and fear that the Soviet Union may signifi cantly improve its position in 
Europe in the period under review.”11

Moscow was invariably Americocentric. This Superpower conceit was rein-
forced by détente insofar as it pivoted on SALT and insofar as arms control was 
entirely a Soviet-American affair, lulling Moscow into overlooking the separate 
security concerns expressed in Western Europe, a tendency equally evident in 
Washington. Just as in 1945–47, the European response demonstrated its infl u-
ence over US policy to Moscow’s disadvantage. Western Europe was a subject 
and not merely an object of the Cold War. Moscow paid highly more than once 
for neglecting this fact.

NATO Europe was unsurprised by Washington’s position. Sir John Killick, 
Britain’s formidable ambassador to the United States, argued that

the familiar tendency to intellectual high-handedness in US policy, the con-
viction that the US Government is the best judge of the overall Western inter-
est and a corresponding inclination to take the Alliance for granted are no 
less real in the age of détente than in the age of confrontation. In the present 
circumstances it must be tempting for the Americans to square the Soviet 
Government in private in advance, without waiting to consult their Allies, in 
the hope of de-fusing possible disputes before they become tiresome. Taken 
with Dr Kissinger’s predilection for secret diplomacy, this can lead to bilateral 
understandings based on the American side on insuffi cient knowledge of the 
complications of the subject. With the best will in the world it then becomes 
bureaucratically diffi cult—and in the short term even important—to secure 
any change in the American position, involving as this must a potentially em-
barrassing reopening of the subject in question with the Russians.12

Not all were equally vulnerable, however. France enjoyed the luxury of being 
anti-American while living under US protection; and it, at least, had a handful 
of nuclear weapons to call its own. Not so Bonn. Having foresworn develop-
ment and possession of nuclear weapons in 1969, the West Germans depended 
entirely on Washington for security. The slightest hint that the United States 
was not wholly committed to their defense was bound to rekindle anxieties; and 

Haslam, Jonathan. Russia's Cold War : From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, Yale University Press,
         2011. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3420662.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-28 01:18:18.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 Y

al
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.
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Soviet attempts to remove US forces drew suffi cient draught into the cinders to 
set them ablaze.

BREZHNEV’S ILLNESS IMPAIRS DÉTENTE

Brezhnev’s sickness created a further problem. According to Kremlin doc-
tor Yevgeny Chazov, Andropov was the fi rst to be informed offi cially of the 
deterioration—in 1972; followed by Suslov; fi nally, from 1978, the remainder 
of the Politburo.13 Brezhnev had suffered a severe attack of angina in 1957.14 
He collapsed in mid-August 1968, the eve of the invasion of Czechoslovakia.15 
A further seizure occurred—which proved a turning point—immediately after 
the negotiations at Okeanskaya, Vladivostok, 23–24 November 1974.16 Brezhnev 
was then said to be working only a three-day week.17 Thereafter until the middle 
of February 1975, when he received the British Prime Minister, Brezhnev was 
absent from the Politburo.18 He met Harold Wilson only because of “a whole 
wave of rumors of various kinds” in the Western press. “Questions and talk of 
one kind or another also arose at home; people had to be reassured,” Brezhnev 
later told allies.19 Unable to meet Gierek and Honecker in mid-March, Brezh-
nev made excuses: “Nothing special was wrong with me,” he said, “simply ex-
haustion, ennervation, and the doctors began insisting on a certain period of 
rest. A genuine rest was unobtainable; it was interrupted by work . . . but all the 
same. . . . I had to refrain from trips, meetings, long sessions in the offi ce.”20

The abrupt removal of Shelepin from the leadership on 16 April 1975 sig-
naled the need to bolster Brezhnev’s policy, as the unprecedented intrusion 
of the Soviet ambassador to France into socialist policy on Portugal indicated. 
During the state dinner at Helsinki for signature of the Final Act of CSCE in 
August, Brezhnev had to leave during the fi rst course. Subsequently, at a meet-
ing scheduled with Genscher, conversation staggered forward. After only one 
hour Gromyko led Genscher into another room to explain that dinner was can-
celled because of Brezhnev’s deteriorating condition.21 Falin concluded that he 
must have had another heart attack.22 Head of the FCO East European and So-
viet department, Sir Bryan Cartledge, saw Brezhnev in Helsinki. He appeared 
“rather like a convalescent after a long illness.”23 In London “secret sources of 
particular sensitivity”24 confi rmed as much.

Thereafter Brezhnev’s capacity to concentrate diminished with progressive 
arteriosclerosis leading to onset of senile dementia, doubtless hastened by beta-
blockers taken to lower blood pressure for relief of the heart.25 Growing de-
pendence on sleeping pills made matters worse. Even removal of Brezhnev’s 
personal nurse failed to staunch the stream of opiates now cadged from friends 
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300 Détente Fails

and colleagues. And when he then forgot to turn on his hearing aid the result 
was disastrous. Concealment at meetings with foreign statesmen proved impos-
sible. President Giscard d’Éstaing had already noticed the problem in 1974,26 as 
had Gierek, who was on fi rst-name terms.27 Thereafter Politburo meetings on 
Thursdays lasted no more than one and a half hours at most.28

A TROIKA EMERGES

Kornienko, fi rst deputy to Gromyko, asked Alexandrov-Agentov whether 
Brezhnev intended retiring at the Twenty-fi fth Party Congress. He responded 
by pointing at the telephone (which normally contained a secret listening de-
vice), giving Kornienko to understand that such matters were not to be aired 
out loud.29 In 1977 Foreign Secretary David Owen visited the Kremlin. His 
interpreter30 was taken to one side by Alexandrov-Agentov, who bluntly asked 
that Owen ignore anything the General Secretary had to say.31 The culminat-
ing point occurred during negotiations with the Americans not long before his 
death in 1982, when Brezhnev eventually turned up, read the prepared text with 
diffi culty and promptly fell silent. To the amazement of all he turned to his as-
sistant and asked out loud: “Have I read it all correctly?”32

Although decisions still required Brezhnev’s assent, the substance of power 
tacitly passed to a troika: Andropov, Gromyko, and Ustinov, who met in the 
orekhovaya room (paneled in walnut) where the entire Politburo foregathered 
on Thursdays.33 “They had at their disposal the kind of information and intel-
ligence of which the other members of the Politburo knew nothing.”34 More 
precisely, Brochure No. 1 from the fourth department of the KGB’s sixteenth 
directorate, now responsible for analyzing foreign decrypts, went only to Brezh-
nev, Andropov, Gromyko, Kirilenko, Suslov, and Ustinov.35

“A range of questions were in general beyond the control of the Politburo. 
Certain organizations, departments, parts of the country, and individuals were, 
so to say, untouchable, beyond criticism,”36 Gromyko recalled. Of the three, 
Andropov, though cautious, was the more dynamic but also the greater funda-
mentalist. More pragmatic, Gromyko could also be too rigid, and advancing 
old age made him more cautious than ever. Dmitrii (“Dima”) Ustinov, who 
became Defense Minister on Grechko’s death (26 April 1976), Alexandrov-
Agentov notes, “was far and away tougher and more resolute.”37

A missile engineer, Khrushchev’s son highlighted Ustinov as “one of the fa-
thers of missile technology” whose authority was “of enormous weight.” Brezh-
nev and Ustinov came to know one another soon after the war when Brezhnev 
was secretary of the Dnepropetrovsk regional Party committee and Ustinov 
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was minister for armaments. He drove forward war production relentlessly 
and thereafter pioneered the development of missile technology.38 Their paths 
crossed frequently through the late 1950s and after Brezhnev succeeded Kozlov, 
following the second secretary’s heart attack, on 22 June 1963 and reacquired 
responsibility for the defense industries. “Business-like and purposeful, Ustinov 
subjected Brezhnev, known for his pliant character, to his will. Everyone knew 
of this.”39

Ustinov had overseen defense industries as a Central Committee secretary 
from 26 March 196540 until, after joining the Politburo on 5 March 1976, fi -
nally he became defense minister. Although initially benefi ting from his power 
over the military-industrial sector, which meant he could ruthlessly cut through 
red tape, by 1982 Ustinov had fallen out with the man he selected as Chief 
of the General Staff, Nikolai Ogarkov, with whom there had been an initial 
honeymoon.41 His immediate subordinates—at what became “the center of the 
 military-industrial complex”42—then found little to respect in a man past his 
peak; though unrivaled on technological matters, he wasted inordinate amounts 
of time at lengthy meetings. Moreover, when any specifi cally military question 
arose, “it was a problem for him.”43 Something of a political dinosaur from 
Stalinist times, and without the status of military command, he was incapable 
of meriting the kind of respect granted Grechko.

The troika reinforced tight interdependence between the KGB, the Foreign 
Ministry, the Ministry of Defense, the General Staff, and the Military-Industrial 
Committee of the Council of Ministers (VPK). The latter, set up in the early 
fi fties, had mainly “to keep an eye on foreign defense technologies using our re-
search institutes, design bureaus, etc., and make sure that our domestic weapon 
systems are at least as advanced as theirs.” It determined the procurement bud-
get and oversaw pilot projects. But it was not supposed “to manage the actual 
production process.” In turn, the Central Committee Defense Sector oversaw 
the VPK. “They were our bosses,” the former deputy director of the VPK recalls. 
They “dealt with individual items.” And “they had more authority and none 
of the responsibilities.”44 The system made any policy change threatening to 
unravel the interdependence between interested institutions entirely impracti-
cable. Meetings of the “fi ve,” attended by fi rst deputy ministers on questions of 
exceptional importance came under the direct responsibility of the First Deputy 
Chief of the General Staff.45 This did not mean state control over the Party, how-
ever, since the latter pervaded all departments through Party cells in each sector. 
Moreover, Brezhnev chaired the Defense Council that effectively made the fi -
nal decisions, and he was served by the Military-Industrial Sector of the Central 
Committee apparatus. But in this case the chair was vacant much of the time.
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At Okeanskaya near Vladivostok on 23–24 November 1974, just before a se-
vere heart attack, Brezhnev stretched consensus on arms control to breaking 
point in agreeing a compromise for SALT II with Ford. Prior to this, Semyonov 
insisted on the inclusion of FBS under SALT II. Brezhnev agreed to drop this 
demand.46 This appears to have raised a furor in Moscow. According to Kor-
nienko, Grechko protested against the compromise agreed by Brezhnev and 
had Podgorny weigh in on his side; but Brezhnev wheeled in support from 
Kosygin, Ustinov, and Andropov.47 It did not end there, however. CIA picked 
up a rumor deemed plausible that “at a Politburo meeting preceding a Central 
Committee plenum in December 1974, Suslov and Shelepin sharply criticised 
Brezhnev’s handling of Soviet-US relations.” Moreover Suslov “is said to have 
charged Brezhnev during this period with having exceeded Politburo instruc-
tions for negotiating on SALT at Vladivostok in November 1974.”48 And when 
talks renewed at Geneva on 1 February 1975, Semyonov’s full draft treaty “took 
extreme positions incorporating every past Soviet contention and some new 
ones too: limiting our Trident submarines, making FBS an automatic part of 
future SALT negotiations, and others.”49 This was the fi rst sign that what Brezh-
nev said was not the fi nal word. Moscow also went ahead with a phased array 
radar at Krasnoyarsk in Siberia. “The establishment of a phased array radar 
system in Krasnoyarsk does in fact contradict article 6b of the ABM treaty,” dep-
uty head of the Military-Industrial Sector of the Central Committee apparatus 
Vitaly Kataev acknowledged later.50

Decisions worked against the grain of détente even while policy remained 
formally unchanged. The system of fi ve originally established to advance the 
cause of détente, notably through arms control, by creating and sustaining a 
tight political grip over weapons building, turned into a system by which the 
military and allies in industry maintained a stranglehold over policy by veto-
ing developments favorable to détente. This was a natural development once 
force planning was integrated with arms control strategy. From being diplomats 
suspicious of military reasoning, Americanists (Gromyko and deputy ministers 
Viktor Komplektov and Kornienko) transmuted into negotiators fronting for the 
military. Deployment of the SS-20 missile (the RSD-10, or Pioner) epitomized 
this Faustian bargain.

THE SS-20 CRISIS

“I am against the [arms] race,” Brezhnev told advisers at a meeting on 
16 December 1975, “this much goes without saying, in all sincerity. But when 
the Americans talk about building up, the Ministry of Defense says to me that 
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they cannot therefore guarantee our security. And I am chairman of the De-
fense Council. How can that be? Give them 140 or 156 million? The Ameri-
cans are crafty; they say that these missiles are not strategic, yet they have the 
advantages given by geography.”51 Ivan Serbin, head of the Central Commit-
tee’s Military-Industrial Sector, argued in 1975 that “the fundamental means by 
which strategic missile weapons will develop in the future is by qualitative im-
provement and, above all, the accuracy of targeting and the effectiveness of the 
military equipment.” Moscow also expected Washington “to raise signifi cantly 
the quality of military equipment . . . and by these means partly compensate 
for the quantitative superiority of the total usable capability of the USSR’s mis-
siles.” Soviet design bureaux had exhausted their technical lead in warheads 
and had fallen seriously behind in the ratio between the power of a warhead 
and its weight. To make up the distance with Washington required fundamen-
tal research and concentrated effort across a range of requirements.52

The decision on the SS-20 was thus taken against a background of perceived 
relative weakness exacerbated by uncertainty over the removal of FBS under 
SALT II. Schmidt later asked Gorbachev why the decision had been taken. 
“That was never decided in the Politburo,” he replied. “The old man did that 
on his own with the army.” Schmidt was unclear whether this was because 
it was thought too unimportant or too important.53 It also indicated Ustinov’s 
extraordinary infl uence over Brezhnev. Ustinov was “inordinately proud” of the 
deployment.54 “The decision to deploy the SS-20s was made in total secrecy,” 
recalls Nikolai Leonov, chief analyst at the KGB. “Even our intelligence didn’t 
know about it. The military-industrial complex was out of control, including 
the army. We in intelligence learnt about it from American sources.”55 Kataev 
recalls that, as with the Krasnoyarsk radar, the SS-20 decision was made in a 
small circle.56 It had Gromyko’s blessing, however.57 It enhanced the ability to 
bargain over FBS.

The SS-20 (RSD-10) originated with the Nadiradze construction bureau in 
1971. Since it was based on the mobile SS-16 (Temp-2) ICBM, which was dis-
continued, it made rapid progress.58 Testing began at Kapustin Yar on 21 Sep-
tember 1974.59 Even before testing had been completed, it went into serial pro-
duction at Votkinsk near Kazan’ in Siberia.60 The fi rst were commissioned on 11 
March 1976, combat ready on 30 August.61 On December 1976 NATO defense 
ministers pronounced on the dangers they presented.62 Deployment allowed 
Moscow to redeploy heavy ICBMs hitherto targeting Western Europe to other 
tasks and to retire R-12s (SS-4s) and R-14s (SS-5s) from the force. Three divi-
sions were based in Byelorussia; three in the Ukraine; and four more beyond 
the Urals.63 The speed, accuracy, and maneuverability of the mobile SS-20 
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304 Détente Fails

permitted Moscow to deliver timely blows at targets in Western Europe and the 
Far East, in the words of General Valentin Varennikov.64

It is not clear whether the emergence of the SS-20 gave rise to doctrinal 
rethinking or vice versa. But that such rethinking accompanied the mass de-
ployment of the SS-20 is a fact. Lieutenant General Batenin, who worked 
for Akhromeyev when the latter was Chief of the Main Operations Director-
ate at the General Staff and then as First Deputy Chief of the General Staff 
under Ogarkov from January 1977, said, “The SS-20 was being deployed and 
Danilevich and others in his collective [within the Main Operations Direc-
torate] were developing concepts.”65 These concepts led to the writing of a 
three- volume Strategy of Deep Operations (Global and Theater) published in a 
closed edition between 1977 and 1986. This work completely transformed the 
periodization of war according to principles not unlike the staged escalation in 
the US doctrine of fl exible response. “I believe the SS-20 made it possible, that 
the SS-20 created the environment in which strategists could think about war 
on such a large scale,” Batenin recalls. “Under the roof of the SS-20 it was pos-
sible to think about deep operations.”66 Indeed, Danilevich saw the SS-20 as “a 
breakthrough, unlike anything the Americans had. We were immediately able 
to hold all of Europe hostage.”67 The shift from massive retaliation to extended 
conventional war and then limited nuclear war had been blocked by Grechko, 
who disliked it, as did Marshal Vladimir Tolubko in charge of strategic missile 
forces.68 The move toward the new strategy was thus gradual but assured by 
Ustinov’s appointment and that of Ogarkov, who was, according to Batenin, his 
deputy, “very actively” fostering this new line.69 Flexible response was thus seen 
in terms of “dosage” strikes.70 Moreover, and on this Danilevich is adamant: 
“At some point in the 1970s there were offensive, as well as defensive plans, 
i.e., a pre-emptive strike” against NATO.71 Danilevich tells us that such plan-
ning took place strictly within the General Staff Main Operations Directorate. 
Major commands and institutes were not consulted. As for the Politburo and 
Central Committee, “they had no idea of what we were doing.”72

Not surprisingly, deployment raised a specter that caused particular alarm in 
Bonn, whose relations with Washington had reached their nadir. Relations with 
Jimmy Carter were worse than between any chancellor and US president since 
the war. Schmidt “the lip,” whose reputation in the United States was high, 
had all but openly backed Ford for election in statements published during 
the summer of 1976.73 At the height of campaigning vice presidential candidate 
Walter Mondale fretted at the impact of his outspokenness.74 And for the fi rst 
few weeks in offi ce, no one dared even to mention Bonn in the presence of 
Polish-born National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski.75
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Carter held to a fi rm stance on human rights in criticizing Moscow. This 
inevitably made matters worse for Schmidt, threatening arrangements for the 
repatriation of Germans living in the East.76 The new line was an easy com-
promise: between the new White House chief of staff Hamilton Jordan, who 
had marched with Martin Luther King, and Brzezinski, ably assisted by former 
student Colonel William Odom.77 Schmidt and Brezhnev thus found com-
mon ground. In an indiscreet letter to Brezhnev on 2 June 1977 Schmidt went 
so far as to boast that at the London summit Carter had been convinced of 
how “unwise” and “unrealistic” it was to raise human rights issues in absolute 
terms.78

Even greater complications arose because Carter was anxious to secure 
genuine nuclear disarmament. Since Bonn’s security rested on the US nuclear 
deterrent, the new line was bound to arouse anxieties. These coincided with 
opposition to détente within the United States. Aside from the ABM provisions, 
SALT marked an agreement only temporary in nature, covering the number 
of missiles (and bombers) arrayed against each side, that left Moscow with a 
numerical advantage at intercontinental level. It was unlikely that this Soviet 
advantage could be expected to continue, however. The military on each side 
looked less at the advantages particular to its own force structure and instead 
focused on the unique opportunities afforded the adversary.

A radical and unattractive offer on SALT II made by Secretary of State Cyrus 
Vance in Moscow during April 1977 met with consternation. It came out of 
Presidential Directive NSC-7 of 23 March 1977. Moscow claimed that it was a 
complete revision of the understandings reached at Okeanskaya, to which the 
Russians had now become attached. Strong objection was raised against the 
“demagogic and provocative campaign by the US on human rights.”79 Carter 
had no comprehension that combining both was unwise.80 But press spokes-
man Jody Powell took the view that backing the cause of dissent in the USSR—
pressed not only by the Republican right but also by Democrat Senator Henry 
“Scoop” Jackson—outfl anked conservative criticism of arms control and dis-
armament. Moreover, Jordan noted in June 1977, “To challenge the Soviets is 
‘conservative.”’81

The abrupt shift in US policy therefore met with uncomprehending hostility 
in Moscow, no less than in Bonn. Yet, for all the rhetorical fallout, both sides 
continued negotiating SALT II. Moscow was anxious lest the United States 
deploy cruise missiles.82 NATO Europe was in turn anxious lest Washington 
forego the opportunity to modernize the theater nuclear arsenal to win a second 
SALT treaty. On 28 May Bonn was reassured that cruise missiles were indeed 
viewed in Washington as “an essential counter to the Soviet medium-range 
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 capability” that could prove signifi cant were there negotiations on the “gray 
zone” of nuclear weapons systems.83

At NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group meeting in Ottawa on 8–9 June 1977, 
US Secretary of Defense Harold Brown broke the news that fi ve SS-20s were 
now deployed (two in the western USSR). Nevertheless he asked all to bear in 
mind that cruise missiles could become “a critical factor” in respect of SALT II: 
“In this case, the military benefi ts [from their deployment in Europe] had to 
be weighed against the SALT side [of the equation].” This came as a shock to 
the allies. Brown, indeed, acknowledged “concern at the possible splintering 
of political interests within the alliance on account of underlying geostrategic 
positions.”84 But this meant little if Washington was bent on sacrifi cing cruise 
to obtain SALT II. For its part Bonn had little reason to trust Brown. Thus to 
complicate his position, a counterweight was sought in the State Department.

Genscher expressed his concerns to Vance on 4 July. He reinforced Defense 
Minister Georg Leber’s comments to Brown concerning the “vital interests” of 
NATO Europe. By negotiating on cruise, Washington was opening up FBS for 
trading. On this view nothing should be conceded that affected the nuclear bal-
ance at the regional level. In particular, any limitation below the range of 1,500 
kilometers “was unacceptable to the Federal Government,” and any limitation 
had to be balanced against Soviet medium-range missile capabilities. Other-
wise there was a real possibility that “a wedge could be driven into the alliance” 
(zum anderen könnte sie in der Cruise-Missile-Frage eine Chance sehen, einen 
Keil in die Allianz zu treiben).85

At the Petrignani group of European experts on SALT in Brussels, where 
the issue of cruise was debated once more on 12 July, the British reiterated 
the concerns of Leber lest the fate of cruise split the alliance should Wash-
ington sacrifi ce deployment in Europe to obtain cuts in Soviet ICBMs.86 And 
Bonn was not about to be fobbed off with patronizing platitudes, however well 
meant. The suggestion subsequently offered by Assistant Secretary of State for 
Politico-Military Affairs Leslie Gelb that the issue of cruise missiles was “more a 
psychological and less a military resource” was not even dignifi ed by comment 
from Bonn.87 When, however, Gelb subsequently repeated the point and told 
the Germans that Cruise would not appear in the SALT II agreement proper 
but in an additional protocol, he was bluntly “corrected” and had the military 
rationale explained to him.88

In late September and then mid-October Gromyko fi nally met Carter. Gro-
myko complained that US policy was contradictory. Anxious to appease, Carter 
showed eagerness to compromise: he agreed to the inclusion of air-launched 
cruise missiles (ALCMs) with a range of over 600 kilometers and undertook not 
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to limit heavy Soviet missiles. These missiles were of major concern to Mos-
cow. Cruise missiles fl ew below line-of-horizon radar and, though relatively 
slow compared with ballistic missiles, it was extremely hard to see them com-
ing. And Soviet air defense had been shown by US bombardment of Hanoi in 
the early 1970s to be incapable of successfully coping with low-fl ying aircraft 
such as the F-111, let alone missiles.89

Gromyko thus left Washington delighted, though doubts remained concern-
ing “the fi erce struggle on the concrete substance of the new treaty.”90 The 
compromise obtained was, however, bound to throw NATO into disarray. The 
argument repeated from Washington was that what mattered was the global 
balance, not a regional or theater balance. Yet Moscow was planning for limited 
war. Crucially, Brezhnev’s letter to Schmidt of 26 October attacking proposals 
for a US neutron bomb in Western Europe—designed to overcome massed So-
viet tanks—was predicated on the possibility of limited war.91 “By 1979,” Dani-
levich recalls, “the General Staff began to contemplate the possibility of limited 
nuclear use or of limited nuclear war.”92 Moreover, until the early eighties the 
General Staff still assumed that the USSR’s vast expanse guaranteed survivabil-
ity in a nuclear war.93

Just two days after receiving Brezhnev’s letter, on 28 October 1977 Schmidt 
went public at the Institute for Strategic Studies in London. Usually his speeches 
were carefully prepared with his subordinates. But on this occasion, he recalls, 
“I was seething; I spoke freely.”94 The problem was an additional, emerging 
imbalance of nuclear power in Europe: “Strategic arms limitation confi ned to 
the United States and the Soviet Union,” he emphasized, “will inevitably im-
pair the security of the West European members of the Alliance vis-à-vis Soviet 
military superiority in Europe if we do not succeed in removing the disparities 
of military power in Europe parallel to the SALT negotiations.”95

One reason for hardening attitudes was growing recognition that Moscow 
had no need to enhance military superiority in Europe. One senior Soviet dip-
lomat was certain in his own mind “that our extraordinary military potential 
in Europe is politically unjustifi ed.”96 Schmidt said later: “These new Soviet 
medium-range missiles were perfectly suited to upset the military balance; most 
of them were aimed at West Germany. . . . Probably nothing would have hap-
pened under Brezhnev. He was actually afraid of war, I knew that. But I realized 
that things might look different later on, under another Soviet leadership. . . . I 
also gave some thought to how an American administration would react if only 
Germans were at risk.”97 Schmidt told the Federal Security Council that from 
the safety of their own territory Moscow and Washington maintained a balance 
of power, neutralizing each other’s capability. Clearly with SALT II those in 
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Washington and Moscow “can sleep more quietly,” but in Europe existing dis-
parities were worsening. “The danger grows that Europe is decoupled from the 
USA-USSR sanctuary.”98

Leber demanded suitable compensation for Soviet superiority in medium-
range nuclear forces. But Washington was unconvinced. A hard-nosed scientist 
and practitioner but not a natural communicator and certainly no politician, 
Brown coolly took the view that Bonn need not worry given US nuclear superi-
ority overall.99 Any separation of the balance in the European theater from the 
global balance was thus artifi cial. Though technically true, this lofty apprecia-
tion was more easily maintained on the distant American continent than across 
the broad Atlantic. It was unsustainable politically, given Bonn’s dependence 
upon Washington for its security against the Moscow; and the fact that, in over-
looking European defense requirements, Russia sought predominance on the 
continent to counterbalance the United States globally. This was the very same 
problem that sparked the Cold War: Soviet assertion of the right to hold the 
balance of Europe, if not to prevail entirely.

From the embassy in Bonn, ambassador Falin conveyed concerns to Mos-
cow. But Gromyko was not listening. When Schmidt proposed that the number 
of SS-20s be limited to those actually replacing the SS-4 and SS-5s, Moscow did 
not reply. “Our attempts to persuade Brezhnev to react positively had no re-
sult,” Falin recalls. “Brezhnev said: persuade Gromyko; I agree in advance. But 
persuading Gromyko was impossible.”100 Schmidt also claimed that in 1979–80 
Brezhnev made an attempt to cut SS-20 deployments but no longer had the 
power to do so.101 Brzezinski remembered “being somewhat startled when 
Chancellor Schmidt started making a big issue out of the SS-20s, but then I 
came to realize that in a sense he was right: namely that the SS-20, while perhaps 
not a decisive military weapon, posed the risk of decoupling Europe’s security 
from America’s.”102 Schmidt was nevertheless convinced that Washington “still 
didn’t push the Soviets strongly enough. . . . I remember Soviet Prime Minister 
Kosygin with undisguised triumph said, ‘The Americans aren’t mentioning the 
SS-20s at all. So you’re completely isolated.”’103

Indeed, not until 1979 was Washington fully convinced that it faced a serious 
problem. A memorandum from Brown and Vance to Carter on 9 May 1979 
outlined Schmidt’s concerns. The recommendation resulting was deployment 
of Pershing II or Cruise missiles in Europe or a combination of both. NATO’s 
High Level Group looking into the issue had independently concluded as 
much. Bonn insisted that all share the burdens of deployment equally for obvi-
ous reasons: opposition within the SPD. “Each Ally confronts major political 
problems, both domestically and vis-a-vis the Soviet Union. Nuclear issues pro-
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voke strong reactions among European publics. The certain Soviet propaganda 
campaign against deployments will fi nd resonance in many countries because 
of this, and because of interest in protecting détente.” Failure to follow through 
was spelled out in strong terms: “doubts” about “US political will and commit-
ment to European security” would increase. “The ultimate outcome could be 
a weakened NATO and a Western Europe more independent of the United 
States.” It would also harm the likelihood of SALT II ratifi cation.104

Naturally, had Schmidt convinced Moscow to withdraw deployments, none 
of this would have been necessary. For long he remained convinced that Ogar-
kov led hard-line opposition to concessions.105 Yet this was plausible only as 
long as Ogarkov held command. An offi cer with a good reputation intellectu-
ally as well as operationally, Ogarkov had taken up the post in January 1977 
but he soon came into confl ict with Ustinov.106 Varennikov recalls that fi ghting 
started when Ogarkov repeatedly appealed over Ustinov’s head, and he did so 
because Ustinov ignored advice offered by the General Staff.107

The impression that the blockage over the SS-20 was attributable solely 
or even largely to Ogarkov was inaccurate. A colleague told senior diplomat 
Adamishin: “Schmidt warned us: let us talk about the SS-20, when they were 
only beginning to be deployed; enter into talks; do not act unilaterally.” In-
stead Moscow sent him away empty-handed. But it was Gromyko who held 
the decisive word.108 And it was most unlikely that grandfather of all nuclear 
weapons systems Ustinov would willingly ignore pressures from the defense 
sector to sustain deployment. Moreover, the assumption that the Chief of the 
General Staff alone held a veto over defense policy oversimplifi ed the situation. 
It seriously underestimated other interests: the level of inertia prevalent within 
the Brezhnev regime; the true extent and depths of Gromyko’s “absurd, stupid 
stubbornness”;109 as well as the fi rm axis established since SALT between For-
eign Ministry Americanists and the heads of the military-industrial sector. Re-
spect for the military at Smolenskaya was deep-seated and diffi cult to dislodge 
later, when Shevardnadze took control. Kovalev, Deputy Foreign Minister and 
head of policy planning, recalls that “in the Ministry of Defense and especially 
in the General Staff there were educated people staunchly defending positions 
that, as they believed, had to be defended.”110

One illustration of the manner in which the military could operate without 
interference can be found in Brezhnev’s speech at Tula on 18 January 1977. 
Even his speechwriters were at a loss to explain the source of Brezhnev’s renun-
ciation of military superiority.111 In these circumstances, too much was made 
of it in the West by those concerned to show how Russian military doctrine 
mirror-imaged our own. Odom recalls: “Gorbachev took pains to say that the 
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change [in military doctrine] occurred only in 1986 at the Twenty-seventh Party 
Congress, and even then the language was ambiguous. According to several 
former senior Soviet offi cers whom I interviewed in June and July 1995, it did 
not change in reality even then because they still believed that like Brezhnev, 
Gorbachev was merely trying to mislead the imperialist powers.”112

Furthermore, from a handful of SS-20s, Moscow stubbornly proceeded with 
mass deployment. This was, after all, a core element within the new plan-
ning for limited war options within the General Staff. Simultaneously Russia 
sought to sustain conventional military superiority and rid itself of the neutron 
bomb.113 In mid-December 1977 the Politburo took a decision to put into ef-
fect additional active measures for the launching of a protest campaign against 
the determination of the US administration to produce the neutron bomb and 
deploy it in Western Europe. “[With] this aim in mind,” Moscow informed its 
allies, “appropriate steps are being made at the present time, such as the use of 
Party links as well as via non-Party organizations [the Red Cross, the UN Asso-
ciation, the World Peace Committee, etc.]. All these manifestations are an im-
portant factor in the struggle against the arms race, in preventing the creation 
of new varieties and types of weapons of mass destruction. However, one must 
recognize that we are now at a turning point. The provision of the US Army 
with the neutron bomb and its deployment in Western Europe has created a 
new and quite dangerous situation.”114

Moscow succeeded, while Carter and Schmidt played a mutually destruc-
tive game of pass the parcel. Carter emphasized to increasingly baffl ed and 
demoralized subordinates that “he did not wish the world to think of him as 
an ogre.”115 On 26 March 1978, having failed to obtain ever more explicit state-
ments from his allies backing deployment and in the face of the highly effective 
Soviet-organized campaign against the weapon, Carter “said, in effect, that he 
did not wish to go through with it; that he had a queasy feeling about the whole 
thing; that his Administration would be stamped forever as the Administration 
which introduced bombs that kill people but leave buildings intact; and that he 
would like to fi nd a graceful way out.”116 Carter then decided in April to post-
pone deployment sine die, which effectively undercut Schmidt and buttressed 
opposition from the left within the SPD, which had secured rejection of the 
neutron bomb at the party congress in Hamburg.

Bonn thus remained exposed to Warsaw Pact military predominance: most 
notably a two-to-one advantage in the number of tanks (61,084 to 30, 692), for 
which the neutron bomb had been seen as an effective antidote.117 During his 
visit in May, Brezhnev was told by Schmidt that the West could not put up with 
ever more SS-20s deployed118 and was persuaded into countersigning a state-
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ment underlining the importance of sustaining the existing military balance. 
Nevertheless, continued deployment rendered the statement worthless. One 
year after the Bonn declaration a further 50 missile systems (150 warheads inde-
pendently targeted) took to the fi eld.119

Moscow had every reason to celebrate. Not only was deployment of the neu-
tron bomb averted but the president’s “standing in the alliance received a strong 
blow.”120 The Russians nevertheless grumbled that “those circles within the 
USA that are opposing détente” were primarily responsible for the “zigzags and 
lack of resolution” in the administration’s Soviet policy.121 By mid-June 1978 
Moscow recognized that in the divided US administration those advocating a 
“hardening” of policy toward the Soviet Union now predominated.122

In the face of this, continued Kremlin complacency was partly attributable 
to diffi culties Schmidt faced seeking domestic support for rearmament. Herbert 
Wehner, SPD Chairman, friend of Honecker, and a pro-Soviet ex-communist, 
argued forcefully that it was more important to sustain détente against oppo-
sition.123 The two chief veterans of détente, Brandt and Bahr, took a similar 
stance, though with greater circumspection. The battle joined thus jeopardized 
the future of the ruling SPD-FPD coalition, not least because Schmidt could 
also never be sure that Genscher (FPD) would stand loyally behind him if an 
advantage were to be had elsewhere.124 Genscher did, after all, subsequently 
serve as Kohl’s foreign minister in alliance with the CDU.

The success of the KGB’s neutron bomb campaign promised to repeat 
 itself—and on a greater scale with even more momentous consequences. 
 Anxieties thus grew in Bonn. It sought deployment of the extended-range Per-
shing II, which could directly threaten Soviet territory not as a bilateral arrange-
ment but multilaterally within NATO. Widening the compass of deployment 
to take in countries such as Belgium, the Netherlands, and Denmark naturally 
required considerable effort at persuasion from Washington. Brown, for one, 
would not risk another neutron bomb fi asco, brusquely insisting no decision be 
taken on Pershing II production until deployment was fi rmly agreed by all.125

At the Guadeloupe economic summit in January 1979 Schmidt secured 
agreement from Carter, Giscard d’Éstaing, and Prime Minister Callaghan for 
a dual-track solution: threatened deployment of new systems to counter the 
SS-20 combined with a deadline for agreed withdrawal through negotiation. 
In February Leber’s successor Hans Apel discussed deployment with Brown. 
At the end of April the High Level Group ironed out technical details during 
a marathon twenty-fi ve-day stay at a country club in Florida. Meanwhile the 
number of SS-20s multiplied as the dual-track decision moved to the top of the 
agenda on 12 December.
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Schmidt made an abortive attempt to halt deployment when, in the summer 
of 1979, he stopped off in Moscow en route to Tokyo. At the airport he asked 
Kosygin that the numbers of SS-20s deployed be limited to the existing number 
of SS-4s and SS-5s or, if possible, to a lesser number given their superior charac-
teristics. Kosygin suggested the Politburo think about this. Normally anything 
he proposed was dismissed by Brezhnev. On this occasion an uneasy silence 
ensued. Ustinov then broke in protesting on the grounds that it required reveal-
ing plans to NATO. At which point Brezhnev, bewildered, turned to Gromyko, 
who kept his counsel, and not merely to avoid a clash with Ustinov.126 Detinov, 
long a key fi gure in missile building, also recalls Ustinov’s resistance at the Po-
litburo to Schmidt’s idea.127 The proposal thus proved stillborn. Schmidt met 
Ustinov and Ogarkov together on another visit to Moscow at the end of June 
1980 in a last, desperate bid to halt further deployments.128 To no avail: by Octo-
ber 1985 there were 243 deployed in Europe alone, each with three warheads.129 
Not until 1987 were the new plans for war attainable.130

Advice within Moscow from those who knew the West was ignored through-
out from the mid 1950s. After the death of Stalin, Donald Maclean had settled 
in Moscow. Here he worked at the Institute of World Economy and Inter-
national Relations initially under the name of Mark Petrovich Fraser—where 
he published on European security issues and on the EEC, under nom de 
plume Madzoevskii. He also defended dissentients in letters to Andropov, in-
cluding Zhores Medvedev and Vladimir Bukovsky; and later young research 
workers who had fallen foul of the rules.131 He warned that the SS-20 deploy-
ment was a mistake since it was certain to provoke US deployments in Western 
Europe, which would place the USSR in an even more disadvantageous posi-
tion.132 Such unsolicited advice was unwelcome, however. Deployment thus 
continued unhampered, and with it the underpinnings of détente steadily and 
predictably gave way.

ENTANGLED IN AFRICA

A further problem was the wave of Soviet-backed revolutions across the Third 
World following Vietnam. “An array of national revolutionary parties and move-
ments are moving close to Marxist-Leninist positions,” hailed Ponomarev on 
20 October 1976.133 This was the fi nal campaign of the other Cold War.

Ponomarev’s International Department was thus caught up in a spirit of 
“Third World optimism,” which prompted “actions that were not thought 
through, major blunders even; though not entirely without reasonable cause. 
Part of the Party-government leadership still sustained an exaggerated impres-
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sion of the potential of developing countries, of the incompatibility of their 
interests with the interests of the West, of the ability of the Soviet Union to draw 
some of them not just into its political but also its ideological orbit and, one 
could say, encircle the United States and its allies from the rear. An underes-
timation, to boot, of the readiness of the West to make a resolute defense of its 
positions in this world (and the decision of the developing countries themselves 
to defi ne their own policies).”134 Ponomarev’s deputy Brutents adds: “In the sec-
ond half and especially toward the end of the 1970s the weight of the military in 
the formation and conduct of our ‘Third World’ policy grew. The Soviet bid for 
a global presence, reinforced by the acquisition of strategic parity, facilitated by 
the possibilities of moving our forces great distances, by the construction and 
appearance on the open sea of ‘the great fl eet,’ required the creation of strong 
points in various regions of the world.”135

The initial focal point had occurred in Angola. Next came Ethiopia and 
Nicaragua. The military lobby had unusual strength, Brutents recalls. “At that 
time in a range of instances—although certainly not always—the approach of 
the military, their leadership, Ustinov for example, was tougher, made it easier 
for us more and more to be drawn in, if not locked in.”136 Indeed, military aid 
between 1955 and 1984 is estimated at around $85 billion; more than half was 
rendered from 1978 to 1984, accelerating the collapse of détente. Similarly the 
number of countries with more than one hundred military advisers doubled 
between 1975 and 1983. Some three-quarters of arms sales from 1978 to 1982 
were exports for hard currency from the Middle East. And of the thirteen states 
almost totally dependent upon Moscow for weaponry, six provided extensive 
facilities for Soviet naval deployments, military aircraft, or signals intelligence: 
Vietnam, Cuba, Ethiopia, South Yemen, Syria, and Angola.137

The wars and civil wars that drew Soviet attention had their indigenous roots. 
The African view of the Ethiopian confl ict with Somalia refl ected the stance 
of the Organisation of African Unity circa 1964 that colonial borders, however 
badly drawn, should prevail. In siding with Ethiopia, Moscow was therefore 
safely with majority opinion. The fact that large numbers of Somalis lived in 
the Ogaden region of Ethiopia as a result of the Italo-Ethiopian treaty of 1908 
nevertheless encouraged the Somali government into an irredentist war. On 
the same grounds the Somalis also claimed a section of northern Kenya.

Confl ict between Ethiopia and Somalia, both now under radical military 
rule, had been simmering since 1964 with intermittent frontier incidents. Both 
had frequently called on Moscow to mediate, more recently in November 
1976. Brezhnev had pleaded with the Somali dictator to avoid exacerbating 
the situation, but nothing came of this initiative.138 On 3 February 1977 the 
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 revolutionary element in the ruling offi cer corps in Ethiopia had seized power 
from their more conservative colleagues. This convinced Castro that they were 
serious about socialism: it was, he said later, “a turning point.”139 Five days later, 
deprived of US arms supplies in view of the radicalization of the country, Men-
gistu Haile Miriam, the dominant fi gure in the military regime in Addis Ababa, 
asked José Peres Novoa, the Cuban ambassador, for military aid.140

Eager to displace Soviet infl uence in Mogadishu, Washington approached 
Somalia. Castro visited both countries. He was convinced “that there was a real 
revolution taking place in Ethiopia. In this former empire, lands were being 
distributed to the peasants.” There was “also a strong mass movement,” and 
the military leadership that had seized power from Emperor Haile Selassie was 
“considering creating a party. There is a harsh class struggle against the feu-
dalists in the country,” he added. “The petit bourgeois Powers are mobilizing 
against the Revolution. A strong separatist movement exists in Eritrea. Threats 
are coming from the Sudan, while Somalia claims 50 percent of Ethiopia’s 
territory.” Miriam struck him as “serious” and “sincere.” Whereas Siad Barre, 
“a general educated under colonialism,” “a chauvinist” for some socialism was 
“just an outer shell,” had made a distinctly negative impression on him with 
“a map of Greater Somalia in which half of Ethiopia had been annexed.” His 
“revolution was accomplished in a minute, with hardly a shot fi red. He put on 
a socialist face and got economic aid and weapons from the Soviet Union. His 
country is important strategically, and he likes prestige.” Castro told Siad Barre 
that his position “represented a danger to the revolution in Somalia, endan-
gered the revolution in Ethiopia . . . these policies were weakening Somalia’s re-
lations with the socialist countries.” The dilemma Castro outlined to Honecker 
in April was that if the socialist bloc helped Ethiopia, they would lose Siad 
Barre, but if they did not, “the Ethiopian Revolution will founder.”141

Ethiopia was a priority. Castro had by April already made up his mind and 
was equipping Ethiopia (poorly provided for compared to the Somalis) with 
small arms and military advisers: “In Africa . . . we can infl ict a severe defeat on 
the entire reactionary imperialist policy. One can free Africa from the infl uence 
of the USA and of the Chinese . . . it might even be possible that Sadat could 
be turned around and that the imperialist infl uence in the Middle East can 
be turned back.”142 As in Angola in 1975, Moscow followed impetuously in the 
wake of the Cuban man-of-war.

The effect soon made itself felt. On 1 May Ethiopia abrogated its security 
treaty with Washington. On 6 May Mengistu was received by Brezhnev and 
insisted, as he was to do repeatedly without acting on it, that he fully intended 
to set up a working-class party in Ethiopia. Moscow was not as enthusiastic as 
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Havana but clearly felt he was worth backing, while continuing to promote me-
diation between the two warring sides.143 In July a delegation of offi cers under 
General Petrov visited Ethiopia to assess the situation. As a consequence, be-
tween November 1977 and April 1978 a total of 2,671 air shipments of munitions 
were delivered on Antonov-12s.144

“Soviet military transport aircraft overthrew Turkey, Syria, and other states en 
route . . . without asking permission.” No one protested; even the United States. 
“The United States seemed to be acquiescing in a Soviet military buildup while 
denying new arms to its friends in the region,” Brzezinski’s military assistant 
General Odom recalls. “Some Middle Eastern and Southwest Asian govern-
ments feared that the United States would emulate Britain, which a decade 
earlier had decided to disband all its forces ‘east of Suez.’”145 Thus when US 
policy fi nally reacted, it had a hard time convincing others to fall in line.

A real problem nevertheless faced Havana and Moscow: “the level of political 
consciousness of the broad masses of the population (mostly illiterate) remains 
very low.” General Arnaldo Ochoa, head of the Cuban military mission, sug-
gested consolidating what had already been achieved in land redistribution, not 
pushing ahead with collectivization; instead assuring the bourgeoisie that they 
were not about to be dispossessed of land. However, he found Miriam “light-
headed” and irresponsible in requesting higher technology military assistance 
from Moscow without having the personnel trained suffi ciently to deploy it. 
It was, in effect, like Afghanistan in the making.146

REVOLUTION IN NICARAGUA

Castro had trained revolutionaries from all over Latin America, especially 
the Caribbean. Among these were brothers Umberto and Daniel Ortega from 
Nicaragua, and it was Nicaragua that provided the main headache for Wash-
ington, because from Managua the revolution began spreading to neighboring 
El Salvador and Guatemala. The causes of revolution are not hard to see. A 
dynasty installed by Washington in 1927 to contain local radicalism meant that 
by the 1970s “the Nicaraguan government and armed forces have remained 
inherently the personal instruments of the Somoza family.”147 Economic back-
wardness, monopolies stifl ing business, a monoculture focused on the export 
of bananas, extensive corruption, all widened the gulf between governors and 
governed.

Nicaragua had been one of the soft spots pinpointed by Shelepin in July 1961. 
It was seen as worth exploiting through development of the Sandinista Revolu-
tionary Front (Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional—FSLN), “creating a 
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hotbed of unrest for the Americans in this area.”148 This was not least because 
leader Carlos Fonseca Amador worked for the KGB.149 The strategy was ap-
proved, but hopes exceeded optimistic expectations and a desultory guerrilla 
campaign against Somoza slowly got under way. The 1972 earthquake, when 
substantial foreign aid was blatantly siphoned off into private bank accounts, 
brought matters to a head, however. The rigged presidential elections two years 
later, during which the opposition was suppressed—“Little distinction was 
made between criticism and subversion”150—then resulted in an attack on the 
regime by the FSLN, now in alliance with the non-Marxist opposition. It failed 
in its wider objectives.

In August 1977 a report surfaced that this alliance, the “Group of 12,” had 
requested Cuban provision of $25,000 for arms to be smuggled in via Costa 
Rica, the favored place of exile for Nicaraguan rebels.151 Attacks were launched 
against Somoza’s government on 12 October, the largest since 1974. Assassi-
nation by the government of the respected conservative oppositionist Pedro 
Joaquín Chamorro in January 1978 only made matters worse. In August the 
FSLN audaciously captured the entire national assembly. Between 5 and 
11 November Cuban arms reached the rebels via Panama.152 And a more reso-
lute offensive began once the leaders of the various factions within the FSLN—
Umberto Ortega, Daniel Ortega, Víctor Tirado, Tomás Borge, Jaime Whee-
lock, and Henry Ruiz—had had their heads banged together by Castro early in 
March 1979.153

On 29 May the call for insurrection was heard. Aid arrived from neighboring 
Costa Rica, long alienated by Somoza, plus Panama, Venezuela, and Cuba. 
And on 18 June a junta led by the FSLN took power. This put Carter in dif-
fi culties, given that the revolution was spearheaded by Marxist-Leninists yet 
supported by US allies in the region.154 Moscow soon recognized the new gov-
ernment on 20 July, but without unseemly haste. A network of agreements was 
put together, yet as Washington noted, economic assistance was both “sporadic 
and meager.” Moscow channeled equipment via Havana, which took the lead. 
Although Russia treated the FSLN as the equivalent of a Communist Party, they 
were “not ready to shoulder any new economic burdens.” From July 1979 sup-
plies of arms had reached rebels in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala.155

As in Angola, the Nicaraguan revolution illustrated an important effect not 
lost on CIA. “Cuba plays a central role in Soviet relations with Latin America,” 
a National Intelligence Estimate for 1982 noted, “not only as a dependent client 
serving Moscow’s interests but also as an independent actor infl uencing Soviet 
policies and tactics. Fidel Castro’s vigorous support of Nicaraguan revolution-
aries, for example, was originally a Cuban initiative, and the Sandinista vic-
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tory had a marked impact on Soviet attitudes and policies. Soviet leaders came 
to share Castro’s assessment that the prospects for the success of revolutionary 
forces in Central America were brighter than they had earlier calculated.”156

Indeed, Washington noted that the Sandinista victory “caused the Soviet 
Union to reassess the prospects for revolutionary change through armed strug-
gle in Central America.” It “urged regional Communist parties, particularly 
those in Guatemala and El Salvador, to abandon their traditionally nonviolent 
tactics and join existing insurgent movements.” During 1981 the Communist 
Party of Honduras was encouraged to revolt. Financial assistance and training 
was given to the Popular Vanguard Party within the coalition of communists 
in democratic Costa Rica.157 Lawrence Pezzulo, US ambassador to Nicaragua, 
recalls the critical importance of Castro. They were “fascinated by the romantic 
idea that they were the new revolutionaries.” Umberto said that Pezzulo was 
“fortunate to be here at this time, because you can see how things are going to 
play out all through Latin America” and that they, the Sandinistas, were from 
now on “to be the model all through Latin America.”158

Washington was woefully ill informed. No one had approached the San-
dinistas before the coup. Gates recalls: “The U.S. response was inhibited in 
part because of a lack of good intelligence on what actually was happening.”159 
Director of CIA Admiral Stansfi eld Turner, ignorant of the intelligence world, 
effectively continued dismantling networks of undercover operatives here and 
elsewhere. Although a propaganda campaign was advanced and “a crash ef-
fort” began “to improve intelligence collection,”160 making up the distance lost 
proved costly and time-consuming. And under Foreign Minister Miguel de 
Soto, a Catholic priest, Managua sustained a ruthlessly mendacious disinfor-
mation campaign in Washington which neutralized center and left of center 
opinion.161

Moreover, Washington did not even cut off aid to Managua until early April 
1981 and then only when prompted fi nally by belated news of Sandinista arms 
shipments to support guerrilla operations in neighboring countries. Yet the San-
dinista leadership had together with Castro in June 1980 secured unifi cation of 
the communist factions in El Salvador as the Farabundo Martí de Liberación 
Nacional with the provision of training and base facilities. Untraceable West-
ern arms were supplied by the Soviet bloc.162 The removal of US aid under 
newly elected President Ronald Reagan indicated a much tougher approach 
to the problem of containing communism in the Americas. This then pro-
voked the Soviet ambassador to announce the donation of some 20,000 tons of 
wheat; though Moscow was still careful to retain a modest public presence in 
Managua.163
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The problem for Carter had been that, in focusing on distant East Africa, he 
turned a blind eye to a major security problem emerging in his own backyard.

BREAKING SOVIET CODES AND CIPHERS

The United States had been working on Soviet codes and ciphers for a con-
siderable time. Aside from exploiting human error (most obviously the reuse 
of a onetime pad), word-frequency programs, and the issue of specimen state-
ments in the hope that they would then be enciphered for dispatch to Moscow, 
further progress crucially depended on a revolution in computational hardware 
and software and that was to take a massive investment in manpower and ma-
chines over decades.

Sustained effort fi nally yielded extraordinary results during the Carter ad-
ministration: a technological breakthrough enabled access to “traffi c” in and 
out of Moscow. The capacity to cope with the number of characters or digits 
had to exceed the capacity of the enemy to produce them. Up to 1978 that 
had never been achieved, despite the fact that Moscow had fallen behind in 
computational technology in the late sixties and decided to buy IBM rather 
than continue to develop homegrown competitors (which then laid them open 
to a US embargo). Once the Jackson-Vanik amendment in 1974 denied most 
favored nation treatment in trade to the USSR, Moscow increasingly found 
itself at a serious disadvantage, not entirely compensated for by further KGB 
technology acquisition through covert operations, notably in Japan, which 
Andropov greatly expanded. The sixteenth directorate of the KGB had since 
June 1973 been responsible for electronic intelligence, radio interception, and 
decryption. The latter was specifi cally the job of the fi rst department. They 
had to do most of their analytical work “by hand” despite the availability of a 
special computer system called “Bulat.” “We did not even dare dream, like the 
Americans, of putting each interception through computer analysis,” one for-
mer employee recalls. “I remember these long rows of cupboards packed with 
dusty fi les with intercepted but not deciphered material. In essence we worked 
with cupboards.”164

The US breakthrough in engineering came with the advent of the Cray 1-A 
Computer. It cost more than eight and a half million dollars. It weighed fi ve 
and half tons, it was transported in two refrigerated electronic vans, and more 
than thirty people were required to get it into a computer room. But it was 
more than worth the expenditure of money and effort. It provided “substantial 
increases with respect to both the number of data points and computations” so 
that the insoluble could now feasibly be solved.165 Its design was simple relative 
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to other computers; it could run for several days before failing (hitherto normal) 
and then only because of problems with the disks; and it outpaced all rival 
machines. The fi rst to buy one was the Los Alamos National Laboratory. The 
second was the NSA under Admiral Bobby Inman in 1977.166

Those working on Soviet codes in A Group under the dogged tenacity of 
Ann Caracristi took full advantage of the new computer to break into hitherto 
impenetrable high-level systems, aided and abetted by errors made by Soviet 
cipher operators in the previous year.167 They were further assisted when IBM 
announced for the fi rst quarter of 1980 the 3033 attached processor complex, 
combining an auxiliary processor with a host 3033 computer, thus adding 
80 percent more speed to the original 3033 and enabling the operator to han-
dle up to 16 million characters under a single system control program with a 
57-billionth of a second cycle time.168

These crucial advances enabled the NSA to open up a window onto Moscow’s 
closely guarded political, diplomatic, and military secrets.169 More important, 
for 1979, it gave those few with access in the US government the ability to read 
military and diplomatic traffi c, and it was this—available only until betrayal by 
Geoffrey Prime who worked at the British code-breaking establishment in the 
spring of 1980—that enabled Brzezinski and Carter to trick Moscow into invad-
ing Afghanistan at the end of 1979 and to watch the process of intervention en 
clair.

LURING RUSSIA INTO ITS OWN VIETNAM

Afghanistan formed a buffer between the USSR and Western infl uence. It 
proved the graveyard of many an invading army, latterly the British in 1919. 
Its nonaligned status had long since turned upon the existence of a monarchy 
devoid of any principles that might jeopardize the country’s impartial position 
between the two competing camps. That monarchy had collapsed with Mo-
hammed Daoud’s coup on 17 July 1973. Two years later the communist PDPA 
hoped to seize power but were discouraged by Moscow.170 They were instead in-
structed to penetrate the regime. Finally, however, the PDPA had little choice. 
On 25 April 1978 Daoud arrested its leadership. Two days later, on 27 April 1978, 
those underground seized power with the fourth and fi fteenth tank brigades 
and commando troops. Taraki made himself president and prime minister, Kar-
mal his fi rst deputy, Amin deputy prime minister and foreign minister.

The coup in progress had been reported to Moscow the day before by KGB 
resident Vladimir Osadchii and ambassador Aleksandr’ Puzanov. The lat-
ter thought any attempted seizure of power would end in disaster. The KGB 
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warned that Mossad could be behind an attempt to provoke a failed coup.171 
And Taraki reprimanded them for advising them against seizing power three 
years before.172 As a fait accompli, however, the coup was greeted as an event of 
“extraordinary political importance”: a rare instance in the Third World and, 
particularly, “the fi rst social revolution in the lands of the Middle East.” Not the 
least signifi cant consideration was the extent of Afghanistan’s 1,700-kilometer 
border with the Soviet Union.173 Ten divisions joined the revolution—almost 
the entire army, or so it was claimed at the outset. All the key posts were held by 
leaders of the PDPA, founded only thirteen years before by merely 27 militants 
but now claiming as many as 50,000 in its ranks. They now held the capital of a 
country riven by tribalism, and they were bent on imposing socialism and secu-
larism with speed and at any price. What made matters worse was internecine 
warfare that broke out within months of the coup. Soon rumors were circulat-
ing, on one hand, that Amin was an American agent under deep cover and, on 
the other hand, that Taraki was agent of both CIA and KGB.174

The most pressing problem was the need to restrain the south of Afghanistan, 
still loyal to the king. It was “above all vital” that their tribal chiefs were “won 
over.” Taraki knew his Marxism well enough, Moscow noted, but he had now 
to learn his fi rst words of Islam. Yet at a briefi ng on 10 May the new govern-
ment spoke of radical land distribution. “The Ethiopian example of complete 
nationalization is not a plausible solution for Afghanistan,” Moscow cautioned. 
Whereas in the north the land was farmed, in the south nomads wandered to 
and fro across the Pakistani frontier. There a different kind of solution had to 
be found.175

Head of the Afghan desk at the Soviet Foreign Ministry, Shumilov was not un-
duly pessimistic. Yet he too emphasized the importance of seeking a “pragmatic 
solution” to problems faced by the leadership, not least that of the economy. 
En route to Havana, Amin met Gromyko and requested economic assistance. 
Thus far the new regime still had a chance at succeeding. The United States, 
China, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia opposed the revolution, and Iran had closed 
its borders for fear of infection. Thus far, late May 1978, they had adopted a 
stance of watchful waiting.176 Yet the ruling group was badly divided between 
the Khalq and Parcham factions that had healed their longstanding rift barely 
a year before the seizure of power. Khalq—Amin and Taraki—thus turfed Par-
cham out of government. Through Soviet assistance to ensure his personal 
safety, Karmal was ignominiously exiled to the Prague embassy in July.177 But 
the purge of his supporters continued despite Soviet advice. By September the 
Party Central Committee had yet to be convened and the rank and fi le contin-
ued to splinter.

Haslam, Jonathan. Russia's Cold War : From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, Yale University Press,
         2011. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3420662.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-28 01:18:18.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 Y

al
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 Détente Fails 321

Self-restraint did not last, and forcing the pace of change produced increas-
ingly widespread revolt supported by the intelligence service (ISI) of Pakistan. 
110,000 Afghans fl ed the country in 1978; between September and December 
1979 alone the number grew to 750,000.178 Pakistani support made geopoliti-
cal sense. A communist Afghanistan drove a wedge between the revolutionary 
Islamic state of Iran and Pakistan. It therefore merited the “utmost attention 
and all-embracing sympathy” from the Soviet bloc for “strategic and political 
reasons.”179 This is what led to a decision in principle by the Politburo to under-
write the security of the new regime.

Moscow thus fell hostage to its wayward protégés. Aid could not be denied 
despite the obvious “naïveté of our friends”180 and lack of a “clear conception” 
on the part of Kabul as to “how to put into practice their Marxist-Leninist goals.” 
Moreover, the situation was so bad that all ministries had an active Soviet ad-
viser, and the number in the armed forces was so great that every unit had one 
of its own from the regiment all the way down. In the countryside, where the 
regime now faced joint opposition from feudal and tribal leaders reinforced by 
260,000 mullahs, Kabul called for specialists in agriculture from Tadzhikistan. 
Moscow now backed forty to fi fty projects at a cost of 400 million rubles each.181 
In a revealing conversation with the East Germans, Amin made two points 
indicating how far out of touch with reality he was. First, he claimed there 
was no need to be concerned about neighboring Pakistan: “It is an artifi cial 
creation that has no future” (as if Afghanistan were any different). Second, and 
this should have sounded even greater alarm in Moscow: “We will require the 
assistance of the socialist countries for fi fteen years.”182

When a serious uprising in Herat on 15 March 1979 left some 5,000 dead, 
including Soviet advisers, few in Moscow could have been taken entirely by 
surprise. On 18 March, the rebellion still in progress, Taraki phoned Kosygin 
to request direct military intervention (Kosygin was the point man handling 
Afghan matters). A parallel conversation took place between Ustinov and Amin. 
The real problem, which Taraki did not allude to but which Moscow knew 
full well, was that the regime’s troops were deserting in great number. Half 
a division in Herat had crossed the lines and the other half were reluctant to 
fi ght. When Taraki suggested that the uprising be dealt with by raising troops 
from Kabul, Kosygin countered that they lacked offi cers and that the regime 
was facing troops from Iran and Pakistan in Afghan dress. Taraki wanted troops 
from Uzbek, Turkmen, and Tadzhik units from the USSR in Afghan dress: 
“No one will know.” Kosygin was sympathetic but procrastinated, gently press-
ing the Afghans to rely on their own resources. “It seems to me,” he said, “that 
you need to try and create new units. You cannot count only on the strength of 
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those that come from outside. You can see from the Iranian revolution how the 
people chucked all the Americans out of there and everyone else who tried to 
represent themselves as defenders of Iran.”183 The problem linked to the funda-
mentalist revolution in neighboring Iran. The Politburo had formed a commit-
tee on Iran chaired by Brezhnev and composed of Andropov, Ponomarev, and 
Ustinov. But it lacked information.184 Andropov had some years before made up 
his mind that “there is no future for the Left in Iran.”185 If true, that presented 
the Afghan revolution with an additional problem to which no easy solution 
presented itself.

That day, however, debate in the Politburo demonstrated unanimous resis-
tance to direct military intervention. Ustinov indicated that they there were 
no ethnically distinctive military units anyway, and he had no idea how many 
Tadzhiks could drive tanks. “The fact is that the leadership of Afghanistan has 
underestimated the role of the Islamic religion. In particular of the soldiers, 
an absolute majority, perhaps with rare exceptions believers, march under the 
banner of Islam. This is why they [the regime] call on us for help to beat back 
the attacks of the rebels in Herat.” Andropov was characteristically even more 
outspoken, both as to principle as well as practice. He concluded: “We have to 
think very seriously indeed about the purpose of sending troops into Afghani-
stan. To us it is perfectly clear that Afghanistan is not now ready for a socialist so-
lution. There, religion is a massive force, illiteracy among the rural population 
is all but complete, the economy is backward, etc. We know Lenin’s teaching 
concerning a revolutionary situation. Whatever the situation in Afghanistan, 
no such situation exits there. I therefore consider that we can sustain the revo-
lution in Afghanistan only with the aid of our own bayonets, and this is com-
pletely unacceptable to us. We cannot take that risk.” This was not unlike the 
point made to Lenin by the pessimistic Radek in 1920.

Gromyko agreed with Andropov, and in a statement that no one then contra-
dicted (quite the reverse in the case of Kosygin) he stated: “Our army entering 
Afghanistan will be the aggressor. Against whom will it be fi ghting? Above all 
against the Afghan people; and we will have to shoot at them. . . . We should 
ask ourselves: what would we get out of it? Afghanistan with its existing govern-
ment, with a backward economy, with no weight of any signifi cance in interna-
tional affairs. On the other hand, it has to be borne in mind that from a legal 
point of view we would not be justifi ed in introducing forces. According to the 
UN charter, a country can call for aid, and we could send in forces in the event 
of being subjected to external aggression. Afghanistan is not subjected to any 
aggression. This is their internal affair, a revolutionary civil war between one 
group of the population against another.” They did, nevertheless, agree to prop 
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up the regime with armaments. And Leonid Zamyatin said they would issue 
propaganda about Pakistani and Chinese aid to the insurgents to justify the 
shipments.186

The immediate crisis over, on 20 March Taraki fl ew in for talks with Kosygin, 
Gromyko, Ustinov, and Ponomarev, acting on behalf of the Politburo. Here, 
taking the bull by the horns, Kosygin warned that the entry of Soviet troops 
would result in a situation similar to that of the Americans in Vietnam.187 It is 
not unlikely that other analogies were being drawn in Moscow; they certainly 
were in Washington, where this debate was intercepted by the NSA and read 
with fascination by Brown and Brzezinski.

On 23 August Amin raised with Moscow the possibility of transferring troops 
to Kabul so that one or two divisions from the Afghan garrison could be re-
leased to fi ght insurgents.188 Moscow had good reason for mistrust. Amin was 
planning to seize power after Taraki left the country at the beginning of Sep-
tember to attend the conference of nonaligned countries in Havana. Attempts 
by Brezhnev and Andropov to warn Taraki fell on deaf ears, however. Instead 
Andropov arranged Amin’s assassination. But the ambush failed when he took 
another route. At this point—on 13 September—Moscow then made a further 
attempt at persuasion. On the following day, after a shoot-out, in which it ap-
peared Taraki hoped to dispose fi nally of his tenacious rival, Amin seized power 
for himself. On 8 October he had Taraki shot.189 A wave of terror followed.

Meanwhile Washington was in disarray from the rapid evolution of events 
in Iran since the overthrow of the Shah: namely, seizure of the US embassy in 
Tehran by radical Islamist students on 4 November. Even allowing for ideologi-
cal bias, Soviet intelligence benefi ted from lack of access to the highest levels 
in Iran, for which it compensated by frequenting the bazaar. This proved of 
inestimable advantage, placing Moscow one step ahead of Washington. Thus 
by September 1978 Moscow already considered the Shah’s days numbered.190 
A KGB offi cer told an American that the Shah would soon be overthrown by 
“oppressed masses rising to overthrow their shackles.”191 Moscow was thrilled at 
the damage that could be done to US interests. This was the fi rst real blow to 
the West in the region since the Suez debacle. It provided some compensation 
for Sadat’s betrayal. “We could not have dreamed of such a turn in events,” 
crowed Kornienko.192

Rumors soon reached Moscow from Teheran that Washington was plan-
ning to take military action. The Iranian revolution was not merely a Mos-
lem fundamentalist manifestation, it was also violently anti-American. On 19 
August 1953 by means of operation “Boot” MI6 and CIA had overthrown the 
nationalist government of Prime Minister Mossadeq to secure Iran’s oil assets 
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324 Détente Fails

against  nationalization on behalf of Anglo-Persian Oil (British Petroleum), “to 
reestablish the prestige and power of the Shah; and to replace the Mossadeq 
government with one which would govern Iran according to constructive poli-
cies.” This meant “vigorously” prosecuting “the dangerously strong Communist 
Party.”193 It was therefore not to be expected in Moscow that Washington would 
lamely accept seizure of their embassy as a fait accompli.

Ustinov was particularly alarmed: “Are we expected to sit on our hands while 
the Americans deploy their forces on our southern borders?!”194 Above Brezh-
nev’s name a warning appeared in Pravda to the effect that intervention in Iran 
would be viewed by the USSR as touching on “its security interests.”195 Even 
though only Ponomarev appeared to believe the communists and their allies in 
Iran had any chance of taking power, Brezhnev, Ustinov, Gromyko, and An-
dropov were gratifi ed that this was primarily an anti-American revolution. And 
after the Shah was forced out of Iran at the beginning of 1979, Andropov for one 
was convinced the communists had no future in the country: Khomeini and the 
Moslem clerics were in offi ce for good.196 By April, however, Moscow realized 
that this was also bad news for Soviet interests, particularly in Afghanistan. An 
appreciation by Deputy Chairman of the KGB Tsinev in October pointed out 
that Khomeini was set upon overturning the regime in Kabul and spreading 
Islam through the southern crescent of the USSR, not least in retaliation for 
Soviet supported attempts to spread communism in Iran.197 The Iranian sei-
zure of the US embassy on 4 November inevitably prompted mixed feelings in 
Moscow. “The Americans will not forgive such things,” Andropov is quoted as 
saying.198 It made retaliation all the more likely.199

One notable casualty was loss of NSA facilities in the north that enabled 
Washington to monitor the telemetry from Soviet missile tests and thereby 
ensure observance of the SALT treaties. It was entirely plausible to Moscow 
that Washington would seek to substitute facilities in Iran with facilities in Af-
ghanistan; the Afghans, of course, willing. The attitude toward Washington had 
sharpened notably after the repeated confrontations over Cuba, Angola, and 
Ethiopia. Ogarkov told Varennikov of discontent within the Politburo, quoting 
Andropov as asking why Moscow should put its tail between its legs every time 
Washington sneezed.200 Some were determined to act decisively.

On 3 July Brzezinski had persuaded Carter to offer direct aid for the rebels 
in Afghanistan. Washington was “well aware of Soviet concern over the situa-
tion. Beginning on September 10, intelligence reports to the president [deleted] 
began to discuss the possibility that the Soviet Union might be forced to act.”201 
Moscow was already mistrustful of Amin. Within his circle, conversation about 
the Soviet Union and its leadership was both “arrogant and ironical,” taken 

Haslam, Jonathan. Russia's Cold War : From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, Yale University Press,
         2011. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3420662.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-28 01:18:18.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 Y

al
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.
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from the “American lexicon.” He had also hitherto greeted news that Moscow 
would not send in troops with evident relief. Three ministers—Sarvari, Vatand-
zhara, and Gulyabzoya—claimed Amin to be an American spy.202 This was also 
the thrust of KGB assessments for the Politburo.203 Moreover, Amin gave orders 
to the media to tone down attacks on imperialism and Pakistan, a sign he was 
moderating his hostility to them in favor of “a more balanced foreign policy 
course.” This also meant confi dential meetings with the US chargé d’affaires 
in Kabul, and on Amin’s instructions they ceased operating against the US 
embassy.204

“We did not push the Russians into intervening,” Brzezinski coyly confessed, 
“but we did knowingly increase the chances that they would do so.”205 Brze-
zinski planted the seeds of suspicion that would hopefully force Moscow to do 
precisely what it had set out to avoid: military intervention.206 Thatcher’s choice 
of ambassador to Washington was Sir Nicholas Henderson, who reminded the 
somewhat prickly Brzezinski of his prep school teacher. Talking to him over 
breakfast on 27 October, Brzezinski “gave a hint of their preparedness to do 
something to make life diffi cult for the Russians in Afghanistan.”207 This was 
only the beginning.

By 29 November 1979 Gromyko, Andropov, Ustinov, and Ponomarev had 
begun speculating on the two greatest dangers: “the victory of the counterrevo-
lution” and “the political reorientation of H. Amin towards the West.” Moscow 
had recently been picking up signs that the new leadership in Kabul was set 
on a more “balanced policy” in relation to the “Western Powers.” “It is known, 
in particular, representatives of the USA on the basis of their contacts with the 
Afghans are drawing the conclusion that it is possible to change the political 
line of Afghanistan into a direction more favorable to Washington.” They also 
noted, “Faced with facts testifying to the beginning of an about-turn by H. Amin 
in an anti-Soviet direction, we will bring forward additional proposals for mea-
sures on our part.” On 8 December Andropov, Ustinov, Gromyko, and Suslov 
held a meeting in Brezhnev’s study where they debated military intervention. 
It was here that Andropov and Ustinov presented incriminating evidence of 
Amin’s shifting loyalties, including information as to “the efforts of the CIA 
resident in Ankara to build a ‘New Great Islamic Empire’ that would include 
the southern republics of the USSR.”208 Grishin recalls Andropov later telling 
the Politburo of evidence “that Amin is a CIA agent.”209 Philby, too, sustained 
the conviction that “there was more than a suspicion that Amin was dickering 
with the Americans.”210 Brezhnev, though still nominally General Secretary, 
was by this time failing fast—his condition, according to Kryuchkov, who at-
tended the Afghanistan committee of the Politburo, as head of KGB foreign 
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326 Détente Fails

intelligence, “seriously deteriorated at the end of 1979.”211 Alexandrov-Agentov 
was completely cut out of the picture but later learned that ailing Brezhnev had 
been pressured into agreement.212

On 10 December Ustinov summoned Ogarkov. The Politburo had taken a 
decision to send 75,000 to 80,000 troops into Afghanistan. Ogarkov said this 
would be insuffi cient; it was foolhardy: rapid stabilization of Afghanistan re-
quired no less than thirty to thirty-fi ve divisions.213 Ustinov responded that it 
was not Ogarkov’s job to instruct the Politburo but to obey orders. Later that 
day Ogarkov was summoned before Andropov, Ustinov, and Gromyko. That 
evening Ustinov told the collegium of the Ministry of Defense that they could 
soon expect a decision on intervention. The armed forces were issued with or-
der No. 312/12/00133. Detailed instructions were handed out by Ustinov from 10 
December. Two days later a meeting of the Politburo was chaired by Brezhnev. 
Here the decision to go in was fi nalized. Crucially, Kosygin, still resolute in op-
position but his health deteriorating, was unable to attend.214

Privy to crucial information that Amin was suspected of betrayal to the United 
States but that the military leadership—Akhromeyev, Varennikov, as well as 
Ogarkov—had been overruled, Washington could lay a match to the fuse al-
most at will.215 Disinformation played a critical role in triggering the Soviet de-
cision. Head of the KGB’s illegal intelligence—directorate “S’—Kirpichenko 
was told of facts that had come to light about Amin’s “readiness to reorient his 
policy toward the USA.” He was instructed to prepare Amin’s overthrow with 
special forces from the GRU and KGB, the latter led by deputy head of foreign 
intelligence Major General Yuri Drozdov.216

Operations began on Christmas Day. In three days, largely at night and at 
four-minute intervals, 500 sorties of troop transports fl ew into Afghanistan. Two 
days after the invasion began, special forces disposed of Amin. When news 
reached Brzezinski in Washington, he shot a clenched fi st into the air trium-
phally: “They have taken the bait!”217 In his note to Carter that day Brzezinski 
jubilantly remarked: “We now have the opportunity to give the USSR its Viet-
nam War.”218 As the offi cial history of the NSA notes: “This time there was no 
‘intelligence failure.’ . . . After years of struggle, it was now possible to predict 
with some clarity and speed the intentions of the major antagonist.”219

Moscow took the decision on Afghanistan knowing détente was dead but not 
buried. The dual-track decision by NATO early in December 1979 left Moscow 
stranded. But the Kremlin still hoped that NATO might break under the strain 
in implementing its decision; that Western Europe would sooner or later break 
ranks with Washington under pressure from domestic opinion; and that the 
sense of rivalry between European states would further weaken unity.
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Moscow argued: “It is obviously necessary to strengthen still further pressure 
on the countries of Western Europe, on the widest variety of political circles, 
on society, in order as far as possible to hinder the implementation of the deci-
sion taken by NATO, raising against it an even broader wave of protests.” The 
NATO leadership “now has had to maneuver. Furthermore, a certain degree 
of disarray has appeared within the bloc.” Washington was equally certain that 
“even more noticeable has been the absence of mass public support in West-
ern Europe for NATO policy.”220 Yet Soviet leaders simultaneously and falsely 
“continued to believe in the monolithic nature” of their own society—a fatal 
error.221

At a meeting with Axen, head of the SED’s International Department, Pono-
marev, Zagladin, Rachmanin, Ulyanovsky, Brutents, and Martynov reviewed 
the situation. “The Soviet comrades,” noted Axen, “pointed out that one should 
analyze very carefully the different tendencies within the imperialist camp and 
take advantage of them. Adjustment to the USA today means renunciation of 
one’s national interests. Except for the USA, no other imperialist Power can 
conduct a policy of force. Many capitalist countries are interested in the pur-
suit of relations with the socialist countries as a conscious counterweight to the 
USA. A breach in those relations would make subordination to the USA even 
greater.” The dispute over attendance at the Moscow Olympics, forthcoming 
in 1981, which the Americans wished to boycott, illustrated the divisions within 
NATO. The Russians claimed they had not sought this; “We can, however, take 
advantage of it.” And an instance of the disarray among the West Europeans 
themselves was blatantly apparent in an indiscretion from the president of the 
French National Assembly, Jacques Chaban Delmas, “that the states of Western 
Europe fear the increasing economic and political power of the FRG.”222

The failure to come up with a realistic negotiating position was also due to 
the combined stubbornness of those such as Andropov, determined to main-
tain a military capability to meet the combined strength of NATO and China 
simultaneously; the General Staff, which required massed SS-20s to expand 
the options for limited war; Gromyko and like-minded Americanists, who stuck 
rigidly to a notion of balance that ignored West European security anxieties; 
and the military-industrial complex addicted to limitless rearmament. The fail-
ure ensured that Moscow would shortly face an imbalance in Europe to their 
disadvantage. In March 1981 Adamishin noted gloomily in his diary that US 
 “medium-range missiles” were “a fatal danger for us, comparable to the Chi-
nese; in 5–7 minutes they can wreck our cities and strategic missiles. None 
of this is being stated—the decision, taken because of our SS-20 programme 
which has added little, will, if put into effect, severely curtail our security.”223
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