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The New Cold War At Sea After WWII
Assignment 1
Intelligence operations of remarkable boldness were produced by the Cold War and the fate of Soviet submarine K-129 is among its most successful tales of cover-up. Declassified documents and historical accounts of Project Azorian show a long history of institutional deceit that suggests that the official record of events in the Pacific Ocean in March 1968 is less than complete, and that the US intelligence community continues to manage its image and narrative of the project today.
The scenario of a rogue Soviet officer steering K-129 towards Pearl Harbor in an attempt to elicit a US nuclear attack on China is both strategically and historically sound. In March 1968, the collapse of Sino-Soviet relations had reached its apogee and some Soviet military personnel may have concluded that the long-term strategic position of the Soviet Union would benefit from a US-China nuclear confrontation (Aid et al., 2010). An individual officer beyond official Kremlin control may have planned this course of action alone, speculating that the ensuing chaos would leave the Soviet Union to rule a decimated world. Significantly, the declassified CIA history is completely impenetrably silent as to the actual cause of K-129's sinking, which is revealing given the thorough chronology of the recovery mission.
Under the cover of Howard Hughes's identity, the CIA built the 618-foot long Hughes Glomar Explorer, a huge claw apparatus, before undertaking the recovery while Soviet naval vessels looked on. The operation "only" yielded a 38-foot-long Forward Section. But the curator of the International Spy Museum disputes this, proposing that the CIA successfully helped the public believe in a failed mission while behind the scenes, findings were kept secret (Thulin, 2019). The Soviet intelligence reports, drawn up for Soviet President Yeltsin, also reveal that at least two nuclear-armed torpedoes were recovered, detailing quite different findings to the official story of a quasi-failure. The CIA's "neither confirm nor deny" policy over the past 50 years indicates the official account is indeed elusive.
ASSIGNMENT 2
The Hunt for Red October (1990) offers a dramatization of a Soviet submarine commander's defection to the USA by maneuvering a cutting-edge, nearly silent submarine through layers of American and Soviet surveillance (McTiernan, 1990). Despite being explicitly fictional, the film's mode of operation echoes the historical realities of CIA Cold War submarine espionage operations with an exactitude that suggests that the film's filmmakers referred to real events, specifically the Glomar Explorer operation as well as the broader reality of Cold War submarine espionage.
Perhaps the most apparent comparison is with relation to covert operations and institutional subterfuge. In the film, American intelligence takes all possible measures to hide their knowledge of the Red October's course, creating a web of deception aimed at deceiving both the Soviets and their own citizens. This is the model for the Azorian Project's security protocol, in which the CIA crafted a specific corporate front and persona to cover Howard Hughes's pseudo-mining interests in order to disguise the purpose of the Glomar Explorer vessel in recovering K-129 from the Pacific seafloor (McTiernan, 1990). Both the film and the real world operation reveal that Cold War intelligence was not just based on secrecy, but on the projected credibility of alternate interpretations lasting months and years.
The second intriguing characteristic of the film, the dilemma of whether a Soviet officer is defecting or on a rogue offensive mission, also captures the uncertainty surrounding the true intention of K-129's last mission. American analysts confronted this interpretive problem in reality when analyzing K-129's final mission into Soviet motivation for an aggressive, potentially hostile defensive operation from sparse and potentially disinformation-strewn intelligence reports - all with the possibility of nuclear war on the line. Finally, the film's interest in Soviet silent drive systems mirrors the real-world driving concern for the actual Azorian recovery, in which recovering Soviet engineering information was deemed as important to national security as recovering weapons or secret documents.
Assignment 3
The recent deployment of two oil tankers to emergency-fueled Cuba by Russia, despite a continuing US sanctions directive, is a deliberate challenge to American foreign policy in the region. In the near three months since the US prevented states from transporting oil to Cuba, Russia's energy minister Sergei Tsivilyov revealed that a second tanker is heading to the island, with the announcement, "we will not leave the Cubans"(Bubola, 2026). While the White House press secretary declared the Coast Guard's first-time exemption of the first tanker as a humanitarian gesture rather than a change in policy, the second tanker, loaded with an estimated 730,000 barrels of crude oil, points to Russia's intention to forge ahead with geopolitical brinkmanship against American pressure on Cuba through energy diplomacy.
The precedent set in the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, with the Soviet Union secretly transporting nuclear warheads for deployment from merchant shipping rather than risking exposure of its military intentions until the US surveillance aircraft had photographic evidence of its deployment, lends tactically plausible intelligence credence to the idea that hermetically sealed weapon canisters could be submerged within millions of barrels of crude oil (Bubola, 2026). Substantial petroleum cargo would make passage of these canisters opaque to external radiation-detection equipment, making inspection procedures ineffective without physical access.
Consider the following scenario: Empire State TSES7, en route on Atlantic summer training exercises, is ordered by US Navy Atlantic Command to intercept the second Russian tanker before it crosses the declared naval blockade of Cuban waters. There is intelligence of unusual vessel movement and communication practices. Under naval law and its delegation of authority, the Empire State issues orders to the tanker to halt for interdict. The Empire State's boarding team boards the Russian vessel for physical inspection. The tanker is subsequently escorted, accompanied by armed forces, to Naval Station Guantanamo Bay for capture and international prosecution if smuggled materials are found.
Assignment 4
Q1. Why did Soviet submariners only learn their destination once they left the Arctic Circle?
A. They did not know their destination because their orders were in a sealed envelope, and they could not be opened until at sea.
Q2. Why burned Arkhipov his letters?
A. As well as superstition, it was a symptom of his recognition that this intervention might not be a success.
Q3. What did make the three authorizations for firing the nuclear torpedo necessary on B-59 but not the other submarines?
A. B-59 was the fleet commander's submarine; Arkhipov's presence specifically added the third layer of authorization that was not required by the other submarines.
Q4. What made the use of diesel-electric subs problematic in this operation?
A. These subs had to surface to charge their batteries and were thereby exposed to discovery by the Americans many times on their Atlantic journey.
Q5. How were the conditions of the Hurricane Ella favorable for the Soviet submarines?
A. The storm cloud cover prevented American aircraft from locating the submarines and affected the U.S. sonar, allowing the subs the vital time to transit the middle Atlantic Ocean (Nocturnal Aviation, 2017).
Q6. Why were conditions on board B-59 so dire when Americans found it?
A. Not designed for the Sargasso, the submarine did not have air conditioning, its temperatures rose to over 120 degrees and water was rationed at a glass a day.
Q7. How could the crew of the B-59 have mistaken American practice depth charges for an attack?
A. Soviet surfacing operations were completely different to American practice, and with the command's Moscow communications down for more than a week, there was no way for the crew to know what they did or didn't mean.
Q8. How did Arkhipov's prior K-19 experience make him reluctant to order nuclear launch?
A. Arkhipov had firsthand experience of the human toll of nuclear conflict, having seen his crewmates die of radiation poisoning when K-19's reactors melted down, and so was unwilling to consider enacting it, even under the most perilous situations.
Q9. What made the decision to use the nuclear torpedo reasonable for Captain Savitsky?
A. He had gone more than seven days without orders, the situation on board was dire and the crew was under constant bombardment by US forces - in Savitsky's mind this was surely a state of war.
Q10. So why did Arkhipov's veto prevent nuclear war?
A. The captain and political officer were both in agreement: this gave two of the three necessary authorizations for launching the torpedo, with Arkhipov now being the single remaining stumbling block.
Q11. Why did Kennedy water down his order to destroy B-59, even after the Soviet submarine came under his command?
A. Kennedy wanted to avoid a definitive act of war against the Soviets without destroying one of their subs, and so he ordered it to surface.
Q12. Why were Soviet submariners heroes on their return?
A. Their surfacing was seen by naval forces as a spit in the face, with reports officers were told to sink with their vessels rather than surface.
Q13. Why couldn't the truth be told until 1998?
A. It wasn't until a press conference in 2002 that radio operator Vadim Orlov revealed the submarines were armed with nuclear torpedoes and only one man's refusal stopped the torpedoes being fired.
Q14. Why was Arkhipov's sole refusal more than one torpedo?
A. The doctrine of mutually assured destruction ensured that any launch would cause an automatic escalation of air and missile strikes from both sides, and Arkhipov's refusal was not only the deciding factor between one torpedo or the end of humanity.
Q15. In what ways are Arkhipov's last moments parallel to his greatest moment?
A. In refusing to launch nuclear weapons, Arkhipov saved the world but he himself ultimately died from radiation contracted on board K-19, so he was the only casualty to be claimed by nuclear warfare.
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