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Soviet General Secretary Yuri Andropov warned US envoy Averell Harriman that the Reagan 
administration's provocations were moving the two superpowers toward "the dangerous 'red 
line'" of nuclear war through "miscalculation" in June of 1983. Andropov delivered this warning 
six months before the 1983 "War Scare" reached its crux during the NATO nuclear release 



exercise named Able Archer 83, according to Harriman's notes of the conversation posted. 

 

The meeting provides important, first-hand evidence of Soviet leadership concerns about a 
possible US threat. But other documents included in this posting suggest that not all Soviet 
political and military leaders were fearful of a US preemptive first strike, but may rather have 
been "rattling their pots and pans" in an attempt to gain geopolitical advantages, including 
stopping the deployment of Pershing II and Cruise nuclear missiles in Western Europe. "This 
would not be the first time that Soviet leaders have used international tensions to mobilize their 
populations," wrote the acting CIA director John McMahon in a declassified memo from early 
1984. 

 

President Reagan zeroed in on the essence of this debate in March of 1984 when he asked his 
ambassador to the Soviet Union, Arthur Hartman, "Do you think Soviet leaders really fear us, or 
is all the huffing and puffing just part of their propaganda?" The evidence presented here, and in 
two forthcoming electronic briefing books in this series, suggests that the answer to the 
president's question was "both." 

 

This first of three "War Scare" postings also includes KGB reports corroborating the creation of 
Operation RYaN, the largest peace-time intelligence gathering operation in history, to "prevent 
the possible sudden outbreak of war by the enemy;" a newly declassified CIA Studies in 
Intelligence article concluding that Soviet fears of a preemptive U.S. nuclear strike, "while 
exaggerated, were scarcely insane;" and declassified backchannel discussions between Reagan 
advisor Jack Matlock and Soviet sources who warned of "growing paranoia among Soviet 
officials," whom the source described as "literally obsessed by fear of war." 

 

The documents in this series provide new information and add nuance to the ongoing debate over 
the significance — some even argue, the existence — of a genuine war scare in the Soviet Union. 
The documents come from Freedom of Information Act releases by the CIA and U.S. Defense 
Department, research findings from American archives, as well as formerly classified Soviet 
Politburo and KGB files, interviews with ex-Soviet generals, and records from other former 
communist states.  
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      Director of Soviet Analysis [CIA] from, "Subject:  
      Warsaw Pact Early Warning Indicator Project," 1  
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      Notes of a Conversation with Secretary of State  
      George Shultz, Undersecretary of State Lawrence  
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      Series of five interviews with Colonel General  
      Andrian A. Danilevich by John G. Hines, December 
      18, 1990 to December 9, 1994, in Soviet Intentions  
      1965-1985: Volume II Soviet Post-Cold War  
      Testimonial Evidence, by John G. Hines, Ellis M.  
      Mishulovich, of BDM Federal, INC. for the Office  
      of the Secretary of Defense, Office of Net   
      Assessment 

 

      Interview with Lieutenant General Gelii   
      Viktorovich Batenin by John G. Hines, August 6,  
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      Soviet Post-Cold War Testimonial Evidence, by  
      John G. Hines, Ellis M. Mishulovich, of BDM  
      Federal, INC. for the Office of the Secretary of  
      Defense Net Assessment 
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      October 10, 1983, Diary Entry by Ronald Reagan 

       

      PART TWO 

The NATO nuclear release exercise at the heart of the 1983 War Scare included at least four new 
components that differed from previous "routine" exercises, according to detailed, newly 
declassified chronologies of Able Archer 83. 

 

The Able Archer controversy has featured numerous descriptions of the exercise as so "routine" 
that it could not have alarmed the Soviet military and political leadership. Today's posting 



reveals multiple non-routine elements, including: a 170-flight, radio-silent air lift of 19,000 US 
soldiers to Europe, the shifting of commands from "Permanent War Headquarters to the 
Alternate War Headquarters," the practice of "new nuclear weapons release procedures," 
including consultations with cells in Washington and London, and the "sensitive, political issue" 
of numerous "slips of the tongue" in which B-52 sorties were referred to as nuclear "strikes." 
These variations, seen through "the fog of nuclear exercises," did in fact match official Soviet 
intelligence-defined indicators for "possible operations by the USA and its allies on British 
territory in preparation for RYaN" — the KGB code name for a feared Western nuclear missile 
attack (Raketno-Yadernoye Napadenie). 

 

This collection draws from an unpublished official NATO summary of Able Archer 83, 
declassified Air Force histories and after-action reports, and a previously unpublished interview 
with Soviet Chief of Staff Marshal Akhromeyev in which he calls European-wide NATO 
exercises "the most dangerous." The new material suggests that, during the dangerous year of 
1983, when Soviet and US relations were at their nadir, Able Archer 83 included new quirks that 
made it provocative enough to increase the chance of nuclear war "through miscalculation."  
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      PART 3 

President Ronald Reagan weighed the "rather stunning array of indicators" reported by the U.S. 
intelligence community during the 1983 War Scare and concluded — although the intelligence 
community remained divided — that "maybe they [the Soviets] are scared of us & think we are a 
threat. I'd like to go face to face & explore this with them.” 

 

This collection examines the U.S. intelligence community's analysis and reaction to data 
showing that Able Archer 83 spurred "a high level of Soviet military activity, with new 
deployments of weapons and strike forces." This unprecedented Soviet reaction in turn created a 
series of introspective U.S. intelligence analyses and counter-analyses, spanning from November 
15, 1983 to February 15, 1990, debating whether the U.S. intelligence had actually understood 
Soviet actions, perceptions, and fears — and acknowledging the danger of nuclear 
"miscalculation" if it had not.  
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