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over a couple of decades, from the mid-
1970s till the early 1990s, several acade-
mics and strategic think-tanks were gre-
atly occupied with trying to understand 
the purpose of and threat posed by the ri-
sing Soviet Navy. Under the leadership of 
Admiral Gorshkov from 1956 till 1985 the 
Soviet Navy became a powerful and glo-
bal actor. 

There are numerous books, articles and 
reports from the period: Several of these 
older studies and analyses are still valid, 
and many of them are used in this anal-
ysis.1 Both observed actions such as exer-
cises, naval port visits, visits by politicians 
and bi-lateral agreements are still good 
sources of information from this period of 
writing. However, many analyses were bi-
ased on the fact that the researchers and 
writers were strongly influenced by the 
two-bloc reality, and not least because of 
a lack of trustworthy sources. The analy-
sis of the Soviet Navy was often hampered 

by the mirroring of Western concepts and 
theories, for example assessed and judged 
directly against the US Navy and NATO as 
for system (aircraft, ships, etc.) capabilities 
and the balancing of forces. 

We, historians and other researchers 
from after the Cold War period may still be 
biased, not least because of the perception 
of a “clear Soviet loss” in 1989–91. This 
was probably more an issue for the early 
1990s. Today, as we have got the Cold War 
at arm´s length, re-assessments and new 
research by historians of earlier disclosed 
sources should emerge. However, there 
are challenges. The Soviet and Russian ar-
chives were to a large extent opened and 
accessible in the 1990s, but have later ef-
fectively been closed to primary-source 
research. Today, and for the past decade, 
Russia and the Russian Navy are in view of 
most Western analysts in a crisis of identity 
and occupied with restoring their nation-
al pride and capabilities. As a consequence, 
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reliable research from Russia in this field 
today is scarce. An additional reason for 
the poor status of research on the Soviet 
Navy is that modern military and security 
thinkers have, from the late 1990s, largely 
been occupied with the emerging multi-po-
lar world and the wide spectre of new chal-
lenges, including several limited wars and 
global terrorism. As a result, we have ex-
perienced little new, both profoundly new 
from primary sources and re-assessments 
of the old regarding the Soviet naval ex-
pansion from the early 1960s till its peak 
in the early 1980s. There is, especially, a 
lack of any new overarching assessments 
of the Soviet Navy. 

This article aims at reassessing our Wes
tern knowledge and perspectives, hopeful-
ly to provoke or motivate new research 
on how we today understand the remark-
able birth and build-up of the Soviet Navy: 
How did it come about, and for analysis; 
what were the capabilities and what was 
the purpose? As it was very hard to anal-
yse and understand the intentions, NATO, 
nations and analysts often came to focus 
on capabilities during the Cold War. As 
stated by SACEUR (Supreme Commander 
Europe), General Lyman Lemnitzer, in 
1968: “Planning can be based on intentions 
only when one knows what they are… We 
really do not know what the Soviet leaders 
have in mind.”2 As for assessments of na-
val and maritime forces, the Soviet capabil-
ities were normally compared with those 
of the US Navy and NATO, both regard-
ing ships and aircraft, and the balancing of 
forces. 

Seen at a distance, more than two de-
cades after the end of the Cold War, the 
balancing of the Soviet Navy and the mar-
itime air forces stands out as unique and 
original, clearly not a mirror of Western 
forces, but balanced to its tasks. This arti-

cle draws together the authoritative works 
of the time and more recent research ex-
plaining this uniqueness. 

The article focuses mainly on the 
Gorshkov-era, and on the theatre compris-
ing the North-Atlantic and the Scandinavian 
High North. However, to be able to under-
stand Admiral Gorshkov and the Soviet 
build-up it is necessary to understand the 
early history of the Soviet Navy, as well as 
keeping a global perspective on the devel-
opments. The exact Soviet maritime capa-
bility and deployments in the Atlantic and 
the Mediterranean were in fact at the fore-
front of Western discussions in the early 
1970s.3 The rationale for largely focusing 
on the High North is because it is necessary 
to limit the scope to be able to examine 
enough empirical material to make an as-
sessment, and that we from this period and 
this theatre4 are most likely to understand 
the underlying thoughts of Gorshkov – the 
architect of the rising Soviet Navy. 

The Soviet Navy and Western 
Sea Power theory
To be able to assess and discuss the unique-
ness of the Soviet Navy, it is useful to under-
stand three main elements, and correspon-
ding strategies, of Western sea power. 

The terminology Command of the Sea 
(or Mastery) has been a central part of 
maritime military literature for more than 
a century. Alfred T. Mahan is seen as a rep-
resentative for the fight for Command of 
the Sea, and well known for his belief in 
the “decisive battle” as the main tactic for 
achieving this aim.5 Julian Corbett was, 
in contrast to Mahan, not so much occu-
pied with the thought of Command of the 
Sea as that of “Communication”. Corbett 
argued that the use of the sea – what he 
called “Communication” – was the object 
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of naval warfare. He argued that with safe 
communication as the sole purpose, the 
fundamental requirement was the means 
of exercising Sea Control for being able to 
use the sea.6 

Raoul Castex also noted the importance 
of communication: “…(when) communi
cation is open, this permits a double ac-
tion, economic and military, against the 
enemy”.7 Both Corbett and Castex argued 
the importance of Sea Control, even though 
it was not necessarily the ultimate reason. 
Castex was mainly occupied with those na-
tions that were not able to seek out the ene-
my for any large or decisive battles. His an-
swer was to build a navy on the maritime 
strategy and tactics of Manoeuvre and Sea 
Denial.8 This included naval raids on ene-
my communication and less capable ships, 
uses of mines and amphibious operations. 
He constituted clearly an alternative to 
Mahan and those in favour of the decisive 
battle. His thoughts are very important for 
the medium and smaller powers that face 
superior forces. 

I will reflect on these concepts in the dis-
cussions, and towards the end assess the 
uniqueness of the Soviet Navy. 

The foundation of the rising 
Gorshkov Navy

The early history

From the 1930s, Stalin had visions of an 
ocean-going navy. Large ocean-going surfa-
ce forces were considered a requirement for 
all great powers at the time. According to 
the Commander-in-Chief of the Navy after 
the Second World War, Admiral Kuznetsov, 
this desire was further strengthened by 
Stalin and the Soviets’ inability to support 
the Republicans with naval forces’ diplo-
macy in the Spanish Civil War in 1936.9 

Stalin decided on the building of a “lar-
ge sea and ocean fleet” in 1936–3710; alt-
hough this was contradictory to the pre-
vailing perceptions of a defensive-oriented 
navy for coastal defence and support of 
the army. The Soviet Armed Forces (and 
probably even Stalin) still seemed to have 
an ambiguity in perceptions on Sea Power 
and the prioritization, and an “ocean-go-
ing fleet” did not materialize. By October 
1940, a drastic re-evaluation came about, 
and the priority came back to the tradi-
tional mission of destroying the enemy’s 
naval forces, similar to that of the Tsarist 
Navy.11 

Following the Second World War – “The 
Great Fatherland War” – Stalin’s early en-
visaged “ocean-going fleet” plan of the 
1930s was again on the agenda. Admiral 
Kuznetsov made a ten-year naval plan con-
sisting of battleships, heavy and light cruis-
ers, a large number of destroyers and sub-
marines, as well as aircraft carriers and 
landing ships – a traditional ocean-going 
fleet. With the experiences of the Second 
World War and the early Cold War stance, 
Stalin kept the personal ambiguity with 
him: a profoundly defensive naval pos-
ture for coastal defence, but still combined 
with a wish for greater naval forces. He 
balanced this by emphasizing the defensive 
nature of the Soviet Navy, and at the same 
time discarding the building of aircraft car-
riers and battleships in favour of subma-
rines and heavy cruisers.12 

However, the naval plans of the early 
Cold War were greatly influenced by the 
realities of the country’s post-war econo-
my and a national focus on merchant ship-
building. The shipbuilding industry man-
aged to argue the continuation of produc-
tion of older naval designs.13 For the latter 
half of the 1940s, the focus was on com-
bining efforts of all branches, and the main 
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purpose of the navy became defence against 
aggression from the sea and the support of 
ground forces.14 

The Korean War further influenced the 
Soviet Navy’s developments, marking 1952 
as an “important historical junction”.15 The 
greater Soviet military leadership noted the 
considerable superiority of the American 
naval forces, and in the early 1950s the 
naval building programmes received sup-
port for increased numbers of submarines 
with increased operational ranges, landing 
ships and heavy cruisers. The Soviet Union 
also focused more on supporting its allies. 
Naval cooperation was one such measure, 
for instance by preparing Poland’s Baltic 
Sea ports for permanent basing of Soviet 
warships.16 

For the Soviet military, the southern coast 
of the Baltic Sea was important as a flank 
and transport area for the ground forces of 
the European Central Front. Khrushchev 
talked of the Baltic Sea as a “Sea of Peace” 
in the 1950s – a traditional perspective on 
the areas as a mare clausum.17 With this 
background, Sweden found itself more at 
risk than in previous decades as the tech-
nology and the Soviet forces in the region 
came to include great air strike forces, stra-
tegic air landing and amphibious capabili-
ties.18 

With regard to the ocean-going fleets, 
the production was halted on the three in-
line Stalingrad-class heavy cruisers and sev-
en Sverdlov-class light cruisers. In addition, 
three new cruisers which had become op-
erational were dismantled.19 The lack of air 
cover from carriers and surface fleets, com-
prised mainly of ships of older design, con-
fined the Navy of the 1950s to operations 
within the reach of its own supporting air 
power. The British Naval War Manual of 
the era stated that the Soviet surface forc-

es did not constitute a decisive threat to 
British and NATO forces.20

The death of Stalin; and 
Khrushchev changing the maritime 
strategy

The death of Stalin in March 1953 threw 
the Soviet political and military leadership 
into a troublesome period. Khrushchev 
became first secretary of the Central 
Committee in 1953, and gained more influ-
ence from 1954. He had a temporary set-
back following the Polish defiance of the 
USSR in 1956 and during the Hungarian 
Revolution of the same year.21 

Khrushchev replaced Bulganin as Prime 
Minister in March 1958, becoming the un-
disputed leader of both the State and the 
Party. The role and position of Khrushchev 
as leader has been heavily debated. As 
Mawdsley and White point out, the peri-
od of the late 1950s and early 1960s has 
been and still is somewhat confusing for 
historians. At the time, Khrushchev was 
seen by the West as a “transitional lead-
er” and “supreme leader” from 1957–
1964. A more contemporary perspective is 
that Khrushchev was an “original leader”, 
who truly tried to modernise the system. 
His ideas have been viewed as the origin of 
the Perestroika of the 1980s. Another con-
temporary perspective on the leadership 
struggle of this era, argued by Mawdsley 
and White, is that it was greatly influenced 
by the rising and powerful ruling elite.22 
The elite in Soviet politics were probably 
at their strongest during this Khrushchev-
period. 

Regarding defence policy, military strat-
egy and doctrine, and technology, great 
changes came about.23 In this dynamic pe-
riod, Khrushchev pressed for a greater fo-
cus on nuclear forces at the expense of con-
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ventional forces.24 This was motivated both 
by his personal strategic perspective with 
an emphasis on deterrence, as well as the 
aim of cutting costs and manpower. His 
ideas were not unique, as this belief in mis-
siles and cutting conventional forces came 
at the time of the same debate in Western 
countries (for example Britain and the fa-
mous “Sandy’s Defence Review” of 1957). 
Such a strong belief in modern technolo-
gy and single systems, strategic missiles in 
Khrushchev’s case, would still prove “over-
optimistic”. The best example of the latter 
is the Cuban crisis, where the Soviet lack 
of capability to support the deployment 
of the systems by conventional sea con-
trol forces hindered the operation. As for 
his aim of great reductions in the conven-
tional army, this also proved too dramatic. 
Following the first Berlin crisis, a compro-
mise was reached in 1961 which recogn-
ised the importance of traditional conven-
tional forces.25 

Khrushchev was a “modern” thinker 
with strong beliefs in nuclear and comput-
er technologies, this in parallel to an argued 

“Revolution in Military Affairs” both by the 
military and industry at the time. Stalin’s 
ambitious naval planning was criticised in 
this perspective. According to Khrushchev, 
both carriers and submarines were the sys-
tems which had proved themselves during 
the Second World War. However, the cost-
ly aircraft carriers had become increasing-
ly vulnerable to the (nuclear armed) long-
range missile systems. Khrushchev conclud-
ed: “We must concentrate on developing 
our defensive weapons, our means of sink-
ing enemy ships, rather than on building 
up an offensive surface fleet of our own…

”26 Khrushchev’s stand and promulgations 
should probably also be understood in his 
need to justify great reductions of conven-
tional forces in the Soviet military.27 

Khrushchev opting for submarines

As Khrushchev came to power, with new 
thoughts on military technology and 
strategy, the then most influential admi-
ral, Kuznetsov, had to give way to a new 
Commander-in-Chief of the Navy. Admiral 
Sergei Gorshkov (1910–1988) became 
Commander-in-Chief of the Soviet Navy 
in 1956, and would, argued in this artic-
le, become one of the most influential and 
important naval thinkers of the modern 
world. He held the official position till 
1985. He probably remained in power so 
long because he was a skilful and pragma-
tic leader, following the official course set 
by Khrushchev and criticised Stalin’s naval 
position when needed. From the late 1950s, 
Admiral Gorshkov acquired more influen-
ce over maritime strategy, and with that 
he re-initiated surface ship programmes. 
Gorshkov’s fascination with large surface 
forces was apparent. It was also part of his 
personal experience as commander of such 
fleets. In his memoirs that were published 
after his death he makes this very clear: 

Large ships – battleships and cruisers – al-
ways appeared as the standard for fleet 
smartness, having a reputation for tight 
discipline (and) model organisation. To 
serve on them was not easy, but young 
commanders knew that, after such schoo-
ling, they were guaranteed success on any 
ship.28 

However, the Soviet Navy and Admiral 
Gorskhov under Khrushchev focused pri-
marily on a massive submarine-building 
programme. A fleet of attack submarines 
aimed at disputing the sea control of the 
NATO navies was the goal. 
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The Gorskhov navy rising

The submarine developments

The Whiskey-class diesel-electric submari-
nes were classic medium-range patrol and 
torpedo-attack submarines (SS). They were 
produced in large numbers, and the class 
was operational from 1950 till the 1980s. 
The Zulu-class diesel-electric patrol and at-
tack submarines came into service in 1952, 
and the Quebec-class diesel-electric, deve-
loped for coastal patrol, came into service 
by 1954. A mark of history came with the 
revolutionary Zulu IV ½29 and the follo-
wing five Zulu V-class boats that were con-
verted from earlier Zulus in the late 1950s. 
From the second boat onwards, they were 
armed with two SS-N-4 SLBM30 missiles, in 
addition to torpedoes. Also, two new ver-
sions of the Whiskey-class called the Long 
Bin and the Twin Cylinder were issued in 
1959-60, armed with the first submarine 
cruise missile, the P-5 (SS-N-3 Shaddock). 

In Britain, these Zulu and Whiskey-class 
submarines were assessed as far more ca-
pable than the conventional British attack 
submarines. About the same time, the Golf-
class31 diesel-electric appeared. From 1958 
to 1962, 23 missile submarines of this class 
were built, and they were fitted with the 
SS-N-4 from the beginning. 

Two other classes of conventional pa-
trol and attack submarines (not equipped 
with missiles) were also built in the fol-
lowing years. The Foxtrot-class came into 
service in 1958, and consisted of 62 boats 
for Soviet use. They were initially designed 
for anti-surface and anti-submarine war-
fare operations in northern latitudes.32 The 
Romeo-class came into service the same 
year, but only 20 were built. These classes 
were also complimented by a more speci-

alised diesel-electric submarine, the Juliet-
class, in 1962. 

The Soviet Navy strongly believed 
in these patrol and attack submarines. 
However, the drawbacks of conventional 
submarines also became clear, especially 
regarding technological advances with he-
licopters and better radar systems for the 
forces hunting them. On patrol out in open 
waters they were very vulnerable to ASW 
aircraft while charging their batteries. 

The November-class33 became the first 
Soviet nuclear-powered submarine. It was 
in service by April 1958, and 14 subma-
rines were soon built. The November-
class only carried torpedoes, but as the 
first Soviet nuclear submarine, it was sig-
nificant.34 Together with the two classes of 
Hotel and Echo nuclear submarines they 
constituted what was known as the “HEN 
generation”, the early nuclear submarines. 

The early Cold War Soviet 
controversy over large surface 
ships

As earlier discussed, Stalin had been in fa-
vour of larger combatants for the High 
Seas. However, the focus was kept with 
defensive naval forces and large numbers 
of cruisers and destroyers following the 
Second World War for the early years of 
the Cold War. 

In the 1950s and early 1960s, the Soviet 
Baltic Fleet was about the size of the 
Northern Fleet, and they were both defen-
sively oriented. The Baltic Fleet concentrat-
ed its operations on the eastern parts of the 
Baltic, but by the late 1960s, a more self-
conscious Soviet Union began to operate 
in the western parts as well.35 As the main 
larger surface vessels were transferred to 
the Northern Fleet by the mid-1960s, the 
amphibious forces were retained. The So
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viet Baltic Fleet effectively became a close-
sea navy. Soviet regional sea control forc-
es, the large forces, were designed to con-
trol their own shorelines and give cover for 
force projection forces supporting the ar-
my in the ground war.

Carrier aviation has had a troubled po-
sition in Soviet naval thinking. The naval 
leadership has generally argued the need for 
carriers, especially as a means for giving air 
cover to surface forces at sea. Kuznetsov 
was the foremost advocate of carrier avi-
ation; he considered air cover for ships at 
sea to be essential. Stalin was clearly in fa-
vour of large ships, but he was in opposi-
tion to aircraft carriers, and Stalin did not 
support them being included in the con-
struction programmes of the 1940–50s. 
The bureaucratic infighting and mispercep-
tions of cost and practicality did not help 
their advocates.36 By 1954, Kuznetsov fi-
nally did manage to get an ASW carrier ap-
proved. In the period 1956–57, doctrines 
and reports, research, and even land-based 
training tests all reflected the naval leader-
ship’s desire for carriers. This was a source 
of irritation for Khrushchev.37 

During Gorshkov’s first years of of-
fice, he also spoke in favour of the carri-
ers and large ships (as earlier mentioned), 
but by 1960 he had adjusted his perception 
in line with the “official view”. Gorshkov 
echoed the ideas of Khrushchev and Chief 
of General Staff Sokolovskiy in his state-
ment of 1960: “Large ships, like cruisers or 
aircraft carriers, have on the whole become 
outdated as a means for conducting war at 
sea and are merely a good target for mod-
ern missiles”.38 British intelligence made 
note of the official Russian literature argu-
ing the vulnerability of carriers in modern 
war, either for the purpose of limited war 
or a total war.39 

Soviet aircraft carriers did not come 
about in this period, and compared to the 
US Navy’s 23 attack and anti-submarine 
carriers of the late 1960s40, we are clearly 
discussing a very different navy. This cru-
cial lack of aircraft carriers and organic 
air cover for the protection of surface na-
val forces, outside the reach of land-based 
fighter aircraft, limited their ability to op-
erate with conventional force projection 
forces and the ability to fight naval battles 
on a global scale.41

Soviet naval operations on a global 
scene were sporadic up to the mid-1960s. 
The first large task force to operate out-
side its own waters after the Second World 
War came in 1954, when Gorshkov took 
a cruiser and two destroyers on a visit to 
Albania.42 The following years saw some 
visits to Egypt and Syria by Soviet naval 
forces, and the first greater exercise in the 
Mediterranean came in 1960. 

Soviet ASW forces, as a response 
to the American Polaris system

The American George Washington-class 
Polaris submarine, officially launched on 
30 December 1959,43 but which became 
operational by 1960, immediately influen-
ced NATO and Soviet strategies and tactics, 
and not least the development of new tech-
nological responses. For instance, the 1963 
American public announcement that a 
Polaris submarine was on patrol in the eas-
tern Mediterranean provoked both a ver-
bal and practical response by the Soviets. 
The Soviets argued that the Mediterranean 
should be a nuclear-free zone. 

Kuznetsov had always been a firm advo-
cate of aircraft carriers, as discussed above. 
Gorshkov had a rather pragmatic perspec-
tive and actually spoke both in favour of 
as well as against aircraft carriers. This 
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was probably done both to avoid conflict 
with those supporting his predecessor and 
the military and political leadership who 
at the time were critical of any large com-
batants. However, from the mid-1960s and 
onwards, Gorshkov focused on the role of 
carriers for ASW and air cover for his sur-
face forces. It was a different rationale than 
the offensive US Navy use of large aircraft 
carriers. 

The Moskva-class ASW cruisers, or 
sometimes labelled ASW carriers, Moskva 
and Leningrad of 25,000 tons, were laid 
down in 1965–69. They were from the be-
ginning assigned to the Black Sea Fleet and 
operated in the Mediterranean. They were 
initially a response to the threat posed by 
the Polaris system, but they also became 
useful for protection of the surface ships 
which began to operate for the purpose of 
diplomacy in the latter half of the 1960s. 

As the strategic submarine missiles got 
greater ranges (American Polaris A-II, A-III, 
and in time Poseidon), the Soviet Navy 
could no longer effectively hunt down the 
strategic submarines. The Soviet subma-
rines soon followed this missile evolution, 
and with this the Soviet ASW forces shifted 
from an offensive to a defensive role; the 
protection of the “Bastions” of the 1970s. 
The Soviet Navy maintained this defen-
sive ASW posture for the protection of its 
own forces, and did not build up an offen-
sive ASW capacity parallel to the NATO 
and US Navy triad-concept of worldwide 
SOSUS, ASW aircraft, and attack subma-
rines. 

The Soviet surface fleet expanded from 
1961 and gradually increased its activi-
ty by the mid-1960s. In this period, the 
Soviet Navy effectively supported the 
greater strategies of the Soviet Armed 
Forces by creating an extension of Soviet 
defence zones, this as a direct response to 

the Polaris threat towards the mainland. 
The Soviets needed to extend their defence 
zones, and against the threat of the US sub-
marines in the eastern Mediterranean, the 
Norwegian Sea, the Sea of Japan and the 
Indian Ocean44 – this could only be done 
by a more effective surface fleet.

Aircraft developments

The Cold War Soviet medium-range and 
long-range bomber and strike aircraft 
era started with the development of the 
Tupolev Tu-4 Bull in 1947. They were suc-
ceeded in the 1950s by the Myasischev 
M-4 Bison, the Tupolev Tu-16 Badger and 
the TU-95 Bear. 

The M-4 Bison has been somewhat over-
looked, chiefly because of its failed perfor-
mance in its original role as a long-range 
strategic bomber. The early Bison A air-
craft from the early 1950s simply did not 
possess the range capabilities needed for 
those missions. The Bison B and the speci-
alised Bison C with their long-range search 
radar for maritime reconnaissance and 
Electronic Intelligence (ELINT) operations 
became important for naval operations.45 
But, the fact that the aircraft design was 
not suited for carrying large missiles still 
made this an expensive aircraft to maintain 
only for reconnaissance and tanker roles. 

The Tu-16 Badger was first flown in 
1952, and entered service with the strate-
gic aviation forces by 1955. 46 Within a few 
years most of the aircraft were fitted with 
flight-refuelling equipment. In the 1960s, 
after the rocket troops took on the stra-
tegic strike role, the aircraft were steadily 
transferred to the expanding navy.47 The 
Badgers became the first missile carrying 
aircraft for the navy. 

The first missile variant, the Badger B, 
was initially equipped with the 80km range 
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AS-1 Kennel48 anti-ship missile and later 
with the more advanced anti-ship and land- 
attack missile AS-5 Kelt49. The Badger C 
production line came at about the same 
time – and with the AS-2 Kipper50 missile 
for anti-ship and land-attack and its effec-
tive radar installation, it became a feared 
strike aircraft. The development of these 
first cruise missiles had begun in the early 
1950s, and they were from the start intend-
ed chiefly as radar-guided anti-ship mis-
siles.51 The Badger D aircraft was equipped 
with the same radar and electronic surveil-
lance capabilities as the previous aircraft 
of the series, but were more specialised for 
maritime reconnaissance. The Badgers E 
through L aircraft designations pointed to 
various roles; including reconnaissance, in-
telligence, and jamming. Some Badger (Tu-
16Z) aircraft were also fitted for air-air re-
fuelling roles to keep up with the later Tu-
22s with a refuelling capability. 

Due to the development of the Badgers, 
SACLANT (Supreme Commander Atlantic) 
became greatly concerned at the grow-
ing threat from the expanding Soviet na-
val strike aircraft fleet. The air threat had 
now “considerably increased” according 
to SACLANT’s 1958 Emergency Defence 
Plan. As a consequence, the NATO Strike 
Fleet made special air defence arrange-
ments with Norway to upgrade and link 
early warning information from shore-
based systems to SACLANTs naval forces 
in 1958.52 

The reach of Soviet air power in mar-
itime operations became an even great-
er threat with the introduction of the 
magnificent Tu-95 Bear aircraft. As twit-
ter Sweetman wrote, thirty years after its 
development: “unquestionably the most 
spectacular of contemporary warplanes”.53 
Prototypes flew in the early 1950s, and by 
1956 the aircraft was operational. For the 

next 10 years, 49 Bear A were produced 
for the traditional bomber role and were 
soon reconfigured to carry nuclear bombs, 
and further 71 missile-carrying Bear B and 
23 Bear C for strike purposes were pro-
duced and operational by 1959. 54 The 
Bear D, operational by 1964–66, had a 
long-range maritime reconnaissance and 
targeting role and mid-course guidance for 
the long-range surface-to-surface as well as 
air-to-surface missile systems.55 The Bear D 
was equipped with the powerful Big Bulge 
radar and a secure communications link. 
The Bear D was renamed Tu-142 during 
the 1960s, indicating that it was a genuine 
maritime aircraft. 

The Tu-22 series, where the initial pro-
duction line aircraft were named Blinders, 
was projected in the mid-1950s. It would 
give a supersonic penetration capability to 
the existing concept of the Tu-16 Badger. 
The effectiveness of Western air defences 
with high-altitude SAMs and radar-con-
trolled supersonic interceptors required a 
greater performance of the strategic bomb-
ers. But, by the time the aircraft was ful-
ly operational, Soviet strategies had shifted 
to rely on strategic missile systems rather 
than aircraft. The radical doctrinal change 
of the Soviet Union56 in the early 1960s as-
signed the land-based strategic ballistic mis-
siles to the principal role of strategic strike 
and deterrence. Many of the first Tu-22s 
(as well as other types) were consequent-
ly transferred from the strategic aviation 
forces to naval aviation for precision mari-
time strikes and for strikes in the European 
regions along the flanks.57 These Tu-22s 
were named Blinder B.58 The Blinder C be-
came an important ELINT aircraft for mar-
itime reconnaissance. These latter B and C 
batches were considered fully operational 
by the late 1960s.
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Another interesting aspect of the Soviet 
long-range reach air power was the devel-
opment of the long-range and long-endur-
ance fighter Yak-25P of 1953, later replaced 
by Yak-28Ps in 1960. In addition to the Tu-
126 Moss AEW and the Tu-128 long-range 
interceptors59, this gave the Soviet Union 
a considerable reach in the northern areas. 
These were designed as interceptors and 
for denying the air space to Western air-
craft at far greater distances than normal-
ly capable for land-based fighter aircraft.60 
Soviet long-range air power strike capa-
bilities were immense, and clearly posed a 
great threat to NATO maritime forces and 
communication. 

The influence of the Cuban Missile 
Crisis of 1962

Experience gained during the Cuban 
Missile Crisis is often cited as a rationa-
le for the Soviet Navy build-up. However, 
this is an over-simplification of the story. 
The crisis did not create much change in 
NATO or US maritime strategy and capa-
bility-building. The conflict was short and 
successful from a Western point of view. 
For the Soviets, the operation would have 
a greater impact. The Cuban Missile Crisis 
had some clear lessons for the Soviet Navy. 
At the tactical level the Soviet Navy lear-
ned that:61

•	 all Soviet submarines which were de-
tected by US forces were surfacing for 
snorkelling or communication needs 
at the time of detection,

•	 all submarine detections took place 
during daylight hours,

•	 the submarines were detected visually 
by aircraft or surface ships (probably 
also by radar),

•	 the Soviet submarines managed to eva-
de after completion of snorkelling.

At the strategic level it was evident that 
submarines were not the best tool for pro-
jecting influence by diplomacy over other 
nations, nor for fighting limited wars or 
conflicts. 

The Cuban Missile Crisis has been seen 
as the rationale behind the new and more 
offensive Soviet naval strategy that evolved 
during the late 1960s and early 1970s. This 
explanation may be partially right, but 
must not be overrated. The explanation is 
more complicated. Gorshkov’s writing has 
generally been viewed and accepted as his 
true belief regarding naval strategy, and his 
quest for an ocean-going fleet was evident 
in this writing. This was probably a com-
mon perspective within the naval leader-
ship also, which had been fostered in the 

“old school” tradition. Before the Cuban 
Missile Crisis in 1962, the original plan 
was to send the Baltic Fleet on a mission of 
diplomacy.62 This never came about, prob-
ably because the status of the surface fleet 
was too limited after Khrushchev’s shift 
away from the original ocean-fleet plans in 
the mid-1950s. 

Gorshkov’s real views were unacceptable 
in 1956 when he entered office as the lead-
er of the Navy.63 The Cuban Missile Crisis 
should be viewed as an operation which 
confirmed these beliefs. The crisis might be 
viewed as a turning-point for Khrushchev 
rather than for the naval establishment. 
The surface fleet build-up had already 
started by 1961. As the Cuban Missile 
Crisis unfolded, for instance, four Kynda-
class cruisers were under construction in 
Soviet shipyards. After Khrushchev’s hu-
miliating defeat in the Caribbean, he told 
his naval chief that neither he, nor his suc-
cessors should ever again experience this.64 
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Gorshkov could promise this, as the naval 
build-up was already underway. However, 
we saw that the ambitions of such a capa-
bility for political diplomacy on the inter-
national arena would not materialise until 
after Brezhnev came to power in 1964. 

In fact, what we have learned is that 
the Cuban Missile Crisis rather nor-
malised the views on sea power which 
had prevailed from the mid-1930s un-
til Khrushchev came to power. Still, it is 
clear that the Cuban Missile Crisis inflic-
ted on Khrushchev’s fate as a leader, and 
that the naval posture of the leadership 
changed with Brezhnev coming to power. 
Under Brezhnev, the services gained more 
independence for planning and manning, 
and conventional forces got increased at-
tention.65 From 1964, the Soviet Navy al-
so gained a more prominent place in the 
Soviet military. This was also the case for 
the industry: it is a wide spread percep-
tion that the Soviet Armed Forces con-
stantly were tail-chasing Western military 
technology, and that it was predominant-
ly top-down led. However, this perception 
has been challenged by recent research.66 
In fact, there was considerable competi-
tion between different design bureaus in 
the process of creating new capabilities. 
Especially after the Khrushchev period, 
the military-industry complex gained gre-
at influence.67 

Author Sergei Chernyavskii describes the 
Admiral of the Fleet as central to the in-
creased naval influence within the military 
and the political circles: “Gorshkov was 
not only a gifted strategist, but also ex-
celled at bureaucratic politics, and proved 
remarkably successful in convincing the 
Soviet leadership of the imperative of deve-
loping an ocean-going fleet”.68 According 
to Andrei Kokoshin, the Soviet Navy even 
attained its highest status in history within 
the Armed Force in the late 1960s.69 

The experiences of the Cuban Missile 
Crisis probably accelerated and underlined 
the wish for a surface fleet for the purpose 
of military diplomacy, thus an important 
cause, but not the only explanation. 

The Gorshkov Navy 

Scandinavia’s shifting position

The definition of unified “theatres of mi-
litary action”, TVDs (“teatry voennykh 
deistvii”), were central in Soviet strategic 
planning and organisation. Within these 
theatres, there were unified concepts and 
perceptions about the character of war, de-
fined by the characters of each of the TVDs. 
There were also clear perceptions that a 
war might well be limited to one or more 
of the TVDs. From the Soviet position, the 
Scandinavian Peninsula and the Norwegian 
Sea made up an independent theatre up to 
the mid-1980s and was regarded as an im-
portant battle-theatre. The entire north-
western TVD was expected to “constitute 
an active military battlefield” from the very 
outset of a war.70 This “area of military ac-
tion” was central for three main reasons: 
first for defensive purposes for stopping 
the offensive NATO forces, carriers at first, 
and later also the Polaris submarines; se-
condly for offensive purposes for securing 
access to the northern Atlantic; and thirdly 
for conducting their own offensive opera-
tions towards the European continent and 
the British Isles. 

The Scandinavian Peninsula was impor-
tant throughout the Cold War. From its 
earliest years, the American nuclear-armed 
strategic bomber fleets had had their transit 
route over the northern parts of Scandinavia 
toward the central areas of the Soviet 
Union. In parallel, the Anglo-American 
carrier fleets operated in the North Sea and 
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the Norwegian Sea in the late 1940s and 
1950s for force projection, as well as for 
air protection for the strategic bombers.71 
This early Cold War American-led offen-
sive use of the region lasted from the be-
ginning of the Cold War till the early1960s. 
By then, the nuclear-armed long-distance 
strategic missiles and the strategic nuclear 
submarines emerged as the main Cold War 
weapon, and the Soviet Navy dispositions 
and focus changed. Southern Scandinavia 
and the Baltic Sea became a solely tactical 
flank to the Central Front, while the High 
North soon became an independent the-
atre of war. 

Fighting for the Norwegian Sea

By the composition of the Soviet naval 
and air forces of the late 1960s, there were 
mainly two dominant scenarios for the 
fight for control of the Norwegian Sea; na-
mely who would have air superiority in the 
area – the Soviet Union or NATO? Control 
of the Norwegian Sea was dependent on 
who would be able to seize control of the 
airfields of northern Norway. The follo-
wing general strategic perceptions were wi-
despread in Western thinking. It remained 
much the same from the late 1960s until 
the end of the Cold War: If the Soviets were 
able to capture northern Norway with its 
airfields, this would pose a multi-threat 
to NATO. With forwarded land-based air 
defences and combat aircraft, the Soviets 
would have air superiority, which in turn 
would enable their naval surface forces 
to move south-west. In the case of Soviet 
land-based strike air power, it would pose 
an immense offensive threat to northern 
continental Europe and Britain. 

If NATO could keep control of north-
ern Norway, they could effectively close 
off all Soviet naval surface forces, intercept 

the strike aircraft, and be able to put great 
ASW forces into the hunt for the Soviet 
submarines that were designed to dispute 
NATO’s control of the Norwegian Sea and 
attack Europe and Britain with missiles. 

As for combat between military forces, 
tactical nuclear weapons were expected to 
be used against groupings of enemy forc-
es and the destruction of rocket sites. This 
single and general conviction at the mili-
tary strategic level of decision-makers in 
the Soviet Union had a crucial impact on 
the conduct of maritime warfare and its 
technical development. Sokolovskiy stat-
ed about nuclear weapons “…profound 
changes will take place in the methods of 
carrying out military operations in naval 
theatre”. Further he specified: 

In a future war the tasks of destroying 
shore targets, of defeating grouping of 
the naval forces of an aggressor, his as-
sault carrier formations and rocket-carry-
ing submarines at bases and on the high 
seas, disruption of sea and ocean commu-
nication, will be accomplished by strikes 
of rocket troops and mobile operations of 
rocket-carrying submarines co-operating 
with rocket-carrying aircraft.72 

Even Khrushchev had argued that large 
surface ships, for example carriers, were 

“large sitting ducks” for surface missiles.73 
Later in his writing Sokolovskiy stres-
sed that bombers and fighters were more 
successful at destroying moving targets 
than the rocket troops with their ballistic 
missiles.74 Here we see some of the back-
ground for the Soviet Navy’s heavy focus 
on aircraft in the anti-surface role of mis-
sions. This was supported by Khrushchev, 
who favoured “modest surface ships with 
anti-ship missiles and long range naval 
aviation”.75 
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The British perspective is well described 
in the Naval War Manual of both 1957 
and 1961. The threat of nuclear bombard-
ment would be greatest to those forces in 
harbour. At sea, the threat would consti-
tute submarines, operating independently 
but also in co-operation with long-range 
scouting aircraft. In addition to the subma-
rine, the long-range bomber or strike air-
craft armed with long-range missiles would 
be a great threat. Regarding the Soviet sur-
face forces: “Surface raiders are not like-
ly to be used on any scale, but may pos-
sibly be deployed in more remote areas to 
attack independent shipping and to extend 
the protection of forces”.76 

The Soviet vision and the threat posed 
to Western forces is well summarised in the 
thought-provoking words of Sokolovskiy 
of the High Command of the Soviet forces: 

“Long-range bomber aircraft, armed with 
long-range missiles, retain the capacity of 
delivering independent blows to enemy tar-
gets, especially at sea and in the ocean, but 
also on the coast and in the deep areas of 
the enemy territory”.77 Further, he stated 
about the balance of the surface, subma-
rine, and air platforms: 

... the Navy will keep such important tasks 
as combating the enemy’s naval forces on 
the sea and at the bases and also disrup-
ting his ocean and sea transport. These 
problems can be solved most effective-
ly by submarines and planes armed with 
nuclear rocket weapons and torpedo-
es. A certain number of surface ships are 
also necessary to safeguard the activities 
of submarines and to perform secondary 
missions such as protection of naval com-
munication lanes and co-ordination with 
ground troops in operations carried out 
in coastal regions.

Continuing about naval aviation: “Naval 
aviation must be able to attack warships at 

sea at distances at which they will not be 
able to use their aircraft carrier forces and 
missiles for attacking targets in the socia-
list countries”, and “… naval aviation will 
be called upon to destroy enemy transports 
at sea and at their bases.” 

In conclusion, it is clear that the Soviet 
submarines and the long-range bombers 
and missile- carrying strike aircraft pri-
marily and, secondarily, the Soviet surface 
navy, were the main threats to Western 
conventional forces. Consequently, the 
NATO forces of northern Europe had to 
be planned and structured for establish-
ing control of northern Norway and the 
Norwegian Sea. 

Submarines and Maritime Air 
Power, the core Soviet Navy 
Sea Denial Forces

The modern attack submarines 

During the second half of the 1960s, new 
powerful classes of nuclear submarines be-
came operational. The Charlie-class cruise 
missile submarines, of which twelve Charlie 
I submarines were built from 1968, were 
equipped with the short-range anti-ship SS-
N-7 Starbright and 6 torpedo/launch tubes 
for the missile-torpedo SS-N-15 Starfish or 
Type 53 torpedoes. The Charlies were not 
too successful, as their lack of speed made 
them ineffective as hunters.78 The Victor-
class attack submarine came along in 1967, 
of which 16 Victor I submarines were built 
and equipped with 6 torpedo/launch tubes 
for SS-N-15 or Type 53 torpedoes. This 
class had better performance than the rest 
of the fleet, and have in fact been operatio-
nal in the Russian Northern Fleet till to-
day. The Charlie and Victor classes, as well 
as the first SSBN Yankee-class, marked the 
change to a “modern submarine fleet”. 
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Another interesting development was the 
fast interceptor and hunter submarines of 
the Alfa and Papa classes developed in the 
late 1960s, with early prototypes around 
1970. These boats were designed to achieve 
speeds of 35-45 knots submerged and at 
depths of 3,000 feet.79 The projects re-
ceived great attention – and fear, both due 
to their technical developments and poten-
tial conceptual use and impact. However, 
both classes became haunted by technical 
difficulties and did not become important 
war machines of the Cold War. 

Land-based Maritime Air Power 

The Soviet submarine build-up has tradi-
tionally received the greatest attention, but 
another important development was the 
threat posed by an extraordinary land-ba-
sed maritime naval air force (of which the 
aircraft and systems have been described 
earlier). 

This second threat from the Soviet mil-
itary forces has been underestimated in 
military history literature. The capabili-
ties and reach of Soviet maritime air pow-
er, both for strikes against maritime targets 
and land targets along the flanks of Europe, 
have not been given their rightful attention. 
The well-balanced and capable land-based 
air power of the Northern Fleet would 
have seriously displaced the power balance 
of Britain and northern Europe operating 
from the northern Norwegian coastline. 
Jonathan Alford, former Director of the 
International Institute for Strategic Studies, 
and a great debater on strategic issues in 
the 1980s, summed up the joint nature of 
maritime operations, and specifically the 
northern flank issue: 

In part this is about the Soviet interdiction 
of the trans-Atlantic routes; in part this 
is about the Soviet need to keep NATO 

naval forces well away from important 
Soviet assets; and in part it is about the 
reinforcement by the sea of the NATO 
north – and all are interconnected…

I will assert that it is the Norwegian air-
fields which are – or ought to be – of gre-
atest concern. I suggest the following syl-
logism: who controls the Norwegian 
Sea depends on who controls the North 
Norwegian airfields: who controls those 
airfields depends on who gets there first: 
and who gets there first depends on who 
controls the Norwegian Sea.80 

For the Soviet Union to be able to con-
trol the Norwegian Sea, or at least deny it 
to NATO forces, the two most important 
tasks of the Soviet Fleet and aircraft from 
the very outset of a war would be to de-
stroy carrier-based enemy striking units 
and to get hold of the airfields of northern 
Norway. The absence of carrier-borne avi-
ation in the Soviet Navy – and their need 
for forward bases – brought northern 
Norway into military strategies. The bases 
in northern Norway became a prerequisite 
for defensive operations to fight enemy car-
riers and for air cover of their own naval 
forces, as well as for offensive strike opera-
tions against Europe, the British Isles, and 
the northern Atlantic. The Soviets expec-
ted that NATO ASW ships, as well as ASW 
and air defence aircraft would protect the 
attack carriers. Still, they were strong in 
their belief that those forces and weapons 
could not effectively defend the vulnerable 
carriers from the Soviet submarines and 
aircraft armed with long-range missiles. 

As Sokolovskiy stated: “… our fleet of 
missile-carrying submarines and aircraft 
permit approaching the aircraft carrier to 
the distance of missile launch without en-
tering the zone of anti-submarine and air 
defence of the attack carrier force”.81 To 
be able to do this, the geo-strategic impor-
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tance of northern Norway in this game 
was quite clear. 

Global reach and diplomacy
As argued previously, we assess that 
Gorshkov was a genuine believer in the 
Soviet need for an ocean-going fleet and 
large ships. However, his statements from 
the late 1950s and up to 1960–61 still fa-
voured the “official views”. This peri-
od saw considerable doctrinal discussion 
in Soviet politics, but the influence of the 
Army and strategic-missile advocates82, in-
cluding Khrushchev, was significant. By the 
early 1960s Gorshkov argued more for lar-
ge ships. David Winkler has argued that 
Gorshkov’s “deliberate campaign to urge 
Nikita Khrushchev to reverse his naval 
outlook” came from the threat posed by 
the first Polaris system of 1960.83 

Some scholars, for example MccGwire84, 
noted this change at the time, prior to the 
Cuban Missile Crisis. The planned scrap-
ping of Stalins Sverdlov-class was pre-
vented, and the Kynda-class missile-cruis-
er was commissioned by 1962 as intended 
from the start. The construction of various 
large ships came about in the early 1960s. 
As argued earlier; the turning away from 
the sole submarine fleet focus, and a quest 
for larger ships, clearly started to materia-
lise before the Cuban Missile Crisis. But al-
though building started early in the 1960s, 
the Soviet Navy’s presence on the oceans 
did not materialise until the mid-1960s, 
with a rapid increase in activity on a glob-
al scale by the late 1960s with the famous 
Okean naval exercise out in the north 
Atlantic in 1970 marking the change.85 

The first major operations by Soviet na-
val forces in the Mediterranean were in 
1964, and increased from the mid-1960s. 
The Caribbean was also visited regular-

ly. The Indian Ocean was first visited by 
hydrographic survey ships in 1967, with 
the first naval task force spending four 
months showing the flag during the follow-
ing year.86 The rationale for operations in 
this area was the Polaris deployment and 
reach from the northern Indian Ocean as 
argued earlier, but also for naval diplo-
macy and in support of space operations. 
The first Soviet deployments were most ev-
ident with the Black Sea and Pacific Fleets. 
Another aspect, or fear, of Soviet  expan-
sion on the oceans, especially across the 
Indian Ocean, Middle East and Africa, was 
argued regarding the British withdrawal of 
its military presence in the region.87 There 
was a vacuum to be filled, and many feared 
that the Soviet Navy might fill this gap. It 
turned out that the Soviet Union gained 
less footing than expected in these regions, 
as the countries kept their newly gained in-
dependence and the US increased its influ-
ence. 

By 1975, the two ASW cruisers/carri-
ers of the Moskva-class were followed by 
the first Soviet class of conventional carri-
ers for fixed-winged aircraft, the Kiev-class 
aircraft carrier of 43,000 tons.89 The four 
ships of this class were built to operate ver-
tical take-off and landing (VTOL) fighter 
aircraft. The first and only full-size aircraft 
carrier of Western standard was first laid 
down in 1982 as Riga, launched as Leonid 
Brezhnev, on sea trials as Tbilisi and finally 
named Kuznetsov.90 The Navy had fought 
for this final development throughout the 
Cold War, even though officially denied at 
the higher levels.91 Still, the rationale for 
conventional aircraft carriers in the Soviet 
Navy has never fully been understood in 
the West, and has also constantly been de-
bated in the Soviet Union. It may be under-
stood in perspectives of global reach and 
diplomacy, strengthening of the region-
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al sea control forces and even just for the 
case of self-esteem. The broad perspective 
is that their rationale may be explained by 
several parallel needs. 

The increased global reach boosted the 
political leadership with the prospects of a 
traditional ocean-going fleet, prominently 
with the Okean Exercise of 1971 and sev-
eral port visits to socialist states around 
the world. The idea of an ocean-going fleet 
was clearly not new, although we may say 
that an ocean-going fleet became a reality 
in the 1960s – even though this was not a 
fleet capable of fighting a Mahanian naval 
war at sea. It was primarily for extending 
the safety zones and for diplomacy. 

By the late 1960s, when Soviet confi-
dence had grown, they also began to design 

nuclear- powered cruisers. This was a natu-
ral development in the light of Gorshkov’s 
fascination with large surface combatants. 
Even though the developments started ear-
ly, the Kirov-class of four cruisers did not 
become operational until 1980. This class 
remains today the ultimate surface combat 
ship. 

A new central element; the 
Soviet SSBN
By 1967, NATO woke up to a new gre-
at threat; the SSBN. The submarine de-
velopment, including some early SSBNs 
(Golf-class) with shorter attack ranges, 
had gone through some evolutionary steps 

– but from the late 1960s it considerably 

Figure: Soviet Naval Strength and Deployment. 88
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influenced maritime strategy as well as the 
greater nuclear strategies and the balance 
between the superpowers because of its se-
cond-strike capacity.92 

The basic design of the first nuclear-
powered submarine, the November-class 
attack submarine, was used to create the 
first nuclear powered strategic submarine, 
the Hotel-class. The first of this class, the 
famous K-19, was commissioned at the 
end of 1960.93 The Echo-class cruise mis-
sile tactical submarine soon joined the bal-
listic missile Hotel-class. The first Echo I 
was in service by 1960, and was armed 
with the P-5 cruise missile and had 6 tor-
pedo tubes for Type 53 torpedoes, as well 
as 4 torpedo tubes for Type 40 torpedoes. 
The Echo II entered service in 1962, armed 
with the P-694 anti-ship and coastal-strike 
cruise missile (The P-6 was given the same 
name as the P-5 – the SS-N-3 Shaddock by 
NATO) and the same torpedo configura-
tion. The submarines carrying these first 
generation missiles, with their relatively 
short range and requirement of a surface 
launch, made the submarines very vulner-
able to air ASW forces. Projects to create 
missiles with underwater launch capabili-
ty resulted in the SS-N-5 Sark SLBM mis-
sile. It had a far greater range and was able 
to launch from depths of 40-60 metres.95 
Many of the earlier submarines were, from 
1963 to 1967, refitted with the D-4 system 
for launching these missiles.. 

Submarines were now nuclear powered, 
as well as able to launch long-range mis-
siles whilst submerged. This was a signifi-
cant development for maritime warfare.

In the case of the ballistic-missile sub-
marines, the US had a great lead with their 
George Washington-class Polaris subma-
rine of 1960. These second-generation mis-
siles ensured a true second-strike capabil-
ity. The Soviet matured response to this 

weapon system was the Yankee-class bal-
listic missile submarines (SSBN). This first 
true Soviet strategic submarine was armed 
with 16 SS-N-6 Serb SLBMs with a range 
of 2,400 km.96 But even with this range 
the strategic submarines had to move out 
of the Barents Sea to their combat patrol 
areas and strike positions. The first gen-
eration strategic submarines had to move 
out through the GIUK Gap, and this fact, 
in addition to a steady decline in NATO 
maritime capabilities in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, was the basis of the ratio-
nale behind the focus on the GIUK Gap in 
NATO, US, and UK maritime thinking in 
the 1970s. 

The well-known “Bastions” of the 
Barents, as well as the north-eastern Pacific, 
did not become a reality until after the SS-
N-8 Sawfly97 SLBM entered service with the 
Delta-class in the early 1970s. The SSBNs 
have since become the main focus and the 
greatest concern of the North Atlantic. As 
Bertram and Holst state in their introduc-
tion to their book “New Strategic Factors 
in the North Atlantic” from 1977: “For 
the Soviet Union and the United States, as 
well as for France and Britain, the North 
Atlantic will, for some time to come, re-
main an area which lends itself for the de-
ployment of strategic nuclear forces”.98 

Gorshkov’s rising navy 
maturing
After the dynamic 1960s, the 1970s were 
a period of more stable challenges, howe-
ver steadily increasing, for NATO in the 
High North. The Soviet naval position be-
came more defined. As described by David 
Glantz, the Soviet Navy embraced a concept 
of theatre-strategic operations and conven-
tional forces in the 1970s and 1980s.99 In 
Western literature, a great debate focused 
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on its true purpose; with perceptions rang-
ing from the utterly traditional perspective 
of the Soviet naval posture as truly defen-
sive and subordinate to the Army, to those 
who argued that the Soviet Navy was ai-
ming at a superpower’s navy to challenge 
the United States in a true Mahanian sty-
le.100 Neither can be entirely true when loo-
king at their balance and history. 

Admiral Gorshkov was in charge of the 
Soviet Navy for three decades, and as this 
period saw such great changes in terms of 
technological evolution and a fluctuating 
Cold War, it is difficult to make a simple 
description of its naval posture. Stalin had 
a clear vision of an ocean-going fleet, but 
did not truly accomplish it. The late 1950s 
were exceptional, as Khrushchev tried to 
cut conventional forces, and direct the 
Navy’s focus towards submarine warfare. 
The cost of building an ocean-going fleet 
was great. Nevertheless, Brezhnev still sup-
ported this investment. He also gave the 
services more freedom to develop strategic 
thinking and balance their forces. The mil-
itary-industrial complex also gained great 
power. Naval spending was questioned 
more during Andropov’s short time in pow-
er and discussions of halting the Soviet na-
val programmes surfaced. Chernenko was 
more in line with Brezhnev, and probably 
saved the naval programmes of the mid-
1980s.101 From 1985 until the end of the 
Cold War, the Soviet Navy’s activities were 
greatly reduced.102 

In total, the history of the red Soviet 
Navy shows a remarkably firm understand-
ing of sea power. The navy we saw, what 
we may call “Gorshkov’s Navy”, may be 
characterised as both asymmetric and al-
ternative. But it was perfectly balanced for 
its tasks. 

In the words of Gorshkov: 

In the search for the lines of development 
of our fleet we started not by simply copy-
ing the fleet of the most powerful mariti-
me power of the world. The composition 
of the fleet, its weapons, ship design and 
the organisation of its forces were prima-
rily determined by the tasks which are set 
before the armed forces and hence before 
the fleet by the political leadership of the 
country, its economic potential and the 
conditions in which the fleet will have to 
solve these tasks.103 

It was clearly not “Mahanian”, and it was 
clearly not simply defensive. To the extent 
that we may compare it with other navies 
and maritime philosophies, the most useful 
parallels are to be found within German 
naval thinking of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries104, and in the 
theoretical works of Castex105 in the 1930s. 
Donald Mitchell perfectly summed up the 
Soviet naval developments from the Second 
World War until the 1970s: “Between 1945 
and 1962 the Soviets attempted to achieve 
sea power. From 1962 to 1972 they attai-
ned it”.106 This was clearly a steady evo-
lution towards a strong and balanced na-
val and merchant fleet, only broken by 
Khrushchev’s ideas of an alternative sub-
marine-focused fleet. 

The navy Gorshkov created rested on 
four main military capabilities: strategic 
deterrence submarines; balanced sea deni-
al and regional sea control forces and re-
gional force projection forces for fighting a 
maritime war with NATO; and global na-
val diplomacy forces for times of peace and 
crisis. 

Conclusion
With the George Washington-class of Pola
ris submarines, the US early had a definitive 
lead in naval strategic forces in the 1960s. 
This lead lasted up to the mid-1970s. The 
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Soviet Navy’s modern SSBN fleet first saw 
light in 1967 with the Yankee-class. The 
year was an important milestone, which 
was correctly noted by NATO intelligen-
ce.107 The Soviet Navy surpassed the 40 US 
SSBNs with 55 Soviet SSBNs by 1975.108 
These highly important warships of the 
Cold War were then protected by land-ba-
sed air power and a regional focused na-
val surface fleet for sea control, the well-
known “Bastion Concept”. 

As for the war-fighting navy, Gorshkov 
created this from sea denial forces of at-
tack submarines and long-range land-
based strike aircraft. As he so clearly stat-
ed: “Today submarines and naval aviation, 
equipped with the most up-to-date weap-
onry, in which missiles play a major part, 
constitute the main type of forces of our 
fleet”.109 In traditional naval perspectives, 
at least of any of the Western schools, this 
was not a balanced naval force. It was, 
however, well suited for its purpose and 
thus balanced to its tasks. 

Gorshkov’s war-fighting sea denial force 
was both defensively and offensively ori-
ented. It was defensive in the sense that it 
would protect the Soviet coastlines as well 
as halt American and NATO offensive forc-
es. Offensive in the sense that it would at-
tack and deny NATO the crucial sea lines 
of communication between North America 
and Europe. 

Gorshkov also created a balanced re-
gional sea control force of surface ships, 
submarines, and aircraft. This was need-
ed for the “Bastion Concept”, but also be-
came important as the Soviet naval forces 
became more focused on amphibious oper-
ations by the mid-1960s. The Soviet Naval 
Infantry (and airborne units) were re-acti-
vated as a force by the mid-1960s. However, 
this was a limited force compared with the 
capabilities of the US Marines. Range and 

lift capacity were limited and the logisti-
cal support insufficient for operations over 
any distance. The Soviet traditions and fo-
cus for amphibious forces were different 
from those of the main Western maritime 
nations. The Soviet Navy had been focused 
on limited tactical operations as cutting off 
or disrupting enemy forces and support-
ing the progress of the main body.110 Thus, 
the assessment is that the Soviet naval ca-
pacity for force projection must be viewed 
primarily as one of a regional reach and 
purpose, and then of course important for 
the neighbouring countries of the southern 
Baltic Sea and northern Norway.111 

The final element was the naval diplo-
macy surface forces. Admiral Gorshkov 
stressed the importance of the fleet as an 
instrument of the policy of the state; it was 
simply the most important aid to diploma-
cy in peacetime. He argued that military 
forces were needed for global influence, 
and that this was crucial for the growth of 
the State.112 For instance, before and dur-
ing the Arab-Israeli War in 1967 Soviet na-
val forces greatly increased their presence 
in the region, and the ports of Syria, Egypt 
and Algeria were frequently visited. The 
Soviet naval forces were clearly determined 
to use the navy to show force in order to 
promote their interests, in this case in sup-
port of the Arabs. In the same period, they 
gained access to ports in the southern-Ara-
bic world and across the African continent; 
Angola, Somalia, Ethiopia, South Yemen 
and Guinea.113 

In parallel, the Soviet Union also en-
gaged in building up a merchant fleet. This 
made possible the goal of developing trad-
ing partners and supporting friendly gov-
ernments on a global scale. From the ear-
ly 1950s to the late 1960s, the Soviet mer-
chant navy grew from some 500 ships to 
more than 1,400 ships and by the late 
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1960s continuously visited ports around 
the world. This was a modern fleet, and it 
matched the numbers of the US merchant 
fleet. Sea power for diplomacy, a necessity 
for any global power, had a prominent po-
sition in Gorshkov’s thinking. 

The Soviet Navy clearly became an im-
portant force at sea by the late 1960s, and 
demonstrated a considerable global reach 
during the 1970s. The rationale behind 
this expansion has been a never-ending 
question in Western debate. Many schol-
ars have stressed the Soviet need for access 
to the high seas. This seems to be a miscal-
culation if one thinks of it in terms of chal-
lenging the US Navy in classic battles. The 
Soviet Navy’s surface fleet was great, but 
still definitely inferior to the American and 
NATO naval forces. First and foremost the 
lack of organic air power supports this as-
sessment, but also the fact that they large-
ly lacked organic logistical support for the 
forces at sea, despite several international 
support bases.114 

To conclude; too many articles and anal-
yses of the Soviet Navy and Gorskhov have 
started out with a debate on to what  ex-
tend it was a balanced navy, whether it 
was defensive or offensive and whether it 
was a blue-ocean or a coastal navy. The 

balancing of the Soviet Navy has too of-
ten been evaluated, judged and assessed 
against the benchmark US Navy. Both the 
defensive-offensive debate and the ques-
tion to whether it was a blue-ocean na-
vy have largely been discussed in perspec-
tive of a Mahanian-style and purpose na-
vy. However, the Soviet Navy is so fascinat-
ing because it was, and largely still is, pro-
foundly Russian and special. 

Admiral Gorskhov created a balanced na-
vy, but balanced to its tasks; it was both de-
fensive and offensive, and it became a navy 
of global reach for diplomacy – but not as 
a Mahanian navy. Admiral Gorshkov was 
an original naval leader and thinker, where 
he focused on creating a navy balanced to 
its tasks; for protection of the homeland 
and the support of regional ground-forc-
es, ensuring regional sea control for strate-
gic strike (the “Bastion Concept”), to con-
test enemy conventional sea power forces 
with sea denial forces, and not least to be 
able to deploy naval and merchant fleets 
for global diplomatic influence. 

The author is a Colonel at the Norwegian 
Defence University College and holds a 
PhD from the University of Glasgow. 
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