Able Archer: The NATO exercise that almost went nuclear
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Able Archer was part of the annual Autumn Forge Nato exercise (Image credit: Getty/ Marc
DEVILLE / Contributor)

Able Archer was an annual NATO military exercise that involved thousands of military
personnel and equipment. The goal of the exercise was to simulate an escalation in a conflict
between NATO countries and the USSR, culminating in a co-ordinated nuclear attack.

In 1983, the annual exercise almost triggered the outbreak of war between NATO and the
Soviet Union, when miscommunication led the Soviet government to believe the West was in
fact mounting an invasion.

What was Able Archer?

Able Archer, was an annual NATO exercise and the culmination the culmination of the
Autumn Forger maneuvers that involved 100,000 personnel, some 16,000 of which were
flown in from the United States according to The Atomic Heritage Foundation. The exercise
was designed to end with a simulated nuclear strike following a theoretical Warsaw Pact
invasion of Western Europe.

Although the Soviet Union was aware that the annual event was due to take place, in 1983
Able Archer differed in many ways from previous exercises.
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First, there were large periods of radio silence, as well as encrypted messages among the
NATO forces.

Second, the imaginary forces were moved to high alert and there were even reports of fake
missiles being taxied out of hangers with dummy warheads.

Finally, senior officials were involved with even President Ronald Reagan himself scheduled
to participate, although in reality he dropped out, according to the BBC.
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The arrival of US Pershing Il missiles in Germany led to a rising of tensions (Image credit: Getty/
Pierre PERRIN / Contributor)

In the buildup to the 1983 Able Archer exercise the Warsaw Pact countries had become
increasingly paranoid about the potential of a U.S. nuclear attack.

In 1981 Ronald Reagan became the 40th President of the United States and quickly proved
himself aggressive in his approach towards the USSR. In March 1983, just a few short
months before Able Archer, Reagan referred to the Soviet Union as an "evil empire",
according to Voices of Democracy and announced his intent to build the "Star Wars" space-
based anti-missile program, according to the Atomic Heritage Foundation.

That same year, the U.S. deployed Pershing Il Nuclear Missiles at their bases in West
Germany, able to reach a Soviet target in less than 10 minutes, according to Missile Threat.

As a result of the this threat and the fear of a nuclear strike, the KGB created Project RYaN,
which stood for "Raketno-Yadernoe Napadenie" — translated meaning "Nuclear Missile
Attack" — according to the Wilson Center.
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"The Soviet Intelligence community was still traumatized by its failure to anticipate the
German attack in 1941 and was determined not to be taken by surprise again," Colonel
Robert E Hamilton wrote in his article "Able Archer At 35: Lessons from the 1983 War
Scare".

As well as using traditional intelligence methods, including human agents, RYaN also utilized
computers in a bid to monitor indicators from both NATO and the United States that a nuclear
attack was imminent.

A NATO tank on exercise in the Netherlands, Sept. 1983 (Image credit: Getty Images / Marc
DEVILLE )

On Sept. 26, the Soviet Early Warning Satellite System registered a warning that five
American minuteman missiles were on their way to Russian soil, according to Stanford
University. The warning was revealed to be a false alarm.

"1983 was a supremely dangerous year in which a series of events seriously raised the
temperature between East and West," historian Taylor Downing told All About History
Magazine "Most obvious here was the shooting down of a Korean civilian airliner, flight KAL
007, by a Soviet fighter plane after it had strayed off course by about 350 miles and ended
up crossing Soviet airspace above a sensitive military area.

"Reagan could not believe this was a case of mistaken identity, a tragic accident that caused
the death of 269 innocent people, " Downing continued. "He called the Soviet Union "a
terrorist state" that showed no regard for human life. | argue that at this point the Cold War
nearly went hot as some in Washington demanded a military retaliation against the Soviet
Union."
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As tensions between the two sides began to rise, so did the danger of a possible nuclear
conflict. According to the strategy of Mutually Assured Destruction, if this occurred then both
sides would annihilate each other.

"When situations are this tense it is always possible that one side will misinterpret what the
other side is doing," Downing said. "In the end, the safety of all nuclear systems is reliant
upon the human factor — it is a politician or military leader who finally has to respond to
threats perceived or real and press the nuclear button. So, no matter how sophisticated the
failsafe systems are, it is down to a person to make the final decision — and all humans are
fallible."

What happened?

When the Able Archer exercise began on Nov. 7, 1983, the Soviet response was
unprecedented.

Almost immediately all flight operations that were not intelligence gathering in nature were
suspended and nuclear weapons were taken to their intended delivery units.

For the entire duration of Able Archer, aircraft in Poland and East Germany, both Soviet
republics at this time, were kept armed and fueled, according to Colonel Colonel Hamilton.

Perhaps most disturbingly, a 30-minute readiness time for a full nuclear strike was imposed,
which would remain on alert until the end of Able Archer, on the Nov. 11, according to the
National Security Archive.
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A photograph showing the annual NATO Autumn Forge exercise, of which Able Archer was a
part. (Image credit: Getty/ Marc DEVILLE / Contributor)
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It would be some time before the extent of the Soviet war scare would become apparent to
U.S. Intelligence officers. Despite defector Oleg Gordievsky informing both MI6 and the
C.LLA., it was only the former who believed him.After being briefed, Margaret Thatcher
ordered her officials to "urgently consider how to approach the Americans on the question of
possible Soviet misapprehensions about a surprise Nato attack," according to Unredacted.

In 1990 the President’s Foreign Advisory Board crafted a top secret report entitled "The
Soviet War Scare" which makes clear the threat posed by Able Archer, stating that the US
"may have inadvertently placed our relations with the Soviet Union on a hair trigger."

General Yesin, an operator of SS-20 missiles targeted at Western Europe, stated years later
that: "We knew that NATO was doing an exercise although we couldn’t fully eliminate the
possibility that a nuclear strike could be delivered," Gordon Barrass reported in a 2016 article
for Taylor Francis Online.

Additional Resources

The Atomic Heritage Foundation contains a lengthy article on Able Archer 83 which details
just hot close the world came to nuclear war. The Reagan Foundation has uploaded the
entirety of the 'Evil Empire' speech and this can be viewed on YouTube. Colonel Robert E
Hamilton's paper on Able Archer can be read on the Foreign Policy Research Institutes site.
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